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‘It reduces the weight otherwise to be accorded to the requirements of firm and fair immigration control, if the delay is shown to be the result of a dysfunctional system which yields unpredictable, inconsistent and unfair outcomes.’

– Lord Bingham


I have found myself judge in the Court of King Shahrayar

A thousand and one tales of despair poured before me

From an un-stoppered jar

Stories of perilous journeys made over desert sands

Of palaces that rise up overnight only to disappear at dawn

A speaking bird serves a dish of cucumbers stuffed with pearls

This woman with no documents has only the eloquence of her words


On Hold

‘There is no timescale for dealing with this application.’

He was just twenty-three,

Arjan Mehta, when first he began

calling the Home Office

from a red phone box

on the corner of Preston Road;

would push against

and let fall behind him

the heavy creaking door,

into its stale, vacated, smoke smell,

stand on its concrete, littered floor

his fingers twisting through

the plastic snake cord,

dragging round the metal dial,

eager about his application.

Seventeen years have passed

with no answer.

He is now forty.

The sealed-up phone box

long out of service,

the black cradle

within its sepulchre,

silent as an obsidian urn.


The Boxer

As if I’ve moved a board from the grass

and uncovered white, straggly, bolted strands,

this one-time Russian boxer

has emerged after years of hiding.

His nose undulates, the tip protruding

from his flattened face, his pallid skin shows

the scars of fights and drifting,

as he gesticulates the story of his last fight

in 1997 against Gary Stone-Face Henderson –

former middleweight champion –

a warm-up act in a half-full, blue-lit arena

an unequal contest he couldn’t win.

How, as his gumshield was removed

and water splashed over his swollen head

and as the crowd surged to its feet roaring

the entrance of the hero on the main bill,

he had slipped away from his minders

his fixers and the restrictions of his visa

into the urban undergrowth of bus shelters,

the shredded hessian of unlocked sheds.

Somewhere in the damp holds of the Home Office

a scrap of paper with his name was lost,

overlain with the heavy files of newer conflicts

and the years, like a soothing poultice,

began to break down his identity,

braille his documents with mildew and

the wet, black gills of fungus; crumble

the pages into the soil he’s become a part of.


The Scarlet Lizard

Nothing moves

except the evening light

crossing the Judge’s room.

The lawyers’ skeleton arguments

lay piled on his desk.

They seemed to him brittle

as bleached poppies,

tapped of their seeds.

He longed to see the quick movement

of a scarlet lizard weaving unexpectedly

through the parched, cracked hexagons

of a legal phrase, to hear the snapped stick

fritter away from a hiding place;

to feel the cold, diaphanous weed grip

in the black current of a border crossing.

He needed to sense some quiver of

indecision, an odd detail

that would open the truth of their words;

chinks of light shining

through shuttered doors.


Lime Tree Honey

The regulation for Citizenship demands proof that an applicant was in the UK exactly five years before the date of application.

All she had brought with her

from that other life in the DDR

was a dill pickle jar filled with honey

made by his bees, from trees

in the Unter den Linden.

It would remain unopened,

a jar of time that could not change

but that preserved one day in their life together

as she had decided to remember it.

The honey held the burnished light

of an early morning leaving East Berlin

to take the swarm to the countryside

to pollinate an orchard.

It held the cobbled roads of the hamlets

they had meandered through:

the scent of flowering beans

through the open windows,

stalks of chaff that blew round the car,

the back of the old hatchback

bumping and scraping low behind them

with the packed hives, shifting –

and the restless hum of the bees.

In the shock that had enveloped her

after the release of her file

and the discovery of her husband’s

meticulous notes on her life,

she had searched back

as she prepared to leave Germany

for signs of his affection –

some drop of sweetness

she could extract from those years.


I.S 96

The refusal notice told him he was

‘Appeal rights exhausted’. He was.

After eleven years on Temporary Admission,

like a shipwrecked survivor

staggering up the shore,

he had collapsed on the tide’s edge

to the boom of the sea

and the cry of the gulls.

With each new refusal

he’d felt the sinking pull and roll

of pebbles shifting beneath him

dragging him back out to sea.

But as year followed year and

they never made him leave,

his fragile hope took root, lacing

the bleached crowns of matted grass

to the quiet leeside of the dunes

among the flat, violet stones

and brittle bundles of seaweed

that drifted across the paths

of half-buried sleepers.
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