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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Georgia affirmed Michael Wayne Bryant’s convictions for malice murder,

burglary, and first-degree arson arising from the death of Edith Ann Haynes and the burning of her

mobile home. The court rejected challenges concerning sufficiency of the evidence, admission of

prior-fire and attorney-related evidence, hearsay, an in-court fire demonstration, and ineffective

assistance of counsel. All justices concurred.
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Bryant appealed his convictions for malice murder, burglary, and first-
degree arson after the trial court denied his amended motion for new

trial.

The sufficiency of the evidence is reviewed under whether a rational
trier of fact could find the defendant guilty beyond a reasonable doubt,
viewing the evidence in the light most favorable to the verdict. The
admission of similar-transaction evidence and the allowance of an in-
court demonstration are reviewed for abuse of discretion, subject to
preservation requirements. The trial court's factual findings on
ineffective assistance are upheld unless clearly erroneous, while its

legal conclusions are reviewed de novo.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1

. Whether the evidence was sufficient to support Bryant's convictions for malice murder and first-degree

arson despite the circumstantial nature of the State's case and Bryant's alibi.

. Whether the evidence was sufficient to prove that Bryant lacked authority to enter Haynes's mobile

home for purposes of burglary.

. Whether evidence of the prior fire at Bryant's former home was admissible as similar-transaction

evidence.

. Whether admission of letters from Bryant's former attorney violated the attorney-client privilege or

constituted improper character evidence.

. Whether alleged references to satanic rituals during voir dire, opening statements, or trial required

reversal or a mistrial.

. Whether testimony concerning Haynes's statements and events occurring during Haynes's telephone

conversation constituted inadmissible hearsay.

. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by permitting an in-court demonstration of a delayed-

ignition device.

. Whether trial counsel rendered ineffective assistance by failing to preserve several claims and by failing

to move to suppress evidence obtained under the search warrant.

HOLDINGS

1.

The evidence, including the circumstantial evidence of motive, opportunity, the manner of Haynes's
death, and the intentionally set fire, was sufficient for a rational trier of fact to find Bryant guilty beyond

a reasonable doubt of malice murder and first-degree arson.

. The evidence was sufficient to establish that Bryant lacked authority to enter Haynes's mobile home

when the burglary occurred, even if he previously had permission to enter for repairs.

. The evidence concerning the prior fire at Bryant's former home was properly admitted as similar-

transaction evidence to show motive and course of conduct.

. Admission of the three letters from Bryant's former attorney did not violate the attorney-client privilege.

. Bryant failed to establish reversible error or entitlement to a mistrial based on alleged references to

satanic rituals because the relevant voir dire and opening statements were not transcribed and the record
did not show prejudicial conduct requiring a mistrial.

. The challenged testimony was not double hearsay, and any error in admitting it was harmless because

Haynes was unavailable and another witness testified without objection to essentially the same facts.



7. Bryant waived his challenge to the in-court demonstration by failing to make a contemporaneous

objection; alternatively, the trial court acted within its discretion in allowing the demonstration.

8. Bryant did not establish ineffective assistance based on counsel's failure to move to suppress evidence
obtained under the search warrant because the affidavit was not shown to contain a knowingly or

patently false assertion and independently established probable cause.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“It is the jury that determines the credibility of the witnesses, and it was authorized to disbelieve the alibi
testimony.” (651 S.E.2d at 719)

“Indeed, the statutes outlining the attorney-client privilege are not broadly construed; the attorney-client
privilege embodied in OCGA § 24-9-24 has been confined "to its narrowest permissible limits."” (651 S.E.2d
at 721)

“Where the issue of trial counsel's effectiveness has been raised on motion for new trial, any claims not raised
at that time are waived.” (651 S.E.2d at 726)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Bryant agreed to purchase Edith Ann Haynes's house, obtained a deed without promptly paying the agreed
consideration, and was present at or near Haynes's mobile home on the day she was killed. Haynes was found
dead inside the mobile home after a fire; medical evidence indicated that she died from manual strangulation
before the fire began. Investigators found evidence of an intentionally accelerated or delayed fire, and a search of
Bryant's home uncovered fire-related materials and other evidence. The State also introduced evidence

concerning a prior fire at Bryant's former home and letters between Bryant and an attorney.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A Richmond County grand jury indicted Bryant on December 11, 2001. A jury convicted him of malice murder,
burglary, and first-degree arson following a trial held October 21-28, 2002. The trial court sentenced him to life
imprisonment for malice murder, twenty years for burglary, and a consecutive twenty-year term for arson. His

motion for new trial, amended several times, was denied on February 23, 2006, and he appealed to the Supreme
Court of Georgia, which affirmed.
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