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Part 1

Refusal

7th August 2012, Gatwick South Arrivals

I observe the next passenger. Twenty-something woman, sneakers, flowing trousers, long sleeved top showing cleavage. Slightly overweight, not fat by British standards. Probably an American. Dirty blonde hair, rosy complexion but paler than usual for Americans. Her face has an expression of entitlement that characterises Americans in the immigration queue. They don't like to wait, nor deal with officialdom. She should be straightforward, Americans are low risk. 

'NEXT!' I call. 

She walks up leading with her boarding card tucked inside the passport, either she can follow instructions (a rarity) or she's a frequent traveller (more likely). Her handbag is crooked in her elbow. She tows a small suitcase. 

'Hello, how are you?' I ask, taking her landing card and new looking US passport. 

'I'm good.' She replies. I put the landing card on the desk and feed her passport into the reader. 

'So, where have you come from today?' I ask, reading the landing card. 

'Toronto'. Most of the queue are Canadians from the same flight. 

'How long are you staying for?' 

'Five and a half months.' Odd. Americans get six months without a visa, but no-one arrives with plans to do that. 

'What is the purpose of your visit?' I'm still smiling at her, because I want to get her whole story before I challenge anything. 

'Well, you know, I just want to see some stuff, hang out and maybe travel a bit.'  

'What sort of stuff do you want to see?' 

'Well I'd like to go see some movie premieres in Leicester Square, and maybe get some pictures taken with Taylor Lautner'. She names several other male actors from movies aimed at young women. Nothing I'd watch. 

'So what do you do for a living?'

'I'm a webmistress.'

'And what does that involve, exactly?'

'I run a fan website for Taylor Lautner' she said. I look at her blankly and she carries on 'I get pictures and sighting reports and post it up for other fans to discuss in the forums.'

While she talks I flick through her passport. The US Embassy in London issued it six months ago. It only has Brtish stamps and the other end of this trip. She continues telling me about her fantastic job. 

'Would you like to see some pictures?' she asks, rummaging in her handbag. 

'No, that won't be necessary.' I pause until I have her full attention again. 

'Where are you staying while you are in the UK?'

'I've got a place in East London booked for a couple of months.'

'Do you have confirmation of that?'

She produces some battered A4 from her handbag. A quick glance shows the same address as the landing card. I keep the paper. 

'Do you have a return ticket?'

'Uh, no. I wasn't sure exactly when I was going back. It's cheaper to buy two singles than a flexible return.'

'No problem, what funds do you have available while you are here?'

'Oh, more than enough.' She looks coy. 

'How much is more than enough?' I need a number, and some proof. 

'More than you can imagine.' She smiles coquettishly at me. I'm not the right man for that approach. 

'I can imagine quite a lot, how much money do you have?' She looks annoyed. 

'Can I come round?' she asks, all schoolgirlish. 

'OK' I say, jumping off the chair, just in case. She comes round and holds open her handbag so that I can see the bundles of cash inside it. 

'How much?' I ask. 

She looks around before whispering 'Six thousand pounds'. Definitely suspicious. 

'Thanks.' She returns to the front of the desk. 

'So, is this your first trip to Britain?' I ask, knowing her UK residence permit number is written in her passport. 

'No, I've been before.' Good, but she probably knows that I know. 

'How long did you live here for?' I ask. 

'I studied here for a couple of years.' 

'What did you read and where?' I ask. 

'I did a Masters with University College London in Political Philosophy.'

'When did you finish?'

'June 2011.' That visa would have expired before her current passport was issued. 

'So what have you been doing since then?'

'I did another course at London City.'

'What did you study?'

'Access to Fashion.'

'OK. Because you've had a recent visa I need to check your fingerprints.' I push the fingerprint reader forwards. Her smile fades. 

'Sure.' 

'Can you put your right thumb on the reader please?' She puts her thumb on the reader and I press the button to make it go. When it stops glowing red I say 'now your index finger please.' She complies and I scan it too. 

'Thank you, just a moment and the computer will match it.' As I tell her I am filling in a detention notice. Melissa brightens up at the sound of the stamp, thinking that I have endorsed her passport. 

'Melissa, I need to check some things before I can land you. So I need to detain you while I do that.' I hand her a slip of paper, 'This is a formal notice of detention'.

'What?' she deflated visibly, like someone had punctured her. 

'I need you to take a seat while I make some enquiries.' I said, going round to where Melissa stood. This clearly wasn't going according to her plan.

'Is there anything more you need from me?' she asked. 

'Not right now, just take a seat please.' I said, gesturing twoards the seating area between the two lines. 

I escorted Melissa to the waiting area, a fenced off collection of seats bolted to the floor in front of the immigration desks.  I went to report to the duty Chief Immigration Officer (CIO) in the Watch Room. That done I logged in and found Melissa's student visa, which expires tomorrow. It allowed her to work up to 16 hours a week. So how had she managed to acquire £6,000 in cash? 

Re-reading the paperwork I collected from her, the accommodation receipt was for July & August, so she'd already used half of the time it covered. I checked her passport and found an entry stamp for Canada the previous Friday, she'd only been away for the weekend!

I went back to the CIO, I don't believe that she is a genuine visitor to the UK. She has a student visa and has been working more than allowed. He agrees with my assessment and proposed course of action. 

I went back to the waiting area and collected Melissa. 

'Bring all your belongings, we're going to collect your luggage.' Melissa picked up her handbag from the seat. 

'I've only got hand luggage.' She said.

'That's fine, we still need to go upstairs anyway.' I said. 'Follow me'. We went past the desks to the escalators leading to baggage reclaim. 

'You're sure you have no bags to collect?' I asked again. 

'Yes. Just this.' She indicated her bags. 

'Right, this way then.' I directed her away from the baggage reclaim through a controlled access door into a short corridor with three doors. The middle door was open. 

'Through the open door please.' I said. The room was spartan, lit only by a caged fluorescent light, bare white walls and lino floor tiles. A female immigration officer sat on one of three orange plastic chairs at the single table, all bolted to the floor. 

'Melissa, we've got a few more questions for you. Please take a seat.'  

'I'm not sure why I am here, I'm just an ordinary American.' Melissa replies. 

'The reason you're here is that I'm not satisfied you are a genuine visitor to the UK'. 

'I'm really here, and visiting, or at least I hope I am.'  

'That's not what we mean. When does your student visa expire?'

'I finished the course at the end of June'

'Yes, but when does the visa expire?'

'Oh, I think it expired last week.'

'It doesn't expire until tomorrow. Do you still have your biometric residence permit?'

'I wasn't trying to come back in as a student, I wanted to be a visitor.'

'Maybe, but you can’t be a visitor while you still have a valid student visa.'

'Oh.'

'Also, I wanted to talk about the large quantity of cash in your handbag. Would you mind counting it in front of us on the table, and explaining where it came from please?' 

'Do I have to?'

'Yes.'

Melissa opened her handbag. Seven inch thick bundles, mainly of £20 notes bound by red elastic bands were stacked in the middle of the table. 

'So where did you get this much cash?'

'I earnt it.'

'Doing what?'

'You know, boys.'

That was all I needed to confirm my suspicions. 

'Melissa Duffield, I have reason to believe that you having been working in breach of your visa conditions and that you are not a genuine visitor to the UK. I am therefore refusing you leave to enter. There is no right to appeal this decision, but you may apply for a visa at a British Embassy overseas.'

Part 2
Commentary
Life writing is something I read a lot of. I have a bookcase full of first hand accounts of 20th century warfare and social history. Some of these are straight autobiography, some have been ghost-written and others are drawn from interviews by historians. 

As with previous TMAs I started several pieces in different styles to explore the range of techniques and ensure that I would be able to produce an appropriate passage. I free-wrote on each TMA prompt and I also thought back on memorable incidents that I could write about. Several threads emerged, although I rejected 'war stories' as I'd used one of those for my first TMA. I developed two promising threads, one on family history developed from the freewrite prompt 'looking at my father' and also another around having worked as a contingency immigration officer during the Olympic period in 2012. 

For the family history thread I did some research. I reviewed the known family history that my father had left me when he died, I spoke to my mother about it and also looked at the discoveries I'd made since then. The most interesting facet seemed to be my Great Great Grandfather who had been reputed to have run off with a Laird's daughter when he'd come to the village I grew up in. The facts on this revealed that he'd committed adultery and fraud (Kemp,2011). 

The other thread I re-read my journal which had accompanied me to Gatwick (Kemp,2012). Each shift I worked at the airport I recorded details of any interesting people that I'd met over the course of the day. I picked two of these and amalgamated them to try and ensure that personal confidentiality was retained. This gave me the opportunity to use some fictional techniques, especially around creating characters from life (Anderson,2006).  I made sure that the procedural parts didn't contain any classified material, I found that the Home Office have published some of the immigration procedures (Great Britain,2013). 

Both threads had a first draft of the required length prepared when I'd finished reading the chapters in the course book. In re-reading these I realised that there was more research required on the family history front to fill in some of the gaps, even with that I would still need to extrapolate and fictionalise a lot to make a compelling narrative from it. While I felt that this could be acceptable as a piece of life writing I believed that it would be better to progress with the other piece. The immigration story also needed fictional elements, but these were a result of combining two separate incidents (an American student over-stayer and another young woman working as an escort while on a student visa). 

I posted the third draft of Refusal to the TGF (Kemp,2014a), and after feedback from other students (Morgan,2014) (Moorman,2014) I revised the draft taking into account their comments. I then read it out loud and posted the revised fifth draft again (Kemp,2014b). As well as receiving feedback I also commented on the work of other students (Kemp,2014c). 
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