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Early Friday morning. I strolled into the room of Terry Riley, Senior Counsel, and found him taking lusty practice swings with a golf club. He belted an imaginary ball far into the distance.

I said: "I think that one went into the rough."

He turned and smiled. "Morning Ben. Play golf?"

"Only when forced at gun-point."

He thought I was joking. "Hah, hah. Can't stop slicing my tee-shots. Bloody annoying."

I sat in an armchair and watched him swing the golf club a few more times. His artificial and larger-than-life personality made him seem indestructible, like a Styrofoam cup. I certainly had no idea he would soon be murdered in a most grisly and violent fashion.

Terry and I both belonged to Thomas Erskine Chambers, a floor of thirty barristers who shared expenses, shared work, shared gossip and shared problems if anyone would listen. We were both personal injuries barristers. So we appeared in court for anyone suing or being sued over a motor vehicle accident, botched medical operation, shopping centre fall, food poisoning or the like. Most hearings focused on two basic questions: who caused the damage and how much was it worth? Fine points of law rarely intruded. In Court we wore the same garb that Charles Dickens observed when he was a court reporter. It was a golden life if you could make a buck.

The Bar Association had appointed Terry as a Senior Counsel, which allowed him to wear a silk robe and over-charge with impunity. He was sixty-one and looked hand-made for the role; he was tall and broad-shouldered with a helmet of grey hair, high forehead, firm lips and decisive chin. In court, he stood like a lord on his battlements and spoke like he was describing the first dawn. Gravitas and self-confidence should have been separate items on his bills.

However, the contents of his fine-looking head weren't much to write home about. When making submissions to a judge, he often seized upon an untenable argument and brandished it aloft like a burning torch as he charged into a forensic cul-de-sac. Judges often had to make him shut up so they could explain the real reason his client was going to win - and even then he sometimes didn't get it. When cross-examining, he was like a blindfolded man trying to hit a piñata.

Nor was he a great worker. There is a hoary adage that old barristers are like old boxers: it's not the fighting that gets too hard, it's the training. Terry was a case in point. He'd never prepared much for hearings. Now, he prepared even less.

Yet, despite his shortcomings, he'd had a very successful career. Clients usually assess barristers on the basis of their looks and confidence, and Terry had both in abundance. Further, when he lost, he was adept at blaming a witness, the judge or his opponent, while looking slightly embarrassed to be part of such a pathetic and unjust system. I'd seen clients who lost cases start feeling sorry for him.

In an hour or so, we would appear - as silk and junior - for a plaintiff in a hearing in the Supreme Court of New South Wales. Having Terry lead me was both good and bad. He was usually pleasant to deal with and amenable to advice. However, when listening to him in court, I often wanted to wrestle him to the ground and stuff his wig into his mouth. I also felt a little uncomfortable spending all day with him because I'd been sleeping with his wife for the last five years, without getting caught. I felt guilty about that and feared I might make a slip that betrayed me.

Terry took a final swipe with his driver, shoved it into a gargantuan golf bag and dropped into the chair behind his desk. "Have we been allocated a judge yet?"

"Yes. The registry called my secretary a few minutes ago: we've got a ten o'clock start before Dick Sloan."

Terry smiled. "Dick? That's good news."

His reaction surprised me. He was a good pal of Sloan and would be treated with courtesy. But Sloan rarely gave verdicts in favour of plaintiffs and, when he did, usually awarded measly damages. 

I said: "You're kidding, right? That black-hearted bastard eats plaintiffs for breakfast."

Terry smiled. "He's not that bad; he'll give us a fair hearing."

"If he does, you can cut off my legs and call me Shorty."

Terry's phone rang. He picked up the receiver and listened briefly. "OK, send him in."

He put down the receiver. "Bob Meredith's here."

About ten seconds later our instructing solicitor, Bob Meredith, steamed into the room carrying a leather briefcase and trilby hat. Almost sixty, he was bald and stocky, and wore an expensive suit and chunky Rolex. Everything about him said that life was a transaction. He owned Meredith & Co, a firm that employed half-a-dozen solicitors to run personal injuries actions on a no-win/no-fee basis. That was the basis on which Terry and I had taken the present brief. Meredith was earning enough to own a mansion in Vaucluse and a big yacht called Feenomenal. The name said it all.

Meredith had briefed Terry for a long time, mainly because Terry did what Meredith told him to do: if Meredith wanted to fight hard, Terry slugged it out in court; if Meredith wanted to settle, Terry water-boarded the client to take the money on offer. Further, Terry never complained when Meredith's firm did its usual slack job of preparing a brief. Indeed, he hardly seemed to notice.

However, Meredith and I had never got on well. I didn't like his mercantile approach and disdain for clients, and he knew that. So he only briefed me when Terry demanded that I be his junior, as Terry had in this case.

We all exchanged greetings and Meredith said: "We got a start?"

I said: "Yes, the registry called: we're before Dick Sloan at ten o'clock."

To my surprise, Meredith also smiled. "Good".

"Really?"

"Yes."

"He's a miserable turd."

Meredith raised his eyebrows, scratched his broken nose - he liked to tell clients it was busted during a fist-fight with an opposing solicitor - and said: "Oh, he's not too bad. Bark's worse than his bite."

What pills were these guys taking?

Terry looked at Meredith. "Client here?"

"Yes, outside, with his parents."

"Good. Wheel him in."

Terry had met our client only once, several months ago. So, as Meredith strolled off, he glanced down at the coversheet of his brief to confirm his name. 

The solicitor returned with our client, Mick Arnold, limping behind him. Mick was in his early twenties, with a ginger mullet, narrow freckly face and jug ears pierced with several gold earrings. He looked like an un-cunning fox. Meredith must have asked him to dress well, because he wore a clean and well-pressed Wallabies jersey. Peeking just above the collar was the tattooed head of a snake. He looked mildly pleased that the world was finally paying attention to him.

He had brought a claim for assault and battery. Eight months ago, on a Saturday night, in the Royal George Hotel in Bondi, he and his girlfriend sat in the upstairs bar and got seriously hammered. Their darker selves emerged and, after a fierce argument, she stormed off.

Mick should have gone too. But he kept drinking and propositioned a woman sitting next to him. She was not impressed. Nor was her boyfriend. The two men started pushing and shoving. Two hulking bouncers, Vincent Taggart and Desmond Fuolau, arrived and asked Mick to leave.

There were two versions of what followed.

According to Mick, the bouncers frogmarched him to the top of the stairs and tossed him down them. He landed near the bottom, hit his head and blacked out. 

Later, at St Vincent's Hospital, x-rays revealed a couple of broken vertebrae. But the orthopaedic surgeon predicted that, in a few months, he'd be right as rain. However, according to Mick, a few months later he still had a lame left leg, three paralysed right fingers and almost insufferable back pain. He went on a disability pension and visited Bob Meredith, who promised to recover huge damages.

Meredith & Co filed a claim in the Supreme Court that alleged assault and battery against the two bouncers and the company that owned the pub. It sought more than a million dollars for Mick's pain-and-suffering, future economic loss and medical expenses.

The bouncers denied touching Mick. According to them, they persuaded him to leave the pub under his own steam but, at the top of the stairs, he tripped and fell. Their insurance company stepped in to defend the claim.  

During my fifteen years as a personal injuries barrister, I'd represented plaintiffs who were the salt of the earth and bore their suffering with immense fortitude. I'd also represented liars and cheats trying to bilk the system. Unfortunately, it was hard to distinguish between the two. Honest plaintiffs could seem shifty and crooks could lie with grace and charm. But as soon as I clapped my eyes on Mick, I smelt bullshit and suspected any sensible judge would do the same.

Mick sat tentatively in an armchair and Terry perched on a corner of his desk, looking avuncular. "How're you feeling?"

Mick's Adam's apple ducked and weaved. "A bit nervous, I guess. I'll be OK."

"Well, you'll be pleased to know the hearing will start at ten o'clock before Justice Richard Sloan."

"Good. What're me chances?"

Terry shrugged. "Hard to say. As you know, both sides have different versions of what happened. It all depends on who the judge believes."

"Any chance we can settle?"

Terry glanced at Bob Meredith. "So far they haven't offered anything, right?"

Meredith said: "Correct. They're playing hardball."

Mick looked annoyed. "I want a million, because I can't work no more. Those bastards have got to pay, big time."

"Fair enough. Just remember this: if we run this case and you lose, the judge will make a big costs order against you and the defendants will end up owning your living room."

"I don't own no living room; I've got nothing except a shitty car."

Terry shrugged. "I guess that's an advantage. Anyway, let's not get ahead of ourselves. I'll talk to the barrister for the defendants and see if they want to settle. If not, we'll obviously have to fight."

Mick said: "Who's their barrister? He any good?"

Terry glanced at me. "Who've they got?"

"Don't know. Until recently, it was Bert Truman. But he told me yesterday that he's jammed. Don't know who's replaced him."

Meredith interrupted. "I spoke to their solicitor this morning. They've briefed Bill Anderson."

Terry frowned. "My goodness, Wild Bill. This will be interesting."

Mick said: "Really? What's he like?"

For once, Terry looked flustered. "He's, umm, very aggressive. So when you give evidence, stay cool and keep your nerve."

Mick looked alarmed. "OK. Is that why they call him Wild Bill, because he's so aggro?"

"Yes. But don't worry, I can handle him."

I doubted that. I really did.

Terry put on his wig and gown. "Right, let's go." He made a sweeping gesture with his arm, like John Wayne starting a cattle drive, and headed for the door with the rest of us moseying along behind.
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Phillip Street ran through the heart of Sydney's legal precinct. Barristers' chambers occupied ugly buildings on each side, and the Supreme Court was housed in a forbidding concrete tower at one end. Every morning, desperate litigants and their barristers trekked into that Fortress of Doom searching for justice. Instead, they encountered overworked judges who had to cut their way through thickets of lies to reach elusive truths. Usually, the only victors were the lawyers.

Thomas Erskine Chambers occupied the fifth floor of a drab office block opposite the Supreme Court tower. Just before ten o'clock, Terry led our small party across the road to join several gloomy souls trudging into it. Their clients looked even unhappier. The tower scowled down at everyone.

Inside, we passed through a metal detector and caught a lift up to the 13th floor, which had eight courtrooms. About thirty lawyers and their clients milled about in the hallway, anxiously waiting for the courtroom doors to open. There were also several litigants-in-person: bug-eyed crusaders with festering grievances whose court documents were stuffed into backpacks and shopping trolleys. They were assured of Victory because they marched under the banner of Truth.

Terry, Meredith and I stood outside Court 13A, exchanging legal gossip, while Mick and his parents, who shared his hard features and beady eyes, sat on a nearby foam bench.

Plaintiffs in personal injuries actions often attract hangers-on, hungrily eyeing the potential spoils. Maybe his parents hoped to gain a new house, car or boat; or maybe, as usual, I was being unfair.

Lift doors opened and Bill Anderson SC surged out, hands tucked inside his gown to make it billow dramatically. Trailing him, like feudal retainers, were his barrister son, Bill Anderson Jnr, and a gangly solicitor pushing a trolley bulging with lever-arch files. Strutting behind them were two heavily muscled young men with slick hair wearing shiny double-breasted suits: presumably Vincent Taggart and Desmond Fuolau.

Though in his mid-sixties, Wild Bill Anderson was still tall and robust, with a reddish square face and choleric eyes. In court, he bristled with menace, barking at judges, opponents, witnesses, his own solicitor and sometimes even his own client. I once saw him tear strips off a client for a poor performance in the witness box. In a way, I admired him, because he never short-changed clients on vigour and aggression. Indeed, he was so mercurial that he could easily win an unwinnable case, and lose an unlosable one.

His son was very different. "Mild Bill" was round-faced, round-waisted and quiet-spoken. He'd been at the Bar for ten years and, though quite bright, still lingered in his father's shadow.

Wild Bill shoved the door of Court 13A and realised it was locked. He looked ready to break it down, then grunted and looked around peevishly.

Terry smiled nervously and shows his palms. "Hi, Bill. We'll be crossing swords again."

Another grunt. "You're for the plaintiff?"

"Yes. Do you want to chat?"

Wild Bill frowned. "What about?"

"Well, is this hearing really necessary?"

Wild Bill raised bushy eyebrows. "What do you mean?"

"Maybe we can, umm, settle it?"

Terry's overture made us look weak. He should have let Wild Bill make the first move, if he was interested.

Another frown. "Depends."

"On what?"

"Whether your client's prepared to walk away with nothing."

"You're not going to offer anything?"

"Correct."

Terry looked annoyed. "Nothing at all?"

A nasty smile. "That's right: not a cent, not a zac, not a brass razoo. However, because I'm feeling unusually generous, he can walk away without paying our costs. I'm afraid that's the best I can do."

Wild Bill's position was entirely understandable. Even if the insurer was inclined to offer some money, why offer it now? Our client had to get into the witness box first. Why not kick him around for a while and see how he fared?

Terry frowned. "You must be kidding. My client's got a good claim."

"Rubbish, it's hopeless."

"Really? Why're you so confident?"

"Why? Because Dick Sloan hates plaintiffs and will hate your client."

"You're wrong there. He's not as anti-plaintiff as people say."

Wild Bill smirked. "We'll see, won't we?"

"My client won't walk way. He'll bat on."

A hollowed-out smile. "That's good news. See you in court."

On cue, a Court Officer opened the doors of Court 13A and Wild Bill strode between them, minions in tow.

Terry turned towards me. "Jesus, he seems bloody confident. Have we missed something?"

"Don't think so."

"Maybe they've got some film?"

Plaintiff barristers live in fear that a private eye has secretly filmed their client in rude good health. The film usually comes to light during cross-examination and hits like a torpedo below the waterline.

We both glanced at Meredith, who shrugged. "I told him he might be filmed. But he's dumb as dog shit; maybe he didn't listen."

I was alert but not alarmed - yet. Wild Bill always put on an act. Only time would tell if it was more than bluster.

Terry shrugged and sighed. "Oh, well, looks like we'll have to earn our money. Let's get this show on the road." He adjusted his wig and strolled into the courtroom.

––––––––
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On the stroke of ten o'clock, the Court Officer called for silence. A hidden hand rapped three times on the door behind the bench. As everybody rose, the door swung open and Justice Richard Sloan appeared. He was in his early sixties, tall and lean, with chiselled features, grey eyes and thin lips; he was bright and arrogant, and his heart was drained of pity. At the Bar, he always represented defendant insurance companies. When he became a judge, nothing really changed. Battlers and underdogs got no special favours in his court.

His Tipstaff followed him into court. She was a young woman in her early twenties who probably topped her law school in looks. She would spend a year escorting him into court and helping around his chambers before fluttering off to a big law firm. Last to enter was his Associate, a matronly woman in her mid-forties, who always sat just below him, like a guard dog, mimicking his smiles and scowls.  When he died, she'd probably throw herself into his grave.

The judge sat and gave Terry a gothic smile. "Mr Riley, good to see you."

Terry rose. His grin said he had no shame and would accept any form of defilement. "Thank you, your Honour."

"You're for the plaintiff?"

"Yes, I appear with my learned friend, Mr Kennedy."

"Good. I look forward to your assistance."

Terry's wig prevented him tugging his forelock. "Your Honour is too kind."

Wild Bill gruffly announced his appearance and that of his son. The judge's lips tightened into what could have been a smile, but probably wasn't. "Thank you, Mr Anderson."

He looked back at Terry. "Mr Riley, I haven't had a chance to read the pleadings. Perhaps you'll tell me what this case is about."

I'd drafted a five-page opening address for Terry to read out. It would, hopefully, educate both the judge and him, and stop him wandering off message. Certainly, he was always at his best when he only had to focus on delivery.

Sounding like he was describing the first moon landing, Terry outlined our client's version of events at the Royal George. Then he listed his injuries and explained why they rendered him unfit for work. Finally, he identified how much money was sought for economic loss and pain-and-suffering. When the judge realised this was just a garden-variety personal injuries claim - he wouldn't have to answer any tricky legal questions and his judgment would not grace a law report - his interest slackened. Maybe he had already decided against us.

Terry finished reading and the judge stifled a yawn. "Thank you, Mr Riley. Call your first witness."

Terry said: "I call the plaintiff, Michael Charles Arnold."

Our client hobbled slowly to the witness box, brow furrowed with pain. I hoped he wouldn't get too theatrical. Nobody likes a ham plaintiff.

The judge looked disdainfully at his football jersey, overlooking that it had been washed and ironed for the occasion.

The Court Officer handed Mick a bible and administered the oath.

Terry stood up, and put one hand on the lectern and the other on his hip. He looked every inch a barrister, from the highest tuft on his wig down to the cuffs of his pinstriped bar trousers. The entire body of Australian Law coursed through his veins and pulse in his forehead. For a few brief moments, he even fooled me.

Terry slowly questioned Mick about how he got injured. Mick was nervous at first, licking his lips, but loosened up as he described his argument with the defendants and being thrown down the stairs.

Terry said: "An ambulance came?"

"Yeah, and took me to a hospital. I was hurt real bad."

"Please describe your injuries."

"You mean, how I feel now?"

"Yes."

"Well, me back still hurts like buggery, so I can't sleep proper. Also, me left leg feels kinda numb all the time and so do the fingers of me right hand."

Mick held up the offending fingers and stared at them with disdain.

Terry said: "Does the numbness cause you any trouble?"

"I can't walk good and can't lift nothing."

Looking satisfied, Terry whispered to me. "Have I covered everything?"

Of course, Terry being Terry, he hadn't elicited a key piece of evidence. I whispered: "No, what about his eco loss?"

"Ah, yes, of course."

He turned back to Mick. "Now, Mr Arnold, I want to ask you a few questions about the economic loss you've suffered as a result of your injuries. What was your occupation before you fell down the stairs?"

"I was an electrician."

"Qualified?"

"Yeah, I'd just got me qualies."

"Right, and what was your salary?"

"About a thousand bucks a week."

"Before tax?"

"Yeah."

"Have you worked since you were injured at the pub?"

"Nah, course not. I'm too crook: can't work in me profession; can't do nothing - I'm useless." Mick peeked at the judge to see how he was reacting, and just saw indifference.

Terry glanced at me for confirmation he'd covered all the evidentiary bases. I nodded.

He turned to the judge. "No more questions."

"Good." The judge looked over at Wild Bill. "Mr Anderson, any questions?"

Wild Bill reared up and grinned wolfishly. "One or two, your Honour."

The judge glanced up at the wall-clock. "Alright. I see it's almost one o'clock. You can start after lunch."

––––––––
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On resumption, Wild Bill immediately glared at Mick in the witness box as if he wanted to step outside and settle matters the old-fashioned way. He accused Mick of falling down the stairs because he was drunk.

When Mick denied that, Wild Bill accused him of being so drunk he couldn't remember what happened.

Mick said: "Nah. I mean, I know I had a lot to drink. But I remember getting thrown down the stairs. You don't forget something like that."

Wild Bill grabbed both sides of the lectern and leaned forward. "Mr Arnold, I'll put it to your straight: you're a liar and a malingerer, aren't you?"

Many barristers are willing to wound, but afraid to strike. Not Wild Bill. To his credit, when he had a serious accusation to make, he chased the witness with a machete. 

Mick knitted his eyebrows. "A what?"

"A malingerer."

"What's that?"

Everybody - including the judge - giggled, except for Wild Bill, who scowled. "Someone who fakes an injury."

"I ain't faking nuthing."

A wolfish grin. "This isn't the first time you've been the plaintiff in a personal injuries action, is it?"

I felt a big jolt of anxiety. Mick hadn't mentioned a previous claim. But Wild Bill wouldn't have pushed out this boat unless it was seaworthy. This sounded bad - very bad.

I moved to tug Terry's gown, but for once he was on the ball. "I object".

The judge turned towards him. "On what basis?"

"If the plaintiff had a previous common law action, it's not relevant to this case."

The judge said: "That depends, doesn't it, on what happened in that case. I'll let Mr Anderson continue with this line of cross-examination, at least for now."

Wild Bill smiled malevolently and looked back at the witness. "You've had a previous personal injuries action, haven't you?"

Mick's self-satisfaction vanished and his Adam's apple took centre stage. "Ah, yes."

"What was that about?"

Mick licked his lips. "Oh, I, ah, slipped in a shopping centre."

"Really? Slipped on what?"

"Someone dropped some chips and I hurt me knee."

A surprisingly large slice of the population claim to have slipped on chips in shopping centres, which is why judges treat their claims with some suspicion.  

"So you sued the shopping centre, didn't you?"

"Umm, yes."

"And what happened to that claim?"

Mick looked like a cornered rat. He'd just discovered the witness box can be a very lonely place. "Whaddaya mean?"

"Did you win it?"

Mick's croaked, "No, I, umm, lost it."

"You lost because the judge thought you were a liar, did he?"

Mick squirmed about. "Well, he didn't like me."

Almost without effort, Wild Bill's tone turned thunderous. "You lost because the judge found you faked the fall and faked your injuries, didn't he?"

"Umm, he said something like that - but he was wrong."

Mick looked at Terry and me, desperate for help. But we could only watch, with concealed horror as the case hurtled towards a cliff. I'd been worried Mick was secretly filmed looking healthy. Instead, Wild Bill had proof that previously he lied under oath. It wasn't a mortal blow to Mick's claim. Terry could still argue that one lie didn't prove another. But that submission was unlikely to tickle the judge's fancy.

Mick obviously didn't tell us about his previous chip-slip claim because he feared we'd refuse to represent him. He got that right. But now we were stuck with the little bastard. We'd done our dough in this case.

To twist the knife, Wild Bill started delving into the detail of the previous case. But Terry had had enough. He reared up and objected again on the basis of relevance.

Wild Bill's neck bulged and he roared at Terry: "Of course this is relevant. It goes to his credit."

Terry said: "Your Honour, my friend had already made his point. He should just hand you the judgment in the previous case and save us all a lot of time and trouble."

Wild Bill said: "This is an important line of questioning."

While Dick Sloan was always happy to see a witness get tortured, he didn't want this case to take a second longer than necessary. "Mr Anderson, you're wasting time. Just hand up the judgment."

Wild Bill saw the cold glint in the judge's eyes and handed the judgment to the Court Officer.

The judge took it and said: "Thank you, Mr Anderson. I'll read it when I get a chance."

While the judge sat like an eagle on his perch, Wild Bill went back to querying what happened at the pub, but Mick stuck to his story. Eventually, the judge glanced up at the wall clock. Almost four o'clock. "I note the time, Mr Anderson. Will you be much longer?"

"I'll be a while."

The judge stifled a sigh. "Then I'll adjourn now."

"As your Honour pleases."

The judge told Mick to return on Monday morning for further cross-examination. "Between now and then don't talk about this case to anyone, understand?"

"What about me lawyers, your Honour?"

"Not even them."

Mick shrugged. "OK."

"Good."

The judge adjourned the hearing and strode off the bench.

Wild Bill turned to Terry and said: "About the settlement offer I made this morning..."

Terry looked hopeful. "Yes?"

A big smirk. "It's no longer on the table, on the floor or anywhere in the room: it's gone. I gave your client a chance to escape without penalty and he said 'no'. Big mistake. Now, even if he abandons his claim, he's got to pay our costs, understand?"

Gloating is one of the worst sins a barrister can commit. But Wild Bill - the despicable bastard - was a chronic offender. I just prayed that one day I could repay him in kind.

Terry's mask of amiability cracked and peevishness shone through. "He's not abandoning anything."

"Good, because that means I can belt him around some more. See you on Monday morning."

Wild Bill strode from the courtroom, Mild Bill at his heels.

Terry rolled his eyes. "Absolutely no class."

Mick limped over to us, looking sheepish. "How'd I go?"

Terry showed his palms. "You heard the judge: until you've finished giving evidence, we can't talk to you about the case, OK?"

"Can't I ask a few questions?"

"No."

Mick looked annoyed. "That sucks. But you're the boss."

"Correct. We'll see you back here on Monday, just before ten."

"OK."

As Mick and his parents strolled from the courtroom, Terry whispered: "Little arsehole. Should have told us about his previous case."

"His claim's definitely heading for the main sewer."

To my surprise, Terry smiled. "Don't get too disheartened. I know a High Court decision that might tip this case in his favour."

"What decision?"

"Portland v Egan."

Portland concerned a property owner's liability to a trespasser who gets injured. It couldn't apply to the present case. But I wasn't surprised Terry thought it might because, like I said, he wasn't much of a lawyer.

Meredith approached us. "I can't hang about. Anything you want me to do between now and Monday morning?"

Terry glanced at me. "Anything Bob should do?"

"No."

Meredith looked relieved. "Good, then I'm off."

As he strolled off, I phoned my floor clerk, Philip Milliken, and asked him to send a junior clerk over to collect our trolley.

Terry and I ambled out to the lifts. As we entered one, he said: "You going to the Bench & Bar Dinner tonight?"

My secretary had bought me a ticket a couple of weeks ago, but I'd forgotten about it. "Yes, I'll be there."

"Good. We can get sloshed together. Let me know when you're leaving. I'll stroll over with you."
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The Bench & Bar Dinner was the biggest night of the year for barristers in New South Wales. It was a great in-gathering of the tribe at which everyone ate, drank, listened to dull speeches, networked and gave themselves a huge collective hug. Self-satisfaction strolled around like an invited guest.

That year it was held in the Hilton Hotel ballroom. Senior judges and office-holders of the Bar Association sat a long table on the dais. Below them, at 40 round tables, almost a thousand barristers and a sprinkling of judges killed their brain cells and expanded their girths. Everyone discarded their solemn professional masks and revelled in their power and privilege.

Thomas Erskine Chambers had booked a table for its members. About twenty attended. I sat next to Terry, who played food hockey and drank hard. For most of the day, he'd been in a good mood. But, as usual, when he drank a darker, more despairing man peeked out.

He looked around and furrowed his brow. "You know, when I started at the Bar, 30 years ago, I knew almost everyone: we were a little community, a band of brothers. No more. I hardly know any of these people. Who are they? Where do they come from? What do they do? Who let them in?" He gulped some wine.

He'd gone from being a pompous ass to grimly human, which was out of character. Where was he heading?

I shrugged: "I don't know."

"You know, being a silk once really meant something. I was like a little god: junior barristers looked up to me, carried my brief to court and hung on my words. Not anymore. These days, they show no respect at all. Just the other day, one of the little shits called me 'mate'. Can you believe that?"

No, mate.

It was no wonder junior barristers showed him no respect if he subjected them to these sorts of tirades. He was, at least, maintaining one long-standing tradition of the Bar: pomposity.

"Time are changing."

"Not for the better. When I came to the Bar, being a barrister was a vocation. We were officers of the court. We cared about our clients. Nowdays, we're just another money-grubbing profession."

The Bar had always been money-hungry, but now made less effort to hide that fact. Still, why poke holes in his little fantasy? "You're right."

He stared poignantly into space and his tone darkened further. "I've enjoyed the last 30 years, I really have. They've been great years. God, I love this game - I really love it."

Terry had downed almost a bottle of red, but that didn't explain his lip-of-the-grave gloom. What was wrong? Was he ill? "You OK?"

He looked surprised. "Of course. Why do you ask?"

"You sound like you're about to retire." Or drop dead.

A forced smile and dismissive wave. "Do I? Don't worry, I'm OK. Got a few more good years left."

"You sure?"

"Yes, don't worry about me: I've drunk too much."

I fumbled around for
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