
 

It takes thick skin to be a defense lawyer 

Jurors often cast a skeptical eye on representation for defendants in criminal cases. 

 

By VIK JOLLY / THE ORANGE COUNTY REGISTER  

When defense lawyers begin their closing arguments, they are often greeted with looks of 

skepticism from the 12 citizens sitting in the jury box. 

It's part of the job description. 

What they say 

David Cohn 

"The passion does come through in summations 

and it's frustrating at times. You do the best you 

do and leave it in the hands of 12 people." 

 

Attorneys David Cohn, from left, Kenneth Reed 

and Kate Corrigan are part of a unique breed of 

attorney, criminal defense lawyers.  
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Kate Corrigan 

Do you get satisfaction getting a guilty person off? “Absolutely That shows that the system 

works and it places the burden on the government. You’re not being found innocent. If anyone 

should feel badly about it, it is the prosecutor.” 

Ken Reed 

"You play (a case) through in your head over and over again and then you look up the next file that is in front of you 

and you’re back to answer ready” (for the next case). That’s why they call it a practice of law because it is 

something, a mountain that you never fully climb and you constantly fight at trying to do it.” 

It's the defense lawyer's duty to make a case for the accused. The problem is by the time it comes 

to wrap up a case, the prosecution has usually painted a pretty grim picture of their clients. 

Defense lawyers have to be a tough breed. 

They force the public to take another look at a defendant sometimes accused of the vilest crimes. 

They are used to defeat and cherish the occasional acquittal. 

In Orange County, the prosecution's success rate is in the high 90th percentile. 

"If a defense lawyer does nothing more than make sure that the prosecutor and the judicial 

system be responsible and perform our job at our best, then they serve a very important role," 

said Larry Yellin, an Orange County deputy district attorney. 

Kate Corrigan, president of the Orange County Criminal Defense Bar Association, said 

regardless of the outcome, representation is indispensible. 

"One innocent person in prison is too many and cannot and should not be tolerated by our 

society," Corrigan said. 

DAVID COHN: LOVES HIS JOB 

When it came time to offer a summation to jurors in the case of a Laguna Niguel mother accused 

of having sex with two underage boys on her son's hockey team, defense attorney David Cohn 

rose, looked at the panel, and said: "What is this evil lawyer going to tell me now?" 

It is a line used frequently by defense lawyers. 

"We're the only shield between the prosecution and that single defendant who's now relying on 

us to put forth their best case," Cohn said. 

In hockey mom Kathia Maria Davis' case, a jury found her guilty of sexually assaulting a 16-

year-old boy but could not reach a verdict on whether she did the same to a 13-year-old. 

Prosecutors have said they will retry Davis, 45. 



Cohn, who's been practicing criminal defense for 19 years, describes himself as a normal guy 

who plays and coaches soccer. He usually doesn't mention what he does for a living. 

"But I am very proud of what I do," he said. "Is it stressful? Hell, yeah. I don't know how I 

handle it some days." 

Recently, Cohn has had a winning streak. He secured acquittals in three sex cases, including for 

a teacher accused of sex acts with a 17-year-old female student. 

An eight-woman, four-man jury deliberated a day and a half before finding Christopher John 

Ontiveros, 44, not guilty of five counts. 

"It was very sweet," Cohn said. "That was one of those cases: I truly believed in my client and 

what he had to say." 

With phone messages and pictures as part of the evidence, Cohn told his client he would do the 

"best damned job I can possibly do, but 'hey listen, (with) these text messages and photos, we 

may not'" prevail. 

He does not judge his clients, Cohn said: "I am here to represent you, whether you are innocent 

or guilty." 

"How can you defend that scumbag?" is a question he often hears. 

"Everybody has a right to a defense," Cohn said. "The fact is there are innocent people who 

come to me for defense. If it turns out that someone has done something wrong, then I have to do 

the best I can for them." 

Then he politely tells the person who's asked him that question: "I don't want you on my jury." 

KEN REED: HURTS TO LOSE 

Santa Ana-based Ken Reed has practiced criminal defense for 23 years, including defending two 

capital cases. He lost both, and his clients are now on death row. 

"You transform yourself for that period of time," he said, "and you truly do hurt when you lose." 

Reed said defense lawyers live in "peaks and valleys." He learned a long time ago that you live 

for the peaks. 

"There's no Perry Mason out there where the client is always guilty," Reed said. 

While wandering in the valleys, you get that one guy, the one client you believe in, and "you live 

off of that one until the next one," Reed said. 

You do your job, he said, with the death-penalty cases, gang shootings and child rapists. 



He relishes a challenge: "I like taking the hard people. It gives your more a sense of who you are 

that you can do that." 

But there's something special about defense lawyers, Reed says. "We're the kid that wants to 

stand up and that says no. We get a kick out of being that guy. 

"We probably tell the best stories at cocktail parties," he said. 

Like that of Tanya Nelson, only the second woman to be sentenced to death in Orange County. 

She murdered a fortune teller and her daughter because she was angry about her fortune. 

"We're storytellers, and we don't have a boring life," Reed said. 

KATE CORRIGAN: NOT A JUDGE 

Kate Corrigan does not lose sleep over who she represents: people accused of drug smuggling 

and white-collar crimes. 

Corrigan was a prosecutor with the Orange County District Attorney's Office for six years before 

defecting in 1995. 

"I don't check my ethics at the door," she said. 

"What I do for people is I am there to make sure that their rights are enforced and they are well 

represented," Corrigan said. "Most people coming to us for help are at a very desperate moment 

in their life, and we're there to help them the very best way we can." 

She says it is not her job to judge. 

Anybody could end up being wrongly accused, and it can change one's attitude toward the justice 

system, she said. 

"Then people see that the justice system can be heavily weighted against defendants," Corrigan 

said. "That's why having good defense counsel is critical." 

She recalled a third-strike case of a defendant she represented who was charged with rape. He 

was adamant he did not do it. Bail was set at $1 million, and he lost his job. The victim identified 

him, the defense lawyer said, but DNA evidence exonerated him. 

She often takes clients who she thinks might be guilty. 

"Come hell or high water, I want his or her rights enforced," Corrigan said. "It's not my job to 

determine when someone's wrong or right on a moral level." 

Her two boys, Kevin and Connor, have watched her in action at the Ronald Reagan Federal 

Building and U.S. Courthouse in downtown Santa Ana. 



"Both of them are really proud of what I do," Corrigan said, so much so that Kevin is following 

in his mom's footsteps. 

Her cases do not interfere with her personal life: "I sleep like a rock." 

Contact the writer: vjolly@ocregister.com or 714-834-3773 
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