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Opening Statement 

 

I cannot sleep.  I cannot relax.  I cannot give or receive love.  I can only listen, 

write, and transcribe.   

I am a court reporter.  I have not always been a court reporter.  Once I was a 

baby without a career.  Now I’m an old girl pushing keys on a little machine, 

performing anti-carpal-tunnel exercises when there’s a pause in the word music.  

Every day I listen to liars, truth-tellers, victims, and cheats.   

“Madam Reporter, what have you learned from all this?” I ask myself.   

“I don’t answer questions; remember?  I listen to other people testify.”   

“Perhaps, just once, Madam ought to answer.  Put some testimony of her own 

on the record.” 



“But I’m not a witness.  I haven’t been accused of anything.  I’m not a party to 

a lawsuit.  I haven’t been sworn.” 

“But you’ve been sworn at.  Just the other day, in fact.  At home.  By your 

partner.  Has that not precipitated a crisis?” 

“I would rather not think about it right now.  You’ll excuse me, won’t you, 

while I get back to work?” 

Realtime court reporters produce transcripts by writing fast, accurate notes 

on computerized stenotype machines.  The shorthand characters captured on disk 

are instantly translated into English and, just as instantly, appear on all the laptop 

screens in the court- or deposition room.  I am used to writing computerized notes, 

as long as you are the one speaking.  I prefer to read instant replay of your 

testimony rather than my own.  For years I have been listening to what you say.  I 

write your words a heartbeat after you pronounce them.  Your breath is my 

professional life.  When your attorney wants a certified hard copy the next morning, 

I read late into the night.  Every misplaced comma, every misspelled homonym, 

every misstroke of the finger must be corrected.  Next morning your knight with 

briefcase wields the keyboard, scrolling backwards and forwards through testimony.  

Opposing counsel and client will also be scanning.  They are grouped together at the 

far end of the table, listening to you as closely as I, but not as dispassionately.  They 

are waiting to prove you wrong.  I am waiting only for your next word.  Without you, 

I cannot write.   



I have been accused of overworking.  My partner, Walter, charges me with 

being half-alive, the half that goes to work each day.  That is the complaint.  There 

will be a trial.  Suddenly my life is in realtime.  Words spoken are not deleted from 

the screen.  A quick, urgent printout will follow.   

I cannot sleep.  I cannot relax.  I cannot give or receive love.  I can only listen, 

write, and transcribe.   

“Madam Reporter,” I say to myself, “since you have forgotten how to do 

anything else, prepare a realtime transcript.  You are the witness.  Certified hard 

copy to be delivered first thing tomorrow morning.” 

I turn to the stenotype machine, plug the realtime cable into my laptop, and 

begin. 

 

Direct Examination 

“Tell me about your childhood.” 

I cannot bear this approach, so I object.  “Overbroad.”  I look to the judge for a 

ruling.  And here I run into my first problem.  Who is my judge? 

I can think of a few judges I would not want to hear my case.  The wafflers.  

The flippant.  The deadly serious.  Actually, the judge I reported today will do, an 

elderly man, slim and nimble, who remained good-humored yet firm throughout the 

motion brought by an attorney who didn’t want his client’s medical records viewed 

by the other side.   



“Invasion of privacy,” the attorney began.  “Irrelevant to the matter 

complained of, as I outlined in my papers, which, Your Honor will recall, cited 

several cases.  I can repeat them if I can just get my briefcase open.  You may recall 

the last time I opened my briefcase in this very courtroom I cut my thumb, which 

resulted in some medical records of my own, since I was remiss in seeking a tetanus 

shot and developed lockjaw, which, fortunately, was successfully treated. . . .” 

“Get to the point,” the judge said.  “You’re running on.”  That is the kind of 

judge I need.   

My objection is sustained, so I ask myself a more specific question.  

 “What is the first thing you remember?” 

“A dog named Fatty in a small town in Western Kansas.  My mother and I  

were—“ 

“That will do.  Thank you very much.”  I lift my fingers from the stenotype 

machine and shake them at my sides.  The law is slow and boring.  I cannot write 

my own trial.  My job is to report disputes between two or more parties.  I don’t 

remember ever reporting a lawsuit between one person.  Some private problems, 

however, can affect public life, like a leak under pressure which breaks a pipe, 

spurts into a building, slowly rises, floods the electrical system. . . .  Murder, for 

instance.  In Britain, under Anglo-Saxon and Germanic law, wergild, the monetary 

value of a life, was extracted from the murderer’s kindred to pay the victim’s kin. . . 

. 



“You asked me about my childhood,” I say.  “Let me tell you about a lawsuit I 

once reported.  A baby was nearly born.  He swam up from the depths and almost 

surfaced.  His mother was severely obese and had a history of miscarriage.  The 

plaintiff parents alleged that, because the obstetric nurses did not place fetal 

sensors properly, the baby died.  Someone must pay a monetary value for the little 

life.   

“Unlike that child, I was born.  I do not remember the birth, but I can see by 

the result that I lived; that it was my turn to surface, just as through the ages—who      

knows? — I may have sunk again and again before clearing the water and lifting 

into sunlight.  I do believe the baby in the lawsuit will have other chances; may 

have already been born many times over. 

“Am I avoiding the question?” 

“Yes.  You’re doing everything possible to avoid the question.”  My lawyer—

for that is who he is, this man with colorless hair, pale hands, and a hearing aid—

has suddenly materialized and takes over direct examination.   

“Would you characterize your childhood as happy or unhappy?” 

“Happy.” 

“Were your parents good or bad parents?” 

“Good.” 

“Very good, or just good?” 

I have an imbecile for an attorney.  The judge frowns. 



One night a secret proceeding was held in a dark, rainy town.  The District 

Attorney ordered a grand jury inquiry into alleged sexual abuse of three daughters 

by their logger father.  Each girl testified outside the hearing of the others.  The 

questioning was patient, sad, and interminable.  No one admitted to abuse.  The 

father and daughters looked ordinary.  It was hard to believe the charge.  The 

matter was never brought to trial and the family moved away. 

“My parents were kind to me,” I say, “and they expected good behavior, so 

most of the time I behaved well.”  Since my attorney seems incapable of it, I will, to 

use a popular phrase (like other catchy phrases, this one comes into common speech 

on a high wave, hits the beach, and everyone uses it in imitation of everyone else 

before it returns to the great unused ocean of vocabulary), cut to the chase.  “My 

crisis is not related to childhood.” 

“What is it related to?” 

“Adulthood.” 

“All right.  Let me ask you this: what kind of adulthood are you having?” 

“Good.  Very good.  While I’m working.” 

“And what percentage of your adulthood is spent working?” 

“Great percentage. As great as I can possibly make it.” 

“Well, how great?” 

“Do you want me to count sleep?” 

“Do you work while you sleep?” 



“Yeah, I’d say I do.  My dreams are hard work.  Lots of slogging.  I also grind 

my teeth.” 

My attorney is beginning to look tired. 

“Explain to the jury the purpose and importance of your work, as you see it.” 

Jury!  How did a jury slip in here?  Sure enough.  When I turn my head 

slightly to the left, I see twelve ordinary-looking people seated in two rows in the 

jury box.  They don’t look interested and they don’t look bored.  I have no way of 

knowing what they’re thinking.  This gives the trial, my actions, my whole identity, 

a new seriousness.  This surpasses any “realtime” I’ve known.  I feel both larger 

and smaller than ever before: individually significant when I’m listened to.  Utterly 

dispensable in the long run. 

 


