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Maybe you remember reading a couple of weeks back about Cornell Amos. He is the former Marine struggling with a range of mental-health problems who was unceremoniously kicked out of his modest Healy Towers apartment by the powers that be at the Winston-Salem Housing Authority.

Amos’ transgression? He had been arrested on Dec. 30 for possession of crack cocaine, an offense that most certainly would justify a swift and immediate eviction.

The one flaw in that scenario is that when Amos was kicked out with barely a chance to scoop up some clothes and his medicine, he hadn’t been convicted. Prosecutors dismissed the charge June 14.

Never mind the pesky little principle that a person is innocent until proven guilty. Amos was put out shortly after 9:30 a.m. on July 12, and given one chance to collect as much as he could grab.

A funny thing happened, though. Liza Baron, a lawyer with Legal Aid of North Carolina Inc., filed a motion Monday asking for a temporary restraining order that would force HAWS to let Amos back in.

Clearly a jurist who understands the concept of due process, Judge William Graham of Forsyth District Court signed the order almost as soon as it landed on his desk and gave Amos his home back.

“It’s temporary for now and there are no guarantees, but we’re pleased,” Baron said. “The order said that he shall immediately be let in.”

Rules are rules

The timing of the events in this mess couldn’t have been more backward.

The eviction hearing was put on a court docket for June 6, eight days before his criminal case was scheduled. So it would appear that the outcome of the drug case never really mattered and that HAWS officials assumed that Amos must be guilty and would be convicted as a matter of course. And the fact that the eviction hearing was continued until June 19, five days after the dismissal of the criminal case, makes it worse.

Larry Woods, the executive director at HAWS, didn’t return my phone calls yesterday, but when I asked about Amos’ case the day that he was locked out, Woods had plenty to say.

He cited a U.S. Supreme Court ruling from 2002, which held that public-housing agencies can kick anyone out who has been charged with a drug crime. “We have the legal right to evict, and it doesn’t have to involve a conviction,” he said.

Judging by phone messages and comments left on the Winston-Salem Journal’s Web site, more than a few people back that reasoning, flawed though it may be.

“I agree with Mr. Woods,” wrote one person who used the screen name Legal Eagle. “If you let one person break the rules, then where does it stop? If the speed limit is 65 and I know it and I choose to speed, I am breaking the law and endangering other drivers. If I get caught, then I have to pay the consequences.”

That’s true. But people who get tickets have the right to be heard in court.

A Solomon-like approach

Legal Eagle did raise a good point, though, one that bears repeating and underscoring. “You have to consider the safety of other people living in public housing,” Eagle wrote.

The trick is balancing that consideration with Amos’ rights. In a motion for the restraining order and relief from judgment - a nice legal way of saying “Cut the man a break” - Baron wrote that Amos’ mental illness, added to the fact that his criminal case had been dismissed, means that he “will suffer substantial and irreparable harm if he continues to be padlocked from his home.”

A hearing on Amos’ permanent eviction is scheduled for Aug. 2 in Forsyth District Court. I’m no judge, but there is a fair solution. Let Amos back in his place, and recommend strongly that he keep taking his medication. He knows the rules by now. One slip-up, one conviction for so much as loitering, then boot him.

Just because HAWS officials can kick a man out without a conviction doesn’t mean they must.
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■ Scott Sexton can be reached at 727-7481 or at ssexton@wsjournal.com.
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