

  

    

  




   




  A RASH OF MURDERS LEADS UNAMBITIOUS SMALL TOWN LAWYER HAMISH O’HALLORAN TO EMBARK ON A DANGEROUS INVESTIGATION ON HIS OWN LEADING TO PERIL AND EVEN ROMANCE.




   




  When Patrolman Wayland North finds a homeless man rifling the already empty pockets of a corpse in an alley, luckless lawyer Hamish O'Halloran is appointed to represent him. The strange saga that follows portrays the squalid underbelly of the idyllic little town of Pine Ridge, North Carolina as two more murdered corpses are discovered. O'Halloran becomes dangerously involved as Detectives Crouse and Frank X. Farrell work with little evidence to connect the murders and uncover the nefarious secrets of Mother Nature's, a restaurant/bar cum brothel, whose subliminal connection to the murders is exposed. A satirical parody rife with vignettes of pitiable and pathetic courtroom characters as O'Halloran plies his trade, this highly amusing story, characterized by pathos and bathos, is a delightful follow-up to the first Hamish O’Halloran mystery Just Add Water.




   




  “...vivid characters...fast paced and often hilarious tale of murder and mayhem...Once you start reading it you will not want to put it down or stop laughing.”—Thomas Keith (District Attorney (ret) Forsyth County, NC (Winston-Salem) .




   




  “... the emphasis is on unique and shady characters. You feel like you are very familiar with the town of Pine Ridge and the strange denizens who make it come alive and intriguing.”—Joseph L.S. Terrell, Author of the Outer Banks-set Harrison Weaver Mystery Series.
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  Chapter 1




   




  Officer Wayland North was just a little bit fearful of the dark but would never publicly admit it in a million years. He carefully looked around the deserted streets of the little North Carolina town, worried that something might be happening but nothing ever did. He was on foot patrol, alone in the pitch blackness of the wee hours. Nothing moved, there wasn’t a sound, and the late summer Southern air was so thick with mist he felt as if he needed gills to breathe. He sucked in a deep breath, struggling to get any oxygen out of the moisture saturated night atmosphere. Looking around for a sign of anything out of place, the patrolman stared along the main drag at the row of eerie streetlights, giving off nothing more than a diffused glow, devoid of color. It reminded him of a London Street in a Jack the Ripper movie he had once seen, and he gave an involuntary shudder as a pang of fear tingled his spine.




  He had been demoted for roughing up a low-life perp just a week before. Excessive force, the Lieutenant had said. North never liked the Lieutenant, a namby-pamby college boy, with horned rimmed glasses. How could any self-respecting cop enthusiastically work for such a by-the-book type nerd anyway? He was seriously considering quitting the Pine Ridge police force and transferring over to the fire department.




  The demotion was only part of the problem for North. In his inflated self-image, he had imagined he was well on his way to receiving that promotion to detective he always wanted, when that wimp lieutenant set his plans back, perhaps interminably, just for knocking around that worthless piece of crap drug user. Now his feet hurt as he walked the fourth hour of this crummy beat in this dead town. He probably had blisters. He knew it was a punishment tour, so he just had to deal with walking the beat on the graveyard shift, until he could prove himself, do something heroic, like saving a child from a burning building or singlehandedly taking down a gang of bank robbers. The idea that policemen were not supposed to be judges, and should not sentence and inflict punishment on individuals they considered violators of the law, had eluded him. That was solely up to the courts. Without due process, the guarantee in the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments to the Constitution, we would inevitably devolve into a police state. The nerdy lieutenant well understood this concept, however, it was lost on Way North.




  Experiencing some incipient anger along with the underlying fear of the dark, Patrolman North was feeling sorry for himself, big time. In his mind, he was the victim of crass injustice as he wandered the empty streets of the little village in the middle of the night. Nothing ever happened in the boring little burg. Sure it was an attractive, even idyllic town, with all the pansy filled flower boxes along the street in the downtown area, and the beautiful pink, red, purple and magenta azaleas and rhododendrons festooned around the Victorian and carpenter Gothic houses on the tree lined avenues in the spring. The trees, stately elms and spreading live oaks, tinseled with Spanish moss, provided shade and a respite from the often oppressive summer heat. If Pine Ridge had been in New England, Norman Rockwell would have painted it. But this was almost autumn. The pansies were gone, killed by the summer heat, the flowering plants were past their glory, a few washed out, withered remnants of flowers clinging to the stalks, and the beginning of the torrent of leaves lying like dead fish in the curbs.




  North felt he deserved to be comfortably riding around in a Ford Taurus cruiser, eating a donut, sipping some coffee from the local confectionery which proudly catered to the local constabulary —gratis. Instead, he was walking this boring beat, checking doorknobs on businesses on this eerie night. This was the absolute pits.




  He was virtually in the middle of Pine Ridge’s block long downtown, as he approached the alley between Shapiro’s Haberdashery and Suggins’ Hardware store, an alley that was wide enough for a delivery truck to be able to back up to the loading dock which served both stores. North froze when he heard a slight rustling sound emanating from deep within the pitch black alley, the metallic sensation of fear coursing through his loins. With no small degree of trepidation, hopefully wishing the noise just came from a stray cat out mousing around, he shined his MF Tactical Cree LED flashlight into the alley. This foot and a half long tool could also be used as a club if need be, for self-defense only, according to the book, as interpreted by that dweeb Lieutenant. Thinking about the strung out meth addict he had bopped with it, maybe a couple of times too many, a brief smile crossed North’s face, until the beam of light settled on a skinny black man rifling through the pants pockets of a body sprawled in the alley.




  “Freeze scumbag. Don’t move an inch or I’ll unload this .357 on ya,” North yelled with as much authority in his shaking voice as he could muster.




  “Uh oh,” the skinny black man said. “I din’t do nothing.’ I jis’ foun’ this guy here. Wanned a see if he awright. He ain’t.”




  The guy not only froze, he stopped breathing as North hyper-cautiously approached him, the well blued personal Smith & Wesson Model 627 short barreled .357 magnum pointed right between the suspect’s panicked, exophthalmic, wide open eyes. It suddenly dawned on North that he had a problem. He had the flashlight in one hand and the .357 in the other. He needed a third hand to be able to take out his plastic Zip ties and cuff the perp. For a split second he didn’t know what to do, but then, sticking the gun into the man’s face, he lay the flashlight down and retrieved his Zip ties from the back of his belt with his free hand. There was just enough ambient light so that North could see that the shaking perp did not break contact with the pistol snuggled firmly into his eye socket.




  After the skinny black man was cuffed and splayed on the ground, motionless, except for the heaving in his chest, since he had started breathing again and was trying to catch up on any oxygen he might have missed, North determined the body was in fact dead and immediately called it in. In less than five minutes, for Pine Ridge was a pretty small town, the ambulance with a pair of EMTs were there. After checking for vital signs and declaring that the body was in fact a dead one, the extraordinarily obese EMT, whose short arms barely reached his belt buckle, announced, “The coroner’s on his way in.” He said this nonchalantly as he was putting his medical equipment back in the ambulance. The driver, a tall, solidly built woman with the short white sidewall haircut of a seasoned Marine, just beginning to go gray, stood there and said nothing.




  North went over to the shaking man who was still lying face down on the oil and filth stained cement alley floor. “Looks like the hot seat for you, jerkoff. You are going to get the needle.” The guy started crying hysterically, slobbering all over the ground, wheezing out his denials and pleas.




  In a few more minutes, the duty sergeant, the four-eyed Lieutenant, and a detective named Crouse arrived on the scene. After being told to search the suspect, and put him in the sergeant’s police cruiser, North, a mere patrolman, was quickly rendered a supernumerary. Seething, North stood there watching the Lieutenant and the detective investigate. “That should be me investigating this crime scene,” he thought, almost out loud. It was beginning to dawn on him that when he searched the suspect and found absolutely nothing on him, no ID, nothing from the body, not a coin or even a dime bag of weed, that there was a problem with his case.




  Detective Crouse was not a big man, perhaps 5’11” but lean and solidly built. He looked more like a Marine Corps drill sergeant, with his white sidewall haircut, than the lone detective in a small county Sheriff’s department. He came over toward North who immediately tensed up. “Did you take anything from the body, Wayland?” Crouse asked, polite and all too calm.




  “Not me. That’s a crime scene and I didn’t touch a thing except to take this asshole into custody,” he said, motioning toward the backseat of the cruiser with his thumb.




  “Hmmm. What did you find on him?”




  North was slowly beginning to realize he wasn’t ready for prime time yet, at least not as a real detective, as he responded uncertainly. “Uh, not a damn thing, Detective Crouse. I don’t even know his name, yet.”




  “Nothing, huh? Okay. Don’t say anything to him or ask him any questions. I will properly interrogate him when we get him downtown later. Wait a minute, get him out of the cruiser and let me have a look at him.”




  North smirked. This dick was stupid. They were already downtown. The station wasn’t more than a block away. Did he think he was in some big city somewhere? But North did as he was ordered. The detective shined a flashlight all over the quaking suspect, looking closely at various parts of the suspect’s body and clothing, his furrowed face inches from the suspect’s skin, totally unnerving the sweating man.




  “Okay, son,” he said with just a hint of condescension, “we are arresting you for attempted robbery at this time. There may be more charges later. Don’t talk to anyone until you have spoken to a lawyer who will be appointed for you. Just keep your mouth shut for right now.”




  North was astounded. This was nothing like the standard Miranda rights waiver he would have given the suspect, the one that was printed on the laminated card he always had to carry. The detective’s charge totally pre-empted what North was thinking about doing, but then he realized, it would be the Sarge who would be driving the perp to the station in his cruiser, and not him. Maybe the detective didn’t want the sergeant to mess up the arrest with an un-Mirandized confession, aided by a little strong arm, a little intimidation. North had to think about this ploy, but right now he thought the detective was just stupid, by clueing in the defendant.




  The patrolman still had a beat to walk, and the Lieutenant had been eyeing him with suspicion, trying to figure out if North had been lollygagging. He had already checked for powdered sugar on his uniform in the event North had scored a donut somewhere. When the scene was cleared, the others going about their business, leaving North alone, he sighed, now seriously thinking about transferring to the neighboring County Sheriff’s department, or maybe even going back on active duty in the Army.




  An hour later, Detective Crouse was sweating the perp in the box at the Police Department. The box was a small windowless room, not more than eighty square feet, with a metal table, two straight back metal chairs, and no other furniture. Bolted to the wall high in one corner near the door was a camera, dubbed Big Brother by the cops. It was pointed at the center of the table, watching the goings on, recording everything to make sure the cops used proper procedure, and recording whatever the suspect said. After a few minutes of softball questions people being interrogated often relaxed and forgot about the camera. The 150-watt bulb made the room brighter than it ordinarily should have been, and certainly more uncomfortable. It was much easier to hide, and to prevaricate, in a darkened room, the theory went.




  Before Crouse entered the room, he could hear the suspect loudly sobbing. The crying continued even after the detective entered and plopped down on the metal folding chair, heavily, for effect. Crouse gave him the look for a few minutes, wondering about the grown man crying like that. Either this guy was one of the greatest actors of all times or he was truly frightened out of his wits.




  He sighed, introduced himself, read the suspect his rights, and simply said, “If you don’t want a lawyer, why don’t you talk to me.”




  Amidst the tears, slobbering, and gasping for breath, the perp told him everything. He was one of those smooth skinned blacks whose actual age was a mystery. He claimed to be homeless. He told the detective his name was Antoine al Aqwon. He knew it was a Muslim name but he was Southern Baptist, he claimed. His father was in jail and his mother hung out in a crack house most of the time. He had been homeless after being released from jail on a trespass charge at the McDonald’s last month, where he had gone in the hope of getting something to eat. He was in the alley searching for a morsel to assuage his hunger, he said, when a truck started to back into the alley. He hid behind a big plastic bag full of what he suspected was refuse. He heard a thump and then the van pulled off in a big hurry. All he could tell the increasingly skeptical Crouse, was that he glimpsed a light colored panel truck with nothing in the way of signage to identify it, but couldn’t tell the make or model, or even the color. Antoine didn’t remember any identifying marks, dents or damage or even if it had a license plate. When the panel truck sped off, and he was sure he was alone, he went to investigate and stumbled upon the body. He just figured the guy might have a dollar or two and then Antoine could go to the all night Waffle Haven restaurant for a bite to eat, but the body didn’t have anything; no wallet, keys, coins, not even a watch or wedding ring, nothing.




  Just then, a CSI tech with horn rimmed glasses came into the room and turned the lights off without a word. Antoine let out a little shriek when the blue light appeared, but the tech soon turned the lights back on and said. “Nope. No gunshot residue,” and left. There was a little blood on Antoine’s pants but they both knew it had to have come from the body. What was most interesting to the detective was that there just wasn’t a hint of evidence to disprove Antoine’s story. In the back of the detective’s mind, though, a slight electric buzz gave off a warning. He just couldn’t figure out what it meant. But he had this experience before and knew the buzz was important.




  In a few minutes, they were at the magistrate’s office. Antoine was booked on the charge of attempted robbery from a corpse. Crouse knew the charge probably wouldn’t stick since there wasn’t really a complainant, but he wanted to keep the defendant around for a while, and his soft spot figured the kid could use a little fattening up. Geez, he was so emaciated he looked like a refugee from Bangladesh. After booking the suspect, he was marched off to the county jail to await the next step in the process which was supposed to occur the following morning.




  It didn’t. A whole day and night passed before Antoine was brought before a judge. At first appearances, Antoine stood shaking before Judge Sam Hill, who snickered a little when the next name on the attorney appointed list was announced by the clerk. It was Hamish O’Halloran. Nevertheless, with a bit of a flourish, he grandly appointed O’Halloran to represent Antoine and set the court date for the detective’s regularly scheduled monthly court appearance, three weeks into the future. He set the bond at $500 but it might as well have been a million unless an angel appeared to post it, and that was highly unlikely. Southern Baptists with Muslim names, it seemed, did not have a direct line to the almighty. The bail bondsmen who had been hanging around trolling for clients quickly vanished. None of them, it seemed, wanted to take a chance on this one. The smart betting was that this defendant wouldn’t show for his court hearing if he was released on bond, but would head for the hills as soon as he was sprung from custody.




  When O’Halloran received the notice of appointment, he reluctantly went over to the Pine Ridge jail, across the street from the Courthouse. Directly behind the Courthouse was a row of commercial establishments fronting the road, including the popular local restaurant, The Courthouse Coffee, which changed its name every day at precisely eleven o’clock to The Legal Lunch. Gus, the chain smoking proprietor, naturally his name would be Gus, had a rotating sign of which he was very proud. It worked by simply pressing a button. The food in the restaurant was, well, food. Edible, but just barely. It was a popular spot because it was the only place in town where you could get a cup and a bite to eat.




  The little jail, two doors down from the restaurant, housed about a dozen inmates most of whom were in there waiting for trial. A few were serving short sentences. O’Halloran was a serious claustrophobic and absolutely hated meeting clients in the jail, any jail, from the puny little Pine Ridge holding facility to the state of the art confinement facility in the much bigger nearby city of Greeneburg. Most of the prisoners in the holding facility were perennial losers, regulars, some of whom just wanted a warm place to bed down and get free meals. Three hots and a cot, they called it. But every so often there were a couple of really bad dudes sprinkled in, or maybe some genuine looney toons, which made even the regulars nervous.




  There were only four individual cells, and one big room full of double bunks, about half a dozen in all, housing up to a dozen men. The cells were full, naturally, and Antoine was placed in the big room, in what the jailers called genpop, for general population, where the least crazy, strung out, suicidal and violent defendants were kept. If any of the prisoners were convicted, and got a sentence of more than six months they were sent out to one of the state’s prison facilities. If less than six months, they were taken to the county jail or out to the Farm to serve their time. The Farm was just that — a facility where inmates got their first taste of agriculture, and a pretty comfortable way of serving their sentences, that is, if they enjoyed the out of doors, getting their hands dirty, and sweltering in the hot, oppressive, North Carolina sun.




  O’Halloran met Antoine in a very small anteroom, just big enough for two chairs and a table the size of a TV-dinner tray. O’Halloran was already set up in the tiny room when they brought Antoine in, shackled in leg irons, looking around like a rabbit in a fox den.




  “I’m your court appointed lawyer, Antoine,” he said, handing him a coffee stained business card. It didn’t matter because Antoine just glanced at the card and put it down. The realization dawned on O’Halloran that Antoine perhaps couldn’t read. “Look Antoine, my name is O’Halloran. I‘m a lawyer. I have been appointed to represent you in court on this charge of attempted robbery. Tell me what happened. What really happened.”




  O’Halloran was not your typical lawyer. Oh, he started out that way, all full of ‘save the world’ zeal, feed the hungry, and help for the downtrodden, all that kind of feel good altruism. But after twenty-five years, most of it spent in District Court where the really petty stuff was tried, he was just a burned out, tired, old street lawyer. And he looked it. O’Halloran was what one might euphemistically call sartorially challenged. It was the first thing one noticed about him. He looked like he crawled out from the basement of a Goodwill Store. His clothes were perennially mismatched, and wrinkled. He usually wore a colored shirt, like gold, avocado green, and sometimes a maroonish purple one, that were leftovers from the style challenged fads of the 70s. He probably didn’t own an iron. One might be able to deduce correctly that he frequented the local thrift shops, even the Salvation Army store. He often wore khaki pants, which hadn’t been pressed in years even if they were of the Permanent Press sort that was always hyped in men’s clothing stores. He would have preferred something more comfortable but he opted for khakis because he had been chewed out by a judge once, for wearing an old pair of jeans to court. For purposes of formality and to show respect to the Court, he wore a sport coat, an amorphous gray one, badly in need of pressing, starch, or something to give it shape.




  He was almost irreverent, having long ago figured out that District Court was merely a processing center for low life ne’er do wells, an unending stream of them. It was often the poor man’s alternate dispute resolution forum, turning petty neighborhood squabbles into kiss and make up sessions before they became full-fledged feuds. Sometimes, when he really had to dress up, he wore a wrinkled seersucker suit, yellowing around the neck and cuffs, with faded blue stripes. But his real problem was that everything about his dress was always wrong. His shoelaces were often untied, the shoes scruffy, not having been polished since he had been admitted to the bar decades ago, and his socks were more often than not different colors. He was either color blind or didn’t stop to check if they matched. You could almost bet his fly would be open, or a shirttail hanging out. He usually sported a colorful tie with some cartoon character, like the Tasmanian Devil or Santa Claus emblazoned on it, but the thin end always seemed to be noticeably longer than the wide end, and the four-in-hand knot was invariably off center — considerably. He was more likely to be arrested on suspicion of being a vagrant than picked for the cover of GQ.




  Physically, O’Halloran was tall and a little stooped, kind of Lincolnesque. He was rather angular and looked almost disjointed except for his small pot belly, and he wore his pee gray hair in a ponytail despite the fact that he was nearly bald, or at least well on the way to getting there. “High forehead” he liked to say. “Sign of intelligence,” he would add.




  So you can imagine the reaction of Antoine al Aqwon when he saw O’Halloran sitting there, but you would be wrong, dead wrong. Antoine was delighted to have someone who actually seemed to be there for him, even if his lawyer was paid by the very state that was prosecuting him; even though he was a slovenly mess, with the oratorical skills of a deaf mute. But O’Halloran was Antoine al Aqwon’s very own lawyer, so he exuded nothing but admiration and esteem for the old attorney.




  O’Halloran asked him about the facts, but in typical O’Halloran fashion he forgot to inquire about the basics, you know, stuff like social security number, date of birth, home address and contact information. After talking with Antoine, O’Halloran wandered over to District Court to see his friend Billy Brown, the aging Assistant District Attorney, whose prodigious memory put the entire courthouse crowd in awe. Billy remembered everything about every miscreant whoever darkened the doors of the District Court in Pine Ridge. It was simply an astounding feat of mnemonics. But Billy was a few months or maybe years short of the retirement, which he dreamed of as being the perfect solution to his dreary job and daily contact with the crud of the earth, at least the crud that constituted the Pine Ridge soil.




  Billy was just wrapping up a morning of boring, mind numbing and mundane administrative matters such as appointing attorneys for indigent defendants, continuances, and misdemeanor guilty pleas. He noticed O’Halloran as he sat down in the back of the Court room, and nodded to him. When the lunch recess was called, O’Halloran approached his friend. “Billy, I just got appointed to represent some really skinny guy named Antoine al Aqwon on an attempted robbery from a dead body. Neither had anything on him, and so far as I can tell there is no ID on the corpse. Are you actually going to go through with this thing?”




  “Haven’t seen the report yet, Ham, but based on what you say, no, I’ll can it in District Court. That is, unless the guy had something to do with the body being dead.”




  “Hmm. Hadn’t thought of that.” Ham mused. “Okay. See you later.”




   




   




   




  Chapter 2




   




  Built around the turn of the century, the Pine Ridge Courthouse was a rather simple two story affair architecturally, with just enough corbels and niceties to look important. Lowly District Court, located in the basement of the building, was a large plain room with wormy chestnut wooden paneling, and portraits of Judges long forgotten. The ignominy of complete oblivion having been spared these men because of these almost cartoonish portraits, still nobody knew who they were. Or cared. The much more formal, and exalted Superior Court on the second floor was richly endowed with Art Deco carvings and architectural devices and adornments. It actually did inspire a little awe. So did Judge Harley Martin, an imperial and learned Judge, who was practiced in the art of inspiring awe, as he made experienced attorneys and prosecutors alike quake in their proverbial boots.




  The District Court Judges dealt with all manner of domestic squabbles, from downright evil control freaks criminally dominating their meek spouses, to the dreaded domestic violence cases where inarticulate husbands, frustrated in their inability to communicate their point to their often mouthy, constantly interrupting and overbearing significant others, felt they had no choice but to resort to base violence. These Judges dealt with social misfits whose family arguments escalated to the point where the only recourse they had to any civilized dispute resolution was the District Courts. There, the Judges handled cross-warrants where neighbors, feuding over such pettiness as a barking dog, charged each other with trespassing, assaults and communicating threats, most of it stretching the definition of any crime at the unwitting urging of a bored magistrate who issued the warrants just to save the peace, and get the squabbling parties out of his office, sight and earshot. These judges dealt with a vast range of misdemeanor offenses, too, from the pathetic and pitiful, to crimes of downright inventive and repulsive moral turpitude. Society’s troglodytes desperately fighting to survive, might sneak a package of fat laden ground beef from the grocery store and stick it down their pants, or even eat a bar of candy to keep away star-vation before going to the checkout. Occasionally, it was someone of high standing, like the wealthy dentist’s wife, arrogantly shoplifting a pair of chi-chi chic sun glasses as if it were her God given right.




  These courts were inundated with tattooed teens who, wandering the streets without any direction at all, were easily caught by zealous cops, whose favorite charges were possession of a bag of pot, or worse, a rock of crack or cocaine pipe. The District Courts were full of aimless youth without jobs or ambition, dull witted pot smokers, pathetic, concentration-camp skinny meth addicts, youths decorated with silly indelible tattoos on their fingers or skinny arms where biceps should have been, pounds of tasteless bling, and goofy baseball caps worn sideways, their beltless jeans hanging precariously at mid-thigh, as they postured, parading their imaginary virility and toughness. Then there were society’s real outcasts — cross dressers and runaways charged with soliciting prostitution, homeless alcoholics, mentally challenged or impaired folks wandering the streets or malls, and much more. If one could imagine the absolute worst in society, sooner or later it appeared before the District Court Judges. More than occasionally, that absolute worst was even worse than a normal court watcher could even imagine, which is why there was a troupe of elderly folks, mostly old men, who would daily find the best seats in the Court room. Watching a morning of District Court was amusement that would make even Jerry Springer blush. This was unscripted, unexpected, spontaneous entertainment, at its most lurid resulting in scenes that were often truly hilarious.




  District Court was not so much the rule of law as it was the rule of the personality cult of the Judges. There, the law was what the judges said it was, not necessarily in accord with the actual law as it was set out in the statutes. If somebody didn’t like a judge’s ruling, no matter how correct or how wacky, they could always appeal to Superior Court. The judges were an interesting lot. They were all regular church goers, not so much because of their strong religious beliefs but so they could actually see and be with the decent and honorable segment of the local citizenry. In this way, they could wash off the taint of evil and the social depravity and weirdness that permeated the District Courts.




  There were three regular District Court Judges elected by the citizenry, or at least that’s what it was supposed to be. Most of the citizenry didn’t vote and most of those that did, didn’t have the faintest idea of who to vote for among the judicial candidates or even why. Often, it was the catchy name of the judge, or the fact that the local newspaper gave their endorsement that was enough for a win. Being a judge was a precarious existence, for one never knew when someone named Andrew Jackson or John Elway would run for judge. You only had to be a lawyer. It didn’t matter if the candidate failed the bar six times, or suffered from narcolepsy. Predicting judicial races was risky business.




  So there was really no rhyme nor reason why these three District Court judges were the ones that were elected. But each of them was a character. Yes indeed, they sure were characters.




  L. Rita Axelrod was the Chief Judge. She was a fixture, having been re-elected four times, and going on her eighteenth year on the bench. Some thought it was the fact that her name began with an A and therefore was the first name on the ballot that was the key to her electoral successes. Some candidates had even thought of changing their name to Abbott just to get the coveted first spot on the ballot. But truth be told, L. Rita was actually a very good judge. She was a smart, conservative Republican which was something of an oxymoron because she was black. Dark black. Dark blue black. But boy, did she mean business. She had gone to the famously conservative University of Chicago at a time when blacks enrolled there were quite rare. In fact, there weren’t any other blacks. The esteemed Chief District Court Judge had majored in economics and then attended the much more liberal law school at Catholic University in D.C. She was affectionately, or maybe not so affectionately, referred to as the “Ax” or sometimes, when she was in one of her moods, as “the Battle Ax.” Woe be it to the young black man who appeared before her for some crime that she considered demeaning to her race. It was even reported that some young tough, an extortionist of lunch money at his high school, had fainted dead away when confronted by the glaring “Ax” who had made him stand before the bench with no attorney to protect him, no desk to lean on or hide behind, no Momma to save him.




  Then there was Judge Sam Hill. He was the only male judge in District Court, yet somehow seemed to get the vast majority of the testy domestic cases. Sam was a veteran and started Court each day with the Pledge of Allegiance. Almost nobody knew the words anymore, so there was a cacophony of mumbles as those in the courtroom pretended to follow along. Then the Judge would ask for a moment of silence while he said a silent prayer. So did most of the miscreants who were new and not familiar with Court. They fervently prayed to God even if they didn’t believe. It just seemed like an awfully good idea at the time, to pray for mercy in this terrifying, frightening Hall of Justice.




  The third judge was Tara Elmo. At over six feet tall and a good two hundred pounds Judge Elmo was intimidating. Her huge shoulders looked like she had a curtain rod in them, but it was just a swimmer’s physique. She had been an Olympic swimmer once, and believed everyone should have the focus and dedication that activity required. She was therefore not kind to slackers. It seemed she considered just about everyone who came before her to be a slacker. Of course, that was generally the case. Disciplined, driven people with direction seldom found themselves in District Court. Judge Elmo demanded punctuality and perfection. That was why O’Halloran was just about her least favorite of Pine Ridge’s lawyers. For some odd reason, Judge Elmo usually handled the cases involving juveniles and the dreaded Department of Social Services, Pine Ridge County’s equivalent of the Gestapo.




  Hamish O’Halloran was used to the District Court judges and they were used to him. Not impressed by him, or awed by his ability, just used to him. They just knew what to expect and whatever that was, it was the bare minimum. He was never a challenge to the judges, not to their legal knowledge, common sense, or their wisdom. Judge Sam Hill was happy with that, Elmo hated it, and L. Rita just accepted it.




  Now Superior Court was another matter. The resident Superior Court Judge was Harley Martin. He was tough, demanding, and invariably impatient. That impatience was especially heaped upon unprepared lawyers, and defense lawyers who equivocated, puffed their client’s alleged or imagined attributes, and especially, for those that were stupid enough to actually lie. God help the poor defense lawyer Judge Martin caught in a lie. There were stories of the graveyard being littered with the bones of defense lawyers who lied to Judge Harley Martin.




  The day after O’Halloran had the misfortune to meet the pathetic Antoine al Aqwon, he had to appear in Superior Court to represent a client O’Halloran was convinced was one of those rare persons with absolutely no redeeming social value. None. Zip. Nada. The legal system was totally unprepared to deal with this lot, but fortunately there just weren’t that many of them — in the whole world. In his twenty-five years of practicing law, O’Halloran had come across maybe half a dozen. Scoundrels was a euphemism for them; scumbag was a term in the vernacular of the law enforcement officers, but there just wasn’t a term on the proper side of the English language for people like that, and O’Halloran had a young one to try to represent. But as he appeared before the eminent jurist his mind was still troubled by the pathetic Antoine, as he tried to figure out just who and what may have been the body whose pants Antoine had been caught rifling.




  “Mr. O’Halloran,” Judge Harley Martin raised his bushy black eyebrows, which contrasted starkly with his snow white hair, in an implicit request for a response from the taciturn old lawyer. Well maybe O’Halloran wasn’t really old, you couldn’t actually tell what his age was. He was balding, but what little hair remained on the top and sides was pulled back in a tight ponytail, as neat as he could manage it because this was, after all, Superior Court. What hair he did have was an unappealing shade of gray with a few yellowish strands mixed in. It had just a hint of being unwashed, and maybe a week or two past when he really needed a trim.




  Hamish O’Halloran had been a fixture in the courts of Pine Ridge for a generation. He certainly wasn’t what one would call a brilliant lawyer, uninspired was more like it. But he was a regular, so it came as something of a surprise when Judge Martin had to prompt him. It kind of looked like O’Halloran had been daydreaming, not a particularly surprising occurrence.




  “Do you have anything to say on behalf of the defendant?”




  Hamish looked down at the unkempt young man, who stared back, cocky, even arrogant. There wasn’t a hint of trepidation in his dull witted eyes. As a sign of his utter disrespect toward the world, he wore a t-shirt adorned with an overabundance of bling. The black t-shirt advertised some gangsta rapper and showed two blazing guns superimposed on, believe it or not, a large marijuana leaf. Hamish didn’t know who the young man was trying to impress but it certainly wasn’t Judge Harley Martin who was just about seething under his breath, waiting to get at this malcontent. O’Halloran, and just about everybody else in the Courtroom, could tell that the Judge was metaphorically rubbing his hands in glee at the anticipation of getting a hold of this ne’er-do-well and declaring some sentence of epic and devious proportions.




  Hamish sighed. He was so tired of drugs and thugs. That’s all there was to represent any more. God was he tired. Tired and disillusioned.




  “No, your Honor. He’s guilty. He has no job, no education. He has quit everything he ever tried, and has now even stopped trying. He lives off his grandmother’s Social Security check, and any pot he can sell. He has no future, but worst of all, he doesn’t give a rap about anything. Put him away, Judge.”




  The onlookers in the Courtroom gasped. The defendant’s cocksure attitude disappeared in a flash and was replaced by a seething anger. He turned to his lawyer and gave him a push. “Come on man. You gotta say sum’pin.’ You set me up, man, you honky shyster.”




  O’Halloran did not respond, nor even glance in the direction of his hapless client. He just looked at the judge with a blank expression on his face. But Judge Martin recognized impending disaster and threw O’Halloran a line.




  “What do you have to say for yourself, young man?” He was sorely tempted to use the word, “son” but felt it would be considered too patronizing. Martin couldn’t believe himself. He was giving in to the unwritten speech restrictions of political correctness, but he just couldn’t risk creating grounds for appeal based on judicial partiality or worse, ineffective assistance of counsel.




  The Defendant stood there facing Judge Martin, experiencing true fear for probably the first time in his life. He was turning red with embarrassment, well actually, more like mahogany. He didn’t know what to say. Even when he wasn’t under this kind of pressure he could barely articulate a thought. Unbelievably, tears began to well in the corners of his eyes. What was this? Was it…? Yes. It was panic! Pure unadulterated panic. Hoo boy. Wait till the gang in the hood heard about this.

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
DAVID R, TANIS

O'HALLORAN'S FORAY INTO THE 21ST CENTURY

TRANGE 6 J’lJu:; ;J‘I‘J ~v_['

MOTH

mj_gv [’j“% ~





OEBPS/Images/image.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/Author_Photo_300.jpeg





