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​The court had been told to rise as Judge Jeremy Hargreave entered the court. The bench was illuminated by copious downlighters while the rest of the court was dimly lit. The Judge sat down in a chair of blonde wood, a neo-gothic design with a ridiculously high back. Sitting facing him, but far away at the back of the court and encased in a box of thick yellowing glass, were Kate and her two co-defendants sitting in a trembling row. The jury were to Kate’s left-hand side, with all three defendants’ friends and family moved up to the gallery rather than being allowed to sit in the well of the court. Her lawyer had told her that the Judge felt they were too ‘distracting’.

As soon as they had discovered his name from the court list Kate and her kids had googled the shit out of Judge Jeremy Hargreave. They were encouraged. He didn’t seem to be particularly harsh in any of his cases – certainly as covered in local newspapers online. No case he had presided over had ever made national news. He had directed for leniency in a case that involved a young Stroud mother shoplifting clothes. He had been married to a brewery heiress, who had died five years previously, leaving him with two teenage daughters and they had found an interview on a Hampshire radio station in which he had praised his wife and her contribution to charities, both as a board member and a founder. He was said to be intending to set up a charity in her name, which would help Hampshire state schools to expand their music departments because she had been a keen flutist who had attended the Royal College of Music. He looked younger than his sixty-two years, with a plump, smooth face and voice that was deep and attractive - not absurdly posh. They could not find the charity set up in his wife’s memory.

“He seems human, at least. He’s suffered a great loss, so it should mean he’s more understanding of other people’s plights, and he has two daughters, so he probably feels warmly towards women,” her daughter Billie said. 

“Come on, Judge Jeremy; be nice to my mum, please,” said Charlie into the laptop as he watched the video of the interview.

Judge Hargreaves sat down, and the court usher told the court that they could now follow suit. The Judge leant forward into his microphone and his gown slipped slightly off his shoulder as he did so. He said their names, struggling a little and when the clerk read the charges of Assisting unlawful immigration to Member States, contrary to section 25(1) of the immigration act 1971, he smiled a little.

“Can I firstly apologise to the jury for the quality of the map included in the bundle of documents. I don’t think you can really call it a map. It’s more like a doodle and a poor one at that.” 

At that the Judge openly laughed.

Kate couldn’t help letting out a puff of irritated breath which made a slight mist on the glass wall in front of her. She had drawn that map in a couple of minutes for her lawyer Jitendra in January 2017 when she had been trying to explain the events of the day of her arrest. She hadn’t known it was going to be used in court a year and a half later as an essential part of both defence and prosecution evidence. At the time, when Jitendra had asked her to ‘jot down a bird’s eye view of the Calais camp’ it had made perfect sense to her as she had drawn in biro on the sheet of A4 paper Jitendra had pulled from the printer.

Ranim and Ebeid sat on either side of Kate, both women holding their hands up to their necks, clasping the edges of their hijabs to their throats, Ranim’s was a beautiful turquoise cloth embroidered with the tiniest of orange flowers, Ebeid’s a dull, coarse brown, almost sack-cloth material. Kate could see that both women’s lips were moving in silent prayer. They all knew that they were not allowed to speak to each other outside the courtroom and so had assiduously ignored each other and each other’s families and friends. They had not seen each other since their arrest, but when they had walked into the dock, they all instinctively reached out and held each other’s hands. 

Ebeid squeezed Kate’s right hand tight enough for her grandmother’s wedding ring to press painfully hard against her little finger. Ranim’s hand was warm and dry against the nervous clamminess of her own. Kate would have liked to have carried on holding their hands for a bit longer, but the others let go suddenly as they were told to sit down. Kate thought that she could hear all their hearts thumping in unison but perhaps it was just her own. She felt like she wanted to cough or retch, or both. She was mortified when she burped loudly instead and felt the two women turn a little towards her. Her burp smelt of the toast and egg her children had encouraged her to eat in the beach hut that morning, and Kate wanted to apologise as she knew the women were fasting for Ramadan and had refused the white plastic cups of water the sweet court usher had tried to give them.

Detective Chief Inspector Ian Cookson sat right in front of the dividing glass, so Kate had plenty of time to despise the back of him - his small sloping shoulders, shiny bald head, and suit so oversized it looked like his mother had bought it for him to grow into some day. The man could barely contain his manic little giggles at any attempt at humour from the Judge or barristers and had perpetually flushed and excited pink skin on the back of his neck. He hung around the barristers during break time when they gathered to the side of court to discuss the proceedings like an unpopular boy at school allowed to hang out with the cool kids. He had met Kate and her colleagues when they had been arrested and driven over from France by Eurotunnel to Hythe station, each handcuffed in a separate four by four. He was the one who had pushed this case forward until it had reached Crown Court. 

The judge had great difficulty with their names and particularly, it seemed with her surname. That first morning he had looked towards the court and said, “How on earth am I meant to pronounce this one? Where is it from? Is this a Syrian name? I don’t think I can be expected to get this one right.” 

Kate found herself whispering, “It’s Italian, mate.” to the glass in front of her. Sometimes he mixed their names up in a foreign jumble, which always got an appreciative snigger from the Detective Inspector.

Despite his tragic bereavement and having daughters, it swiftly became clear that the judge had little sympathy with the three defendants in the dock. He seemed particularly irritated with Kate. He quickly took it upon himself to act as something like a second prosecution barrister, always asking further questions of the defence team from the bench. After Kate’s barrister had read out her opening statement, the judge had given the jury a lie directive against her, explaining to them that the implausibility of something in her statement indicated to him that she may be unreliable and that everything she or her defence barrister was going to say could be untrue. “I find it very hard to believe that a woman would urinate in a public place and risk being seen by a large group of refugee men.”

As terrified as Kate was about standing up in the witness box when it was her turn to be cross examined, she found that her anger made her almost look forward to explaining to the judge and jury that for a camp of nine thousand - mainly men - there was a bank of just ten portaloos. They had been advised by organisations that were permanently working in the Calais refugee camp not to use them as there had been rapes and sexual attacks on women who had been pushed into the cubicles. This was apart from the fact that they had not been emptied for months. Anyway, Kate never had had much of a problem about peeing outside, as her family and friends in the gallery all knew. Billie told her that one of Kate’s neighbours, who had turned up out of the blue at court to support her, had recounted a story of Kate peeling off on the heath to pee behind a bush. “I think she likes pissing outside, doesn’t she?” Susan had said.

Jitendra took her into a small side room in the courthouse to sum up how things had gone on the first day. The first thing she did was to take off her stiff, horsehair wig and violently itch her scalp with fanned out fingers. Kate and Jitendra had built up a good relationship over the last eighteen months. They had often sat in Morgan, James and Bennett’s Camden office with the big poster of Angela Davies dominating the pokey basement room. Jitendra would act as the cruel prosecution barrister, even though she wasn’t really allowed to tutor her through her cross-examination on the witness stand. She would sit with the two-hundred-page police bundle in front of her, tearing into her, going over every detail the prosecution might bring up, often concentrating on her ‘I don’t know’ in the police interview. She seemed to enjoy it.

“Why didn’t you just say that you did know that Ebeid had someone she was meeting there when the police asked you? You did know that didn’t you? So why didn’t you just say that?”

“Because they asked me if I knew that she had her son at the camp, and I only found out at the end of the day,” Kate said.

“So, you did know by the time they interviewed you?”

“Yes.” Kate had gone on to explain to Jitendra it was not as simple as that. On the confusing and stressful day of her arrest Ebeid wasn’t the first person she was thinking about. She told Jitendra that she had been interviewed after nearly twenty hours in a cell on her own. That day in the camp all her energy had been put into trying to cope with the intense desperation all around them as the camp was dismantled. She had spectacularly failed to keep all the women safe, and above all, that had been her job and her mission. She was used to feeling that she was good at her work and could cope with most situations thrown at her, even before she went travelling on her own for a year. Hadn’t she been the one who had persuaded them all to come after her boss Juliet, founder and CEO of the refugee charity she worked for, had become so keen for them to go to Calais on the day of demolition? The fact that a right-wing newspaper had agreed to come and cover the story was seen as something of a coup, for once not preaching to the converted. She had texted and phoned both interpreters many times until they had agreed. 

So, in saying ‘I don’t know’ when she was interviewed in Hythe Police station, she meant to express that she didn’t know what had happened. Had she been lied to or manipulated? She didn’t know. Or had Ebeid’s son simply seized an opportunity created by the chaos of the day and her own stress and scattiness. She didn’t know. Perhaps this had been the only opportunity he would have before he was finally removed from the camp, and it was flattened by the French police. This was his chance to try and come to the UK to join his family after six months of trying to jump in the space behind the cabs of lorries or to get into cars at the big French supermarkets British holiday makers went to so they could load up on booze and fags. How had he got in there? Kate didn’t know. Did she wish that she had arrived back in London and opened her car boot at home, and he had jumped out and no doubt shocked the living daylights out of her, and run off and joined his family somewhere on the outskirts of London - oh yes she did know that she would have been fucking delighted, but of course she understood that there was to be not even a whiff of that in court. Not even the slightest whiff.

“If it hadn’t been for that bloody ‘I don’t know’ and the dick of a photographer making a statement against you, I doubt we would be in court today.”

Jitendra had gone on. “The impatience of the good people of Maidstone with anyone trying to get into this country through the tunnels of Kent is palpable. This court often sees people who have been caught coming by jumping on trains, and now by lorry or car and sometimes even by boat. And you won’t be the first nice middle-class person working for an NGO who has been caught with an illegal refugee in the boot of her car but the difference between you and them is that you are being tried with two Syrian women. The prosecution’s angle is that you three have been plotting together for weeks and weeks. Your Italian surname is not helping you either. The jury are very Kentish and Anglo-Saxon, and a couple of them look like retired prison wardens, but at least more than half are women; although the woman who looks like a crackhead has already fallen asleep a couple of times. I’m not sure how much they like me either – being a brown woman, but anyway, I did warn you about that and you still wanted me to represent you.” 

Jitendra only ranted when she was nervous. It made Kate feel jittery too. She had never told Jitendra that no other lawyer wanted to touch her with a barge pole. 

“Yes, I did want you to represent me Jitendra, and yes, you did warn me of all those things. I consider myself lucky and I’m grateful to you. You know that I don’t like the term illegal refugees, though.”

Jitendra’s face pinched up. “Please don’t say anything remotely like that on the stand please. It won’t help you.” 

“Remotely like what?”

“Like telling someone off for using the wrong term for refugees and asylum seekers. It will not endear you to anyone. Especially not in Maidstone.”

“OK.”

“I have drilled into you many, many times that it is not enough to be innocent. You have to perform your innocence now with any latent acting skills you may have. The cliché that the court is a stage is a truism. Oh, and I have spoken to the two other women’s barristers, and we’ve agreed that we will not mention certain aspects of each other’s cases.”

“What do you mean?” Kate asked.

“Well, we will not press home that Ranim didn’t make it clear to you that Ebeid’s son was in the camp before you left that day.”

“Oh, yes.”

“But only if she does not labour the point that you were standing outside the bus with the mother and the son and the photographer for a good five minutes before you went to the toilet.”

“Right,” Kate said.

“I mean, it could help our case if we highlight the possible guilt of others, but it could also backfire. This is a perfectly normal thing to do if there is more than one defendant.”

“I understand.”

“I am very unhappy about the judge questioning that you peed between the cars. I was not expecting that at all. I didn’t think he would take against you in this way. I have to say that I thought he would see that you are a middle-class, well-meaning British woman and give some props for that, but he seems to want to pick you out for particular attention. He wants to make a big deal of your foreignness, with all that name mispronunciation stuff. I knew we should have gone with your married name. What was it again?” Jitendra said.

“Goodall”

“Oh God, Kate Goodall would have been so much better.”

“But I’m divorced, Jitendra. And he was a violent, embezzling, man-child.”

“Right.” Jitendra didn’t have time to sympathise with Kate about the horrors of her ex-husband.

“You really think he had taken against me?’ Kate said.

“Well, his questioning of the truth of your story of peeing in the camp obviously doesn’t help with your credibility.”

“It’s only the first day though, isn’t it?” Kate said.

“Yes, yes of course. It’s only day one,” Jitendra continued. “I think you will present very well, and you have some great character references. Just make sure that you speak slowly but not too slowly and think before you speak. One word can make or break a case.”

Jitendra sat up straight and gave her a tight smile. “It is very, very important to remain positive. Now go and get some fresh air on the beach with your kids.”

That evening Kate and her two children walked along the shingled beach of Seasalter, the muddy estuary water close to the shore. The May light was dazzling in the golden hour before the sun went down, giving her children’s skin an apricot glow.

“Jitendra should have made a big deal about the judge calling you a liar and stood up and said something to him. She should have defended you when he went on about the bad map. I’m not sure how good she is, Mum. You should have got someone else. Someone more assertive.”

Billie looked at Charlie with narrowed eyes. “I think Jitendra knows what she’s doing. She’s won some massive cases. Like The Heathrow 20. I’ve read up about that case, and she did brilliantly in it.”

Charlie ran backwards in front of them.

“OK, fair enough. Come on Mum. Run a bit. Get that court day out of your system. I think I’m starting to smell like the British Justice system.” Charlie pulled the neck of his sweatshirt to his face. “Argghhhh, it stinks like the court.”

He pulled the sweatshirt off and waved it about his head. Kate had changed out of the smart navy dress that she wore for court as soon as they got back to the beach hut, but when she smelt her hair, she too thought she could smell bleach, and the sickly fear smell of the court. It smelt rather like the prison cell in Hythe.

Her children pulled her along with them. “Come on Mum. Run, run. You move like a demented fawn, Mum. Why do you take such small steps? You can do better than that.” Charlie shouted.

“At least I don’t have such big feet that I slap them down like a clown, even when I run.”

“Mum, don’t be mean.” Billie said, ever the watchful peacemaker.

“Well, I’d rather have big feet than tiny little hoofs, mum.” Charlie said. 

Kate laughed. “I’ve actually got quite big feet, love.”

“You can’t do Mum. Look at your tiny little hands. Oh my God, I’d never noticed. It must be so weird to be walking around with such weeny hands at the end of your arms.”

“You’re meant to be boosting my confidence so I can do well in the witness box. I’ve always been a bit self-conscious about my little claw hands and my massive head.”

“Sorry, but I do think you could do with a run to clear your head.”

Charlie took her in his big, hairy arms and tried to get her to move fast.

“I can’t bloody run on these shingles. I’ll just walk briskly. OK?”

Jenny’s kindness and sweet and curious nature was reflected in the prettiness of everything in the small space, the paintings of boats, shelves of penguin books, shells and driftwood on the windowsills and rows of different sized wellies. It was so helpful that they could go back to Jenny’s cosy beach hut each evening from Maidstone Court together and Kate had even managed to sleep last night in the bed she shared with Billie. Standing in the one room that made up most of the hut’s floor space and looking out of the long glass doors facing out to the estuary, Kate thought that even though she had seen many sunsets on her travels, this was one of the most beautiful. Without saying anything Billie went out through the doors, down the path and through the low wooden gate. Kate could see her small, slim figure walk down to sand by the estuary shoreline and hold up her hands above her head. Kate knew that Billie was shouting into the water for things to go well over the next week, for her mother not to be sent to prison, for luck to be on their side. Fierce burnt orange light seemed to swirl around Billie’s form and Kate felt her throat constricting with love and fear.

Her son came out to the patio and stopped next to his mother. He put his arm around Kate and squeezed her a bit too tightly around her ribs.

“We can do it Mum. It’s going to be alright. We can do this. They can’t destroy you. Even if you get sent down, they can’t kill you. Us three can survive that together. Just take all the stuff you learnt when you travelled around on your own last year and apply it here.”

“Oh, yes, I’ll do that.”

“Mind you, I sometimes think ...”

Charlie stopped holding her with one arm and let it drop to his side.

Kate turned and looked at him quizzically. It was unlike her son not to say what was on his mind.

“What?”

“Never mind.” Charlie backed away from her.

“Come on. Tell me. I can take it.”

“When you came back from travelling you were so full of the joys of life. It was ridiculous how happy you were. Like you were just too happy. It was quite hard to deal with, even for those that love you. It made people feel uncomfortable. I could tell you felt brave and completely invincible, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I suppose I did. That’s exactly how I felt. I’ve never felt anything like it. I’d met so many people and been in so many different situations that it made me feel as if I could cope with anything.”

“I just knew something would happen to you to bring you down to earth. It was as if the universe couldn’t let anyone be that happy. It also made you vulnerable, I think. People could see that you were reckless and a little crazy.”

‘You think I was hubristic?’

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Means I was a bit of a cocky arsehole with an overconfidence that probably had to be punished by the gods, brought down a peg or two.” 

Charlie looked at her and smiled.

“Yes, I suppose that is what I mean. We all knew it was a stupid idea to go that day. Your head was floating along in the clouds somewhere and so you thought everything was going to be fine. You thought that everyone was lovely because of all the lovely people you met when you were travelling. Your guard was down. It was as if something just had to happen to pull you back downwards crashing to earth, so that you could carry on living on this planet with the rest of us.”
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Lok got up especially early to put the lotion on his hair so that his wife would not see and mock him once again. He found that since he hit fifty, he had to apply the expensive colour dye every two weeks otherwise the telltale zip of grey in his parting would show. With his slimmish body and unlined face, he could get away with knocking a decade off his age for tourists who wanted him to take them around Ho Chi Minh City. They didn’t want some old, grey-haired guy to be their guide. They didn’t want a man whose calves, ankles and lower back ached and cramped from years and years of rickshaw driving for big-boned,Western tourists. Most days Lok’s lungs hurt, and he sometimes got shooting pains right up his arse and through the very core of him as if someone was using some dark magic and sticking a big hot pin up inside him.

Sometimes Lok’s soul was so beyond weary that he felt like a malevolent ghost had inhabited his body and eaten out all the crazy energy, wild optimism and laughter that used to be his ‘Unique Selling Point’. He felt close to turning his scooter right into the oncoming traffic and ending it all there and then. At least he could have a proper, dark-cloaked rest without any worries to peck at him throughout the day and night.

Lok knew that he had to pretend to have a sunny, jokey, friendly nature, and cut a speedy dash through the traffic - “Okey-Dokey, hold onto your hats my friends, let’s go onto the pavement and hit a fat-arsed American! No, worries, it’s not our day to die! There are no rules in Saigon, Baby. No worries. Take it easy. Lovely Jubbly!” - otherwise no one would get on the back of his small motorbike. And he had a serious and clever son studying architecture in Hanoi, a wife who worked hard as a waitress in The Hotel Continental restaurant and had a frozen shoulder, and a newish house outside Saigon bought with the bit of money his brother had given him when he took over their parent’s famous restaurant, The Orange Lantern. No, the Fish wanted a happy, young, knowledgeable, and completely unjudgemental guy to make them laugh and show them the exotic delights of Saigon, whatever they imagined that might be.

He sat on the edge of the bath, Vaseline around his temples so that the dye would not stain his skin, the gunk burning his scalp a little, looking out of the small window to where the first light had begun to pour through from the small courtyard into the tiny pale green bathroom. Lok thought for the hundredth time that he must fix the tile that had fallen off inside the shower over a year ago and sat propped up above the sink, reminding his wife of his lack of DIY skills each time she came into the bathroom.

From the courtyard a gecko called out and he answered back. He managed to get that little tired groan right at the end of the second part of the call perfectly. His brilliantly gifted son Sa’ng used to try when he was a small kid, but he just couldn’t capture that pathetic exhausted moan. Sa’ng had never been physically worn out so it wasn’t surprising really. Lok thought that if there were ever such a thing as a gecko imitation competition, he would probably win it hands down. He let himself imagine a village competition of gecko calling that he would happen to chance upon - perhaps when he was taking a tourist on one of his longer tours into the countryside - and how he, a Saigon lad born and bred, would amaze and astound them all. He smiled to himself.

Lok tried a little bit of meditation with his hands on the bottom of his ribcage, feeling his lungs fill and empty, rise and fall, trying to regulate his breathing and draw some strength and peace into his body and at the same time not to inhale too much of the fumes from the evil smelling dye. His breathing exercise had just started to make Lok feel a little calmer when his wife, Da, burst in with tears streaming down her plump face. His heart sunk into his feet. In all the many years they had been married it seemed she never tired of making these terrible, emotional scenes. It wasn’t a good sign for the year ahead that she was making these wailing sounds so close to Tet. She held his phone and waved it in the air in front of him.

“What is this? You monster! Is this what you amount to? At your age? Is this how you spend your time? With whores? Do you want me to phone our son and tell him what his father has been up to?”

She then screamed one of her mother’s sayings into his face. “Close to Ink, then Black, nearby Light then Bright. If you spend your time with bad people in the shadows then you will soon be an Evil Man. When the time comes to dig up your bones and wash them for reburial there will be nothing there but ash.”

She slapped him around his head with her left hand - where was her frozen left shoulder now? - while with her other hand showing him a picture of himself with Damian and Cory the randy young Irish fellows from the other night and four grinning bar girls. She threw his phone into the corner.

“Argghhhh. What is this brown shit on my hand! Is it shit? What the hell are you doing? What is this on my hand? It’s stinging me.” She went to wash her hands but just carried on sobbing, snot running down into her mouth. He wished she would at least blow her nose. It was horrible to see her like that.

“It’s stained my hands. What are you doing you old freak? What are you putting on your hair? Why are you trying to look so young? Is it for these young girls? Do you have no dignity?”

He leapt to where she had flung the phone to check it was all right. It was. He tried to tell her that of course he had to take men on girlie tours. The pictures were from last week when he had taken the Irish lads on a tour of the bars and clubs of Saigon. He was paid something by the nightclub owners to bring in the punters and then a bit extra by the Fish if they were happy. He had made a decent amount of money last week and managed to pay the money lender something back. Of course, he never used prostitutes himself. How could he afford it? And he was so stressed that he didn’t even know if his thingy would work anymore. He couldn’t remember the last time he had managed a hard-on. It was just something he had to do, after taking tourists to the sites of Saigon or Ho Chi Mien as the foreigners carefully called it. He tried to remain calm, telling her yet again that sometimes he just had to do what the customer wanted and that there were many western men wanting to pay to sample what he described to them as “really feminine women full of Eastern Promise”. 

She just wasn’t listening, the words spewing out of her. “If I had known that you would run with whores when you were a fifty-three-year-old man I would never ever have married you. I would certainly never have had a son with you!”

“I’m fifty-two! You know I’m fifty-two! Do you want me to go back to being a rickshaw driver and kill myself with tiredness? The young guys don’t ask the rickshaw drivers to drive them around the bars and clubs, now do they? But yes, they ask motorbike drivers. Do you understand?” he said.

Da wept some more. “You shame me. You bring shame on your son. You shame me in front of our new neighbours. They all look down their noses at me anyway. Now I won’t even be able to go to the market. All those stuck-up women will be laughing at me behind their hands.”

Da stamped her small, slippered feet. Lok felt like pushing his wife’s face into the mirror. He imagined her actual look of shock and surprise and her reflected look of shock and surprise just before her face hit the smooth, shining surface.

“Da, listen to me. I am really struggling here. I mean really, really struggling. It’s Tet soon and I must pay the moneylender back. Go and get some more money in and then you can start demanding who I take on the back of my bike and where I go.”

If she got some more money in, he wouldn’t even care how she did it. It was not the time to be prim for either of them. It was Tet in two weeks, and Hoi was going to be knocking at the door for the rest of the money for New Year. It was very bad luck to start the year with a moneylender on your back. He stood up, hands on hips and lent over her, a few important centimetres taller. She tried to hit him on the face again. He held her arms down by her side to stop them flaying against him.

“Let go immediately! You’re hurting me. What are you doing? I’ll scream to the neighbours if you don’t stop. Ahh, my shoulder!” She grabbed her left shoulder with her right hand.

He put his face close to hers so that he could see the little lines that had started to form around her mouth. There was no other way to get her to shut up.

“You are going to listen to me now. I am trying my best. Do you understand? This goes beyond you being jealous or upset at me for taking stupid tourists on girlie tours. This is what I do. I have no choice. Now you are going to get out of the bathroom and let me wash this hair dye from my head before it burns all my hair off and then I’ll have to go out and try and catch a Big Fish today. And you are going to have to stop with your disgusting noise before you ruin my day and ruin our luck for Tet. Do you understand? Get on with the Tet preparations, clean up and sort out some gifts for our ancestors and bring us some fucking luck!”

Da left the bathroom in silence but turned back to look at him with glittery hatred in her eyes.

He heard her talking at their altar of ancestors, complaining to her dead mother about him. “Mother, I am so sorry I didn’t listen to you. You told me he was a bad one. Told me he was weak and would be a dreadful disappointment to me. Oh, Mother, tell me what to do. What to do, Oh Mother of mine? Please give me a sign.”

He knew that she spoke deliberately loudly so that he would hear. He slammed the door as hard as he could and the gecko started up his call to Lok again. He wasn’t in the mood anymore for a gecko call and response and told the gecko so. He immediately apologised for telling the poor creature to shut up. It wasn’t the gecko’s fault that Tet was looming, he had no money and a hysterical wife.

He had to go back into the house once he had stepped across the threshold because he had seen a woman on the street first thing. Business was bad if you saw a woman immediately after leaving your house. He closed the door upon himself again, waited for ten minutes and sat on the toilet so that he did not have to see Da, who was bad luck personified. He then went out again and thankfully saw a teenage boy on his fancy foreign pushbike. He drove into town, approached a young German couple outside the French Post-Office and they waved him away as if he was a fly that had just flown off a dog’s shit and he cursed them under his breath for their horrible rudeness. He had three fishing rules but if he got desperate enough these rules could go up in smoke like paper offerings to his ancestors.

The Fish could not be too fat or too tall. His friend Phong had a fat American woman on the back of his bike a month ago and his bike had never been the same since.

A Fish could not be American unless he was desperate. Ancestors would not tolerate an American and would heap bad luck on him. They didn’t like the French much either. He didn’t need the Ancestors fucking with him so close to New Year.

The Fish could not be too scruffy or poor looking otherwise it would be him who would be paying for their Pho at lunchtime, like that French girl who said that she had been robbed in Hanoi.

He spotted her across the road like a heron from above into a river - his shining Fish. She was trying to hide the fact that she was attempting to read a map of the city and trying to work out where she was, turning her back on the road and pavement and facing the wall of a shop. She was having problems folding the map up properly and it pained him to see how she resorted to just pushing it into her rucksack folded all wrong. She was obviously a bit lost, looked new to the city and was middle-aged - a not too fat or tall woman. And she seemed to be totally on her own. There was no big protective man who had her back and if she was trying not to show that she was alone she was not doing a very good job of it. Lok also spotted that she was also not so nice-looking that some busy body would ring up his wife, but she was also not so ugly that the other motorbike men would laugh at him for his horrible looking catch. He had to reach her before another motorbike guy or tour guide toerag swooped down on her and poached her from under his nose. She was a decent catch, and he was going to get her. He quickly parked his bike so that he approached her on foot, rather than cruising her from his bike and perhaps frightening her off. He guessed from the slightly sloppy way she was dressed that she was British. You would never get a French woman walking around like that but then again, he would always choose a British woman over a French woman. British women were a good combination of quite tough and easily pleased.

“Hello, are you lost? Can I help you?”

He knew that his accent was very, very good for a Vietnamese person and he enjoyed the way English felt in his mouth. He would love to travel to the UK if he had the money or ever got the chance to go outside Vietnam. It was a dream of his.

“I think I’m alright thank you. I’m enjoying just walking around.”

“Where are you thinking of visiting in our beautiful city?”

“Well, I was thinking of going to The War Remnants Museum?”

“The Atrocity Museum? Which way do you think it is, out of interest?”

“‘I think it is straight ahead. Yes, according to my map it is straight ahead.”

“I think it must be a terrible map. I’m sorry to say that you are completely and utterly lost, Madame. Let me look at that map.”

She gave it to him sheepishly.

“This is an awful map of the city. Where did you get it from?”

“From the taxi driver who brought me from the airport. He said he came from a family of mapmakers.”

Lok couldn’t help laughing.

“I haven’t got my Vietnamese sim card yet, so I had to rely on an old-fashioned map,” she said.

“He took you for a fool, I’m afraid. I won’t even ask you how much he charged.”

She raised her eyebrows at him. He didn’t want to go too far in showing her up for a mug, otherwise she would feel humiliated and want to get away from him.

She pushed her messy hair out of her eyes. Lok noticed that there were some small dark stains on her red tunic dress and even a couple of little moth holes.

“Why don’t I take you on my motorbike? It’s a long way from here,” he said. 

“Oh, no. I think I’m fine to walk there.”

“What else do you want to see in Saigon?’

“I was thinking of going to the market after the museum and then perhaps to look at the sunset with a drink from the Sheraton Tower.”

“I know a better place to look at the sunset. A place where locals look at sunset. It is called Thu Thiem Bridge.”

He had read her well. She started to concentrate properly on him when he said that it was a place where locals go. She was nearly reeled in. He mustn’t fuck up on the final pull in. “You don’t want to go to Sheraton. They don’t let locals in there. You wouldn’t want to go to a place like that, I think? That didn’t let locals in?”

“Oh, no. Come to think of it. The person that recommended it to me was a bit like that.”

“I’ll take you on a day tour. Would you like to read my book of recommendations?”

He handed her his red hard-backed exercise book. She read the glowing comments from the Irish lads, the Australian boys, a Dutch couple and a British man. She started to read the French ones too. 

“You understand French?” 

“No, not really. I was trying to impress you.” She smiled at him.

“You don’t have to impress me. You are just fine, as you are. What is your name?”

‘Kate. What’s yours?”

“I’m Lok. Lokky by name, Lokky by nature.”

She smiled. He knew what her next question would be. And it was.

“How much?”

He had worked out that she had only just arrived in Vietnam and would not yet find it easy to convert sterling into Dong. Still, he didn’t want to put her off by asking too much. If he played it right, she might want him to take her around for more than one day. But if it was only for one day, he had to make it worth his while. He balanced it up and decided to say:

“Forty dollars for the day. I’ll take you on a tour of the city.” 

“Dollars? Why are you charging me dollars?”

“That’s how it works around here. And if you want me to take you to the Chu-Chi tunnels tomorrow I can drive you and get you past all the queues, so you don’t have to wait. And then I’ll take you to the Mekong River, somewhere a bit special. A bit unusual for you, I think. A crazy island where a crazy man set up his own cult, built a rocket ship, eat only coconuts and surrounded himself with beautiful women. I think perhaps you don’t like to go where everyone goes. I’m right?” 

“Let’s see how it works today. It would be good if you could take me to the museum and then the market and then the sunset bridge. But I can only give you thirty dollars as it is already eleven o’clock. Is that OK?”

“Thirty-five and then I will look after you. Show you all the places that tourists will never go. You will come and eat with me and meet my friends. I’ll make sure you have an interesting time in Saigon. Follow me to my trusty steed.”

He was glad to see that she followed him and that she had obviously accepted the extra five dollars. He looked back at her and wondered what on earth she thought she was doing wandering around a city like Saigon on her own at the age she was, in a thin red dress, with wild hair and a slightly broken mini rucksack. He handed her a facemask.

“What’s this?”

“All women wear these. It stops the pollution and germs getting in their delicate lungs and makes sure that the sun doesn’t burn their skin and ruin their fair complexion.”

“Do you wear one?”

“No.”

“Why don’t you wear one? It’s you that needs to wear one. It is you who’s driving around in this thick air, day in and day out.”

He coughed as a reflex action. “No. I don’t wear one.” He coughed again and it caught him, and he spluttered and just about stopped himself launching into a real old coughing fit.

“Why not?”

“Because I would look like a lady-man if I did.”

“That’s ridiculous,” she said.

“All the other motorbike guys would laugh at me.”

“Well, I’m not going to wear one if you don’t.”

This lady Fish was quite annoying. She spoke to him as if she had known him for years, which he found a bit off-putting. He wanted to tell her that he had a wife at home, thank you very much, and that she was more than enough for him to deal with.

“OK. Do what you like. But you must wear a helmet. I will get arrested if you don’t wear this helmet. It’s a good one. It will be a good fit.”

She put on the helmet but struggled to do up the clip on the side. He had to do it for
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