CASE BRIEF

Smith & Smith Law Offices

Case Background

In 2003, 16-year-old Darnell Brooks was charged with shooting and killing another teenager, Jalen Cruz,
in broad daylight in the middle of a street in South Boston. The crime drew media attention and concern
in the community, especially because both teens were so young and there were claims that the shooting
may have been related to gang activity. Even though Brooks was a minor, he was tried as an adult in a
Massachusetts court for this crime. During jury selection, the judge closed the courtroom to the public,
which meant Brooks’s family, including his mother, couldn’t be in there. His lawyer didn’t object to this
closure. Brooks was found guilty of first-degree murder and sentenced to life in prison without parole.
Later, he appealed, arguing that his attorney failed to protect his 6th Amendment rights

Demographics

Darnell Brooks is a 16 year old African American male. He is currently in high school but has irregular
attendance and limited academic achievement. He currently lives with his mother in a low-income
housing project - there is no mention of a father. His neighborhood is associated with violence and wide
spread gang activity. While he does not have a permanent job, he is suspected of being involved in
street-level gang activity. He has several previous juvenile offenses on his record.

e Age: was 16 at time of arrest e Education: High School Student

e Gender: Male e Marital Status: Single

e Ethnicity: African American e Living Situation: Low-income, Housing
e Location: Boston, Massachusetts projects, single-parent

Client Narrative

Dear Judges,

My name is Darnell Brooks, and I'm writing to ask you to please look at my case. | was sixteen years old
when | got locked up and charged with murder. | ain’t gonna act like | was some perfect kid — | had
some trouble before, caught up in dumb stuff when | was younger, in and out of juvie. I live in a rough
part of Boston where there’s gangs, guns, and violence all around. People | knew were getting shot or
locked up, and | just got pulled into that life.

| ain’t saying I'm innocent. I'm saying the way my trial was handled wasn’t right. What really hurt me the
most was that during jury selection — like, the part where they pick the people who decide if I'm guilty or
not — the judge said my mom and other folks who came to support me couldn’t be in the courtroom.
They told them they had to leave. My mom had been with me since day one, and | needed her there. |
don’t know the laws like that, but | thought trials were supposed to be open so things stay fair. | couldn’t
believe my lawyer didn’t say nothing. He just let it happen. | didn’t even know | had the right to speak up
about it. Ain’t nobody explained that to me.



I don’t have fancy words or a fancy education. | didn’t like school and | wasn't good at it. But | know what
it feels like to be doing life in prison for something | don’t think was handled right from the jump. If the
courtroom had stayed open like it was supposed to, maybe the jury would've seen | had people who
cared. Maybe the outcome would’ve been the same, maybe not. Maybe things would’ve felt more fair.
My lawyer was supposed to protect me, but he didn’t. That’'s why I’'m asking the Supreme Court to take a
look. I didn't get a real chance, and | don’t think that’s what this country stands for.

That's why I'm asking you to hear my case. | just want a fair chance — the chance | didn't get back then.
Respectfully,

Darnell Brooks

Previous Attorney Information

Alexander Simpson passed the Massachusetts State Bar Exam and joined the state public defender’s
office in August 1995. Because of his passion for social justice and fair representation, Mr. Simpson
chose to follow a career at the public defender’s office rather than work in private practice where he
could have made more money. The public defender’s office typically assigns 1% degree murder cases to
attorney’s with more experience, and Mr. Simpson fit this category. At the time of Mr. Brooks’s case, Mr.
Simpson had approximately 76 active cases he was working on his caseload. Due to limited funding of
the public defense system, Mr. Simpson and other public defenders often have insufficient time to meet
with their clients and prepare a case. Because of the highly visible nature of this case, the courtroom had
maxed out its viewing capacity and the judge closed it during jury selection. Mr. Simpson did not object
to the closing of the courtroom during jury selection. Because of this action, Mr. Brooks has asked for a
new trial due to this action. Mr. Simpson is a strong believer in equal justice, but does not feel that Mr.
Brooks case was unfair due to this action by the judge. Therefore, he proceeded with the case as he had
prepared it and defended Mr. Brooks to the best of his ability.

Attorney Name: Alexander Simpson
Contact Information: Public Defenders Office, State of Massachusetts
Dates of Representation: August 2003 - September 2003
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e Reason for Termination: Completed case

Summary

| understand that | committed a crime and | need to be punished. But, | don’t think it was fair to get a jury
behind closed doors. My family was not in the courtroom and could not be there to support me. My
lawyer didn’t think there was anything wrong. | do. Please give me another chance.



