 The Week on the Street  

‘Are you really sure you want to do this?’ asked the editor, swinging the car into the one empty parking bay.  
I was not, but I nodded.  I made a last, neurotic check of the pack to calm my nerves.
Clothes, toothbrush and paste, comb, wet wipes, sanitiser, first-aid kit, paracetamol, notebook, pens, powerpack.  Two bananas, sandwiches, energy bars and a water bottle.   Arctic sleeping bag.  I was wearing a padded waterproof jacket with zipped - in cash, phone, with emergency credit only, and rape alarm.
‘Thank you. Here we go, then.  Same place next week?’
‘Two o’clock here, unless you call before.  Please, no silly risks that would damage the paper, not to mention yourself.’
‘Nag, nag.  I’m not going to get into a brawl or anything.’
‘You know what I mean.  Take care.’
I climbed out of the car with my burden into a mean east wind.  
‘See you next week’, I said, with far more conviction than I felt, and began to walk to the city centre.  The pack felt heavy already.  
It was a Saturday, three weeks before Christmas, and the streets were teeming with shoppers.  I decided to go into the new precinct to get out of the wind.  Lights flashed and twinkled; seasonal music blared.  I sat on a bench by a fountain with some indoor palm plants round it and people-watched for a while, wondering if I could spend the night here.
Then I saw the sign; ‘Gates closed at 6.30pm’ and a security guard scanning the scene.  The pack was a bit of a giveaway.  Nobody went back-packing in this country in December.  I moved to another bench and stared at my phone to look normal, for twenty minutes, then set off to find somewhere to sleep before it got dark.
I made my way to the commercial district where rough sleepers were often seen, sheltering under the generous front entrances of solicitors’ chambers and advertising agencies.  The Siberian blasts were finding their way in, and I walked fast to stay warm, not seeing anyone huddled in a doorway.  The light was beginning to fade and the pack beginning to hurt, so I stopped at the entrance to some insurance offices without a street - light directly overhead and took it off.  Finally, I was out of the wind.  I slumped against the pack but did not detach the sleeping-bag, taking a few minutes while I sipped some water.
Someone was coming.  Irregular footsteps, like someone stumbling.  I stood up, quickly, as a large man loomed in front of me in the dusk, waving a bottle and slurred; ‘Move out of my spot, now, bitch, or I’ll rape the arse off you!’
‘I’m sorry!’ I stuttered and grabbing at the pack, heart in mouth, began to run, fast, down the street.  I kept running for several minutes, even though it was clear that he had been in no fit state to follow me.  When I finally stopped for breath, head down, hands on knees, I was alone and had no idea where I was.  
Shaking, I got out my phone.  This was a ridiculous plan, a stupid idea.  I ought to call for rescue immediately.  Where was I?
I switched the torch on, as it was now quite dark, and shone it around.  There was a sign leaning against a broken fence, ’Adam’s Architectural Salvage.’  I stepped over the fence into what seemed to be an old junkyard, with rusty bedsteads, broken fire surrounds and a cast-iron bath on its side.
I got into it, in the sleeping-bag and curled up, shivering, to wait until first light.  It was one of the longest nights of my life.  
I had plenty of time to think.  My inner headmistress began to wag a finger; ‘What on earth do you think you are doing?’  
‘Being homeless for a week.  Raising public awareness through an article to shame the council into providing a new night shelter.  Miss.’
There had been enough newspaper coverage this year on the homelessness crisis in the city, but nothing from the people on the front line and little recognition of the fact that it was happening to anyone, whatever background they had.  There used to be a night hostel, but it had been shut down with nothing to replace it, not even The Salvation Army, and the only option left, was a shelter run by an organisation called The Mission of Hope.  I had Googled them when researching the project, and they came up under ‘Night Shelter,’ but apart from an address in the north of the city, there was no information, simply a phone number.  It never got answered.
An undercover report had seemed a good idea when first debated in the warmth and light of the editor’s office.  We had had fun with the headline: ’Older woman takes to the streets’, which would clearly attract attention, but we had, thankfully, rejected that.  Why was I still thinking of headlines?  
All I had to do was find out where I was in the morning, and call to get taken back, with no harm done, if a little shaken.  
I could hear the traffic in the background and a dog barking.  The wind blew a plastic bag across the yard.
What if I was not on a job?  What if this was my life?  What would I do next, then?  Who was going to champion those who had no choice?  I seemed to have morphed from journalist into moral crusader.  Was my intention so laudable?  Or was it an ego-boost?
I could just write a report about this night.  
Or I could do a bit more.
My inner PE teacher joined the conversation, urging me not to fall at the first hurdle.
I would do a day at a time.  Like a homeless person.

I must have fallen into a semi - slumber of sorts, as I suddenly became aware of a grey light everywhere outside.  I wriggled out of the sleeping-bag into my jacket and boots and took a long drink of water.  I would need to get more today.  I ate a slightly squashed banana and a cereal bar, heaved the pack back on and vacated my overnight accommodation.  The wind was still strong but slightly less gelid; it seemed to have changed direction.  South-west, maybe?
I had probably been walking in circles when I met a dog - walker who directed me back to the city centre.  I could hear church bells now.  Of course, it was Sunday.  I even considered going to church to be indoors for a while but knew that I would be too self-conscious of my appearance clashing with others’ Sunday best. 
Coming from this direction, I passed the retail park.  I needed to use a toilet, so I turned in there, stopped at MacDonald’s and bought a coffee.  I nurtured it for as long as possible, but the smell of breakfast became too much to bear after half an hour, so I headed to Lidl’s on the other side of the complex for a cheaper alternative.  I decided to look round the other stores as well, to keep warm.  Ominous dark clouds appeared in the sky.
Music grew louder as I walked on; a market had been set up in the car park, or, rather, an Artisan Christmas Craft Fayre as a flapping banner proclaimed.
I checked my phone; there was still fifteen minutes before Sunday opening, so I slowed my pace to browse.  Foot-stamping stallholders in fingerless gloves displayed their craftwork along a double row of gazebos.  There were brightly painted decorations, jumpers and soft toys, candles, cosmetics and cards.  I lingered by the cards, which were watercolours; I would have bought some in normal circumstances.  The artist smiled at me.  ‘You do look cold,’ she said.  I agreed that I was.
Just then, a rogue gust blew over one of the display stands, sending cards scattering.  Quickly, I put down the pack and proceeded to chase a flock of hand-painted robins across the tarmac.  Only one was lost to the wheels of a passing pushchair and I gave the rest back to the lady.  She told me to choose a card, so I picked a fireside scene.
Christmas shopping done, I managed to kill nearly two hours in the chain stores looking at clothes, shoes, homeware and even cleaning products.  Then, a growling stomach led me into the supermarket, where I bought a half-price sandwich, some clementines, a French stick and a large bottle of water.  My trolley looked odd in the queue at the checkout next to all the fully - laden ones with their tubs of biscuits and chocolates.  
Retrieving my precious pound coin, I felt the first drops of rain.  I considered going back to the shops, but my feet were sore and my back beginning to ache.  Besides, I needed to find somewhere to spend the night and it was only a few hours before it grew dark.  There was The Mission, of course, but that was on the other side of the city, and I wanted to save that lifeline until in desperate need of a shower and clean clothes, assuming they had some facilities.  I was not quite desperate enough yet.  I decided to try my luck on the old industrial estate and walked for about another mile and a half in increasingly heavy rain.
My trousers were not waterproof and were saturated by the time I got there.  There was no sign of life, and the place looked eerie in the December afternoon, abandoned like a ghost town.  I walked up and down driveways, checking the units and outbuildings, but every building was padlocked, boarded - up and alarmed with signs telling me to Keep Out.  Other signs informed me that I was on CCTV, but I doubted anyone was actually watching, as I knew the place was due to be demolished next year and redeveloped into a shiny new housing estate for people with money. 
I had almost given up finding any shelter, when I came across the tunnel.  Just across a large patch of waste ground, under the old railway line; doubtless it would be draughty, but dry.  Any port in a storm.  I started to cross the waste ground, then heard something above the wind and rain.  Voices. Coming from inside the tunnel.  It was already occupied.  I turned round to go back, but it was too late.  They had seen me.
‘Hi!’ echoed a woman’s voice.  ‘Hang on, it’s OK!’
I stopped.
‘We don’t bite!’ she shouted.  ‘Unless you’re a security guard!’
Then, a man’s voice: ‘Welcome to the tunnel of love!’
I turned back again.
‘You idiot!’ I heard the woman say.  ‘Now you’ve frightened her off!
She shouted to me, again, ‘Don’t run away, we’re not doggers!  He meant universal, brotherly love!’  
Then, to the man, ’Didn’t you?’
‘Peace and love!’ he shouted.  ‘Please, come in out of the rain!’
I hesitated, but only for a few seconds, as the rain turned sidewards.  I looked into the tunnel entrance; I could just make out three, no, four people inside, and what looked like firelight.  I took a chance.  I went in, dripping water.
It took my eyes a minute to adjust, to see two men and two women, standing around a single-ring gas stove with a boiling kettle on it.  
‘Hello,’ I said.
They said ‘hello,’ back.  They all looked quite young, probably in their early twenties, and all dressed like me.  The two men both had long dreadlocks.  There were sleeping bags along the tunnel sides and a guitar.
‘You’re just in time for afternoon tea,’ said the man who had spoken.  ‘Do you take milk and sugar?’
I did not know what to say, then the woman standing next to him added, ‘It’s OK.  We’ve got new tumblers from Poundland.’  
‘Actually, I could murder a cup of tea,’ I admitted.  ‘No sugar, though, thanks.  Wow!  I wasn’t expecting this!’
‘No-one expects the Spanish Inquisition,’ quoted the other man.  I laughed, for the first time in two days.
‘How come you know that?’ I asked, before I realised that I was being ageist.
‘Classic comedy.  It’s on YouTube.’
Of course it was.
We introduced ourselves over tea.  The woman who had called to me was Anje from Amsterdam (I thought I had detected a Dutch accent) and the other woman was Monika, from Romania, who spoke no English.  The men were Chris and Alex.  Chris described himself as a ‘professional hobo’, who had travelled widely, and Alex, who was with Monika, was doing some seasonal busking.  He proudly informed me that he had made ‘quite a bit’ doing carols outside the cathedral that morning.
I considered telling them the truth about my reason for being there, but something made me keep it to myself.  I was not sure what, exactly, perhaps authenticity?  I just said that I had to sleep rough for a week, and they accepted that with no questions; perhaps they assumed I was between houses.  
‘Do you know about The Mission of Hope?’ asked Anje.  I nodded and said that I was planning to go there midweek for a shower and a mattress.  They all, even Monika, burst into laughter.
‘What?’  I responded.
‘You really need to find that out for yourself’, replied Anje.  ‘Don’t worry, it’s safe and very clean.  The old Council shelter got shut down because of bedbugs.  No bedbugs would dare spend a night there.  You just must go to church.  Are you religious?’
‘Not particularly.’
‘It is all run by the Reverend Pitts.  He is very religious.  You will hear a lot about sin.’
More laughter.
I had to know now.  I really did have to go there.  Maybe tomorrow.  It was still pouring outside.
‘Can I stay here tonight?’ I asked the group.
‘Please,’ answered Chris.  ‘It’s not ours.  Avail yourself of the facilities.  More tea, vicar?’
‘Thank you.  I got out the French stick and passed it round.  Alex started strumming the guitar.  ‘Did you know,’ he asked me, ‘that ‘Silent Night’ was written for the guitar?’  He then began to play and sing it in the original German.  It sounded almost ethereal in the tunnel.
‘That was so Christmassy,’ I told him.  We then sung other carols and Christmas songs together, some with alternative lyrics which I had not heard before. It was a kind of underground party.   Apart from short visits to the waste ground, to avail myself of the facilities, I kept out of the rain for all the rest of that day, and, at some point, got under my sleeping-bag and passed out.

Another grey dawn.  I sat up.  The rain seemed to have stopped, but it still felt freezing, and I quickly got back under cover.  I lay there for a time, thinking about everything. Then I heard rustling.  I turned over.  Anje was sitting up and rifling through her pack. 
‘Good morning.  I have some coffee sachets in here somewhere.  But I don’t know if the water will be enough.’
‘I’ve got water.’
‘Have you?  That is good news.  Is Monika awake?’
I turned again to locate Monika.  She was a faintly snoring mound of sleeping-bag.
‘No.’  I extricated the large bottle of water from my pack and poured some into my drinking-bottle, then passed the remainder to Anje who filled the kettle.     
Something struck me.  ‘Where are Chris and Alex?’
Who was I, their mother?
‘They have gone skipping.  They should be back soon.  Oh!  I think I hear them coming now.’
I got out of the sleeping bag, intrigued, and went to the tunnel entrance to look out.  I had the absurd expectation of seeing Chris and Alex jumping over a rope in time to some playground rhyme.  What they were actually doing, was staggering under a pile each of cardboard boxes.
‘Home delivery,’ announced Chris, dumping his load just inside the tunnel.  ‘It’s a good score, even for a Monday.  They’re getting extra stuff in to waste because of Christmas.’
‘We have brought you ladies a champagne breakfast,’ Alex informed us.  He reached into one of the boxes and produced two packs of brioche and a bottle of Prosecco.  ‘Only just on the date.’  
Not a bad start to a Monday.

We passed a very pleasant day eating, and then drinking organic coffee.  We designed the tunnel’s interior with a home cinema, fitted kitchen and a hot tub. I suggested a serving - hatch, but nobody knew what I meant.  We played cards and sang more songs.  We discussed music, films, and books.  Chris lent me ‘The Autobiography of a Super -Tramp’[footnoteRef:2] which he had just finished reading. ‘We’ll be getting a Christmas tree next,’ remarked Anje. [2:  William H. Davies, The Autobiography of a Supertramp, Loki’s Publishing, (1908)] 


The next day did not begin so well.   
Either someone had heard us singing, was really sad enough to be watching the CCTV, or it was a routine patrol, but I woke the next morning to blinding headlights and two burly security guards, all in black and hi-vis. They had opposite hairstyles to Chris and Alex.
‘Are you aware that you are trespassing on private property?’
‘Can you get that light out of my eyes; I can’t see a thing!’
‘Who is it, the Gestapo?’
‘Turn the lights off!’
‘What the hell is going on?’
Chris got up, immediately followed by Alex.
One of the two guards was shining a hand torch along the tunnel’s walls.
‘What do you want?’ demanded Chris.
‘You people to leave the premises, please, as you are trespassing.’
‘The trespass laws are not straightforward,’ countered Alex.  
‘It’s straightforward enough for me; get yourselves and your belongings out of here, or I will have to call the police.  Is that a cooker? ‘
‘Yes.  Would either of you gentlemen like tea?’ asked Anje, sweetly.
‘Last warning.’
‘I’ll take that as a ‘no’ then, said Anje, picking up the gas stove and attaching it to her pack.
We were going to have to move.  We packed up.  The other guard handed me a piece of paper, with the phone number of The Mission of Hope.  We were escorted like sheep, to the entrance of the estate. They stayed there, on guard, in case we came back.    
And so, our house party was broken up.  We all swapped phone numbers.  Anje decided to go early to her family in Amsterdam, taking Chris as a guest.  It felt sad to say ‘goodbye’ to them.   Alex and Monika walked halfway to the Mission of Hope with me, and Alex gave me directions for the rest.  
‘It doesn’t open until four; we usually hang out in this little park just opposite to wait.  We would come, but there’s only so many busking days left before Christmas.’  I laughed and wished him luck, then gave them both a hug and set off, on my own again.  
I was going to a part of the city that I did not know.  The day was grey, but dry.  I was in need of a wash and a change of clothes.  I had run out of supplies, save one last, cereal bar, which I ate in two bites.
At last, I found the road, a quiet, residential street, with front gardens and driveways and walked along, looking out for some wrought-iron gates.  It took about five minutes, and there was the metal plaque, confirming that I had, indeed, arrived at The Ministry of Hope.  My main hope was a hot shower. 
I checked the time; there were still two and a half hours before opening.  I found the park and sat on a bench, opposite a pond, with ducks, and wrote up my journal.  Then I read some more of ‘The Autobiography of a Super-Tramp’ until quarter-to-four, when it started to feel decidedly darker and colder; so, left and returned to the wrought-iron gates.  I went in and followed a gravel drive round some conifers, to not, as in my imagination, an austere, foreboding workhouse, but a large, smart white villa, with a patio, where several people were gathered.  I joined them.
I stood for a few minutes without speaking to anyone, until a mass scuffle told me that the doors were opening.  I got in a queue up the steps into a spacious hallway, where a large, matronly woman was sitting behind a reception desk, taking people’s names, and contact details if they had them.
To my horror, she was also taking money.  Why did none of the others tell me you had to pay?  Perhaps they assumed I knew.
My turn.  I gave her a false name and phone number.
‘Fifteen pounds, please.’
‘I didn’t realise we had to pay.’
‘It’s for maintenance.  We don’t make a profit.’  She stared at me.  ‘And are you prepared to attend two instructional talks, by the Reverend Pitts, in order to receive spiritual nourishment?’
‘How long are they, please?’
She glared even harder.  ‘Thirty minutes.  One this evening at five-thirty and the other at seven-thirty tomorrow morning.  We always check the dormitories and bathroom in case anyone has lost track of time.’
‘Do you have showers?’

They had showers.  I parted with some of my precious cash, and she gave me a key to the women’s dormitory and two, perfectly ironed sheets and a pillowcase.  I could hardly wait for bedtime.  
After a long, hot shower I felt much lighter.  It was like washing the street off.  A poster, in the bathroom, informed me that, ‘Cleanliness is next to Godliness ‘.  I dressed in clean clothes and went downstairs to wait for the instructional talk and to see this Reverend Pitts in action for myself.
People were assembled in the spacious Common Room on moulded plastic chairs.  There was a rostrum at one end and a wall of books at the other.  I wandered over to look at the titles.  
From what I could gather, the organization had an American affiliation and was dedicated to the purging of Sin.  Sin was what it all seemed to be about.  Sin and charity.  I could smell cooking coming from the dining-room next door and my stomach began to rumble.   
At precisely five twenty-nine, the door opened and a tiny, heavily wrinkled man, dressed all in black, shuffled towards the rostrum.  He looked about ninety.  A scraping of chairs followed as the congregation turned to face him.   I thought that he looked like an Edwardian revivalist preacher. Then he began.
He was.  In a strong and powerful voice, belying his great age, he addressed us ‘lost souls’ at a rant, which he managed to maintain throughout the entire sermon.   He warned of hellfire and brimstone.  He raged against the evil Sins of licentiousness, lechery, debauchery and drunkenness.  He led us all in prayer in supplication for our Sin.  I heard a few stifled giggles.  Then, at precisely six o’clock, he stopped and shuffled back to wherever he had come from, possibly, the last century. The dining-room doors opened and there was a mass exodus of the common room towards the food.  
The stew was delicious and very hot.  I had three bowls with bread rolls.  Then I had a banana from the fruit pile and a cup of tea.  Then, I felt extremely tired.  I was hoping to strike up a conversation with some of the other people there and potentially use their stories for my article, but I decided to go and have a lie-down first.  I woke up to a bell at seven o’clock, still dressed.
The morning sermon was a replica of the night before, except that the Sins were dishonesty, idleness, drug-taking and gambling.  Was the Reverend really an automaton?  It was surreal, but I think most people were still half asleep, including myself.  Then, porridge, and more tea and fruit; I took an apple for later.  Then, everyone was expected to leave.  I returned my bedding and stepped outside into a sharp frost.
It was severely cold.  I had overheard a conversation at breakfast, about keeping warm on an all-day bus ticket and decided to do the same.  I walked to the main road and waited for the next Cityhopper.  I bought a day pass for seven pounds fifty, then spent the day riding different bus routes around the city.  The buses were all well-heated.  At one point, I got off at the Civic Centre, to use the toilet, and noticed an enormous porch outside the library.  I returned there in the evening, on my last round trip, to set up camp for the night.
I was still nervous after my first experience under a doorway, but I saw nobody at all.  It was bitterly cold and uncomfortable, and I got very little sleep, but I did notch up another night.  Only two more to go.  When the library opened the next morning, I was the first waiting.  The librarian gave me a hard look when she saw the pack, so I asked her where the books on existential philosophy were and spent the day in the warm, reading, and recording more experiences in the journal.     
The library closed at four o’clock in the winter and I had to leave the warmth and light for the icy near- dark.  I needed a hot drink and some food, so I made my way to a small parade of shops where I bought a takeaway coffee and some chips.  I was debating with myself whether to go back to the library porch, when I saw a girl sitting on the pavement with a dog.  
‘Hi!’ she said, giving me a little wave.  She was quite young, with long braids, and dressed like she had just come from a festival, with a loud, rainbow poncho.     
I said ‘hi’ and offered her a chip.
‘Would your dog like one?’ I asked.
‘Oh, thanks, he loves chips.’
They were rapidly cooling in the freeze, so I held one in front of him, and he took it very gently.  
‘What’s his name?’
‘Bonzo.’
‘Is he a lurcher?’
‘Yeah, greyhound cross collie.  He’s only two.  Just big.’
‘They can jump, high, can’t they, lurchers?’
‘They can, but he’s too lazy.  His thing is food.  He’s done quite well, today; it must be all the Christmas spirit.’
She took a scarf off a pile of dog food cans to show me, then covered it back up.
‘A lot of people care more about animals than other people.’
I agreed that this was true.
A woman holding hands with a small child passed us.
‘Mummy, look, a doggy.’
‘Don’t stop!’  replied the mother tugging the child away.
Some other people muttered, ‘drink or drugs,’ as they walked by.  A man suggested we ‘get a job, like everyone else’.  The girl just smiled.  A few minutes later, another woman crossed the road from the pet shop with a can of dog food which she put down on the pavement.  She opened her handbag and handed the girl a twenty-pound note.  ‘For vet’s bills,’ she said.
‘Thank you so much,’ responded the girl.  ‘Merry Christmas!’
‘Merry Christmas.’
Bonzo put a paw up.  ‘He’s saying it too,’ said the girl, and the woman laughed and went on.  I tried: ‘Merry Christmas, Bonzo.’
Again, he held up his paw.
‘Did you teach him that?’  I asked, impressed.
‘He does it if he likes someone,’ said the girl.  ‘He likes you.  Actually, would you mind just sitting with him for five minutes, while I go for a wee?’
‘Sure, no problem.’
Of course, I had to trust her to come back, but she did.  
‘Thanks.  My name’s Tilly, by the way.’
I told her my name.  
‘Have you got somewhere to sleep, tonight?  It’s starting to freeze again.  It might snow.’
‘No.’ 
‘Come back with me, if you like.’
‘Really?’  I was shivering already.  
‘It’s a housing co-op for women.  It’s twenty pounds a night.’
‘Ah, no good, then.  I’ve only got four pounds left.’
‘Sometimes you can do some chores instead.  You could help me tonight if you want, I’m on dinner duty.’
I thought quickly.  There was no point sleeping out if it was going to kill me.  Who would write the article?  Amputation for frostbite did not appeal, either.
‘Well, yes please, that would be brilliant.  I’ll carry some of the cans.’
‘Cool.  The pet shop shuts in ten minutes, then we’ll go.’

She told me a bit more about herself as we walked up to the house.  She came from a travelling family; did, indeed, perform at festivals and was ‘overwintering‘, as she put it, in the city.  I told her that I was moving into a house at the weekend.  
We trudged across the old council estate down a myriad of roads with names such as Bluebell Avenue and Primrose Way, my arms extending with the dog-food dumbbells, and eventually reached number five, Campion Drive, the Women’s Lodge.  Tilly pressed the doorbell.  Bonzo began to whimper in anticipation of dinner.
A small woman, of around my age, opened the door.  She had a slight moustache, though her head was fully shaved.
‘You’re late!’ she greeted Tilly.  ‘Who’s this?’
Tilly introduced me.  ‘She needs somewhere to stay for a couple of nights.’
‘The box room’s free.  It’s forty quid for two nights.’
‘She hasn’t got it.  She’s going to do some work instead.’
The woman did not move.
‘Everyone’s doing that at the moment because of Christmas.  We’re going to be short for the gas bill.’  
Perhaps it was divine reward for my recent devotions, but a hailstorm suddenly broke overhead.
‘For God’s sake, let us in Jill,’ insisted Tilly.  The woman reluctantly moved aside, and we gained entrance to the premises.  
There was a large poster on the wall with a picture of a nude woman and ‘Woman is a Force of Nature’ written underneath.  Tilly grabbed my arm and led me across a small hall into the kitchen.  ‘You can dump the cans, now.’
I gratefully put down the dog food.  Bonzo stared at me expectantly.
‘Just a minute, boy,’ said Tilly.  She waved me into a chair at the table.  Then she fetched a chopping board, a knife and a box of vegetables, with some yellowing leaves, and placed these on the table in front of me.  
‘If you get some work in right away, you’ll have your foot under the door,’ she explained.’
I nodded.  ‘I’ll just wash my hands, first.’
‘Cool.  I’ll put the kettle on.’

It was such a relief not to be outside anymore.  I sipped tea and chopped carrots, onions, potatoes, garlic, and cabbage.  Another woman came into the kitchen.  
‘Hi, Claudia,’ said Tilly, who was spooning dog food into Bonzo’s bowl.
‘Hi.’
We were introduced.  
‘Are you here for dinner?’ asked Tilly.  
‘I’m going away for the week,’ replied Claudia.  ‘Do you need a room?’ she asked me.
‘I do, yes.  Just for two nights.’
‘Use mine.  The box room’s tiny.’
‘Really?  Well, thank you.’
‘No problem.  See you!’  She breezed out.  
‘Wow!’  I said to Tilly.
‘Claudia’s really sweet.  I’ll just get this veg in the pot, then I’ll show you her room and the bathroom.’
I lay on the bed for a few minutes.  The room was spartan, but it could have been a luxury suite.  I still felt tired; homelessness was hard work, and I was not even on the street.  I could hear more hail on the window.  There was a pile of books on the bedside cabinet, and I took a look: iconic feminist titles and George Orwell, with ‘Down and Out in Paris and London.’[footnoteRef:3]  I planned to re-read it to put my privations into perspective. [3:  George Orwell, Down And Out In Paris And London, first published 1933, London, Penguin Books, (1940)] 

I went back to the kitchen for dinner.  The smell of Tilly’s soup instantly made my mouth water.
Four other women were already there; Tilly introduced us.
‘Food’s up!’ she announced, placing the saucepan on the table.  The women began to serve themselves.  Just as I was ladling some soup into my bowl, Jill came in.  
‘She hasn’t got any money,’ she informed the others, glaring at me.
Everyone looked at me.  
‘I, er, was hoping to do some work instead,’ I attempted.
‘She’s done all the chopping, already,’ said Tilly.  ‘How is the soup, by the way?’
A communal murmur of appreciation followed.
‘We’re short of funds,’ persisted Jill.  ‘If everyone just did a few chores instead of paying, we wouldn’t be able to afford to live here.’
‘That is a valid point, sister,’ agreed one of the women.
Tilly came to the rescue again: ‘There are some jobs which desperately need doing before Christmas.’
‘Like what?’ asked one of the others.
‘Like the fridge.  The compost bin.  The oven.  Who’s up for those?’
Nobody rushed to volunteer. ‘It’s the principle,’ insisted Jill.
I decided it was time for some feminist assertiveness.
‘You would have the same amount of money if I were not here, wouldn’t you?  I’ll send some money next week, when I’ve got it, to cover my food and electricity consumption.’
There was a general consensus that this was fair.  Jill, however, was clearly not a person to give up easily when it came to troublemaking.  ‘Are you in Claudia’s room?’
I said that I was.
‘Has she still got that Orwell book in there?’
‘What?  ‘Down and Out in Paris and London?’
‘Yes.  We agreed at the last house meeting that no books detailing violence against women would be permitted on the premises and that’s got a rape scene in it.’
‘Has it?’
‘It has.’
I could not remember that.
‘Near the beginning.’
‘Come on, Jill,’ broke in one of the other women, with blue hair and a lot of tattoos.  ‘That’s for Claudia to address when she gets back.  She’s got my copy of Radcliffe Hall as well, and they tried to ban her once.  Can we please just enjoy this lovely dinner?’
Jill scowled.  There was silence for a few minutes while everyone finished eating.  I got up.
‘I’ll start with the washing-up, shall I?’


I went to bed straight afterwards and did not wake until eight the next morning.  I showered and dressed and went into the kitchen.  I poured myself a glass of water and sat at the table.  There was a piece of paper on it, with JOBS TO DO heading a list.  I read it.  ‘Clean fridge, clean oven, take teabags out of the food waste bin, sweep and mop kitchen floor.’  I presumed that this was my day’s agenda.  Tilly came in.
‘Morning,’ she yawned, filling the kettle.  ‘You’ve seen Jill’s list, I take it?’
‘I have.’
‘I’ll help,’ she offered, in her good-natured way.

We toiled all morning.  The oven was a particularly onerous chore.  Nobody else seemed to be around.  Finally, everything was finished.  Tilly made us both some cheese on toast, then I took a mug of tea into my bedroom, too exhausted to go out.  I sat on the bed and wrote up my journal.  I finished ‘The Autobiography of a Super-Tramp’ and began to re-read George Orwell.  I thought his attitude towards women was very much of its time.  My little field study was very much of this one.  
I slept until late the next morning.  The sun was making a rare appearance outside.  I showered and dressed; I had run out of clean clothes to change into.  In a few hours I would be reunited with my washing machine, bath, kitchen, sofa and, of course, bed.  I would even embrace the housework, at least to begin with.  
I left Tilly a note, thanking her and saying I would see her and Bonzo again, soon.  I was feeling pleased with myself, triumphant.   As I made my way back across the city to the pick-up point, I passed hundreds of people out shopping in the Saturday morning sunshine.  And I thought I saw a little old man, all in black, coming out of William Hill, but that just might have been the sun in my eyes. 
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