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The penalty for laughing in a courtroom is
six months in jail; if it were not for this penalty, the jury would
never hear the evidence.

—H.L. Mencken
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SERVICE WITHOUT A SMILE

 


At first, Monday morning went as expected. My
name wasn't called for any panels. All around, prospective jurors
spoke quietly, texted, read, or lined up to use five computers.
Peace reigned in the jury room of the Stanley Mosk Courthouse. I
relaxed, enjoying a damn thick book. Suddenly, a jerk in the back
of the room decided to watch a sit-com on his smart phone. Loud
canned laugher overwrote the previous calm. I glanced up at the
city clerks, but they murmured and checked computer screens and
handed each other paper as if the matter were out of their hands,
to be settled among jurors.

A guy near the front of the room popped out
of his seat, stormed to the back of the room and chilled out the
jerk. (“Hey, excuse me, that’s a little intense. Do you have
headphones? Huh? Do you?”) It was the most excitement I’d
experienced in over two decades of jury duty. Relative silence
returned, except for the periodic calling of names.

I’m hardly ever picked. The closest I'd ever
come to serving on a jury was many years earlier when you could
smoke in the hallway outside the jury room, putting your butts out
in round, sand-filled ashtrays the diameter of a small pizza. Back
in the day, I’d been sent to Traffic Court and was chosen for a
panel on a drunk driving case. The prosecutor was a smarmy guy who
tried getting us all to answer his questions in unison. Would this
cheesy tactic pay off in deliberations? I can’t say, as the
defendant took a plea bargain—a thoughtful, gracious criminal!
Years passed. I’d arrive when summoned, read for a day, and watch
my peers file off to decide the fate of others. I remained the
perennial jury wallflower. I liked it. In fact, I’d come to expect
it.

After lunch, I heard my name called out.
Forty of us were being transferred to another courthouse further
away from where our cars were parked. How vexing. Apparently, the
Criminal Courts Building had run out of jurors. That sounded
ominous: being sent to some justice meat grinder. So we strolled
out into a sunny autumn Los Angeles afternoon up to Temple Street,
then east downhill past the LA Cathedral, across Hill Street,
through a gauntlet of street folk that included a bald transvestite
in women's platform shoes, and a cadre of Informal Americans with
super sized Styrofoam "donation" cups. At the Clara
Shortridge-Foltz Criminal Justice Building we wound through
serpentine security lines, wriggled into jam-packed elevators, and
rode up to Department 46.

To my surprise and discomfort, I was quickly
sworn in on a jury panel. Before I could close my dropped jaw, the
judge waved the green flag. The race was on. The trial began. Next
thing you knew, the jury was hearing opening statements. Our case
involved a man, Mr. Pak, charged with seven misdemeanor counts that
included spousal abuse, battery, intimidation, imprisonment,
violation of restraining order—plus damaging a cell phone thrown in
for good measure. I didn't want to sit in a room with strangers and
decide seven counts. Surely the defendant would reconsider and plea
bargain, allowing me my life back. At that time, my days consisted
of looking for work, going to the gym, and watching Turner Classic
Movies. This trial might be very disruptive.

Alas, no. The City Attorney and the defense
attorney each laid out their cases. If you believed the City
Attorney, then the victim, Mrs. Pak, had been in her apartment
bedroom when her husband beat her with a closed fist. Then he
smothered her with a pillow. Then he grabbed her arm, holding it
tightly enough to cause bruises until Mrs. Pak promised not to call
the cops. Once released, the wife grabbed her cell phone and bolted
into the bathroom. Mr. Pak gave chase, kicking the bathroom door
open like Carlo Rizzi in The Godfather. He snatched her cell phone,
threw it, and then played keep-away with the device until Mrs. Pak
again swore not to alert the law. Then she was allowed to
leave.

Once outside the apartment building, Mrs. Pak
called the cops.

Not so, argued the defense attorney. He
claimed Mrs. Pak was a crazy cocaine addict who made weird glottal
sounds as if she were speaking in tongues. Mr. Pak had accidentally
hugged her too hard, causing the victim's facial injuries. Also,
the defendant’s right hand suffered from a preexisting condition
that would prevent him from ever punching Mrs. Pak, but had no
effect on his playing keyboard in a band. And he would introduce a
medical expert to prove that very point.

Here I should mention that the defendant, Mr.
Pak, insisted he couldn’t speak English very well. That meant a
translator rendered everything said by anybody in the
courtroom—judge, clerk, bailiff, city attorney, defense attorney,
witnesses—from English into Korean. There were two translators and
they tagged in and out like wrestlers, warming the seat next to Mr.
Pak and keeping the air filled with muttered Korean. It was
distracting. You never really got used to it.

During that Monday afternoon, my eyes were
drawn to the defendant. He seemed cool, unfazed by all the charges,
maybe digging the attention a little. In his early 30s, Mr. Pak
wore a sharp-looking gray suit with running shoes and no socks.
Where the heck were his socks? He was on trial. Unfortunately, you
are under orders not to discuss the case with anybody, including
fellow jurors. As a result, we never discussed the sock absence.
Now my fellow jurors are gone and I'm alone with my memories.

But the translation business bothered me. Let
me jump ahead to Thursday. During lunch break, I was in a nearby
food court awaiting my Quiznos salad special. I glanced next to me,
and there were the defendant and his attorney. They didn't
recognize me, but I heard Mr. Pak speaking pretty confident
English. Granted, the Quiznos menu isn't exactly the works of
Thomas Aquinas, but for a guy who was burning up two translators
his command of English seemed more than adequate.

I couldn’t share that with anyone. And when
it came time to deliberate, I couldn’t use it because that info was
outside the evidence and testimony presented in court. According to
the rules, that’s all you get to judge the defendant. But in my
heart, I thought about no socks and okay English. These remained
locked inside of me like valuable jewels kept deep in a bank vault
guarded by goblins.

On Tuesday and Wednesday, witnesses came and
went; there was cross and re-direct and inquiries and muttered
Korean droning on and on. There were cops and a paramedic and a
victim friend and a Korean doctor who showed up to make sense of
Mr. Pak’s unique hand injury. I can’t remember what he said, only
that the doctor looked pissed that he had to be cross-examined. His
arms were folded tightly across his chest as if posing for a
painting to be entitled "hostile witness."

Note pads were provided. You could record
events, but had to leave the pads in the courtroom. The juror
sitting next to me used his notebook to doodle an intriguing series
of thick arrows along with parallel pencil strokes throwing off
shadows. I wondered if he would be thoughtful and wise during
deliberations. (I would find out.)
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