


[image: cover]





Law and Disorder 

Confessions of a Pupil Barrister 

TIM KEVAN 

[image: logo]





To Michelle and my parents and in loving memory of Lorna Wilson 





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. 





Lawyers, I suppose,

were children once. 

Charles Lamb 



We are the hollow men

We are the stuffed men

Leaning together

Headpiece filled with straw. Alas!

Our dried voices, when

We whisper together

Are quiet and meaningless

As wind in dry grass

Or rats’ feet over broken glass

In our dry cellar . . . 

T.S. Eliot 
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Cast list




BabyBarista: A young Flashman meets Rumpole meets

Francis Urquhart for the twenty-first century.

OldRuin: How a barrister should be. Dumbledore

meets Clarence, the angel in It’s a Wonderful

Life. BabyB’s redemption.

TheBoss: BabyB’s first pupilmaster. Unscrupulous,

spineless coward.

TopFirst: Fellow pupil and BabyB’s main competition

for tenancy.

BusyBody: Fellow pupil and a whirlwind of interference

with a good heart.

Worrier: Fellow pupil carrying the details of the world

on her shoulders.

UpTights: BabyB’s pupilmistress for his second six 

months who was almost called BoTucks

for the work she’s had done. Insists on

boundaries and personal space. Has ‘issues’.

OldSmoothie: Think Peter Bowles in To The Manor Born

and the Milk Tray Man, but not quite. Once

successful barrister now put out to graze as a

committee man.

TheBusker: Barrister of ten years’ call with the integrity

and decency of OldRuin. Very laid back in his approach to both court and life. Admired

by BabyB.

Claire: BabyB’s best friend and a pupil in another

chambers. Think Scully from X-Files.

ThirdSix: Final pupil thrown into the mix halfway

through BabyB’s pupillage. He is on his third

six-month pupillage.

TheVamp: Tenant in chambers and a walking innuendo.

HeadofChambers: Well meaning, pompous and out of touch.

HeadClerk: The real power in chambers. All seeing, all

knowing.

FanciesHimself: Junior clerk who has a 8 ing with BusyBody.

JudgeJewellery: Judge with penchant for stealing high-street

trinkets.

ClichéClanger: Solicitor with a colourful use of the English

language.

SlipperySlope: Solicitor skilled in the creative art of billing.





Prologue

Sunday 1 October 2006

Day 0 (week 0): Jewel thief 

It’s the day before I start work and I’ve been clearing out my room at home. One thing upon which I stumbled was a note I made some ten years ago at school. It’s a list entitled ‘Careers’: 

England football captain. I wish. Vet. Sticking hand in dark places. Binman. Too smelly. Solicitor. Yawn. Barrister. Silly clothes. Doctor. Too many ill people. Banker. Pushing money around. 

Then at the end I’d scribbled, ‘Jewel thief?’ 





CHAPTER 1 

October: First Days 

The art of war is . . . a matter of life and death, a road either to safety or to ruin. Hence it is a subject of inquiry which can on no account be neglected. 

Sun Tzu, The Art of War 



Monday 2 October 2006

Day 1 (week 1): TheBoss 

‘Where’s the strong ground coffee?’ I asked, starting to panic slightly. I spent the summer working for Starbucks in preparation for today but it didn’t seem to be standing me in any stead so far. 

‘Where you’d expect it to be. Over there.’ 

‘And the filters?’ 

‘Ah. We may have run out of those. You’ll need to go to the kitchen on the second floor west for those.’ 

I took out the little map I’d been given and worked out where this was before making the dash across corridors and staircases. I arrived back, sweating, only to find that the kettle was now empty and needed re-boiling. Time was ticking and my stress levels were rising. Eventually it was all done and I made my way through to serve the coffee, albeit somewhat belatedly. 

‘Just put it down over there, young man.’ 

I did so and only just stopped myself from making a bow before withdrawing to my desk. 

So there it is. My first day as a pupil barrister in chambers and this is truly the diary of a nobody. I’ve been warned about it by those who’ve gone before. ‘Glorified coffee-maker’ and ‘underpaid photocopier’ were the most common descriptions. Such is the ordeal through which the Bar Council continues to force its brightest and best. Interviews and offers might be sufficient for Goldman Sachs or McKinsey. Not so the Bar. Twelve months of four pupils fighting it out before chambers vote for which one of the four they want to take on as a tenant.A sort of upper-class reality show in microcosm where every one of your foibles will be analysed and where a blackball system exists so that if you annoy one person, you’re out. As with Big Brother, you’re playing to the lowest common denominator. Attempting to be as inoffensive as possible in the sound knowledge that it won’t be the votes in favour that get you in but the lack of votes against. Sure, they’ll go through the motions of checking my work and ticking the Bar Council’s equal opportunities forms. But the crunch comes in the unsaid so-called ‘Tennis Club Test’ – would they have me in their club . . . or not. All of which for a comprehensive-school kid from north London might seem a little daunting were it not for the fact that I’d already had ivory tower practice for three years whilst studying law at Oxford. Still, as I sit here at my laptop in the corner of the office reflecting on my first day, I realise that the Bar takes that whole elitism to a new level. Not that I didn’t know what I was letting myself in for, nor can I pretend that wasn’t part of the attraction of it in the first place. That, and getting paid huge sums of money to prance around in silly clothes all day. 

Anyway, after a sleepless night I’d rocked up at chambers at 8.30 a.m. on the dot. There were no signs telling new pupils where to go. Just a board with the names of the members of chambers below an ancient archway. The entrance hall was all old Punch cartoons and tatty leather armchairs and from there it went through to the clerks’ room which in contrast looked more like a city traders’ office with a collection of seven or eight computer screens and a bunch of people talking at top speed on the phone. I made my big entrance, the start of my new life, and was completely ignored by everyone in there. A couple looked up before resuming their conversations. The others didn’t even acknowledge my presence at all. I stood there for a few minutes not wanting to interrupt before deciding to leave and try my entrance afresh. Ten minutes later I’d been around the block and was met by an immaculately dressed man in his fifties, with a paunch and a well-groomed, Richard Branson-type beard the same size as the bald patch on top of his head, as if one was somehow cancelling out the other. He looked at me in a slightly intimidating way and boomed, ‘Where did you go, young man? Taking breaks before you’ve even started?’ 

‘Er, no, Sir. Wasn’t sure if I’d got the right place. Went to check.’ 

‘Never call me Sir, Sir. My name is John. Head Clerk. You must be young Mr BabyBarista, Sir?’ 

‘Yes, that’s right – er – John.’ 

‘Welcome aboard, Sir. We run a tight ship here in the clerks’ room. Never forget to tell us where you are when you’re not with your pupilmaster. We’ll always have something else for you to be doing. Now, where is your pupilmaster?’ 

One of the junior clerks eventually got around to leading me up the bare stone stairs of chambers to a decent-sized room overlooking a large car park. I’d already checked out my pupilmaster online. I’ll call him TheBoss. Educated at Winchester and Trinity College, Cambridge, he had a pretty traditional upper-middle-class barrister background. Upper second in law and then called to the Bar in the Middle Temple in 1986. He’s therefore been a barrister for some eighteen years and I found with a bit more of a Google search that he is married with two kids. Official interests: chess and tennis. 

Even on first meeting you could tell that he was a vain man and he was at that stage of life where he was just starting to lose his looks but hadn’t quite come to terms with it yet. This was fairly obvious from the fact that he had clearly outgrown both his shirt and his suit trousers to the extent that they were beyond even ‘fitted’. Up top, his dark hair was receding and where it still remained it was greying. All of which he seemed to be trying to hide with a kind of arrogant air, as if trying to tell the world that nothing could touch him, not even time itself. 

He showed me my tiny desk, the size of a small laptop, and before even mentioning his work or anything like that he said, ‘Now BabyBarista, let’s get the important things out of the way first.’ 

He led me through to a poky little boxroom with a kettle, a sink and a fridge. 

‘I take my coffee on the hour but if I’m working hard, I’d like it more often. It’s something you’ll have to learn to judge. Now, I will provide you with the coffee beans and you will take it from there. Take the grinding slowly and make it as fine as possible. Increases the surface area you know. Gets that extra bit of flavour.’ 

He started to look animated. ‘Then I insist on paper filters. Only the best as well. Can’t be too careful these days. Lot of rubbish on the market. Once you’ve filtered then you’re home and dry. Mugs are here and you’ll provide the milk each morning. Semi-skimmed. Just a dash along with half a sugar. Get this right, BabyBarista, and you’ll be destined for great things. Remember, it’s all in the grind.’ 

This was no joke or amusing metaphor. He was absolutely serious. This would be the heart of my job. Then, as he led me back into the room grumbling about coffee-makers he’d had in the past, he went on, ‘Oh, there’s one more important thing I like to give my pupils.’ 

He rummaged in his desk and then handed me a strange little book entitled The Art of War, by Sun Tzu. 

‘Litigation is like war, BabyBarista. Read this and learn.’ 

Tuesday 3 October 2006

Day 2 (week 1): Political correctness day 

It was political correctness day today. It started with the chat from TheBoss. He sat back in his swivel chair, put his feet on his huge old leather-topped desk – which stood in stark contrast to my tiny Ikea number – and clasped his hands together in front of him. 

‘Something I have to go through with you today, BabyBarista. We now have rules about sexual harassment at the Bar,’ (as if it was all perfectly fine before that). ‘I’m sure you understand, being an Oxford man,’ (whatever that was meant to mean). ‘Please remember that if you are ever feeling sexually harassed, you must not hesitate to report it to me.’ 

He then paused, for effect, and shifted a little awkwardly. ‘I’m also bound to tell you, for the avoidance of any doubt that, if you believe that I am the one doing the sexual harassing then you must tell HeadofChambers immediately.’ 

All said deadpan and without even a hint of irony. 

‘Yes, of course,’ I said. Certainly. I’ll do that. Note to self. Must not forget. 

Well, HeadofChambers was quite different. There are two men and two women doing this pupillage and we were all herded into his very grand room. Here, for the first time, I squared up to my competition for the year. On average only one in four gets taken on and there is no avoiding the fact that we are directly in competition for that place. It was hardly high noon at the OK Corral but there was definitely a lot of sizing up going on. The two women tried to be more subtle about it and one in particular appeared almost shy, but the other guy just came across as plain arrogant, like he already owned the place and was finding this whole induction process a distraction from his otherwise important business. 

Two of the walls in the room were lined with law reports. Another had yet more old cartoons of long-dead lawyers, along with a painting of someone shooting on what was probably a Scottish grouse moor and a photograph of HeadofChambers in full hunting regalia astride his horse and raising a glass to the camera. It was quite a walk to get to the end of the room where HeadofChambers sat at his old wooden desk in front of a massive window which overlooked the courtyard below. We were told to sit at the conference table in front, as, no doubt, thousands of his clients had done over the years. He was how you might have imagined a barrister to look a hundred years ago. It was as if he had modelled himself on that image to such an extent that he had himself eventually become it, from his immaculate pin-striped suit to his slicked-back hair, which looked as if it had been flattened by forty years of wearing a bowler hat. He looked like a man for whom doubt had been cast away many years ago. As we entered his look was stern, despite the fact that he was clearly trying to take a slightly paternal tack with, ‘Ah, the Baby Bar. Do come in and take a seat.’ 

After a brief introduction telling us that chambers had been founded some sixty years ago and that we were following in a fine tradition, he continued, ‘Now. I’ve got to tell you this. Bar Council regulations and all that. Sexual harassment. Terrible mess. Hope it doesn’t happen. But, if it does, I’m bound to inform you that you should report it either to your pupilmaster or to me. This is without reservation and you should be fully aware that we comply entirely with the Bar Council policy on this issue. I’m also bound to tell you that should you make any such complaint it will not be held against you in this chambers.’ 

So that was that and now we knew. Except it wasn’t. 

‘However,’ he looked up and peered at each of us over the top of his half-moon spectacles and then focused on the two women. ‘I probably shouldn’t say this, but it’s meant in the most helpful way. Consider it practical advice from an old hand at the Bar. Bear in mind that whilst you are absolutely within your rights to make any such complaint, in fact more than within your rights, you must not forget also that there are consequences to every action. This is always the case and is no different here. Whatever you do has consequences whether you notice them or not. I can’t say what they’d be in these circumstances but you have to be aware that not all chambers or barristers are as enlightened as us. Not that they’d actively discriminate against you in those circumstances. It’s just that you should know that they would know. That’s all.’ 

Welcome to the modern Bar. 

Wednesday 4 October 2006

Day 3 (week 1): TopFirst 

‘So, how have you found your first few days?’ I asked. 

‘Pretty easy really. Personal injury’s not exactly very taxing intellectually, if you know what I mean.’ 

We were in the clerks’ room and this was my first chat with TopFirst, the other guy pupil with the over-confident swagger. Today he was obviously on his best behaviour although he still seemed a bit of a swot. Got a first at Cambridge and even went on to do a master’s. A little quiet, although I’ve been told that quiet is not a bad tactic for pupillage. Seems strange when you’re training for such an ostensibly outgoing and independent profession that you spend the first year proving your abilities to slime up to the right people and keep out of the way of others. Yet TopFirst is quiet to the point of being aloof and has an almost aggressive air of cleverness. Physically he’s tall and quite thin, but in a more rodenty than a chinless aristocratic way. Like one of the ferrets who took over Toad Hall. All dressed up and airs and graces and yet not quite making it. Let me be more clear. He’s arrogant and pretentious. Two things which will no doubt serve him well at the Bar. 



Thursday 5 October 2006

Day 4 (week 1): Lunch 

So far, other than making coffee, I’ve been wholly occupied in trundling along behind TheBoss and meeting and greeting other pupils. It seems that the way he likes it done is to refuse to acknowledge my presence when he’s with other barristers outside of chambers. We were at lunch yesterday in one of the halls and he greeted a number of his chums. Some had pupils and the only confirmation that I was not invisible was that there were perfunctory nods from them. A knowing look that says we’re all in the same boat and it’s not much fun. Raised eyebrows and at least the tiniest bit of human interaction. 

Though I did at least learn an important lesson at lunch. Chat was about nothing in particular and after much thought I eventually came up with something designed to impress, only to find that TheBoss had decided to speak at the same time. Quick as a flash he looked at me and said pointedly, ‘Sorry, after you,’ with raised eyebrows. It wasn’t the first time I’d noticed that his best put-downs are in the insincere courtesies he offers around. 

‘No, no,’ I said. ‘Sorry to interrupt.’ 

‘No, I insist,’ he replied. ‘Go ahead.’ 

Well, I was lost for words by that point and could only manage some incoherent ramblings. TopFirst was sitting opposite and smirked into his soup. Round one to him. 

Friday 6 October 2006

Day 5 (week 1): Library life 

Found my first PupilSkive today. Time in the library. Pretty obvious really, though I had to be told about it by Claire, my best friend from Bar School and now a pupil in another chambers.‘Researching a point’ is the general line to be taken. Found a whole collection of pupils wandering around the library, gossiping and looking as though they’d just been let out of jail. What would you give as the collective noun for such a gathering? A giggle? Certainly for some of them. They really are an earnest bunch as a whole. Not a little self-important too. Breathlessly talking about the merits of their respective pupilmasters and the cases that they’re on. Then there’s the revelling in the pomp of it all. Today, for example, I bumped into a friend and went to shake his hand and he corrected me. ‘Barristers don’t shake hands with each other.’ 

We’d all had that pointed out on the first day of pupillage but I’d noted that it was a custom often not followed, particularly by members of the Junior Bar. Next thing he’ll be addressing me as his ‘learned friend’ over coffee. I mean, please. Give it up, won’t you? It’s a job, and a pretty menial one at that. But perhaps that’s why they treat it so seriously since if they didn’t they’d realise quite how they’re being exploited. After one week, it seems clear to me that for less than the price of a junior coffee-maker in the local café (not even Starbucks), chambers gets itself a bunch of dogsbodies who will do all the inconvenient bits of paperwork, not complain at having to spend two hours poring over a photocopier and offer to make coffee or tea on an hourly basis. In the meantime, my contemporaries who went off to City solicitors are dealing with multi-million pound deals and flying off delivering papers to the Middle East whilst those in banking are swanning around on training courses in places like Geneva. 

For me, I am off to Slough County Court on Monday. The glamour of the Bar. Though when I said this to my friend Claire as we sat in the library she replied,‘You should be so lucky,BabyB.I’ve spent the first week of pupillage babysitting for my pupilmistress’ two-year-old son whilst she swans off to court.’ 

‘So why do we do it?’ I asked. 

‘Because you’re too vain to get an ordinary job,’ she replied. 

‘Easier to fail at the Bar and go to the stage than the other way round, you mean?’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

‘Whilst of course all you want is to save the world.’ 

‘Naturally.’ She pushed a few stray strands of her brown hair out of her eyes and smiled. ‘Though quite how babysitting and coffee-making duties are going to help accomplish that I have no idea. But I’ve never asked you before. Why on earth did you choose the Bar?’ 

‘You want the truth?’ 

‘Why not.’ 

‘It’s pretty uncool.’ 

‘Go on, try me.’ 

‘To pay off the loans and credit card debts my mother’s incurred getting me this far. Get her back on her feet. Put an end to the constant worry.’ 

I paused before adding quietly, ‘I want to make her proud.’ 

Tuesday 10 October 2006

Day 7 (week 2): No-win, no-fee 

TheBoss was actually stressed for once today and it was all over a no-win, no-fee agreement. Appropriately, it was a stress-at­work case which he’d assumed would settle which would have counted as a win and the fee would have followed. Except it didn’t settle and was now promising to end up in a five-day bunfight at Central London County Court starting tomorrow. The first big problem was that until last night, truth be told, TheBoss really hadn’t ever read the papers particularly carefully. It just seemed the sort of case which was going to settle. It was only late yesterday that he realised this was not so and started ploughing through the documents the other side had handed over months before. Needless to say, I received a late and rather abrupt phone call asking (i.e. instructing) me to get in early the next morning. 

So, six o’clock this morning, bleary eyed, I crawled into chambers and started delving into the disclosure. By the time TheBoss arrived at half past eight I’d made a pretty good start and had managed to highlight a couple of good reasons why the other side might not be making the offers which TheBoss had anticipated. Factors other than work to suggest why the client might be stressed, such as a marriage break-up and massive debts. These certainly weren’t fatal to the case but they were enough to get TheBoss worried. So, rather than getting any credit for spotting these points, it seems that all day I’ve been seen as the reason why TheBoss might be about to lose ‘forty grand’s worth of fees’, as he kept muttering under his breath. As if it would have been somehow better to have made these discoveries in the middle of the trial. 

With this much money at stake for TheBoss, one thing was clear. Settlement was a priority, and the quicker the better. His solicitor had even more riding on the case and so there was no resistance there. As for the client, the solicitor apparently gave him a call mentioning the difficulties that the other evidence might cause and, ‘. . . well, you do understand.’ No, the client didn’t really understand but what was he going to do, some eighteen hours before his big day in court? 

So it settled and all’s well that ends well as far as TheBoss and his beloved ‘forty grand’ were concerned. Afterwards, he turned to me and asked whether I’d been reading the little book by Sun Tzu, to which I replied, ‘a little’. 

‘Remember what he said about fighting, BabyB. “To fight and conquer in all your battles is not supreme excellence; supreme excellence consists in breaking the enemy’s resistance without fighting.” ’ 

What I’d say is, ‘Never take on a lawyer on a no-win, no-fee basis.’ Invest now in legal expenses insurance. Pay upfront. But whatever you do, don’t let the lawyers start worrying about getting paid. However much they protest otherwise, it’s there in their mind. Not even at the back of their mind. It’s a big fat ugly screaming beast jumping up and down on their head telling them to settle whether you want to fight it or not. 

Wednesday 11 October 2006

Day 8 (week 2): BusyBody 

With the settlement under his belt, TheBoss didn’t show today and apparently will be away the rest of the week. He figures that he’s got his brief fee for the five-day trial and so at the very least after all that hard work he deserves a rest. By Jove, he’s earned it. Not that I’m complaining. When TheBoss is away . . . BabyBarista goes to the library. Turns out there’s quite a social scene already developed. A little pupil ecosystem all of its own. One of those places where the only work done is by this one librarian we call JobsWorth who sees it as his mission to seek out and find every nook or cranny which might be hiding a little collection of pupils and then to scowl and say, ‘Can you either get back to work or leave please,’ which is what he’s forced to say since one of the pupils last year apparently reported him for swearing. 

Claire was at the library this morning. I was on the top floor, which is usually empty, and was playing cricket with a couple of friends. As she strolled through the door, she caught us scarpering back to our desks, like rabbits in the headlights, thinking that JobsWorth had caught us red-handed. 

‘Good to see that the future of the legal profession is in safe hands,’ she said. ‘Coffee?’ 

Off at the nearest café, Claire looked relieved to be away from chambers. 

‘I’ve decided I can’t stand my pupilmistress. Last week it was babysitting. This week she’s making me teach her precocious little four-year-old brat to read.’ 

‘What do the rest of chambers think about her using the place as a crèche?’ 

‘So long as she continues paying them inordinate amounts of rent, they don’t care what she does.’ 

‘Even when she’s completely taking the mickey?’ 

‘Regardless, and anyway, she’s played the militant-single-mum card so well that they’d all be terrified to question her right to do anything, I reckon. But hey, what’s new with you?’ 

‘Well, I’ve got myself a pretty straightforward plan to win over each of the sixty or so members of chambers one by one.’ 

‘You and the rest of the pupil world. So how’s it work?’ 

‘Drawn up a spreadsheet and set myself a target of doing at least one piece of work for each of them by the time of the tenancy decision at the end of next September.’ 

‘Geek.’ 

‘You think I’m bad. You should see some of the others.’ 

‘It’s so sad we’ve got to do this, but I guess they’ll be making their own little plans. I have to say, I don’t like the sound of TopFirst.’ 

I then went on to tell her about meeting one of the girl pupils for the first time. Let me call her BusyBody. Boy oh boy is she that. This morning she collared me outside the clerks’ room and boomed so that everyone and their dog could hear, ‘Are you going to stand for election to the Young Barristers Committee of the Bar Council, BabyBarista?’ 

‘Er . . .’ 

‘Because if you’re not, do you think you would support me?’ 

‘Er . . .’ 

‘Thank you, BabyBarista. I knew I could count on my core vote in chambers.’ 

She’s a bundle of interfering energy who wants to boss and generally organise everyone on the planet, as well as wanting to know everyone’s business and more. It’s exhausting just watching her so I can’t imagine what it must be like to be whizzing around inside her head. Needless to say she’s been on every student committee and organising body you can imagine and was renowned even before arriving at Bar School. A human whirlwind, unable to sit still. Oh, and an overachiever on all fronts which makes it even more unbearable. She’s the other one with the Cambridge first. Same college as TopFirst in fact, just the year below. Didn’t have time for a master’s. Life is short, particularly when you’re BusyBody. 

Not that she herself is short. More what you might call big-boned all round. Not massive or anything but I would say that she’s as aware as anyone from the cut of her thigh that she’s blatantly sitting on a genetic time bomb which will explode inside of her by her mid-twenties and add another five stone in the process. Perhaps it’s the price she has to pay for having inherited her Italian mother’s dark good looks, something which was evident from a photo which BusyBody has as her screensaver. Whatever the reason it leaves her very little time to find an unsuspecting husband, something she is just as transparently ambitious about, even on first meeting. 

As I described her to Claire, I reflected on my first impression. On balance, I’m against. 

Thursday 12 October 2006

Day 9 (week 2): Utter barristers 

Today I’m feeling a little the worse for wear. Last night was my ‘call night’, the time when I was officially ‘called to the Bar’. Technically called to the ‘utter’ Bar which apparently makes me an ‘utter barrister’. Still sounds rude now. So we all queued up in Inner Temple Hall and were paraded in front of our families and various members of the great and the good to be officially made barristers and be given the right to wear the wig and gown. 

The hall itself was all wood panels, coats of arms and ancient portraits, but none of that was as impressive as the hat that my mother arrived in. To say that it looked like a peacock would not be to do it justice, for in all aspects but for the fact that it did not have blood running through its veins, it did indeed appear to be a peacock. Claire, who had changed her usual black trouser suit for a jacket and skirt, thought it was all mightily amusing and kept telling me not to worry. Which would probably have been good advice were it not for the fact that her headgear had caught the attention of HeadofChambers who had sidled over to see who on earth it was sporting this grand design. Even that would have been OK if HeadofChambers had not felt the need to compensate for the air of silliness surrounding my mother by lecturing her on the significance of the ceremony. Even I, who had actually read about it beforehand, didn’t quite understand it. Remember the scene in Pulp Fiction when they tried explaining Dutch marijuana laws? It basically came across as something along those lines, but centuries older. Let me give it a go. First, ‘inner barristers’ are students, as they sit at the inner tables in Hall. All simple so far. ‘Utter’ or ‘outer’ barristers are the juniors and QCs. I’m still there, just. Then, the next day the inner barristers trot off to court as utter barristers along with all their newly found QC buddies. But no. Once at court, the QCs are suddenly the inner Bar as they can plead from ‘inside the bar’ in court. I’m afraid I’m still none the wiser – a phrase incidentally that is worth mentioning in front of any lawyer just to hear them mutter back in an almost Pavlovian reaction, ‘No, but hopefully at least better informed.’ 

Anyway, I’m glad we’ve got all that settled (just what TheBoss said on Tuesday). Unfortunately the lecture from HeadofChambers took rather longer and even my poor mother, standing there keen to please, was starting to look a little exhausted. Eventually she broke and turned to his wife.‘It all sounds rather complicated to me,’ she said. ‘Are you another of these utter barrister thingies?’ 

‘Er, no, actually. I run a hedge fund in the City.’ 

‘Golly. Good for you. Although I wouldn’t have thought there was much call for hedges in this urban wilderness. Do you do funds for flowers and other plants as well?’ 



Friday 13 October 2006

Day 10 (week 2): Worrier 

With TheBoss away I’m slowly offering my services to different members of chambers. Yet I fear that BusyBody has the same idea. I’m kicking myself for even imagining that it was somehow original. It’s obvious that this is one long lobbying session and there are, I guess, a very limited number of strategies which can be deployed. I shall have to endeavour to add a little originality in future. 

The only pupil I haven’t mentioned so far is someone I shall call Worrier. The most accurate way of describing her would be to say that she was almost beautiful. Not in a nearly way but as in just missed out. You see, in many ways she might be considered attractive. Blonde, slim and a certain symmetry to her face. It’s just that, well. It’s as if when they were creating Worrier they turned the dial to beautiful and then, just to be cruel, kept on turning. Turned a fatal notch too far and left her with a slightly freaky moonface dominated by her large eyes. Eyes which on a different face would undoubtedly be a plus but on this one are set so far apart that they give her a look which reminds you only of E.T. In itself an inconsequential detail, but as part of the whole something which completely skews her look. Maybe it is this which has determined the nervous tendencies which dominate her whole demeanour. I’m sure they will probably make her a good lawyer, but they can also drive you simply to wanting to shout,‘Stop! Enough is enough! No more worry. Just get on with it.’ She carries the details of the world on her shoulders. 

‘Hi, BabyB. Sorry to disturb you. Can I ask you about a piece of work I’ve been set?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

‘It’s just that when we’re typing, do you put one or two spaces after a full stop? I mean I know it shouldn’t matter and everything. It’s, well, I’ve spent an hour trying to find out on Google and not managed to turn up anything and I wouldn’t want to create a bad impression right at the start.’ 

For Worrier, no pebble is ever knowingly left unturned. Despite this, I like her and even see her as a potential ally. 



Monday 16 October 2006

Day 11 (week 3): OldRuin 

TheBoss was back with a vengeance today. He’s got kids aged six and three and is already stumping up thousands in school and nursery fees. On top of that, according to a comment I picked up from HeadClerk on Friday, he has a wife with expensive tastes. ‘He won’t be able to afford not to be back in on Monday with the Christmas holiday his wife is demanding,’ he chuckled. But despite his three days off he looked a little ragged when he strolled in this morning. Some comment mid-morning about the kids keeping him up. Not my place to ask so I just kept my head down. 

Met TheBoss’s room-mate for the first time today. I’ll call him OldRuin. Apparently he was TheBoss’s pupilmaster long ago. He lives somewhere down in Hampshire and has the air of a dilapidated country pile, gently harking back to better times but too modest to mention them. He’s about sixty-five and has been practising for over forty years. Although in his time he was pretty successful, he apparently fell into the same trap as many barristers and spent what he earned and now can’t afford to retire. He’s a very charming man. 

‘I’m in my country clothes today, I’m afraid, BabyBarista,’ he said, as if somehow this wasn’t quite what was expected. In fact he looked the height of farmer fashion, with tweed jacket, elbow patches and cords, and I have to admit there was also the very slightest smell of mothballs although definitely not so much as to be in any way off-putting, but rather it just amplified the effect of his rustic charm. ‘Although my wife used to call it my Bunburying outfit,’ he continued. ‘Always used to put it on when I claimed to be needed back home by mid-afternoon. Pleased her no end when she saw me reaching for the tweed rather than the old pinstripe. Got to the point where she’d put the tweed jacket out with my breakfast and sometimes even hide the suit just to encourage me to take the earlier train home.’ He smiled and looked somewhat wistful and I didn’t like to ask further about his wife. 

What I liked about him most of all was that he was the very first person in chambers to offer to make me coffee. 

I, of course, declined. 



Tuesday 17 October 2006

Day 12 (week 3): Paranoia 

Today I’ve done around £4,000-worth of work for TheBoss. Copying and pasting one of TheBoss’s precedents and just changing a few minor details each time. He seemed very proud of this standard form document, as if it was somehow the magic which he added to the case. Hardly, though I can understand why he was concerned to try and justify some input, as once I’d got through the twenty sets of papers at £200 a shot, he didn’t even check them. Straight back to the solicitors for processing. 

TheBoss himself had important business. One of the few solicitors who provides him with any decent employment was in town today and expected the works. Lunch was therefore taken at 11.30 a.m. and TheBoss wasn’t seen again until 5 p.m. Not surprising that he didn’t check my drafting really, given the state he was in by that time. Made some snide remark about no amount of work he does being enough to please his wife, and left. District Line to Parsons Green. 

For all their supposed independence, most barristers seem to live in a state of complete paranoia and spend so much time kowtowing to solicitors that their independence is worth even less than their pride. 

Friday 20 October 2006

Day 15 (week 3): ClichéClanger 

Last night I was working until about midnight on a skeleton argument for TheBoss’s case today after he’d dumped it on me before swanning off mid-afternoon. All on behalf of an insurance company which wants to use a technicality to ensure a disabled old lady doesn’t get the damages she deserves. So much for Atticus Finch. 

But it did at least mean that I finally got to see him do some work today, and in the grand surroundings of the Lord Mayor’s Court, no less. His opponent spent an hour setting out his grounds of appeal to the judge, who looked decidedly unimpressed. Then it was TheBoss’s big moment. He stood up and offered up my skeleton argument.‘I’ve summarised my case in there,Your Honour.Do you have any questions?’ 

‘No.’ 

Which was all there was to it. He won and got his costs, which at £3,000 worked out at over £200 a word on my reckoning. Another hard day at the coalface. 

Fun to meet TheBoss’s solicitor, though. I’m going to call him ClichéClanger. He’s in his late fifties with a worldly air, a neatly trimmed beard and a hangdog slouch inside his old suit which makes him look like he was born with his hands in his pockets. But it is his language which truly distinguishes him with his wonderful habit of coming out with clichés which he has twisted in some tiny way in his own mind, occasionally adding a sprinkling of French just for good measure, for example: 

‘Well, we don’t want to keep all our oeufs in one basket, now do we?’ 

‘I mean, Rome wasn’t built, you know, yesterday, was it?’ 

‘No use locking the stable door, what with chevals around and everything.’ 

‘I thought discretion being the better part of glory and all that.’ 

‘We can’t go counting one’s poulets now, can we. Not until they’re clucking.’ 

All in a broad Yorkshire accent of which Geoffrey Boycott would be proud. 

Tuesday 24 October 2006

Day 17 (week 4): Bluffing 

BusyBody is really starting to get on my nerves. I have taken to offering my services to at least one new member of chambers each day for an extra set of papers, but for the last two days in a row, they have mentioned in passing that BusyBody had already offered but that they’d bear it in mind in future. Maybe she spammed all of chambers with the offer. Maybe she’s been round each person individually. Whatever it is, I hope she’s annoying those members of chambers as much as she is me. This morning was just a good example. 

‘How’s it going, BusyBody? Doing anything for lunch?’ 

‘Oh. Too much on I’m afraid. My pupilmaster’s working me non-stop.’ 

Absolutely no mention of the other work she’s doing, although I have to admit that there’s a certain cathartic pleasure in hearing a straightforward bare-faced lie and I give her credit for that. Something quite upfront and almost honest in the approach. No attempt to try and muddy the waters or to spin her activities in advance. Just straightforward denial. Anyway, we can both play at that game. 

‘Lucky you,’ I answered. ‘My pupilmaster’s not giving me any work at all so I’ve had to ask the clerks if they can allocate me extra.’ 

That should get her going. 

Wednesday 25 October 2006

Day 18 (week 4): State of the world 

‘It’s terrible, you know,’ said HeadofChambers at lunch as he tucked into his roast lamb. 

‘I don’t know what the world’s coming to,’ replied TheBoss as he picked out the bones from his roast trout. 

‘It would never have happened twenty years ago,’ Headof-Chambers continued. 

‘Even ten years ago. Extraordinary, really. Sometimes I just don’t recognise the world we now live in.’ 

‘To think that over half of our next door chambers’s tenants are now non-Oxbridge.’ 

‘Do you think it’s catching?’ 

‘It certainly seems to be.’ 

‘Well I think we need to guard against it as a matter of top priority. Thin end of the wedge, you know.’ 

‘Thick end more like.’ 

The wonderful modern Bar. 

Thursday 26 October 2006

Day 19 (week 4): Criminal case 

Looks like I will get to see my first criminal case next week.TheBoss appears to be the king of the returned brief at the moment and a privately paying road traffic prosecution just came through the doors. Causing death by dangerous driving. Essex businessman driving a Porsche down Marylebone Road at seven in the morning. Knocked over a middle-aged man who set off about ten yards from the official crossing. Seems like he has a pretty good defence as the client had the sun behind him and the man crossing was most likely dazzled. The main reason for the prosecution, it seems, is that there were skid marks on the road, and although there is no proof, there is a suggestion the client was speeding. It could end up boiling down to how well the two reconstruction experts perform on the day. Will be good to see TheBoss finally fight a case. 

Friday 27 October 2006

Day 20 (week 4): Bailiffs 

‘BabyB, I’m in trouble.’ 

It was my mother and I was sitting at my desk. TheBoss scowled at the interruption and I scuttled outside of chambers to take the call. 

‘What’s up?’ 

‘I’ve got the bailiffs round, BabyB. They want to take all our stuff and also they say they’ve got an order to evict us from the house.’ 

I could hear the panic in her voice, and I imagined her pacing up and down the small hallway of our house, pulling one hand through her shoulder-length grey hair. 

‘What? How? Why?’ 

‘It’s the debts, BabyB. I thought it was best not to tell you at the time but they’re far worse than you know.’ 

‘How much worse?’ 

‘More than you can imagine. Probably twice the value of the house.’ 

‘But how did that happen?’ I asked, completely shocked. 

‘It’s been all I could do to keep us afloat after I lost my job.’ 

What she didn’t mention was the crippling expense of putting her son through Oxford, Bar School and now pupillage. 

‘But how did you actually get the loans if the house was already fully mortgaged?’ 

‘Very complicated. Borrowing from Peter to pay Paul.’ 

‘And you didn’t tell each of them about the other.’ 

‘No.’ 

Oh. This was getting even more serious. Not only did we face the prospect of being kicked out on to the street, but there was also a real worry that it could even end up as a police issue. 

‘Look, don’t panic. Tell them I’ll be there in an hour and also, if you can, try and get your largest creditor on the phone.’ 

‘OK, BabyB. I’m so sorry. Really didn’t want to worry you and I felt so ashamed at the mess I’ve made.’ 

‘Don’t worry, I’ll sort it out.’ 

Not that I had any idea whatsoever as to how I was going to do that. But first I had to get TheBoss’s permission to leave chambers in the middle of the day. I returned to his room and told him that my mother was in trouble. He didn’t look the slightest bit sympathetic and grudgingly allowed me to leave, though as I did he sneered, ‘Can’t go running home to Mummy when you have your own cases, you know.’ 

Once home, it seemed that when the bailiffs realised that there might be a legal dispute they had agreed to return the next day. My mother was in a state and it took a long time to calm her down. After that I rang up the manager of the loan company. 

‘You do realise that your mother has been taking out loans without properly declaring the extent of her debts?’ 

‘Er, I’m looking into that,’ I said, not wanting to incriminate her. 

‘And that that’s a criminal offence?’ 

‘So what can I do to make this better?’ 

‘Only one way, Mr BabyBarista, and that’s for you to raise the money. Either that or we evict you and report the matter to the police.’ 

‘Well, that’s impossible at present as I’m a pupil barrister living on the breadline. But this time next year I will be a tenant in these chambers and will certainly be in a position to start making repayments at that stage.’ 

I paused and gave him time to mull this over.‘How about,’ I then suggested, ‘that you transfer the whole of the debt into my name and you charge me a punitive rate of interest this year in return for deferring repayments until I am taken on as a tenant and agreeing not to report my mother.’ 

The manager considered the suggestion and then replied, ‘I would be prepared to agree to that, though with the proviso that if you then default I retain the right to report your mother’s dealings.’ 

He knew where to hit me hardest, but I had no option but to agree. The problem, of course, is that the prospect of tenancy is very far from the sure thing that I suggested and it may come back to bite me much harder this time next year. 

I’ll just have to make sure that doesn’t happen. 

Monday 30 October 2006

Day 21 (week 5): Spineless 

TheBoss is spineless. He’s a yellow coward of the very worst kind. He is a greedy, self-serving, scum-of-the-earth parasite who even gives his profession a bad name. He has so little spine that were it not for his stiff barrister wing collar, I don’t know how he’d manage to stand up. 

It was a criminal case today. They don’t settle. They are a matter of justice one way or the other. The Crown against a particular private individual. The state enforcing the laws. The defender arriving and exercising the right to a fair trial. Innocent until proven guilty and all that. Even plea bargains don’t exist in this country. So no settlements. At all. 

Or so I thought. But I had underestimated even TheBoss’s ingenuity in this respect. For once, he was at court an hour early. Met up with the client for the first time (two minutes) then with the reconstruction expert (three minutes). Then he was off ‘to talk to his opponent’. I tagged along, despite his look of irritation. 

The two barristers took themselves away from the rest of the crowd and started chatting. 

‘You’re in TheVamp’s chambers, aren’t you?’ the prosecutor asked TheBoss. 

‘That’s right,’ chuckled TheBoss. ‘Everyone knows TheVamp.’ 

‘Though legend has it that there remain at least a few who don’t know her intimately.’ 

‘Not that I’ve met any myself.’ 

‘Nor me.’ 

‘What was it the legal directory said this year? “Has quickly gained a reputation as an all-rounder.”’ 

‘That one certainly did the rounds.’ 

They both chuckled. 

‘So how long did you have the pleasure?’ asked TheBoss. 

‘Longer than most, actually. As I remember it, a whole weekend. How about you?’ 

‘Landed her as my pupil for a month, so you can imagine . . .’ 

‘A month?’ 

‘Well, there were a few of us vying to be her pupilmaster after we met her at the pre-pupillage drinks. So rather than limit it to two lots of six months, we divided her time twelve ways.’ 

‘Nice.’ 

Well, that all led to a good quarter of an hour’s worth of cruel gossip at her expense. Then it was down to business. 

‘So, any chance of reducing it to careless if we were to plead guilty?’ 

‘Unlikely, but I could run it past them. Why? Is that an offer?’ 

‘Let’s just say that whilst I don’t have any instructions, I’m sure I could bring him round to seeing sense if that was on offer.’ 

‘OK. I’ll make the call.’ 

Ten minutes later, the prosecutor had called the file handler at the Crown Prosecution Service, who very reluctantly had agreed to reduce the charge, ‘. . . in return for my buying her dinner this evening,’ he smirked.‘It’ll also give me the rest of the day off,which I could do with, actually. Quite a heavy weekend. Just got back from skiing.’ 

That was all TheBoss needed. Straight back to the client. Explained the risks of putting this in front of a jury. ‘Notoriously unpredictable,’ he said. ‘Not that I don’t think you’ve got a strong case. You have. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have been fighting. But if you can in any way manage that risk before you enter that courtroom, I think we at least have to consider it.’ 

The client was, to put it mildly, reluctant. He had been advised by the last barrister that the case against him was hopeless. 

‘I entirely agree,’ TheBoss said, as he stepped up his settlement mode a notch further. ‘It’s why I would never advise you to plead guilty to the charge made. But even if there’s a ten per cent chance that you get yourself in front of a rogue jury – and I’m afraid they do exist – well . . . it’s your call and I wouldn’t like to seem like I’m trying to persuade you one way or the other . . . however, if the charge were merely careless driving, the most you’re likely to get is a six-month ban. On the other hand, the full charge and a rogue jury and you’re possibly looking at packing your toothbrush.’ 

This was simply beyond the pale. The man was innocent, of that I was absolutely sure. The other side’s reconstruction report was a shambles and I’m not surprised that TheBoss’s opponent was prepared to reduce the charge. It shouldn’t even have got anywhere near a courtroom. I don’t pretend to hold myself to the highest of standards and I don’t think I have the naïve illusions of the Bar that many people may possess. Yet, even allowing for my already jaded image of the profession, I was ashamed. 

Needless to say, it settled. The client only got a two-month ban, probably reflecting the fact that the judge had also read the papers and didn’t think the client was guilty either. The terrible irony of this was that the client left the court raving about how great his ‘brief’ was and how he’d recommend him to all his mates. And to cap it,TheBoss left muttering sarcastically,‘Yeah,because I so want to build up a criminal hack’s practice.’ 

Back in chambers by noon. Brief fee, £2,500. 
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