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[image: ]


Jack Conroy read through his brief in R v Burton with a sinking feeling. His client, Bruce Burton, was a nightclub bouncer charged with king-hitting a patron. Christ, Jack would be defending a professional thug accused of thuggery. The jury would hate him. Maybe, if Jack was lucky, he would find a viable defence lurking somewhere in the brief. 

He did not. According to the police witness statements in the brief, six months ago, Burton was working as a bouncer at a Kings Cross nightclub. A young advertising executive called Richard Morgan got drunk, fondled a female patron and casually enquired whether she shaved her bush. After she slapped him several times, Burton frogmarched him out of the club and tossed him onto the pavement.

According to three people waiting to enter the club, Morgan lurched to his feet and called Burton a “cocksucker”. Burton responded with a bell-ringer that broke Morgan’s nose and cheekbone and knocked him unconscious. After an ambulance carted Morgan off to a hospital, Burton told the police that Morgan threw the first punch and he acted in self-defence. The police disagreed and charged him with assault causing grievous bodily harm. 

After closing the brief with a sigh, Jack phoned his instructing solicitor, Tony Cotton, and asked him to bring Burton to his chambers for a conference. When they appeared, Jack saw his client had a heavily indented bald skull, a prehensile face, jug ears and “fuck you” eyes. His head was perched on huge sloping shoulders. He looked hand-tooled to cause grievous bodily harm. The jury would itch to put him away.

Burton gave his version of events and asked the age-old question: “So, what are my chances?”

“Lousy.”

“Why?”

“The prosecution has three independent witnesses who say that Morgan called you a ‘cocksucker’ and you threw the first punch. If the jury believes them, it’s game over.”

“Lying fuckers. Morgan threw the first one and I threw the decider.”

Jack hoped he did not call it the ‘decider’ in the witness box. “Why would they lie?”

“They hate me.”

“They’ve never met you.”

“People hate bouncers. Think we’re shit.”

Only because you beat up people. “They have no incentive to lie and there comes a point when the number of witnesses against you counts a lot. You should seriously - very seriously - consider pleading guilty. You’ll still go to gaol, but with a discount.”

His instructing solicitor, Tony Cotton leaned forward. “Listen carefully to what he’s saying, Bruce.”

“Fuck that. I dun nothing wrong.”

Jack sighed inside and tried to sound brave. “Then, we fight.”
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The trial started three weeks later in a bland basement courtroom at the Downing Centre Court Complex. The Crown Prosecutor was a gruff ex-cop with a broken nose and bulky frame called Nick Pappas. He had an easy job. He just had to call Morgan and the three eyewitnesses to assert that Burton threw the first punch.

Jack made some headway during his cross-examination of Morgan. The guy grudgingly conceded that he was drunk at the time, got knocked unconscious and barely recalled what happened. However, the eyewitnesses were tough nuts to crack. Jack asked all the right questions and got all the wrong answers. They fiercely batted back his suggestions that they were intoxicated, tired, inattentive or forgetful. 

Jack did not want to call Burton to give evidence. However, it would be impossible to argue self-defence without doing so. He put Burton in the witness box and prayed the guy dramatically exceeded his expectations.

Burton did not. The Crown Prosecutor did not destroy him. The bouncer destroyed himself. His occupation and appearance were bad enough. His aggressive manner and evasive answers were worse. He even labelled his punch “the decider.” 

After counsel made their final addresses to the jury, the Judge told the jurors what it all meant and sent them away to deliberate. Half an hour later, they sent out a note that said they had reached a verdict. The main protagonists re-assembled in the courtroom. Burton, whose bail was revoked at the start of the trial, was brought up from the cells and deposited back in the dock.

Jack leaned back and idly hoped that the jurors would ignore common sense and betray their oaths. They did not. The male foreperson stood up and declared that Burton was “Guilty.”

While waiting for the verdict to be delivered, Jack had kept his eye on his client. Burton wore the serene look of a man expecting an acquittal. Was he off his meds or never on them?

Burton was probably the last person in the courtroom to register that he had been convicted. After blinking a few times, reality seeped into his thick skull and he reared up in the dock. The big vein pulsating on his neck was one of the scariest things Jack had ever seen. It pumped huge quantities of blood around a body built for mayhem. “This is bullshit - fuckin’ bullshit.”

Jack assumed that Burton would vent his anger and calm down. He did not. After yelling “I’m going home,” he hurdled out of the dock and headed for the rear door. 

Jack was shocked. This was not how the game was played. His client looked like reaching the door. However, three beefy Sheriff’s Officers - an ex-cop and two ex-rugby league players - saw the danger much earlier than Jack. The ex-cop tackled Burton around the legs and the other two went high. Burton tumbled to the ground with them on top.

The Judge and both barristers looked like couch potatoes watching a daytime soap. The jurors were goggle-eyed. Jack did not want to help the Sheriff’s Officers apprehend his own client. He should leave this to the professionals, anyway. 

While Burton fought with super-human strength to dislodge the Sheriff’s Officers, the Judge’s Associate hit the silent alarm button under her bench. A couple more Sheriff’s Officers charged into the courtroom and climbed onto the pile. Someone pepper-sprayed Burton in the face and he rolled around clutching his eyes. The Officers flipped him onto his back and handcuffed him. Then several hustled the miscreant towards the door behind the dock. When they reached it, Burton turned around and scowled at the Judge. “Go fuck yourself.”

The Officers shoved him through the door and down some steps to the cells below. An Officer sat on a chair with a bloody nose; others wiped away pepper-spray tears.

Jack told Burton to plead guilty. Now, the dumb bastard was in even deeper trouble. Jack uncorked a bottle of Schadenfreude and took a swig.

Tony Cotton leaned forward. “I can’t believe I got to watch that for free. How long will he get for that?”

Jack said: “At least another five, I reckon.”

“Wow.”

“Our money’s in trust, right?”

Tony frowned. “Of course. I know my job!”

“I apologise.”

Judge Campbell had watched the brawl like an anthropologist watching a strange tribal ritual. He thanked the Officers for their efforts and told his Associate to summon a first aid attendant to treat the bloodied Officer. That Officer said he would wait outside and left the courtroom.

The Judge looked at Jack. “Mr Conroy, I intend to charge your client with contempt of court. Do you object to that course?”

“No, your Honour.”

“Very wise.” The Judge formally charged Burton with contempt of court for attempting to escape from lawful custody and assaulting Sheriff’s Officers. He then stood over the contempt charge for a month so that Burton could consider his plea. “I will sentence your client for today’s conviction at that time. Do you want to apply for bail?”

Utterly futile. “No, your Honour.”

“Very wise.”

The Judge told the jurors that the scuffle was most regrettable and, after thanking them for their service, discharged them. They filed out of the courtroom wearing dazed expressions.

The Judge left the bench and Nick Pappas glanced at Jack. “What a sore loser.”

The Crown Prosecutor turned away and Tony Cotton stepped up beside Jack. “Should we pop downstairs and chat with Burton?”

“Only if he’s wearing a spit-hood and manacles. Otherwise, I’m not going anywhere near him. Let’s phone him later and tell him that he’s utterly screwed and that, if he wants us to defend the contempt charge, he’ll have to put more money in trust.”

“He’ll tell us to get lost.”

“I hope so. Let’s get out of here.”

Jack shoved his brief and court attire into his bar bag and left the courtroom with Tony. He did not blame himself for the conviction. However, he was worried that Tony would blame him. Tony had briefed Jack, through thick and thin, for almost all his nine years at the Bar. He was the most loyal solicitor Jack had. If he dropped Jack, his practice would be devastated.

When Tony farewelled Jack on the front steps of the court complex, Jack looked for a hint of favour without success. Would he see Tony again? Shit. Only time would tell.
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After farewelling Tony Cotton, Jack headed across Hyde Park towards Clifford Chambers. While strolling along the main avenue, lined with massive fig trees, he reflected that he was going through a rough patch. It was bad enough that he had just lost his third trial in a row. Much worse, his partner left him two months ago. That was like a dark cloud hovering overhead that regularly shed rain.

He first met Gwen Harman six years ago when they were both baby barristers at Clifford Chambers, a floor of 30 barristers in the heart of Sydney’s legal district. He was smitten. She was beautiful, smart and energetic. The eyes of most baby barristers shone with ambition. Hers were incandescent. She was the most exciting woman he had met and seemed far beyond his reach. However, to his surprise, she found him attractive and they moved into an apartment together. He was immensely happy. She completed him in a way he could not quite understand. However, unfortunately, after several years of smooth sailing, her passion dimmed and he kept getting on her nerves. She stopped smiling, laughing or contributing. 

Despite that, he expected their relationship to survive. Lots of couples go through bad spells. They would right the ship. Then, two months ago, over breakfast, she said that she was going to leave him.

His stomach lurched. “Leave me? You’re kidding?”

“No, I’m serious.”

“Why?”

“We’re, umm, not right for each other. Something has changed. We argue all the time. The spark has gone. I feel trapped.”

“You argue all the time, not me.”

“That’s because I feel trapped. I don’t love you the way I did.”

“I don’t believe this; I’m shocked.”

“Really? I thought you saw this coming.”

“Of course, not. You can’t give up on our relationship. We should get counselling and sort this out. Relationships aren’t just about the good times, you know. They’re about the bad times as well.”

“I don’t want counselling. I’ve thought about this and made up my mind. I’m sorry, it’s over.”

“We can work this out.”

“No, we can’t. Sometimes, you’ve got to accept that a relationship isn’t working and move on. At least, we don’t have kids or a mortgage. It would be a lot harder to break up if we did.”

She obviously saw their relationship as a disposable item that could be tossed away. She always had a ruthless streak. It helped make her a good barrister. 

A dark suspicion stole into his brain. “Are you seeing someone else? Is that what’s going on?”

A level stare. “Of course not. I wouldn’t do that to you. Don’t say that sort of thing. I just feel, umm, trapped.”

“You tell me, out of the blue, that you want to split up and wonder why I’m suspicious.”

“This is not out of the blue. It’s been coming for a long while. But I don’t want to argue. I’m tired of that. The only question now is how we split up.”

“Well, I’m not moving out. I’m staying here.”

“That’s fine: I plan to leave.”

“You do?”

“Yes.”

“Where are you going to stay?”

“With my sister for a while. I’ve already packed up most of my stuff. I’m going to head over there right now. I’ll grab the rest of my stuff when you’re not here. We’ll have to terminate the lease on this apartment, of course, unless you want to take it over.”

His tummy became squishy. “I’ll think about that.”

“But the big question, I guess, is what we do about Rex.”

Rex was a nine-year-old Labrador that Jack acquired as a puppy. Gwen had always loved the dog. 

Jack raised his voice. “I’m going to keep him, of course. He stays here.”

“You sure? I thought you might, well, let me have him. My sister has a backyard. He could run around. That would be better for him.”

“No chance.”

“But he likes me more.”

“No, he doesn’t.”

“Yes, he does.”

“Jesus, you’ve got a hide. I won’t argue with you. I don’t have to anymore. Rex stays.”

She showed her palms. “OK, I understand. Just making sure. The other issue we have to sort out is, well, chambers.”

“What about them?”

“I’m worried that, if we keep working on the same floor, that will create a lot of, umm, friction. We should make a clean break.” 

“You mean, you’re going to move somewhere else?”

“No, I think you should move.”

“Me? Why should I move? You’re the one who wants to break up.”

“It is pointless to assign blame. That’s not helpful.”

“But why should I move?”

“Well, as a favour to me.”

“Hah, that’s not how break-ups work. In fact, I get to be the aggrieved party.”

“I also think it would be fair.”

“Why?”

“I’m busier than you. I don’t have time to find new chambers and move my stuff: I’ve got too much on my plate. It’ll be easier for you.”

Jack had to admit that, after ten years at the Bar, she had an excellent practice. She received plenty of work from the Director of Public Prosecutions and from private solicitors acting for criminal defendants. In a year or two, she would probably take silk.

His practice, on the other hand, lagged well behind hers. Most of his work came from Legal Aid, which paid poorly, and a few private solicitors who paid much better. She recently criticised him for being too lackadaisical about his career. “Being good in court isn’t enough - you’ve got to market yourself better.” When he replied that he marketed himself in court, she snorted.

However, he had plenty of reasons to stay at Clifford Chambers. For a start, selling his room and buying somewhere else would be a big hassle. Life was too short to endure that. Clifford Chambers was also top-heavy with silk and senior juniors who often provided overflow work to junior barristers like Jack. And, most importantly, he had a small group of pals who bullshitted and gossiped, swapped work and exchanged advice. They rejoiced in each other’s victories and commiserated over defeats. He did not want to build a similar circle on another floor. Nor would he let Gwen push him out. She fouled the nest. She should leave.

He said: “Well, I’m not going anywhere. You’ll have to pretend that I’m not there.”

A frown. “That will be easy. The big issue is whether you’ll leave me alone. Make sure you do.”

“Of course, I will. You have nothing to worry about,” he said with more confidence than he felt.

“Good.” She stood and frowned. “Then I guess this is goodbye. I’m sorry it ended up like this.”

She collected two suitcases from the bedroom and wheeled them out the door. He had to stop himself from leaping forward to give her a hand. Then he sat around for the rest of the day feeling like shit and wondering what he did wrong.

Jack spent several weeks trudging through a strange and desolate world. He expressed his despair to friends and family. However, they soon grew disinterest or annoyed, and he realised that moaning about his loss helped no-one, including himself. He had always despised guys who kept talking about their break-ups. He was now one of them. With a great effort, he told himself to shut the fuck up and move on. He managed the first and not the second.

The break-up barely ruffled the surface of Clifford Chambers. Several close mates made sympathetic noises to Jack and a barrister he barely knew, George Taylor, entered his room to offer his commiserations. However, after ranting for 20 minutes about the pain of his divorce, George ruefully apologised for talking about himself and disappeared out the door. The rest of his colleagues said nothing. He assumed that the break-up was the subject of rumour and speculation which did not reach him.
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Jack left Hyde Park and passed under the huge bronze statue of Queen Victoria that the Irish Government sold to the Government of New South Wales. She looked like she was about to bowl her orb of office across Queens Square. He crossed the square and entered a building with a cheerless tile façade that housed Clifford Chambers on the fourth floor.

To his surprise, Gwen stood in the downstairs lobby waiting for a lift. Shit. Unfortunately, he had still not purged her from his system. His rational side said their relationship was finished and he should move on. But his emotional side still loved her and desperately hoped she would change her mind. He had survived break-ups before. But this one was different. Her gravity was too fierce. He could not escape her orbit.

Despite that, he tried not to pester her. They had only talked about the fate of the apartment lease and the divvying up of some joint possessions.  She did not repeat her demand that he move to another set of chambers.

She saw him out of the corner of her eye and ignored him. A lift door opened and they stepped inside. He pushed the button for the fourth floor. Pleasure and pain writhed around in his system. His palms grew sweaty. How the hell did she do this to him? Maybe he should say something light and inconsequential. But, if he tried, she would probably snarl. Best to keep quiet.

To his surprise, she turned towards him. “Look, umm, there’s something I should have mentioned earlier.”

Was she about to offer a wild night of clubbing. “What?”

“The Napangardi painting.” 

His soaring hopes crashed to the ground. He groaned inside. He bought a traditional Aboriginal dot painting, two metres square, for $10,000 soon after their relationship started. The painter was a prominent Western Desert artist called Winston Napangardi. The painting still hung in his apartment. 

He said: “What about it?”

“Well, I’d like to have it. I’ve always loved it and I already own half of it.”

Though he wanted her back, he would not be walked over. “No, you don’t: I paid for it.”

“Only because I didn’t have any money at the time. But I found it and negotiated with the dealer. I pushed you to buy it. You didn’t even like it. You still don’t.”

“It’s grown on me and I paid for it.”

Her voice grew louder. “I paid for lots of stuff that we both used.”

“Maybe. But it’s hard to be generous to someone who dumped me.”

“Look, I’ll give you half what we - you - paid for it: $5,000.”

“Sorry, it’s mine. I’ve still got the receipt.”

“OK, OK, I’ll give you the whole $10,000. I shouldn’t have to, but I will.”

“The painting is not for sale.”

A deep frown that he remembered well. “I hoped you’d be adult about this.”

“Big mistake.”

The lift doors opened and they stepped into the reception area of Clifford Chambers. A walnut name board, a marble-topped counter, bookshelves clogged with law reports, chunky leather sofas and mahogany panelled walls lined with splash-and-splotch paintings. Two corridors ran down each side of the floor. Jack and Gwen occupied rooms in different corridors. They wordlessly separated and headed towards them.
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Jack had seen barristers’ rooms with decors ranging from French Imperial to Industrial Chic. He even saw one that resembled a junk shop. However, his room was defiantly no-frills: blonde-wood panelling, a modular desk and a laminated floor.

He tossed his bar bag into a corner, sat on his swivel chair and rested his feet on his desk. The District Court trial disappeared from his mind and he focused on Gwen. Unfortunately, every time he bumped into her, she got annoyed with him and drifted even further away. Very enervating.

Feeling lonely, he went to see his best friend on the floor, Mike Beaumont, two doors away. Mike was one of the best barristers Jack knew. He gave good advice, was tactically astute, asked witnesses the right questions and connected with juries. If Jack was ever charged with a major crime, he would scramble to brief Mike. However, Mike was too happy and easy-going to reach the top of the profession. Many solicitors and clients wanted barristers dripping with gravitas. They assumed Mike was light-weight and unserious when, in fact, he was the complete opposite.

Jack found Mike leaning back in his chair, eyes closed. “If you’re busy, I’ll come back later.”

Eyes flashed open. “No, no, I’m power napping. The latest health fad. What’s stirring in the pond? You defended the bouncer today, right? Sounded like Mission Impossible. How did it go?”

“I can honestly say, without any exaggeration, that it was a complete debacle.”

Mike grinned. “Oh, what happened?”

Jack briefly described the trial up to the point when Benson departed for home.

Mike laughed. “Shit, he really tried to leave?”

“Yup. There was a battle royal between him and the Sheriff’s Officers.” Jack described the melee.

Mike tittered. “I hope you didn’t get involved.”

“Of course, not. I am not obliged to apprehend my
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