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All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.





For Michelle and my parents





The creatures outside looked from pig to man, and from man to pig, and from pig to man again; but already it was impossible to say which was which.

George Orwell, Animal Farm





Time is but the stream I go a-fishin in.

Henry David Thoreau, Walden
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Cast





BabyBarista:

A young Flashman meets Rumpole meets Francis Urquhart for the twenty-first century.



TopFirst:

BabyB’s former fellow pupil and, by the end of book one, his sworn enemy.



OldSmoothie:

Think Peter Bowles in To the Manor Born and the Milk Tray Man, but not quite.



UpTights:

BabyB’s ex-pupilmistress. Insists on boundaries and personal space. Has ‘issues’. Against him in the Moldy litigation.



OldRuin:

How a barrister should be. Dumbledore meets Clarence, the angel in It’s a Wonderful Life. BabyB’s redemption.



Claire:

BabyB’s best friend and a barrister in another chambers. Think Scully from X-Files.



SlipperySlope:

Solicitor who introduces BabyB to the dark arts of litigation and has a habit of misquoting from films.



Smutton:

Brassy to UpTights’s classy and yet still, somehow, sexy.



TheBoss:

BabyB’s ex-pupilmaster. Unscrupulous, spineless coward.



TopFlirt:

TopFirst’s beautiful, bright fiancée.



BusyBody:

Barrister always up for a fight, particularly with OldSmoothie.



NurserySlope:

Solicitor who is Slippery’s niece and apprentice.



TheBusker:

Barrister who is very laid back in his approach to both court and life, with the integrity and decency of OldRuin.



TheVamp:

Barrister in chambers and a walking Carry On film of an innuendo.



JudgeFetish:

Judge in the Moldy litigation with a penchant for ladies in particular attire.



BigMouth:

Pompous Tory MP stuck on the backbenches like a piece of old chewing gum.



BrainWasher:

Hypnotist, mentalist, you name it.



ScandalMonger:

Ruthless PR guru who becomes one of BabyB’s secret weapons.



HeadofChambers:

Well meaning, pompous and completely out of touch.



HeadClerk:

The real power in chambers. All seeing, all knowing.



ClichéClanger:

Solicitor with a colourful use of the English language.



TheCreep:

A jumped up little twerp who sucks up to the big beasts in chambers.



FanciesHimself:

Junior clerk who had a fling with BusyBody.





Prologue
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Saturday 29 September 2007

Year 2 (week 0): School reports



I stumbled across one of my old school reports today and was intrigued to see what my teacher had to say about me at the age of twelve:



‘BabyBarista is always first out of the classroom and into the playground when the bell goes and then the last one to settle down afterwards. He is clearly bright and tends to finish set work much quicker than the other pupils although this does have the distinct disadvantage that he then starts to distract his friends with idle chat. Yet despite these minor difficulties he does seem to possess an unerring ability to remain just on the right side of the naughty line even if he sometimes avoids more serious trouble only by the seat of his pants. My concern is that as he gets older this is a boy who could literally go either way: up the ranks or off the rails.’



The report then concluded with the following remark: ‘I would hate to see him in court one day.’





Chapter 1
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October: BigMouth

Sunday 30 September 2007

Year 2 (week 0): A tenant



‘You made it BabyB, I always thought you would. Tenancy in a proper barristers’ chambers. You need never worry again.’

My mother was congratulating me yet again as we had breakfast together this morning. Ha. If she’d been aware of even a small part of what really went on in the last twelve months she’d have known that only half of what she said was actually true. As well as double-crossing my first pupilmaster, who was eventually struck off, I also had a hand in scuppering many of the pupils who were competing with me for that prized tenancy. I stood by as Worrier was encouraged to bring a trumped-up sex discrimination claim. I made it appear that BusyBody had posted a damaging recording of HeadofChambers online. ThirdSix had his court papers swapped at the last minute. Oh, and then there was also the small matter of blackmailing my rival TopFirst, after he’d fallen for a honeytrap called Ginny.

But as TopFirst said last Friday when he started to put the pieces of the jigsaw together: ‘I just want you to know that I know. I will never forget, BabyB. No one has ever beaten me at anything. I tell you now that in whatever career you manage to scrape together for yourself in the future, you’d better watch your back.’

I am a tenant, it’s true, and now at least I might be able to help solve some of my mother’s financial problems: problems that stem from the sacrifices she made to put me through university. But as for never needing to worry again, well that might just be a little premature.





Monday 1 October 2007

Year 2 (week 1): Lap of honour



My first day as a tenant and on the face of it at least, it’s a job for life. It’s now almost impossible for them to kick me out, which reminds me of the American saying that there are only two things that will kill a political career in Washington: being found with a dead girl or a live boy. I’m not sure what I’d have to do to be ejected from chambers but it’d have to be something pretty heinous. Although that’s not to say it never happens. Look at TheBoss. After he was struck off last week he had to pack his things and clear out by Friday afternoon: departing in disgrace, his wig properly soiled, never to be used again. It makes me wonder what an old wig might be used for if not for court? Attached to a small metal stick, the rough horse hair would make for an extremely effective, albeit rather extravagant, loo brush.

As if to really rub salt into TheBoss’s wounds, they’ve given me his old room in chambers to share with the lovely OldRuin, who still makes an occasional sortie into the old smoke. So today, with tenancy in the bag and after unceremoniously dumping my things on to the desk previously known as that belonging to TheBoss, I made my lap of honour around chambers, accepting the congratulations with great modesty and making much of the qualities of my fellow, less fortunate pupils, bless their little cotton socks. ‘Terrible shame that we all couldn’t have been taken on . . . Indeed, I don’t know how I was picked given the quality of the other candidates,’ etcetera, etcetera, blah, blah, blah. The disingenuous sentiments I have spewed out today beat even those of TheCreep when he’s sliming up to yet another QC.

But I can hardly tell them the truth. Imagine it: ‘Yes, thank you very much. I agree that as the most devious, sly and downright sneaky of all the pupils I thoroughly deserved to be awarded tenancy. These qualities, I’m sure you will agree, will serve me well in our esteemed profession. Yes, my fellow tenants, whether you like to admit it or not, these are qualities you have not only encouraged with this ridiculous pupillage system but you have now also generously rewarded.’

No, if I’m going to get anywhere in this job, I will endeavour to do what the English excel at, and what I say will rarely be what I mean.





Tuesday 2 October 2007

Year 2 (week 1): JackCard



Met the four new pupils at chambers tea this afternoon. And if yesterday I was playing the hypocrite card, today I was playing a gold-embossed Jack. I’m alright and for the next twelve months they’re not. One of them asked my advice on how to survive pupillage.

‘Oh, it’s easy. Really. Just keep your head down, don’t cause any trouble and be nice to your fellow pupils.’

If he believes that then he doesn’t deserve to be taken on in the first place. Then another one asked if I could offer any tips for working with his new pupilmistress, UpTights. I was starting to enjoy my new-found power.

‘Give her extra-strong coffee in the morning. Make sure it’s caffeinated whether she says so or not. She always responds to a good dose of caffeine.’

She most certainly does. Watching her usual manic state go into hyperdrive should certainly provide some sport. On a roll, I then introduced another pupil to OldSmoothie, the man who last year had made sure that everyone with the name Wayne or Shane was rejected on the basis that ‘it wouldn’t look good on the board’.

‘OldSmoothie,’ I said. ‘May I introduce you to our new pupil Sharon?’

OldSmoothie’s jaw visibly dropped but he just managed to keep it together enough to say, ‘How d’you do?’

‘Very well, thank you,’ replied Sharon earnestly.

‘O tempora, o mores,’ whispered HeadofChambers, shaking his head. ‘Oh what times. Oh what manners.’

A silence descended upon the room and knowing looks were exchanged. We all knew what was coming next and the wind (some might say hot air) was back in OldSmoothie’s sails.

‘Young lady,’ he started, ‘just because your name is Sharon and you are quite clearly from Birmingham does not mean that you may answer, “How do you do?” with the words “Very well, thank you”. Do they teach you nothing at Bar School these days? Never again, understand? It’s terribly non-U and barristers don’t do non-U. Solicitors, now that’s a different story. They can visit the toilet and have settees in their lounges as much as they like. But not barristers.’ He paused. ‘Do you understand?’

He may as well have been speaking double Dutch as far as poor Sharon was concerned. She stood there mute, presumably fearful that opening her mouth to say anything would harm her more than the rabbit-in-the-headlights look she was currently demonstrating so well.

‘Do you understand?’ repeated OldSmoothie slowly.

The pupil raised her eyebrows and nodded tentatively.

‘So what do you answer?’ boomed OldSmoothie, now aware that he had an audience.

Sharon’s brow furrowed and for a moment I thought she might try to make a run for it – and on only her second day in chambers.

‘Speak up,’ said OldSmoothie. ‘I can’t hear you.’

The silence again fell, this time so heavily that it seemed to be almost crushing poor Sharon into the floor. Then OldSmoothie eased up and said somewhat theatrically, ‘Well, let’s give it a try. You give the greeting to me.’

This she could do and she put out her hand, saying, ‘How d’you do?’

To which OldSmoothie replied, ‘How d’you do?’ and turned on his heels leaving the poor pupil utterly bewildered.

TheVamp and TheBusker moved over to offer words of consolation. TheVamp patted Sharon on her arm and said, ‘I wouldn’t worry. He’s a fat old git with a chip on his shoulder, not just about women and class but about life in general. He’s certainly not representative of chambers as a whole.’

‘I really wouldn’t worry at all,’ said TheBusker kindly. ‘Terrible time, pupillage. We all understand that, believe it or not.’

Sharon visibly relaxed and answered, ‘To be honest I really didn’t—’

She was interrupted by what can only be described as a ‘harrumph’ from the far side of the room. It was HeadofChambers.

‘My dear,’ he started. ‘It’s all very well being the subject of OldSmoothie’s little games but really, some things are truly beyond the pale.’

Once more, Sharon’s face returned to what seemed to be her default setting of bewilderment.

HeadofChambers didn’t keep her waiting.

‘“To be honest” is what a criminal says in the witness box. What a barrister should say is “to be frank”.’

Welcome, for another crop of pupils, to the all-inclusive modern Bar.





Wednesday 3 October 2007

Year 2 (week 1): BigMouth



OldSmoothie was once again holding court this morning, this time in the clerks’ room just as everyone was arriving. I’d heard him sounding off before about how he was best friends with a Tory MP from the shires who, it seems, is stuck to the backbenches like a piece of old chewing gum. I’ll call him BigMouth. Apparently, said MP created big headlines in one of last Sunday’s tabloids because he had paid for the services of a prostitute. Or, I should say, he had allegedly paid for her services. For this was the point of OldSmoothie’s story.

‘You see, he is very hard up for money and he wants to sue them. Naturally, I’ll take it on a no win, no fee but I’m looking for a junior to do the leg work.’

Despite appearances, OldSmoothie is not stupid and this whole little performance was staged to whet the appetite of the junior members of chambers. Perhaps even to tender it out in a rather gentlemanly sort of way. Needless to say, first up to the crease was TheCreep, a jumped up little twerp who sucks up to the big beasts in chambers and struts around with erroneous self-importance. True to style he began to ooze: ‘Ooh OldSmoothie, I think you’re great and I’m so very clever,’ etc., etc. But he was batted away to the boundary without much more than a flick of the wrist from OldSmoothie. TheCreep is definitely not his style. Next up was TheVamp who was a far more serious proposition for the old lech.

‘You know,’ I heard her whisper, throatily. ‘Libel cases are by jury. You’re going to need a team who appeal directly to the jury.’

She gave OldSmoothie a knowing look and didn’t need to elaborate further. I realised that there was no way I was going to be able to compete against her today, but with an opportunity like this coming up in chambers, I’ve got to try and think of a way to get myself on the case.

By hook or by crook.





Thursday 4 October 2007

Year 2 (week 1): CopyCat



Before I could even say ‘plot’, never mind try to implement one, OldSmoothie announced today that TheVamp would be acting as his junior in the BigMouth libel case. The most high-profile case to come through the doors of chambers in years has been snatched from under my greedy little nose. However, they do have a problem. Neither OldSmoothie nor TheVamp have ever done any libel law in their lives. My problem is that neither have I. The difference is that they don’t know this.

With that in mind, I popped over to the library and fished out a couple of random articles on libel law from the computer. I made sure they were unrelated to the issues in this actual case so that no one is likely to refer to them any time soon. I then copied and pasted them, substituting my own name for the author’s. It’s dastardly, I know, but hardly the wickedest thing in the world and, of course, it will only work thanks to the pompous fat one’s own ignorance and laziness. So, off the articles went in an email to him suggesting he might find them useful.

I wait to see if he bites.





Friday 5 October 2007

Year 2 (week 1): Threats



An email came today:



Just to tell you that I now have a tenancy in the chambers my father went to after he’d finished with yours. Don’t know why I even bothered wasting my time with you bunch of losers. And for the avoidance of doubt BabyB, I meant exactly what I said last week. You will regret having crossed me. What’s more, if I ever hear mention of the Ginny Tapes [the secret recording I made of him trying it on with a girl I’d hired, despite being engaged], the consequences will be even worse. I do not use these words lightly.



TopFirst



He reminded me a little of a pantomime villain, shaking his fist and screaming petulantly, ‘I’ll get you BabyB, if it’s the last thing I do!’ Well, talk to the gown ’cos the wig’s not listening. Plus, I happen to know that the chambers he’s been forced to join is renowned for taking on people who have been rejected elsewhere. It is what OldSmoothie would describe as ‘hardly top drawer’. However, I have already learnt that I underestimate TopFirst at my peril. So I decided to answer him in robust fashion:



I don’t know what on earth you are talking about but I do not appreciate being threatened. Should I hear anything like this again I shall consider passing it straight on not only to the Bar Standards Board but also to the police. In the meantime, despite your unsavoury remarks, please give my regards to your lovely fiancée and I send you my warmest congratulations on joining such a well-known chambers.



With everything that has been going on in chambers I still haven’t been in touch with Claire since the night last week when we both found out that we had been given tenancy. To be honest, or rather ‘to be frank’, I think this is probably owing to the fact that that was also the night when we sealed our long-term friendship with a tentative first kiss. I still don’t know whether it was just a drunken celebratory thing as far as Claire is concerned and I’d never really considered that she might like me in that way. For that matter I’m not exactly sure in what way I might like her. She’s my best friend, and if we get this wrong our whole friendship might be ruined. So, to my shame, I’ve been too nervous to contact her since that evening and today I received a text message saying:



Hey, BabyB. Hope you’ve had a good week. I’ve just been added to a big case in Leeds for the next two weeks so I’m off up there this evening. Would be lovely to catch up when I’m back.



This of course makes the whole situation about as clear as mud but at least it has the advantage of delaying the need to make any decisions.





Monday 8 October 2007

Year 2 (week 2): Blind leading the blind



Had a visit from OldSmoothie this morning.

‘The problem, BabyB,’ he explained, with his charmometer switched to full, ‘is that BigMouth has asked me to present the case, and TheVamp will no doubt prove a hit with both judge and jury, but neither of us know anything about running a libel action.’

Which makes three of us, I thought to myself.

‘In fact,’ he went on, ‘the only thing I can remember about the subject is the well-worn advice to authors wanting to reduce their risk of being sued when they base a character on someone they don’t like.’

‘Oh, what’s that?’ I asked innocently.

‘Think about it. If there’s going to be a case then the description in the book has to be such that it leads the reader to think it’s that man in real life. With me so far?’

‘Er, yes . . .’

‘So, to avoid that, you just tell the author in question the size of the character’s manhood.’

‘Oh.’

‘I mean, who’s going to sue claiming that the man with the small one is in fact them?’

Then he returned to BigMouth. ‘And of course,’ he continued, ‘he’ll struggle to get some real libel barristers on a no win, no fee as these cases are seen as just too risky.’

‘But aren’t there professional difficulties associated with doing something outside your area of expertise?’ I enquired, reinforcing my own newly established position as a great authority on the intricacies of libel law.

‘Oh, it’s never stopped me, BabyB. One of the joys of the Bar is that you can wake up one morning knowing nothing about a subject and then by the next day be putting yourself out as an expert in it. However, it’s always useful to have a junior who can provide a little guidance from time to time.’

So, the good news is that I’m on the case. The bad news is that I will probably be up all night drafting a note on some of the legal issues that may arise – particularly given the fact that I’m starting from scratch.





Tuesday 9 October 2007

Year 2 (week 2): The conference



Now don’t get me wrong. I’ve got nothing against politicians. Well, nothing more than the average prejudice against those MPs who are corrupt or simply power-hungry. However, even after reminding yourself that as a breed they’re all still human and maybe even have families, you may still struggle to actually like a fair number of them. That’s not to say they’re bad or ill-meaning, merely that very few of us have anything in common with them. But even allowing for the fact that MPs are most definitely a discriminated against minority, I defy anyone to find even an ounce of sympathy for our friend BigMouth. Or should I say, my new client, who I met today for the first time in conference. ‘Met’ is perhaps an overstatement. Even though I was the one who had done all the work, I basically served the coffee and then sat at the back of the room taking notes. These ended up being my thoughts on the great man, which were rude and unrepeatable. Honestly.

Suffice to say, my first impression of BigMouth was not a positive one. He just isn’t a very nice man. He’s arrogant, egotistical and completely lacking in any insight as to how he may be perceived by others. All this means that he is in exactly the right job of course, propping up the Parliamentary green benches, or rather, popping up on them even when it’s wholly inappropriate. Which is most of the time, since he’ll try and wrangle a quip about Europe or immigration into any debate you care to choose, however off-topic it might be. Oh, and his voice goes so far back in his throat as to take you back in time through generations of impeccable aristocratic inbreeding.

But I wouldn’t be saying any of this were it not for the fact that he was rude about my coffee. And not just once. After forcing me to make him a fresh cup he made yet another dig about how he even gets a better ‘cuppa’ (a word that didn’t quite ring true coming out of his mouth) down the greasy café in his constituency, which he is forced to visit once a year. Now, it’s one thing bossing me around and taking me for granted. After all, I didn’t spend a whole year of pupillage learning nothing. But criticising my coffee-making skills is just a step too far. So the third time around I dropped a bunch of UpTights’s herbal ‘chill pills’ as she likes to call them (they are basically St John’s Wort) into a nice strong ‘cuppa’. Special like. Jus’ for ’im. That certainly shut him up for a while. Perhaps they should adopt the same approach in the House of Commons?

As for OldSmoothie, after bringing to bear on the issue all of his innumerable (ahem) years of experience in the field of libel law, his esteemed advice was to ‘fight’. As far as he was concerned, if BigMouth, his ‘best friend’, was telling him that the allegations were entirely manufactured and false, then that was good enough for him. He wasn’t going to go through the silly formalities of testing the strength of the evidence as he would do with a normal client. No, his friend’s word – even if that friend is an MP – is his bond. OldSmoothie is simply taking the story at face value, which means therefore that we have a case, and unless the newspaper in question (I shall call it RedTop) backs down we may well end up in court.

Bad news for the client I would have thought. Good news for the lawyers all round.

But then, who am I to say? I can’t even get the coffee right.





Wednesday 10 October 2007

Year 2 (week 2): Short skirts and long looks



TheVamp had, put it this way, made an effort with her attire for the conference with BigMouth yesterday and when, later in the afternoon, she rocked up at chambers tea, HeadofChambers couldn’t help but comment, and in his most judicial tones at that, ‘Is it just me or are skirts getting shorter these days?’

‘Yes, and men’s looks are getting longer,’ replied TheVamp.

‘Particularly in the case of a rather well-known circuit judge I could mention,’ said BusyBody who is still in chambers and now looking very heavily pregnant. No one knows whether the father-to-be is OldSmoothie or FanciesHimself, the junior clerk. The fact that she has been allowed to remain in chambers for a third six months after her original pupillage has caused suspicions that OldSmoothie may bear more responsibility than he was letting on and is trying to avoid any scandal coming out. Then she added about the judge: ‘I’m sure he’s getting worse. I mean, whenever I appear in front of him I feel like his eyes are undressing me.’

‘Must have very big eyes then,’ said OldSmoothie, somewhat ungallantly.





Thursday 11 October 2007

Year 2 (week 2): Smutton



‘Wake up and smell the cash, BabyB.’

SlipperySlope, who, it turns out, is acting as BigMouth’s solicitor, was as full of himself as ever when I encountered him in chambers this morning. He introduced me to an extremely glamorous partner in his firm who I can only call Smutton, not just because she was dressed in a similar style to TheVamp, despite being probably twenty-five years her senior, but also because almost everything she does and says seems to be dripping with innuendo. Imagine perhaps a filthy version of Sarah Palin or maybe a panellist on some daytime TV show for women. Someone who looks like she had a few too many brandy and Babyshams in the seventies, cocaine in the eighties and young boys in the nineties. Yet someone who also carries herself with a self-assurance and humour that despite everything is well, I’m a little ashamed to admit, kind of sexy. But this was all just my first impression and as these thoughts passed through my head she stared at me in a way that made me want to hide in a corner.

‘Ah, so this is the famous little BabyB,’ she purred. ‘I hear you’re doing a little pro bono for us.’ Need I mention that her eyes looked me up and down as she paused on the word bono.

‘Er, actually, er, it’s on a no win, no fee,’ I stammered.

‘Never mind, BabyB. I’ve always been pro bono myself.’





Friday 12 October 2007

Year 2 (week 2): Letter of claim



TheVamp and I drafted a letter of claim to the publishers of RedTop today. It essentially said, ‘Dear RedTop, It was very naughty of you to have been so rude about our client. We know he’s an obnoxious, arrogant so-and-so of the worst kind but really, honestly, he did not and we repeat, did not, hire a prostitute.’

‘Do you think he did it?’ I asked TheVamp.

‘Well, the fact that he invited me over for dinner in the Commons on Tuesday and boasted about the luxury pied-à-terre he gets on expenses, means I certainly don’t buy the happily married rubbish in his witness statement. But as to whether he went the whole hog, so to speak . . .’

She tailed off. That really is the million-dollar question. At some point we’re going to have to be given the chance to grill BigMouth a little more thoroughly. It’s certainly unfortunate that we haven’t been allowed to do this before the letter of claim, but there you go. It’s his loss for having chosen his best friend to represent him. To make matters worse, unlike most clients who would probably be satisfied with a retraction and a prominent apology, our politician friend and his inflated ego insisted that our letter stipulated not only an apology but also half a million pounds by way of damages. Right. If I were a juror, even if the story was untrue, I would find it hard to put a value on BigMouth’s reputation at anything more than a few pence.

But then the man did insult my coffee.









Monday 15 October 2007

Year 2 (week 3): Loan shark



So let me explain. It’s not cool, I admit it, but I still live at home, with my mum. That’s right: grown-up barrister; Oxford law degree and still living with my mum. Now things might have been different if chambers had paid me just a little bit more during pupillage. Different on two fronts in fact: I could perhaps have afforded my own flat, but I might also have been able to help with the financial mess my mother has got herself into. A mess caused by debts she’d run up whilst getting me through Oxford – problems she’d kept hidden from me until last year when they started to explode like landmines. At least they did until I cut a deal with her loan shark. We agreed that he would leave my mother out of it and once I was a fully fledged, gold-plated tenant, I would take over her debts. Well now I am a tenant, and today I rang the shark to arrange swapping the payment schedule to myself. It would be a mere formality I was sure.

‘Well, Sir, we do need to go over a few details before we can finalise the arrangements.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Not a problem. Any time you like.’

‘Oh, and we’ll need your mother to attend as well. You do understand.’

‘Of course I do.’

What can there possibly be to worry about? Only the tone in his voice and the fact that the man I struck the deal with last year has mysteriously disappeared. So now I anxiously await the meeting at the end of this month.





Tuesday 16 October 2007

Year 2 (week 3): Wish you were here . . .



Got a postcard from TheBoss today. Well, it didn’t actually say it was from him. In Shawshank Redemption style, it was a little overdramatic and forced on the mysterioso front, which shows that he’s probably still unravelling after the shock of the hearing. But thankfully there was humour rather than menace in its tone. It was a picture of a long golden beach somewhere in the Caribbean and it read simply, ‘Wish you were here . . . don’t you?’

Unfortunately it has conjured up the deeply unattractive image of TheBoss and his mistress BattleAxe sunning themselves for all to see. When I mentioned it in chambers tea, OldSmoothie wasted no time. ‘BattleAxe. Hmm, yes. I’d call her, er, agricultural.’

To which HeadofChambers added, as if repeating something people had said about her before, ‘When she stands to address the court all around are sucked down.’





Wednesday 17 October 2007

Year 2 (week 3): Double dare



SlipperySlope faxed through RedTop’s response today. It was along the lines of: ‘Dear Slippery, Your client is a vain, arrogant and nasty man. You know that as much as we do. If you want a fight we look forward to exhibiting him in front of a jury.’

Unfortunately, they are of course right. Nor have they helped by leaving it ambiguous as to whether the allegations are true or even as to what evidence they may have. They are clearly calling our bluff. If BigMouth tries to seek pre-action disclosure to assess the strength of his case, they would report it front page along the lines of ‘BigMouth, surely you don’t need us to tell you whether it’s true or not?’ What’s worst of all is that even if they fight and lose, their circulation will rise so dramatically during the trial that it’d more than pay for any damages.

So the question now is whether BigMouth will step up to the mark in this game of dare and double dare.





Thursday 18 October 2007

Year 2 (week 3): Sue or true



‘Of course he’ll sue,’ said OldSmoothie as we sat in conference discussing RedTop’s letter.

‘But nobody believes what the papers say any longer,’ said TheVamp. ‘Why would he take the risk with all those costs, even if it’s all fabricated?’

‘Because Tory MPs are the very last of a breed who still cling to the nineteenth-century notion that unless they sue, the allegations are taken to be true.’

All of which is convenient for us. Like OldSmoothie, I’m now starting to look forward to a long, high-profile trial. Win or lose, it’s got to be better than the rest of my practice, which currently consists of car cases in such glamorous locations as Ilford and Slough.





Monday 22 October 2007

Year 2 (week 4): Conspiracy theories



‘It’s all a conspiracy,’ boomed BigMouth as he stomped into OldSmoothie’s room for another conference.

‘Hmm. Conspiracy theories are the last bastion of the desperate or insane, if you ask me,’ I thought. Thankfully, perhaps, I wasn’t being asked.

‘I wouldn’t put anything past RedTop,’ said OldSmoothie sympathetically.

‘What sort of conspiracy were you thinking?’ asked TheVamp gently, which made me realise that she may well be the one who can ask the difficult questions in this case and still get away with it.

‘A mobile phone mast, that’s what. Mobile masts this. Mobile masts that. It’s killing people, you know.’

Even OldSmoothie had to take a deep breath. His friend looked as though he might be beginning to crumble before our eyes and OldSmoothie decided to break the tension.

‘Let’s take this one step at a time. I’m assuming you don’t mean that there’s a killer mobile phone mast on the loose?’

‘Of course not. But there’s one near their houses. It’s driving them mad.’

Some form of madness was becoming apparent to us all but no one said as much.

‘Who are “they”?’ asked TheVamp with a look a psychiatrist might give a patient.

‘The old people, that’s who. Constituents. Keep on clogging up my surgeries.’

‘Er, in what way?’ asked OldSmoothie.

‘Brain damage, that’s what. It’s getting into their heads and killing all the brain cells. What’s left of them anyway.’

‘Er, right.’ OldSmoothie was beginning to struggle.

Facing a room full of raised eyebrows, BigMouth ploughed on. ‘You don’t believe me, do you? Nobody does.’

You don’t say.

‘I’ve got a load of people being pumped full of mobile rays and, well, how can I put it? It’s affecting them. Badly. All gone potty.’

I knew that we were all now picturing BigMouth’s blue-rinsed constituents. Potty was something we could believe. OldSmoothie clearly thought that his friend had also been exposing himself to too many mobile rays (well it’s better than prostitutes, I guess) and wanted to steer away from this particular red herring.

‘I think this is something BabyB can investigate. What do you say?’

He turned to me. What was I to say? ‘You must be joking. Stop wasting my time, you mad, pompous, out of touch old fool.’ Well, that would have been one response but instead all I managed was, ‘Er, okay then.’





Tuesday 23 October 2007

Year 2 (week 4): Just good friends?



Got a call from Claire yesterday asking if I was free to meet for a drink this evening. From her voice it sounded a little ominous but I agreed nonetheless. I’ve missed her these last two weeks and despite my worries about where things might be going with us I still wanted to catch up. Unfortunately, I was so involved in working on background stuff for BigMouth’s case that by the time I left the library I realised I was going to be late and called ahead. Thankfully, at least, having just been awarded a tenancy herself, Claire understands the difficulties of juggling work at the Bar with a normal life and she told me not to worry.

When I finally arrived at the restaurant, she rose from her chair, revealing a black figure-hugging, knee-length dress that made her look absolutely stunning. Being used to seeing her in her court clothes, for a moment I just stood there, speechless. She smiled and offered me a glass from the bottle of wine she had already started. Then a little more wine, as we talked about our new tenancies and caught up with each other’s news. Then dinner and yet more wine and soon enough we were walking along the Embankment and over Waterloo Bridge with its stunning views of St Paul’s and the river. My doubts about whether we should try and change the nature of our relationship had dissolved, and if ever there was a time to make a move this was it. I took her hand and we stopped. There was an awkward pause in which both of us stared down at the river below us, and then Claire said, ‘Look BabyB, I really don’t want to risk our friendship.’

My heart sank. I knew where this was going. Then she looked in my eyes and said, ‘I mean, do you?’

In that moment I couldn’t tell whether she was saying she just wanted to hear it from me first, or whether she simply wanted affirmation of her own decision not to take things any further. But what I did know was that there were no half measures in this, any more than a jury can ever find someone half guilty. I could either go for it and risk everything, not knowing whether she wanted the same thing, or pull back to the safe haven of our friendship.

‘I guess you’re right,’ I replied, knowing that I had made the coward’s choice. Even in that moment the irony was not lost on me that whilst at work I never hesitated to take risks when it came to Claire it just felt, well, too important to gamble and get it wrong.

She looked at me quizzically and dropped her head a little.

‘I guess so.’ Her voice was quiet.

Which just goes to show that even professional communicators singularly fail when it comes to crossing that unbridgeable gap between the sexes.





Wednesday 24 October 2007

Year 2 (week 4): An apple short



Today, still troubled by the outcome of my evening with Claire, I was charged with calling up BigMouth and trying to get a bit more sense out of him than OldSmoothie had managed on Monday. In truth, I think he was just embarrassed for his old friend and he didn’t want to explore the whole conspiracy story in too much detail.

‘Please can you elaborate on the conspiracy you suspect?’ I asked, trying not to sound circumspect.

‘I know what you think, young man. Old duffer’s gone off the deep end. An apple short and what not. But you’d be wrong in this case. There are big commercial interests at stake here. If phone masts do the damage my people suggest then other people stand to lose billions.’

‘And who are those people?’ I asked.

‘Well that’s what I’m hoping you might be able to find out. Telecom companies, I assume. All I know is that I asked one question about phone masts in parliament and within a week I was being exposed by RedTop.’

‘Maybe that’s simply because they had something to expose?’ I refrained from asking. Instead I followed up with, ‘Er, yes, I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, what exactly do your constituents say are the effects of this exposure to the, um, rays?’

‘Well, there’s a group of old age pensioners all within the same neighbourhood who have suddenly started causing all sorts of trouble. A grey crime wave they’re calling it locally. Turned themselves into something of a gang. At least a dozen of them have been served ASBOs already and the figures are rising by the week. It’s all very peculiar.’

Well, he’s certainly not wrong there. I will await the documentation and maybe I’ll even get to meet this unusual bunch of oldies who have suddenly started razzing it up. It would be worth organising a conference with them in chambers just to see the reaction of a few of the more staid of the tenants.





Thursday 25 October 2007

Year 2 (week 4): Snakes and ladders



The new pupils were all standing neatly in a row at chambers tea today. OldSmoothie was the first to comment.

‘Look at you. All unformed. Still finding your place in the world. One minute you’ll be buzzing around feeling like a drone and the next you’ll be absolutely full of your own cleverness as you get to help on some big case or other.’

‘Oh but don’t they look so cute,’ whispered TheVamp eyeing up the two male pupils. ‘All fresh-faced, clean-cut and so deliciously corruptible.’

Then, I think without realising, she actually licked her lips.

‘Must be about time for the annual snakes and ladders speech,’ said TheBusker, referring to the talk the pupils always get about their status now being at the very bottom of the pile just like that of new judges.

‘That’s all it is really, isn’t it?’ said UpTights, looking a little madder than usual. ‘This whole thing. Life. Just one big cruel game of snakes and ladders.’

‘There’s certainly no shortage of snakes,’ said BusyBody looking at OldSmoothie.

‘Yes, and the only ladders you’ve ever got close to are in your tights,’ he replied.

‘Well, little pupil boy,’ purred TheVamp into the ear of the nearest of the two she’d been admiring. ‘How would you like a game of snakes and ladders?’

With which he blushed, quickly made his excuses and left.





Friday 26 October 2007

Year 2 (week 4): Humiliation



On my arrival this morning all I got from HeadClerk was a very curt nod, which was completely out of character for a person who is usually so positive and upbeat. ‘What’s up with HeadClerk?’ I asked TheBusker as I passed him in the corridor later.

‘It’s not good at all,’ he replied. ‘As bad as it gets actually.’

‘What can be that bad?’ I asked innocently.

‘One of OldSmoothie’s solicitors rang up and demanded that HeadClerk double his fee. Said that at its current level it was making their own fees look embarrassingly high to the client.’

‘That sounds great,’ I replied. ‘How can he be annoyed about an increase in our fees?’

‘That’s just it. HeadClerk prides himself on billing top dollar for all his barristers. To then have a solicitor ring up and say that what he’s billed simply isn’t enough . . . well, it hurts . . .’

Oh.







Monday 29 October 2007

Year 2 (week 5): TheMoldies



‘They’re all as mad as cheese, BabyB.’ SlipperySlope had called me to talk about BigMouth’s ASBO-attracting blue rinses. ‘They’re far more eccentric than your usual Saga louts with their recycling bins stuffed full of bottles of fine Rioja. No, these ones are quite simply mad, mad, mad and very old. But even if there’s a small chance that there’s something in this, we could be on to a windfall settlement just to keep the whole thing out of the press.’

‘And how do you think I can help?’ I asked him, somewhat confused as to what role I might play in all this.

‘You’re going to be doing the running, BabyB. All the important work.’

Chief dogsbody more like. But I’m not exactly in a position to argue.

‘I’ll provide the back-up and funding. BigMouth has asked for a two-hundred-pound backhander for every case he refers involving a mad oldie or Moldy as I like to call them. My shout on that. All tax deductible through my er, marketing budget although somehow I doubt it’ll ever appear in his declaration of members’ interests.You, meanwhile, my sharp-witted friend, will get to work growing our little money-making tree.’ This was all delivered in a voice that reminded me of Del Boy in Only Fools and Horses, putting his arm around his brother’s shoulder and assuring him that this time next year they would be millionaires. Oh, except Slippery already is a millionaire, several times over probably.

After that little introduction, he sent over the paperwork, which consisted of long ranting letters from each of TheMoldies but little else. No medical evidence, no real details of the legal case they are trying to make. Which means of course that we need to get them all into chambers for a nice cosy little conference in the next few days. I’ve deliberately booked it to coincide with chambers tea . . .









Wednesday 31 October 2007

Year 2 (week 5): Bombshell



I can’t pretend that I haven’t been worrying about today’s meeting with my mother’s loan shark. The deal I’d made last year was that they wouldn’t call in her debts and leave her homeless and destitute on the condition that I would agree to take over her loan next year. It all seemed so simple at the time and it is only as the months have gone by that I have started to regret not having the agreement in writing. But then, why on earth wouldn’t they allow the debt to be passed to her oh-so-solvent barrister son?

Why on earth indeed? And this is the question I am now left asking as my mother and I try and recover from the bombshell that was delivered today in the form of the loan shark’s new spiv. He told us that he had it from ‘on high’ that the loan could under no circumstances be refinanced on their books.

‘It’s the credit crunch I’m afraid. No exceptions. So, Mr BabyBarista, whatever you say was agreed last year, either you pay up the whole amount now or we start enforcement proceedings.’

Now there’s no way, even with my new place in chambers, that I can raise anything close to the four hundred grand that is the terrifying total of all my mother’s debt.

All of this was bad enough but my worries were then multiplied when I rushed back from the meeting for a drink with Claire. I had had to stop at chambers on the way, to catch up with the BigMouth case and once again I arrived late. After apologising profusely I’d explained about everything that had happened with the loan shark and she listened with an increasingly furrowed brow,

‘I hate to say it, BabyB,’ she said, ‘but there may be more to this than just the state of the economy.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘Look, I’m definitely no conspiracy theorist, but if there is any truth at all in what your MP is saying about the telecom company you’re thinking of suing, well they’re a pretty powerful enemy to be taking on.’

‘Oh.’

Then she added enigmatically, ‘And I really don’t know what went on between you and TopFirst, but it’s pretty clear to me that he’s trouble and also that he’s the sort of person who would have no boundaries when it comes to wanting to hurt someone.’

‘But he couldn’t possibly have anything to do with this loan company.’

‘Maybe you’re right. But we both know that half his friends all work in finance.’

Oh.

‘Listen,’ she added. ‘I don’t know anything and I’m sure I’m just being extra paranoid because I care about you.’ She paused and then added, ‘But even so, what is it they say? Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean that they’re not after you.’

‘Do you really think so?’

‘Who can tell?’ With which she smiled and changed the conversation.

It left me desperately wanting to tell her about everything that happened last year. About TheBoss and his corruption, but above all about the compromises I had made myself. But on second thoughts, I’m in too deep to even start offloading now. So much for my mother’s prediction that I’d never need to worry again.





Chapter 2
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November: War

Thursday 1 November 2007

Year 2 (week 5): Flying



I was on the train to court today, haggling over the details of a claim with my opponent, TheCreep, who had plonked himself down at my table. Haggling is putting it politely. Getting harangued by him would be more accurate. Bearing in mind I’ve always admired the fact that arguing with TheBusker is like trying to nail jelly to a wall, I decided to go with one of his tactics by simply changing the subject.

‘Yes, very interesting,’ I said. ‘Er, have you read any good books lately?’

But this just provoked the retort: ‘Leave the Buskering to TheBusker, BabyB.’

Ouch. Once more he was back to badgering over interest calculations as if he really believed that I cared about them. Then, just as the train sped over a tall bridge, a child in the carriage who was staring out of the window shouted, ‘Mummy, we’re flying.’

Conversations actually stopped. Even TheCreep hesitated and for that moment, as we were all carried away from our present cares and lifted back to an innocent past where lawyers didn’t exist and dreams were real, the whole carriage really was flying.

It was a fleeting moment of hope before it all started up once again.





Monday 5 November 2007

Year 2 (week 6): Declaration of war



After a weekend of unsuccessfully trying to untangle finances with my mother, the very last person I wanted to bump into this morning at court was TopFirst. Thankfully, at least, we weren’t against each other and so I tried to ignore him. However, it became ever more clear that he was trying to get my attention and eventually he came over and collared me as I left the client to give my solicitor a call. He said just four words, ‘How’s your mother, BabyB?’

By the time I began to make sense of what he had said, he was gone. Claire had been right. TopFirst was behind the loan shark’s change of tack. As my mind started to clear, an anger rose in me like I’ve never felt before. War had been declared and this time there would be no rules.





Tuesday 6 November 2007

Year 2 (week 6): Facebook friend



Why and how are the two questions that continue to reverberate around my head. Why would TopFirst go nuclear when I still hold the Ginny tapes that I could release any time I like? I can only assume that he’s figuring on my not wanting to risk incriminating myself in setting up a honeytrap just to ruin his engagement. In this he would be right, if that was the only thing I stood to gain. As to how, that’s something I obviously need to investigate. But above all, if TopFirst has decided to show his hand to me at this point then I also have to ask what kind of trap he’s trying to set now and how I might stay one step ahead?

So for the moment there’ll be no brown envelope winging its way over to TopFirst’s fiancée and he can keep on guessing just how far I’m prepared to go. In the meantime I need to start gathering information and there is no better place than the lovely fiancée herself. Which is why I added her to my list of friends on Facebook today. Since we did actually meet a few times last year, I also added a note:

Hi, hope all’s well with you and TopFirst and that you’re still enjoying life in your new career as a management consultant. Got to be more interesting than the cases they’re feeding me. Anyway, just a note to say that if you’re ever in the area and at a loose end, do pop in for coffee.





Wednesday 7 November 2007

Year 2 (week 6): Rehabilitation of offenders



TheVamp was complaining today about how pointless it had been for the judge to have sent her negligent doctor client to prison.

‘I mean, it’s not like he’s about to re-offend,’ she said.

‘And it probably costs more to keep a prisoner for a year than it does to train a pupil barrister,’ said TheCreep.

‘Yes, and all they learn is how to lie, thieve and generally live off the backs of honest, upstanding members of society,’ said OldSmoothie.

‘As well as the little tricks which will keep them out of trouble on some ridiculous technicality or other,’ said UpTights.

‘And that’s before you add the shady network of contacts they get to tap into,’ said OldSmoothie.

‘You’re so right,’ said TheCreep. ‘I mean, how on earth can they be expected to come out as normal, well-balanced individuals with that kind of legacy?’

‘Can’t be much better for those in prison,’ said TheBusker with a wry smile.





Thursday 8 November 2007

Year 2 (week 6): Skeleton argument



I had told TheBusker about my frustrating time with TheCreep the other day and he suggested that I follow him to court tomorrow when his opponent will be none other than the little upstart himself. My occasional trips with TheBusker not only provide a great distraction from my other worries but they also teach me more about courtroom tactics than anything I ever learnt from my pupilmasters. Then again, TheBoss and UpTights were something of a rum bunch. The case tomorrow is an appeal and skeleton arguments have been ordered to be written. TheCreep’s is hardly either a skeleton or an argument, extending as it does to some fifty-three and a half pages. The Busker only highlighted the absurdity of such a creation for a relatively small personal injury case with the following skeleton in reply: ‘The appeal is misconceived since it has failed to refer to the binding authority of Davies v. Howard.’

I look forward to the fight.





Friday 9 November 2007

Year 2 (week 6): Chuckled out of court



TheBusker had already wound up TheCreep with his skeleton argument and by the time we arrived at court TheCreep was almost jumping up and down with frustration as he tried desperately to find out what TheBusker was going to say. Unfortunately for him the only response he could elicit was a low-pitched chuckle. Once in court, the chuckle continued. Not in a snide way but merely in response to the constant jibes being thrown forth by his opponent.

By way of example, TheCreep said, ‘Your Honour, my learned friend has singularly failed to set out any coherent argument against each of my points and has even failed to do so when I have asked him this morning . . .’

And then when everybody looked at TheBusker for a response his shoulders started rising and falling and he just carried on chuckling to himself like he was privy to some hilarious private joke.

In the end, TheCreep cracked and started to look more and more paranoid about TheBusker’s show of confidence. Then TheBusker made the killer blow by handing him a note saying, ‘This Judge appeared in the case I referred to in my skeleton.’

When TheCreep read the note his face dropped and he immediately asked for a short adjournment. Once out of court he said to TheBusker, ‘Why on earth didn’t you tell me that beforehand?’

‘It’s in the report for all to see,’ replied TheBusker, still chuckling.

Sure enough when TheCreep studied TheBusker’s copy he found that the judge had indeed appeared and in fact successfully argued against exactly the legal point that TheCreep was now trying to make. To put him out of his misery, TheBusker made an offer that if TheCreep withdrew his appeal he wouldn’t seek his costs thus far. By this point, TheCreep was in a blind panic fearing that he had in fact been negligent in not spotting the significance of the judge’s identity for himself and accepted almost on the spot, before TheBusker reminded him that perhaps it might be wise to take instructions first.

It was only on the train home and after TheCreep had stropped off in a sulk after agreeing to the settlement that TheBusker gave me the full low-down.

‘You know, things are rarely as they seem. I heard this judge speak at a dinner only a few weeks ago when he described that case as [and he put on a slightly pompous judicial tone] “the worst injustice I’ve ever caused in a long career dedicated to causing such injustices”. And he went so far as to say that “If such a case ever comes before me on the bench, it’s one of the very few of my wrongs I intend to right.”’

All this has led me to wonder if I can apply the ChuckleBluff to a few of my own upcoming cases.





Monday 12 November 2007

Year 2 (week 7): TheMoldies



TheMadOldies or TheMoldies, as SlipperySlope has taken to calling them, arrived in chambers today. I’m not sure what the collective noun would be in this case: a cackle? Or maybe a hobble? Whatever it is, they certainly lived up to all expectations. Despite their average age being well above that of the Rolling Stones, they were certainly rock ’n’ roll, baby. There were seven of them in all and apparently there are more in the background. It doesn’t really bear thinking about. All of them have been served anti-social behaviour orders aimed at stopping them from causing various kinds of idiosyncratic offences. An eighty-five-year-old man called Arthur, for example, says that he can’t stop doing moonies every time he sees a police car go by. Then his seventy-nine-year-old wife Ethel says she gets into moods where she feels compelled to chuck buckets of water on teenagers going past her house. Another is an eighty-one-year-old man called Stanley (a nickname he says is due to the fact that his surname is Matthews), who has recently taken to dribbling a football wherever he goes. This not only includes the local shops but it even extended as far as chambers today. Mind you, I have to admit that I enjoyed it when he dribbled into UpTights’s room and kicked the ball on to her desk shouting, ‘He shoots, he scores!’

Now whilst this may seem unusual behaviour, you may well ask whether these people are simply starting to suffer the terrible effects of such ageing diseases as dementia. This is no doubt the case that the other side will try to make, but the clients today were having none of it. We were told that there are dozens of them who have all been affected in similar ways within the space of six months and they all blame this on the local mobile phone mast that has recently been installed on top of a nearby little hill. They reckon that the telecom company in question has boosted its signal beyond the norm.

Well, despite it certainly proving to be a colourful conference, there is very little I can do at this stage. If we are going to get anywhere with this case we will need some evidence, a vital part of the whole process, which at the moment is lacking in almost every regard with the exception of TheMoldies’ symptoms.

Either way the case isn’t going away any time soon and it should provide a bit of extra interest to my practice.





Tuesday 13 November 2007

Year 2 (week 7): Soul destroying



Been thinking a lot about TheMoldies. They remind me of a poem by Roger McGough called ‘Let Me Die a Youngman’s Death’, in which he says, ‘when I’m 91 with silver hair and sitting in a barber’s chair may rival gangsters with hamfisted tommyguns burst in and give me a short back and insides.’

It’s incredibly sad that they are being affected by something and yet it was clear from the conference that their symptoms are something of a double-edged sword. As one of them said, ‘Us oldies have never spoken out before. But there are lots of us now young man and sooner or later we’re going to take back the power.’

There was a kind of breathless excitement to the whole thing. It was like they were on to something really quite big and that despite the injuries of which they were complaining, they also seemed to be treating it as the start of some great adventure. Perhaps it was the sort of adventure they wished they’d embarked upon years before. It just got me thinking. Because when I look around chambers there are so many people who have had all sense of adventure sucked out of them. It’s as if the law has turned their lives to black and white. Erased the poetry.





Wednesday 14 November 2007

Year 2 (week 7): Memento mori



I talked through my thoughts on TheMoldies with OldRuin today.

‘Memento mori, BabyB.’

I looked at him a little lost and his kindly smile appeared, as if he was actually pleased that my ignorance gave him the opportunity to pass something on.

‘Reminders of our own mortality. It’s what we’re all running from. Sometimes so fast that we forget we are even alive.’

He paused and looked pensive. ‘It’s what they’re doing, BabyB. Reminding us to live.’





Thursday 15 November 2007

Year 2 (week 7): A chilly ’un



OldSmoothie walked into chambers tea today on a post-court high with his ‘I love myself’ look even more prominent than usual. In order to collect his tea he had to pass in-between UpTights and TheVamp who were deep in conversation. As he approached, UpTights said to TheVamp, ‘Do you have a Brazilian?’

To which TheVamp replied, ‘A Chilean.’

‘Well, I should think it would be a chilly ’un if you’ve got a Brazilian,’ said OldSmoothie, looking very pleased with himself.

‘Sorry?’ said UpTights. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

Doubt suddenly flashed across OldSmoothie’s face and he stumbled back with, ‘Oh, er, er, what were you talking about?’

‘Our cleaners, you stupid old fool.’

Oh.





Friday 16 November 2007

Year 2 (week 7): The joys of being self-employed



I haven’t seen BusyBody for a few weeks but today she was spotted in chambers by TheVamp. I asked if her due date was fast approaching.

TheVamp replied with, ‘Well, let’s put it like this. She’s on a donkey and heading to Nazareth.’ Then she added, ‘By the way, have you heard that HeadofChambers has now indicated that he expects her to be given a tenancy once her maternity leave and third six come to an end?’

‘I hadn’t heard that,’ I said, reflecting on my own journey to tenancy. ‘Funny how it works out.’    

Later that day, I spotted BusyBody on the other side of the room as I entered chambers tea and heard UpTights muse, ‘If we were lawyers, in most parts of the world we’d be working for some terrible firm of solicitors.’

‘Can’t think of anything worse,’ said OldSmoothie.

‘But you already are,’ said TheBusker, breaking it to them gently.

‘Oh, hmm, well, maybe so technically,’ said UpTights. ‘But we don’t actually “work” work. We’re self-employed and so we, er, deign to give them a little of our valuable time.’

‘In return for cash,’ said TheBusker, again looking sympathetic.

‘But that’s not the same as working,’ said OldSmoothie. ‘You know, like being employed.’

‘You’re right there,’ said TheVamp. ‘I love waiting two or three years for payment. I mean who’d want a regular pay cheque when bank loans will fill the hole?’

‘And I just can’t get over how good that cold, empty frightened feeling is in your stomach when your diary becomes clear, your paperwork dries up and you still have a mortgage to pay. It’s the kind of thing that makes me just skip to work,’ said BusyBody.

‘Then there’s the sick pay, company cars and pensions that we definitely wouldn’t want to receive,’ said TheBusker.

‘Not to mention paternity pay,’ BusyBody added, looking pointedly at OldSmoothie who is still the bookies’ (i.e. the clerks’) favourite to be revealed as the father of her child.

‘My old head of chambers always used to say that if we were to succeed at the Bar we should get used to waking up unemployed every morning,’ said OldRuin.

The room was silent as everyone contemplated the joys of being self-employed.





Monday 19 November 2007

Year 2 (week 8): Geriatrigation



In the last few days I’ve decided that I’m going to help TheMoldies whether they have a case or not. Don’t start getting any ideas that this means I’m going all soft or anything. It’s just that, win or lose, the David and Goliath-type story can only bring me the sort of career-enhancing publicity that most barristers never come near even once in their careers. Particularly if I can help them run the campaign. They haven’t taken the fight anywhere yet but I’m figuring that with the whiff of adventure they’ll be out on the streets if necessary.

So here’s to geriatric litigation. Maybe I’ll call it geriatrigation. Not quite Californication, but who knows, it might even be fun.





Tuesday 20 November 2007

Year 2 (week 8): Terms of enragement



One of my favourite instructing solicitors is ClichéClanger, a northerner whose no-nonsense approach belies a very wry sense of humour and a subtle twinkle in the eye. He also does wonders with the English language. Today I received a good example where I am still left not knowing whether he’d made a slip or a joke. They were instructions for a case involving a client who has been causing him no end of grief. They began, ‘Your instructing Solicitor is enraged to represent the claimant in this matter . . .’ They continued with, ‘The claimant has been lying in London for the last ten years.’

When I mentioned it to Claire over a rushed lunch she chuckled and asked, ‘Is that what they call a malapropism?’

Then before I could own up to ignorance on that subject she continued, ‘Don’t you just love the sound of that word? Just like mellifluous, flibbertigibbet, slubberdegullion . . .’

I certainly did when they came out of Claire’s mouth, and once again I was struck by a pang of regret at not having taken the risk last month.

Then Claire added, ‘BabyB, I think you’ve just inspired my next set of submissions in court.’





Wednesday 21 November 2007

Year 2 (week 8): Credit crunch



Still no progress on my mother’s debts. So far I’ve been to seventeen financial advisers with a glowing letter from HeadClerk setting out the millions I can expect to earn in the future. Yet each of them has eventually had to turn me away, claiming that the credit crunch makes things just too risky. With the threat of repossession hanging over my mother’s head and no contingency plans yet in place, things are all starting to feel somewhat precarious.

But in the meantime, a worldwide recession hasn’t stopped the banter at chambers tea, which inappropriately enough today seemed to focus on exactly that.

‘You know UpTights,’ said OldSmoothie, ‘every time I hear mention of toxic debts, depression and sub-prime, for some bizarre reason it makes me think of you.’

But ever since BusyBody stepped up to the mark on her behalf, UpTights has occasionally been doing the same and today she replied with, ‘Well, from what I hear on the grapevine it’s not just the economy that’s suffering deflationary pressures, OldSmoothie.’

Then TheVamp joined in the fun. ‘Yes, what with that and a shrinking endowment, you’re hardly best placed to be keeping anyone’s interest rates particularly high, wouldn’t you say? No more FTSE or asset stripping for you. More like dead cat bounce.’

Then UpTights came in for the killer blow, ‘Maybe an expansionary stimulus package might be of assistance.’





Thursday 22 November 2007

Year 2 (week 8): RoundTheBlock



I was working late once again last night when I got a call from my mother.

‘I was just wondering where you were. I’ve cooked a shepherd’s pie and wondered if you wanted it keeping warm in the oven.’

I explained to her that I was as busy as I’d ever been and that I’d probably just end up eating a takeaway in chambers.

‘Well do you have time for a little chat?’ she asked.

Again I answered that I was only just keeping my head above water but I assured her that I was hoping to work something out with the finances. Unfortunately this seemed to upset her and she said, ‘It’s not about finances, BabyB. It’s you, my son, I want to talk to. I’m just worried for you with all these long hours you’ve been putting in.’

I assured her that it was just something that came with the territory of being a junior tenant unfortunately and that I was sure it would calm down sometime soon. I’m not sure she was terribly reassured by this but she seemed to cheer up a little at least and ended with, ‘Well please don’t forget your health, BabyB. It’s the most important thing you have.’

Anyway, today we received the first tranche of evidence from RedTop’s lawyers which, they claim, proves that BigMouth hired a certain lady of the night, who I shall call RoundTheBlock. There were also a couple of witness statements along with mention of a birthmark in a place where the sun most certainly does not shine. The only photo they have is a grainy CCTV image of a man in a suit standing next to RoundTheBlock and leaning forward slightly, as if he is offering something in his outstretched hand – possibly cash. To be fair, it could easily be a picture of any number of backbench Tory MPs though it does at least bear a passing resemblance to BigMouth, albeit from a distance.

OldSmoothie remains in denial and refuses to grill his friend about it. I’ve therefore figured that the only way forward is to look at discrediting RoundTheBlock. This will necessitate a disguise and then a chat. My plan is to pass myself off as a representative of RedTop itself. So today I acquired a couple of ID cards online. One visit to the printers later and I was the proud possessor of one National Union of Journalists identity card and a few copies of a personalised RedTop business card.





Friday 23 November 2007

Chinese walls and palm tree justice



Up Tights was talking about her case at chambers tea today which involved a student appealing a decision by his college to expel him. ‘It was a complete kangaroo court,’ she said.

‘I’ve always loved the image that conjures up,’ said The Vamp. ‘You know, a huge kangaroo of a judge and all the little joeys coming up before him and with none of them able to sit still for a second. All bouncing up and down on the spot trying to make their submissions.’

 ‘It’d make it quite hard to keep their wigs on,’ said TheBusker.

‘It’s Chinese walls which make me chuckle,’ said UpTights. ‘I just imagine a huge wall of takeaway boxes separating two halves of an office.’

‘Palm tree justice has always done it for me,’ said TheBusker. ‘Makes my mind wander to hotter climes than this.’

‘I always liked the idea of lawyers gong on fishing expeditions,’ said OldRuin. ‘Always brightened up even the most dreary day in court.’

‘As for skeleton arguments,’ said OldSmoothie. ‘They make me think of two skeletons stepping out of a closet, squaring up to each other and then one of them saying “I’ve got a bone to pick with you”.’





Monday 26 November 2007

Year 2 (week 9): The sting



Went in search of RoundTheBlock on Saturday evening and I was delighted to find that RedTop’s description of her working area was accurate. Right down to the exact street corner in fact. I found her in precisely the same place they’d described BigMouth picking her up. It seems her celebrity status hasn’t gone to her head at least. Though I imagine bagging a backbench Tory MP is hardly in the same league as bringing home a story about a footballer or rock star.

She was very suspicious when I approached her and introduced myself as a representative of RedTop, all in my newly honed Scottish drawl. But then I whipped out my, er, ID and she was all ears. It’s ridiculous really, given how easy it had been to fake. After that she visibly relaxed and agreed to go for a coffee in a kebab shop round the corner. Now, I admit this was a pretty big risk as all she needed to do was to call whoever she had previously dealt with and I would have been a goner. However, although she might be wise to the ways of the street, newspapers are a whole new game for her and in that I had the upper hand. The other thing I had going for me was that for RedTop this case was small beer compared to most of their stories and so I’d figured that they wouldn’t have invested a great deal of time or effort protecting her from this type of situation.

I told her that RedTop wanted to run another story about her and BigMouth but that this time we needed her to embellish it a little. Perhaps mention another Tory MP who had also hired her in the past? As you might imagine, she was not happy with this at all. Until, that is, I mentioned the figure of £200,000. Then she became a little more interested. Well, she supposed she might be able to help ‘just this once like’.

Just this once indeed. I had hit gold at my first strike and was out of there in a flash, video camera still rolling in the pocket of my jacket.





Tuesday 27 November 2007

Year 2 (week 9): Counting the inches



TheCreep was explaining tripping accidents caused by holes in the pavement to a couple of the pupils today.

‘It all boils down to whether it’s half an inch or an inch,’ he said in his usual patronising little squeak.

Unfortunately for him TheVamp happened to be passing at just the wrong time. She smiled sweetly, patted him on the head and said, ‘Of course it does MrCrinchyPinchy. You’ve got to make the most of what you’ve got and in your case I guess an extra half inch might make all the difference.’





Wednesday 28 November 2007

Year 2 (week 9): Leverage



Just because I was prepared to take the calculated risk in talking to RoundTheBlock, don’t think I was going to tell OldSmoothie about it. Instead, I edited the footage and, still in my disguise, posted it up on YouTube from an internet café in King’s Cross, before sending an anonymous email to myself with the link. I then forwarded it to OldSmoothie explaining that a ‘friend of mine’ who knew I was on this case had done some digging and come up with it.

Well, OldSmoothie, as you might imagine, was more than a little pleased. He’d been obviously starting to worry about the case in the last couple of days, as denial began to turn into a realisation that he might have taken on a complete loser of a case in return for no fee and egg on his face.

‘This is great, BabyB. I don’t know who your friend is and I’m not sure I want to know. Anyway, I’ve spoken to BigMouth and told him that whatever is the truth of the matter, we need to settle if at all possible and that this might just provide us with enough leverage. He wasn’t happy but he said that he trusted my judgment.’

So, SlipperySlope will negotiate.





Friday 30 November 2007

Year 2 (week 9): See you there



Heard from TopFirst’s fiancée today. She accepted my request for friendship on Facebook and sent the following message:



Hi BabyB. Really lovely to hear from you. I don’t know what went on between you and TopFirst but I’m glad that you and I can remain friends, at least. As it happens, I’m actually down your neck of the woods next Thursday. If you’re not in court do you fancy lunch?



To which I of course replied simply:



Look forward to it. See you there x





End of sample
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