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The End

It’s finally over, now I can rest.

During the late summer and throughout the autumn, I love that every evening a thick fog rolls over the city. When the slivers of light from the neon signs that adorn the streets mix with the fog, it explodes; it’s like a Jackson Pollock painting that comes to life. The fusion of fog and light obscures the city streets with a cacophony of colors shooting through and reflecting off the wet city streets. It is magical. 
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She was the most beautiful woman I ever met. She had a kind of magical warmth in her presence, a light of her character. Her smile was all it took. My heart raced with fear when I first met her sitting on that bench in Homestead Park. When we had our chance meeting, it was her gentle smile that washed away my worries.

Her quick wit, fierce determination, and genuine thoughtfulness was far more important to me than how she looked, and she was beautiful. Her beauty had given her great opportunities and caused her great pain. She kept her emotional scars tucked away. What captured my heart about her was her gentle and caring soul. Despite her vulnerabilities, she was a fierce spirit, a no-nonsense woman. I still don’t understand how she loved me, but I know without a doubt she did. She saw in me virtues I couldn’t see or appreciate in myself. She helped me live with my demons and forgive myself.

We had both fallen victim to opposite sides of the same coin. They always made her think that her physical beauty was a stroke of luck, but the abuse by powerful men turned it into an inescapable curse. We’d fallen in love, spending long hours discussing everything and nothing. Hearing the softness of her voice, understanding her subtle wit, and understanding her vulnerabilities. I was walking to work through Homestead Park. It was a crisp fall morning when I first saw her. I remember every detail of her beautiful olive complexion, how the sun made her light brown hair sparkle, how captivating her hazel eyes were.

Standing on the sidewalk watching her every move, I still find her mesmerizing. When I realized her love for me was real, she disappeared. I watched her sitting in our regular booth. The way her delicate hands held the glass of Cabernet. She was infectious. No matter how often I dream of her, I still want more of her smile, her touch, and especially the warmth of her kiss. I love everything about her. There she is, sitting alone in our booth with a glass of Cabernet, reading the paper.

After taking a sip of wine, she folded the paper, then looked at me as if to say, ‘well...get in here!’

As I entered the diner, she smiled. “Well, if it isn’t Mister Jack. I was wondering if you’d make it here tonight. You realize I could see you out there on the sidewalk staring at me like some kind of pervert. You know some people could take that as a little creepy,” she grinned as she poured me a glass of wine. “How did it go?”

“Time will tell, I suppose. Everything has been said and debated. I guess it’s up to the stars.”

“No matter what, I still feel responsible?” taking my withered left hand and kissing it.

“I agree, it was all your fault that you made me the happiest guy in the world. You’re guilty of that. I wouldn’t trade the time we had together for anything.”

“Were you happy with your lawyer? He has a crappy reputation?”

“Yeah, he told me he had his share of enemies. In his defense, he’s trying hard to contain his questionable personality. Besides, it doesn’t matter he’s all I can afford. I don’t have a penny to my name. Today, my lawyer did nothing but talk to the judge and to the prosecutor. Sometimes they talked in the courtroom, and other times they went to the judge’s chambers. These proceedings are nothing like TV.”

“That’s all they did?”

“That’s it.”

“Jack, come away with me, we could be together again,” asked Maggie as she stroked my atrophied left hand.
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“Hey Holt, get out of that bunk,” said a guard as he rattled the door to my cell, waking me up.

It was near midnight at the Marsh County Detention Center. A guard leading a short man in handcuffs arrives at my cell.

“Holt, are you deaf? Wake up. Get out of that bunk. You know the routine, go to the back wall and put your nose, both hands, and your junk on the wall. Don’t even think about turning around until I tell you to.”

“I hear ya, boss,” I answered as I glanced through the darkened cell to see what was going on. I got out of my bunk and went to the back wall, putting my body as close to the wall as I could.

The guard opened the cell door and put the new prisoner in. “You stand right where I put you. Don’t move or I’ll whack you upside your head. Did you hear me?”

“Yeah, I heard you.”

“Things will work out better if you follow the rules,” said the guard as he closed the cell door.

“What am I supposed to do?”

“When I tell you to do something, you always answer, yes boss, no exception.”

“Yes, patron.”

“In English!”

“Yes, boss.”

“Put your hands through the slot in the door and I’ll take your cuffs off.”

“Yes, boss.”

The guard removed the inmate’s handcuffs. “Hey Holt, you have company for a few days. You guys behave yourself. sweet dreams.”

We remained quiet for a few minutes, listening to the sound of the guard’s footsteps fade into the building.

My new cellmate walked toward me. “Hey man, my name is Leonardo Cota, but everyone calls me Leto.” He extended his hand.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Jack Holt,” I answered, noticing the grimace on his face.

“Hey brother, but what happened to your face?”

“When I was a kid, I was in a car accident and my face got banged up,” I answered, sitting back on my bunk.

“That sucks!”

“Yeah, well, what are you going to do?” I answered. “I’m sorry man but I have a terrible headache.”

“Are you okay?”

“I get terrible headaches. I have a big one right now.”

“You should call the guard; he can help you out.”

“I did, three times. They ignored all three requests,”

“Damn private prisons!”

“It will go away when I go to sleep.”

“I’m tired too,” answered Leto. “I’ll get you some pain pills for your headache.”

As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was asleep. My trial for first-degree sexual assault and first-degree murder is over. The past year has taken a toll on me.
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Joe Hammer

What was on the voicemail I just heard? Was this some kind of bad joke? I sat on the edge of my bed in my boxers and tee shirt. Again, I held the phone to my ear, wondering if I had heard it correctly. I was getting nauseated as I listened to the voicemail a second time. It was real. I stood up and took several deep breaths to calm down. Is this some kind of cruel joke? Sitting back down on the bed, I listened for the third time while taking a gulp of Pepto-Bismol.

I couldn’t concentrate because I was so keyed up. Would this be an opportunity to practice law again? Did someone get wise to Eric Warren’s bullshit? Did they find out he wasn’t as honest as he claimed to be? I couldn’t imagine the judges who disbarred me were giving me an opportunity like this. My career as one of the best prosecutors taught me to expect the unexpected. While taking a shower, I began weeping. It had been the worst two years of my life. Within a six-month period, a mix of terrible choices and internal politics had destroyed my career and my personal life. To make matters even worse, after being disbarred, my wife of fourteen years filed for a divorce, citing irreconcilable differences.

In the two years since the state judicial review board disbarred me, I had lost forty pounds, developed an ongoing upset stomach, and almost never slept through the night. It started when all five judges on the state’s judiciary review board voted to disbar me.

My problems all started when Eric Warren, my boss and the District Attorney, told me he was running on a tough on crime ticket. He needed convictions, especially of a guy we could pass off as a major kingpin in the local gangs that perpetuate our drug problem, a guy that was suspected of being a drug dealer. Then, as luck would have it, there was Miguel Acosta, the perfect made to order bad guy. He was covered with second-rate tattoos and had a record of petty crimes starting when he was an eight-year-old kid. The media would jump on this like flies on a pile of crap. There was only one problem. He was innocent, and I knew it! I could have done the honorable thing and told the lawyer for the defense, but I didn’t. I used my privilege as a white prosecutor by focusing on his looks alone. Why not? The local media would do my job for me. And why not? My thinking back then was that Acosta was no doubt guilty of something and, frankly, society was better off with him behind bars. Acosta pled guilty and agreed to twenty years in prison. I got the conviction the DA needed to help his reelection bid as a tough on crime, district attorney. Six months later, a paralegal proved I had withheld evidence that would have exonerated Miguel Acosta. Eric Warren denied having any knowledge of my actions. To illustrate his commitment to the rule of law. The DA petitioned the judicial review board to disbar me. It was the most humiliating moment in my life. It was especially painful since one judge on the judiciary panel, Judge William Horton, was my former mentor. Working for the judge was my first job out of law school. Twenty-one years later, my former mentor voted to disbar me. The event destroyed not only my confidence, but my entire life.

Losing my license to practice law was the most horrible thing that ever happened to me. The worst part was I deserved it. My string of self-inflicted bad luck was far from over. Only three weeks after being disbarred, my wife not only filed for divorce, but she also hired my nemesis, a divorce lawyer named Penelope Bergdorf. Bergdorf was the best-connected lawyer in the city. She was long past being a talented lawyer. Somehow, she knew every woman with whom I’d had an extramarital affair. During the divorce negotiations, Penelope made it impossible for me to argue my side of the story. I had no choice but to agree to the terms she dictated. I lost everything but five thousand dollars and a sixteen-year-old rusted-out Dodge Durango. As awful as the divorce was, it wasn’t a surprise, since I had never been faithful. I spent the next two years trying to figure out what to do with the rest of my life. Cheap whisky didn’t help ease my pain. In time, I learned to accept my lot and start building a new life. Inquiring with several law firms, I learned that not only am I a disbarred lawyer, but a pariah  

When I woke up, I stared at the phone, trying to remember if I had checked my voicemail from the night before. Still in my boxers, I checked on the chance that someone might have called. To my surprise, there was one new message. It was from Becky McCarthy, Judge William Horton’s assistant. She asked if I could call her at my earliest convenience. She left her direct phone number. What could my former boss and onetime mentor want? As I got ready for work, I kept speculating about why Judge Horton’s assistant would be calling. Later, while on my morning break at the home improvement center, I returned her call.
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“Hello, Judge Horton’s office. How can I help you?” answered Becky McCarthy.

“This is Joe Hammer. I’m returning your phone call.”

“Hello Mr. Hammer. How are you this morning?”

“I’m fine, thank you. How are you?”

“Doing well, thanks. The reason I called is Judge Horton, and the judiciary panel reinstated you to the bar. Meaning you’ll be able to practice law again. Are you interested in practicing law again?”

“I don’t know what to say. You bet I’m interested.” I cleared my throat, trying my best not to sob on the phone.

“Mr. Hammer, just so you know there are a few caveats with this reinstatement. Judge Horton can explain that when you see him. Can you meet him tomorrow at the Old Union Club at 4:00PM?”

“Yes, of course I can meet him,” I answered. We talk for a few more minutes before hanging up.

Anxiety soon crept in. Why would they vote to reinstate me to the bar? I became obsessed with why Judge Horton changed his mind. What happened? Did they figure out that Eric Warren set me up? Wouldn’t that be great? I’d love to see that son-of a-bitch go to prison, especially after the crap he pulled on me. My mind kept playing these situations over and over.
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I arrived at the Old Union Club fifteen minutes early. Over the past twenty-four hours, I went over every conceivable scenario for why the judge reinstated me to the bar. By the time I parked the car, I began having difficulty breathing. I sat in my car taking deep breaths, trying to calm my nerves. A feeling of tranquility settled within me, which helped me to meet my old mentor. I walked into the half-light of the Old Union Club a few minutes early. I hadn’t slept since I had heard the news from the judge’s assistant. The time had arrived to meet my mentor, Judge William Horton, face to face. The place looked much the same as I remember back when I was a clerk for the judge.

I introduced myself to the receptionist, who was expecting me. She escorted me to a small private meeting room where Judge Horton waited.

“Would you like anything to drink?” she asked.

“A glass of water would be fine.”

“I’ll bring it to you.”

Just off the public lounge were small, private meeting rooms where people could talk. She opened the door and extended her arm, inviting me to enter.

It took me back to when I first worked for Judge Horton. He had become an elderly man. He stood up with the help of a cane. I had forgotten his smile until that moment. It reminded me of how kind he was as a person and as a judge. He was fair-minded, dedicated to the rule of law, and straightforward with issues of the law. Most smart lawyers heeded the judge’s not too subtle advice.

“I’ll be right back with your water, Mr. Hammer,” said the woman as she closed the door behind her.

“It’s good to see you again. Thank you for this opportunity,” I said, extending my hand.

The judge shook my hand, smiled, and while taking his seat again, “Please have a seat, Joe. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again. You’re looking good.”

“Thank you, you’re looking good yourself. How have you been?”

“I’m doing fine, thank you,” answered the judge as he took a drink of scotch. He stared at me as if he were studying. “What have you been doing since we disbarred you?”

“Surviving.”

“I heard your wife divorced you. Is that true?”

“Yeah, she sure did.”

“Remind me. Did you have any kids?”

“No, no kids, Your Honor.”

“Sounds like you’ve been having a tough time. How long has it been since you lost your license?”

“Almost two years.”

“It’s been a while, huh,” said the judge, taking another drink of scotch. “You seem more unassuming than you used to be.”

“The past couple of years have been a humbling experience. On top of being disbarred, my wife filed for divorce. All of this in a six-month period.”

“I suppose that would knock the wind out of your sails. Well, Joe, who knows, maybe something good will come from your experience. I suspect you didn’t come here to chitchat. We’d better get down to business. When you clerked for me, you had the potential of being one fine lawyer. The fact is Joe; you didn’t take advantage of everything you worked for. You squandered everything for petty office politics and feeding your ego,” said Judge Horton.

“I understand.”

“When I brought up reinstating you to the bar, the four other judges on the judiciary panel didn’t like the idea. The rules set up to reinstate a lawyer is by a simple majority. I needed two other judges to vote to reinstate you. It took a little arm twisting, but I prevailed with a three to two vote.”

“I appreciate what you’ve done.”

“You were and still are, a wonder. It’s surprising that someone you’ve belittled along the way didn’t take you out behind the barn and beat the crap out of you. It would have taken you down and made you humble. The fact is Joe; you like many other conscientious hard-working men and women you were damn good but being good at something doesn’t give you a license to be so disagreeable. Make no mistake Joe, you have a distasteful personality. I just reviewed the evidence in your disbarment and it’s obvious the DA’s motion to disbar you was correct. You ignored evidence and sent an innocent man to prison. It looks like Mr. Acosta’s public defender failed his client. I did some checking, and the defense attorney for the public defender’s office had eighty-two open cases. Our judicial system failed Mr. Acosta. You discredited all prosecuting attorneys by your illegal prosecution to bolster the DA’s reelection bid. We knew Eric’s reputation when we reviewed his petition to have you disbarred. We also knew your reputation. I’m giving you an opportunity to redeem yourself. Joe, I’ll be honest, for me disbarring you was easy, you broke the public trust and committed an illegal act. Our system is at fault. The legal system denied Mr. Acosta due process. He was the low hanging fruit that would most certainly get Eric Warren reelected. All lawyers do the best they can to pursue justice. You built your career by prosecuting many people who lacked the resources to defend themselves. With no hesitation, you identified them as the leeches of our society. Prosecuting those individuals who had no chance of receiving a fair trial, you displayed an excessive amount of pride. Your job was to protect our society by pursuing justice. Instead, you played politics to boost your ego. You used those who had no ability to fight back to inflate your convictions record. Counting convictions was much more important than serving justice. Let’s be clear, you got disbarred because you’re a top-notch prick.”

It was hard listening to the judge especially since everything he said was true. I had never had someone so calm and collected as Judge Horton tell me what a son-of-a-bitch I was.

“Joe, besides being a prick, we also knew that Eric Warren played to your big ego and set you up. There was a paralegal you didn’t even know who despised you so much she risked her future to report you to the authorities. If you’re looking for someone to blame for the mess you’ve been in, look in the mirror.”

“I understand.”

Judge Horton took a sip of scotch, took a deep breath, “I was curious why the DA’s office didn’t bring criminal charges against you. A few months after we disbarred you, I asked a confidant to do a little undercover investigation. I wanted to know how many of the cases you prosecuted did the DA’s office investigate. My confidant came back and said the DA’s office had not investigated a single case you had prosecuted. That was extraordinary. If you were prosecuting people to further your own career, that’s bad. It’s so bad that disbarring you would have been the least of your problems. The DA’s office had a legal obligation to charge you with prosecutorial misconduct.”

“I don’t understand?”

“All Eric did was to file an ethics motion with us to have you disbarred. It’s reasonable to assume the DA would form a task force to investigate the cases you handled over your twenty-year career. The DA’s office didn’t investigate a single case you prosecuted. Joe, now’s the time to come clean. How many times did you prosecute an innocent man?”

“Prior to Miguel Acosta, I’d done nothing illegal,” I answered. “I admit my personality was terrible. I also admit that I deserved everything I got. Please believe me, I never broke the oath of my office before Mr. Acosta’s case.”

“Maybe had you been more professional one of your colleagues would have told you about Eric Warren. Do you remember a guy named Carlo Ricci?”

“I think I do. That’s not the answer you’re looking for.” I answered, squinting my eyes, trying to figure out why that name sounds so familiar.

“Let me know if you remember if you remember this Carlo guy,” asked the judge.

“Can you tell me why I should know him?”

“In time. That’s all I can say,” responded the judge.

“May I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“What I don’t understand is why are you reinstating me?”

“Joe, I have some unfinished business. If you keep your mouth shut and practice law, you’d be a lawyer. Listen to me Joe, you don’t deserve a second chance. You’re an end to a means. Do you want to practice criminal law?”

“It’s all I know.”

“Is that a, yes?”

“Yes, sir, I want to practice criminal law.”

“Good. Here’s what you will do. I will sponsor you for the next year. You will do what I tell you with no questions asked. Make no mistake, you’re on probation. Starting tomorrow, you’ll start working for the Marsh County public defender’s office. You’ll be working for Jackie Goldman. Do you know her?”

“No, I don’t believe so.”

“Well, she knows you all too well. Three times she refused my request to assign you to work for her. I told her that if you got out of line, I would get involved. She’s one sharp lawyer who has her hands full.”

“May I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Did you find anyone who liked me or at least respected me?”

“No, your reputation precedes you. I’m afraid you have a lot of work to do in that regard.”

“Okay.”

“Let’s move on, Joe. You’ll work for the public defender’s office, but you’ll have only one client, a man named Jack Holt. He is the perfect example of a person our judicial system has failed. Police arrested him for first-degree murder and first-degree sexual assault. The public defender’s office sent a new lawyer to represent him through the arraignment. The judge ruled there was enough evidence to hold him over for trial. He set bail at one million dollars. The high bail set means he’s sitting in the Marsh County Detention Center until trial. The homicide detectives have yet to interrogate him.”

“What’s the problem?”

“I don’t know. You need to find out for yourself.”

“Why is this guy my only client?”

“Like I said, I have unfinished business.” Answered Judge Horton.
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Janet Fischer, Jury Foreperson.

My jaw dropped in disbelief when I learned I was one of the fortunate fourteen selected to serve on a jury. It was especially worrisome to be on a jury, deciding the fate of a man charged with the rape and murder of a woman. Thank God we don’t have capital punishment in this state anymore. Working at Santa Rosa’s Children’s Hospital caring for terminally ill children. It sounds odd, I know, but I look at what I do as a service to the surviving family members. No child should ever die, but they do. By the time I care for these poor children, several doctors have agreed that there is no hope. Part of my job is to provide a comfortable death to a child ravaged by a ruthless disease. The other part is to provide moral support for the grieving family. I have to be strong even when the circumstances are hard to accept.

Before being notified that I was on jury duty, I’d never stepped foot in a courtroom. The difference between television lawyers and real-life lawyers is astonishing. There were times it was hard to stay awake when the lawyers and the judge were discussing some meaningless procedure or a particular point of law.  

There were fourteen of us jurors selected to hear the trial of Jack Holt. When the trial concluded, the judge thanked the alternate jurors for their service before a bailiff escorted them from the courtroom.

“The fate of the defendant is now in your hands,” said the judge as she began giving the jury their instructions. “Next to voting, serving on a jury is the most important responsibility of a citizen in our democracy. We have heard witnesses from both the prosecution and the defense. You have seen all the evidence. Now it is up to you to decide whether Mr. Holt is guilty or innocent, based on the trial testimony and evidence. To find Mr. Holt guilty of these charges, you must believe he is guilty beyond any reasonable doubt. Facts are open to many interpretations, as you will discover during your deliberations. Being part of this process can be one of the most taxing situations in your life. You are adults, and I expect you to conduct yourself as adults during the deliberation. Remember, you are deciding the fate of an individual. Take your responsibilities serious. To convict Mr. Holt of these charges, you must all agree that he is guilty beyond any reasonable doubt. If there is any question about his guilt, you must acquit.” The judge looked at me. “Are you Janet Fischer?”

“Yes.”

“Mrs. Fischer, I’m assigning you as the foreperson.”

“I appreciate the offer, but Your Honor,” I responded, “I would rather not be the foreperson.”

“Mrs. Fischer, it is not an offer,” said the judge as she considered her words. “I assigned you to be the foreperson. I expect you to show leadership and direct this jury to a verdict.”

“Your Honor, please, I’m not trying to be difficult, but I do not know what to do.”

The judge gazed at me for what seemed to be an eternity. “You’ll do an excellent job, Mrs. Fischer,” she responded, then looked at the jury. “One last word before I put this trial in your hands. A hung jury is unacceptable. More often than not, it is the failure of one or two people. If each of you recall, when we started the jury selection process, I asked each of you if you could convict a person of these serious charges. All of you said you would have no problem convicting if the evidence proved their guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. This, ladies and gentlemen, is serious business, and again I’ll underscore that I expect you to conduct yourselves in good faith.”

Why the hell did she select me to be the jury foreperson? I’m not even sure what the person does. Is it foreman, forewoman, or foreperson? Ah God, help me; why did she choose me? I can’t believe it.

After the bailiff explained what a foreperson did, I did not want the job. The bailiff explained the judge selected me for a reason; he doubted she would change her mind. I’m stuck!

I don’t handle conflict very well. It’s something I’m not good at and avoid at all costs. I’m worried about two jurors. One man is irritating. I think his name is Henry Keller. The intensity of his scowl reveals the anger he harbors towards the world. When the trial broke for lunch, he always shared his opinion. I think he had found the defendant guilty the moment he saw him. Although I’ve never discussed this guy with anyone, I suspect the other jurors don’t care for him either. Most of the things he says are offensive.

There’s a woman who seems to always be in a hurry and appears to get annoyed at some other jurors. I’m not sure how I will deal with their horrible personalities. One bailiff suggested everyone wear a nametag. He assured me he’d be there if things got too intense. I wasn’t sure what he meant by that remark, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. I guess what will happen will happen. 
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The Jury

Two bailiffs escorted us to the eighth-floor jury room. It is part of a suite comprising the courtroom, the judge’s chambers and her staff, and the jury room. The jury room itself is rectangular with the entrance at the northeast corner of the room. There are five enormous windows on the south wall with a panoramic view of the city. The forested foothills in the southern part of Marsh County are off in the distance. It has a large wooden table with twelve wooden chairs, five on each side and one at each end. Two ceiling fans silently moved the air.

A hallway was on the west side of the jury room. It leads to a small kitchenette on the left, a closet on the right, and two unisex restrooms at the end of the short hallway.

After the bailiffs escorted us to the jury room, they took a roll call to make sure everyone was present and accounted for. Afterward, the older bailiff began giving instructions.

“Just a few rules Judge Taylor wants us to share with you. First, my name is Gus, and my partner is Dennis. During deliberations, Dennis and I will sit just outside the door if you have questions or special needs that come up. There will be a roll call every time the jury breaks and reconvenes. If there are any smokers on the jury, you cannot smoke in the jury room that includes the two restrooms and the kitchenette. If you need to have a smoke, let Dennis know and he will take you to the designated smoking area in the parking garage. Keep in mind that you cannot stop the deliberations to have a smoke. You can smoke before we start in the morning, during a break, or after deliberations. Dennis will escort you if time permits. Dennis will collect all smart phones, pads, or computers not allowed during deliberations. Before Dennis takes your electronics, please make sure the devices are off. While he’s collecting your phones, pads, or computers, I’ll answer questions.”

“When Judge Taylor said a hung jury was unacceptable,” asked Henry Keller. “How are we supposed to take that statement?”

“Well,” the bailiff smiled, “I would take everything the judge says seriously. Let me put it this way: I would not go to the judge and tell her you have a hung jury. That would be a terrible idea. Any more questions?” Gus looks around the jury room. “Okay then, I think we’re done here.” The bailiff looked at me. “Madam foreperson, if you’ll be so kind to sit here at the head of the table. All right, thank you for your time and good luck.”

Dennis, the other bailiff, looked at everyone. “Has everyone given me his or her phone, pad, or computer?” He waited for a few seconds. “Okay, then I think we’re done here. Your phones are in safekeeping until you’ve finished.” 

I asked the bailiff if I could get some nametags and some black markers. I took his advice and asked everyone to wear a nametag, at least for the first few hours. We’d been together for six days, but it wasn’t the best environment to promote interaction. Gus returned with nametags and felt markers. He reminded me they’d be just outside the door if I needed anything. He winked.

While Gus was giving his instructions, a cafeteria worker rolled a cart into the kitchenette. He set up two containers of coffee, hot water, various tea bags, a few soft drinks, water, plus cookies.

After the cafeteria worker and the bailiffs had gone, I took my seat at the head of the table. Deciding someone’s fate still troubled me, but I’m determined to do my best, regardless of the verdict.   

As the other jurors were getting an afternoon snack and coffee, I watched as the clear sky give way to the dark stormy clouds rolling in from the west. The weather was becoming darker and more ominous. I feared the worst was yet to come.

It was time to decide the fate. “If I can have everyone’s attention for a second,” I said as I stood up, “we need to get started. How about everyone writes his or her first name on a label, then put it on your shirt or blouse? On that note, could everyone please take their seats in the next couple of minutes? We need to get going.”

To calm myself down, I drew a rectangle that represented the jury table. As each person took a seat, I numbered their location by where I sat, making myself juror number one. A middle-aged black woman, Sara King, with a beautiful smile, sat to my immediate left. She was juror number two. Next to Sara was a man named Henry Keller, juror number three. Next to Henry was a man named Marty Chu, juror number four. Mike Shepard, juror #5, sat on the other side of Marty. The chair on the other side of Mike Shepard was empty. Whoever sat here would-be juror number six. A large, buxom thirty something black woman named Kayla, juror number seven, sat on the other end of the table opposite me. To Kayla’s left were Hassan Saragana, juror number eight. Alexandro Molino number nine, Oscar Rosenthal number ten, Ira McMillian number eleven, and Michael Eckert juror number twelve. I had all but one person’s name on my hand-drawn chart. Linda Sawyer would return from the restroom to take the vacant seat.

“Hello, my name is Oscar,” said an older man as he reached for a label and a felt marker.

“Nice to meet you. My name is Ira McMillian,” answered the man as he took a label. “When you’re done, could I use your marker?”

“Sure, give me a second.”

A juror named Mike Shepard grabbed a few labels and a marker and took them to where he was sitting and put them in the middle of the table.

Linda Sawyer took her seat next to Mike Shepard. “What’s with the label?”

“The foreperson suggested we write our name on the nametags and put them on our shirt. I’m Mike Shepard.”

“That’s nice,” she responded as she looked at me. “Are you serious? Why?”

Kayla Rooney raised her eyebrows.

“It was just a suggestion,” I answered. “What’s your name?”

“I’m Linda Sawyer. I paid four hundred dollars for this blouse and there’s no way in hell I’m putting a sticky label on it.”

“That’s fine,” I answered as I wrote her name. “Like I said, it was just a suggestion.”

I noticed Kayla Rooney sitting on the other side of Linda at the end of the table, making another face. Kayla leaned over to feel the fabric. “Did you really pay that much?”

“What are you doing?”

“I was feeling your fabric. Sweetheart, not to hurt your feelings, but if you paid four hundred bucks for that blouse, you got ripped off.”

“Who the hell do you think you are?”

“I’m Kayla Rooney. Not to hurt your feelings, but girl, you’re a big-time bullshit artist or that store saw you coming. What did you say your name was?”

“I’m Linda Sawyer,” she answered, then turned her back toward her.

“Could I have the marker, your majesty?” asked Kayla. “I will put my name on the label and stick it on the eighteen-dollar blouse from Target.”

She slides the marker to Kayla without turning around.

~
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“Was there rain in the forecast?” asked Marty Chu as he stared out of the window.

“I never watch the local news,” answered Henry Keller, standing on the left side of Marty.

“I watched the weather forecast before coming in this morning. This front will be here for a couple more days,” responded a juror who was standing to the right of Marty. “My name is Hassan Saragana.”

“Nice to meet you,” answered Marty as they shook hands.

Henry Keller looks at Hassan, “Paki?”

I could see Henry’s one-word comment surprised both Hassan and Marti. Both men grinned. Oh God, Henry has already started.

“Des Moines,” Hassan replied.

“Where are your parents from?” asked Henry.

Hassan smiles. “Both of my parents were born and raised in Des Moines,” he answered. “Thank you for your interest in my family tree. I guess we’d better go sit down, we’re almost ready to start.”

“If everyone could please take their seats, we need to get started as soon as possible,” I said.

“Come on, everyone, let’s get moving,” ordered Linda Sawyer. “Some of us have lives. Move it!”

“Excuse me,” I said. “What was your name again?”

“Linda.”

“I appreciate your help, Linda, but I can handle it. Thank you.”

“Well, get your act together,” answered Linda. “Some of us have lives to get back to.”

“Damn girl,” said Kayla with a slight grin and raised eyebrows. “Did you get up on the wrong side of the bed or what?”

“You know you’d be better off if you’d just keep your comments to yourself,” Linda responded.

Kayla grinned. “Or what? You didn’t finish.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Here’s something to consider. Don’t you dare talk to me the way you just talked to the foreperson?”

Linda Sawyer’s verbal exchange that was taking place before we'd even started surprised me. I decided I had to redirect Linda and Kayla. “Since we’re all here and I’m new at being the foreperson, are there any suggestions? I’m open to any ideas,” asked Janet.

“This case is a straightforward decision,” said Henry. “I say we vote and get this nonsense over with so we can go home.”

“That’s an outstanding idea,” said Linda. “I second that motion. Let’s vote right now.”

“My name is Alex, and I think we owe it to Mr. Holt to at least have a conversation about his guilt or innocence. We should discuss the merits of the charges against Mr. Holt. He could spend the rest of his life behind bars without the possibility of parole.”

“I agree with Alex. We should at least review the case to be sure nothing is overlooked,” said Oscar Rosenthal.

“I think it’s a waste of time to go over the circumstances of a case we just heard,” said Michael Eckert. “Let’s vote and see what happens.”

“I think a vote would tell us where we all stand,” said Hassan Saragana. “If we all vote the same way, then we’ve saved a lot of time. If we have different opinions, then we can discuss the details of the trial.”

“We should talk about the case before we vote,” said Sara King, sitting to my left. “We’re here to decide if the prosecution proved beyond a reasonable doubt. Did Jack Holt rape and murder Maggie Stewart? Some of you want to be expedient and take a vote. We are discussing a man’s life we should discuss the case before voting.”

“We should vote on where we go from here. Those of you who want to have a vote right now without discussing the case, please raise your hand.”

The jury voted ten to two to take a vote and see what happens.

“It looks like we will have a vote. The next question is whether it’s a secret ballot or do we go around the table and everyone announces their vote? Let’s have a show of hands for those in favor of a secret ballot.” No one was in favor of a secret ballot. “Here’s what we will do. I will start with Sara on my left and go around the table and ask each one of you for your decision. Unless there’s an objection, let’s start.”
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