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INTRODUCTION
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There is so much in adult life that you can only know if someone has explained it to you, and it can be scary and confusing when you are expected to just understand things. When I first started posting videos on TikTok, I was initially answering questions about cleaning, but very quickly I started being asked about so many things that were completely unconnected to cleaning, from break-ups to politics, and so I thought I would write this book to try to give you all some answers.

When you are a child, the world just happens around you – the lights stay on (or not, as not all parents can always manage that), people tell you where to go and what to do, and food either happens or it doesn’t. Some of you will have grown up in a world that ran seamlessly in the background: you probably went shopping with your parents, and heard them talk about bills, but you didn’t pay much attention. Some of you will have experienced an absence of that, however, such as parents who didn’t pay bills, who didn’t buy food very often, whom you never watched clean and tidy, and who never explained anything much at all. You will all have learned some things – children always do – but once we grow up and leave home, whatever our childhood experience, we all find we have massive gaps in our knowledge.

Not everyone has parents to ask, and not all parents can give answers to questions – and, yes, the internet is a marvellous place, but we all know that there is downright dangerous information out there, and if your starting point is that you know nothing about something, it’s often impossible to work out if you’ve been given good, safe information or are being fed a pile of dangerous nonsense.

We all have massive holes in our knowledge – how would you know about sweeping chimneys, for example, if you’ve never lived somewhere with a fireplace? Maybe you’ve never needed to know the current laws relating to rental properties. And who do you ring when your neighbour starts shouting at his hedge? We aren’t born just knowing these things, and when you first leave home, you’ve not had a chance to learn – the old saying ‘you don’t know what you don’t know’ holds absolutely true.

In this book, I’ve tried to cover all the main things I think you might need to know. I’ve also explained where to look and how to find reliable information about all the many things I cannot cover in this one slim volume!

I’ve gone through all my content to get an idea of the most-often-asked questions, and I’ve also asked my TikTok followers what people want to know. I hope we can all agree that there are no stupid questions. Some subjects are covered in more than one chapter, because if you need to use this book as a quick reference as and when you need it, I suspect it will be handy to be able to dip in and out rather than having to read the whole thing!

I would also like to point out that I’m giving you the advice I have given my own children. I’ve tried to ensure it is accurate, but obviously I’m not a qualified psychologist, say, or a trained plumber, and I cannot stress enough that sometimes the adult thing to do is to ask a proper expert – I might be able to tell you how to wire a British standard plug, but for the love of heaven, PLEASE ask a certified electrician to rewire your house. Knowing when to seek help is important!!!

Throughout this book you’ll often find me urging you to look online – firstly, because sometimes a video demonstration is clearer than I can be in writing, and also because you can often get a more in-depth view of what you are looking for. Be careful about the source, though. As I’ve mentioned, there is a lot of misleading and often flat-out wrong information to be found online.

For health-related matters, the NHS website gives good up-to-date information; likewise, www.gov.uk is an accurate and up-to-date source of information on many other subjects. Laws change, and medical advice gets updated regularly, so learning to find the most reliable sources is a valuable lesson.

If you are unsure who to contact about a problem, it’s worth ringing your local council and asking. They can point you in the right direction for all sorts of things, from housing issues and pests to noise problems. But I will also put a list at the end of the book of links and resources that you might find useful (see p. 295).

Look for people with proper knowledge in their field – not just influencers, but verified tradespeople, proven cooks, etc. I see so many people giving advice that is quite frankly dangerous, all while claiming to be an expert, so do check that any qualification they claim to have comes from an accredited body.

After all, we’ve all seen the raw milk, anti-vax influencers and the like, and while it’s easy to laugh at them, these ideas are gaining traction – and they have the potential to be lethal. Learn to check information like this with trusted sources, and be very wary indeed about those who tell you NOT to trust doctors or scientists. There is a pernicious strain of anti-intellectualism spreading worldwide and it is extremely dangerous. The people who remember what life was like before vaccines and antibiotics are getting old and dying, so there is now a gap where unscrupulous people can squeeze in to make a quick buck. Life was NOT some wonderful utopia in the past – do not let yourself get sucked in.

I’ve interspersed all my advice throughout with examples of how I myself have coped with different issues – good, bad and amusing – to try to stop things becoming dry and boring. Also, I wanted to let you know you are not alone if you are overwhelmed by all the stuff you don’t know. My first flat had a very expensive water heater, for example, so I avoided using it – and then couldn’t work out why my plates and glasses wouldn’t come clean. I honestly didn’t understand that I needed properly hot water – so I simply threw all the plates and glasses away. My neighbour, meanwhile, couldn’t ever get the washbasin in her room clean; she tried washing-up liquid and a cloth, and yet it remained disturbingly grubby. So she painted it with a tin of white gloss paint! To be fair, when the paint started to peel off (about three days later), it did indeed take the dirt with it, but I’m afraid the basin remained awful for months afterwards.

The world has changed a lot since I left school, and you might find it interesting to understand how things used to be done. I find that sometimes this knowledge can help make sense of how things are done now. This is another trap for the unwary – the often-pushed idea that things were better in the past, that people back then had some ancient wisdom that we should return to. There is some truth in that – learning to darn a sock and sew on a button is going to save you money – but pasteurisation, for example, saved hundreds of thousands of lives.

As you get older, your experience grows, and we learn from our mistakes – or we hope to. But no one can know everything. We all need advice and guidance as we go through life. I certainly do.

I had no idea when I first went out into the world, and, as I had no one to ask, I made some epic mistakes. I still do, for that matter. You too will make mistakes, as did your parents or caregivers, but I’d like to think having a book like this might help make this whole adulting thing a little less terrifying. Obviously, you will read some things in the chapters that follow and feel I am stating the obvious, but quite often things are only obvious if you know them, so, if that’s the case, just move swiftly on to the next bit while muttering under your breath.

Perhaps that will be the very first thing for us to take on board – no one is always right. Every single human who ever lived is fallible. We all make mistakes: it’s normal and it’s okay. Admit you were wrong, do your best to sort out the error, and move on. Getting it wrong only becomes a problem if you either cannot or will not learn, and therefore continue to make the same mistake again and again.
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PACKING UP AND MOVING OUT
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So you’re moving out to set up on your own – either permanently, or just to university for term time, and it’s daunting. The first thing to do, of course, is find somewhere to live.

Types of accommodation

University halls vs private rentals

Universities have halls of residence, but many students live in house shares, and, sadly, many unsavoury landlords try to take advantage of students and put them in unsafe and poorly maintained places. The university and your parents or guardians may be able to help by directing you to the right people and making sure you’re safely and legally housed. Not everyone will have that option, though – many parents are so out of touch they struggle with the basics, and plenty more aren’t bothered about being involved.

Types of house shares

Flats and houses are extortionate to rent solo, so it’s unlikely you’ll be able to afford to live on your own. It’s more likely you’ll rent a room in a house share. There are mostly two sorts of house shares. The first one is where a bunch of friends club together and rent a house. They are all named on the tenancy document and are all liable – if one moves out, you need to get the document amended. If not, and you just drift off, you may find in a year’s time you are being chased for back rent or the electricity bill if the others don’t pay. I live like this, but the two other named tenants are two of my adult children.

The other is an HMO (house in multiple occupation), where each of you has a room you rent from the landlord, and each of you has a separate contract with him or her. These MUST be registered as HMOs, and the law around them is slightly different. You should have a key for your bedroom door, but facilities such as the kitchen and bathroom will often be shared. If you want to move out, you must tell your landlord, giving the required notice, and then he or she is responsible for renting out your old room – in other words, it has no effect on the other tenants.

The logistics: deposits, credit checks and guarantors

If you are renting, you will need to put down a deposit against damages, and your landlord will run a credit check and often ask for references and a guarantor. A guarantor is someone who agrees to cover any financial liability if you are unable to pay. If you wreck the house, run up huge bills or vanish into the night, your landlord can (and – I cannot stress this enough – WILL) chase your guarantor for the money. It makes for an extremely tense Christmas dinner if your grandparents have just had a bill for six thousand pounds on account of a party that got out of hand.

Your deposit must, by law, be put into a deposit scheme, and you must be given details of which one your landlord has used (see p. 13 for more information about this).

Remember your rights (and your responsibilities) as a tenant

You have rights as a tenant, and those rights will depend on what kind of tenancy you have. As I write this, there is a possibility of a renter’s reform bill that will update the current laws on renting, and which will hopefully give more protection to renters. Please look up those rights, as they will change over time, and make sure the information is reputable – a .gov.uk suffix means you’re getting the latest information from the government. There are some important things to be aware of from the beginning, though.

According to the housing justice charity Shelter, to comply with the law, your house or flat should meet the following criteria:

—  It should be free from damp.

—  It should not have an unsafe layout – for example, you should not have a door opening to a drop, or a stair you have to go on hands and knees to ascend (both of which I have seen).

—  It should have natural light – if not, then enough lighting should be available.

—  It should be well ventilated.

—  It should have both hot and cold water.

—  It should have drainage, and a loo and basin accessible.

—  It should have facilities for the preparation of food, and somewhere to dispose of waste.

Basically, the house must be fit for human habitation. You might have to share a loo and a bathroom, but they must be easily accessible.

You cannot just be locked out of your home – either with your belongings dumped on the doorstep or still inside. If this happens, GO TO THE POLICE. Quite often, the police will try to avoid helping by saying it is a ‘civil matter’, but it absolutely is their job to get you safely back into your home (see also p. 251). Once you’re back inside your room, it’s up to you and your landlord to sort things out, but it’s pretty obvious that at this point you need legal advice, ideally from a solicitor. Please bear in mind that solicitors do charge money, but if you have an obviously winnable case, they may agree to represent you on a ‘no win, no fee’ basis. This term comes from the fact that, in civil cases, the loser is usually ordered to pay the legal costs incurred by the winner meaning your landlord would have to pay their fees, but if your solicitor loses the case, you would not be charged. If a solicitor thinks they have a good chance of winning, they are often prepared to take the gamble.

If your room or flat is unsafe, does not have a smoke alarm or a carbon monoxide alarm, or is damp, mouldy or otherwise unfit for human habitation then Shelter, Citizens Advice and very often your local council are the places to go for help or advice (see list on p. 295).

Like your landlord, you too have legal responsibilities in your new home. You must keep it in good condition, for example. You’re allowed to be untidy, but you must not allow your lifestyle to damage the landlord’s property. So keep it clean, keep your landlord informed of repairs that need doing. My landlord is my neighbour and is stellar, but it’s just easier for all concerned if I handle the small stuff. I do not ever do any job involving the electricity or the water, though, because if I make a mistake I risk severe damage to the property.

You have to let your landlord, or their agent, or those they have asked to do repairs, into the property – IF they give you at least twenty-four hours’ notice. You can ask them to reschedule if it’s inconvenient, but you cannot just flatly deny access. However, if they start looking through your possessions or making unreasonable demands (asking you not to cook certain foods, for example, or to stop doing anything that does not put their property at risk), then perhaps seek help. If you have a letting agent, it’s worth starting with them – complain that your landlord keeps harassing you. If that’s no good, speak to Citizens Advice or perhaps Shelter. Your landlord cannot just let themselves in without notice at any time, but, if they notify you on Monday that they are arriving on Friday to inspect the house and you don’t reply, the chances are they will just let themselves in if you don’t answer the doorbell. There is a thing known as ‘quiet enjoyment’ when renting. This is the idea that you should be able to live somewhere without your landlord harassing you. This is enshrined in law (Jenkins vs Jackson, 1888, in case you want to know) and it states that a tenant must be able to live in peace without unnecessary disturbance from the landlord or their agents.

Avoiding scams and bad rentals

Do not pay a fee just to view a property, as it may well be a scam. It’s surprising how many times a flat that has had its details posted somewhere, such as Rightmove.co.uk, will then be offered on Facebook by scammers. Another trick used by scammers is to demand rent upfront – for the first six months or year, only for their victims to discover that the flat was never theirs to rent, and they’ve scarpered with a small fortune. Using a reputable agent with premises you can visit, and one with online reviews, will help avoid this. And make sure you look at the property in person if possible (of course, if you live in London and are moving to Edinburgh, that’s obviously not as feasible). Look in cupboards, and peer closely at new paintwork to see if they’ve just painted over damp.

A cautionary tale: a friend recently rented a freshly painted room. In hindsight, we should have realised something was wrong, as the shower room was neither clean nor freshly painted. After a week, the paint smell faded, the smell of damp crept in, and two months later the room was black with mould. I think my friend first realised he’d made a mistake when he went to get a fob for the door and was handed a cockroach trap, and asked if he’d seen any rats in the kitchen.

Look for the fuse box to see if it looks in reasonable repair and that it’s a modern one compliant with regulations. Is there a smoke alarm and a carbon monoxide alarm installed? Is the place reasonably clean. Use your nose and have a good sniff – can you smell anything unpleasant? If you get a chance, speak to other tenants or neighbours to see if they know anything about the place.

There are Facebook groups for people seeking accommodation in almost every area. It’s worth joining them anyway to keep an eye on what is available – but very frequently you will also find warnings about scammers or bad landlords. Do try not to get drawn into the dramas that sometimes erupt on these pages (plenty of landlords are members), but you can often learn valuable details about an area through them. As always be cautious, as lots of those offering rooms on these Facebook groups are scammers themselves – it really is a nightmare, so haunt the groups for a while and watch closely to see what’s happening. Think of yourself as a spy!

Packing up

Once you know for sure you will be moving, it’s a good idea to start packing up your possessions, even if you don’t have a definite date or place to move to. Packing always takes longer than you think, and it’s surprising how much you can do in advance. It’s also a good time to start getting rid of stuff you don’t want or need, as getting rid of unloved and unneeded clutter saves time and money on moving day. If you are leaving another place you are renting, this is also when you should start cleaning: washing window frames, inside cupboards, etc. Getting a place clean takes longer than seems reasonable, and if you clean as you go, it’s far easier to leave it immaculate when the time comes.

Packing tips and tricks

Pack things you won’t need for a while in stout boxes. Books and ornaments are a good place to start, along with things like Christmas decorations (assuming you’re unlikely to still be at your current place for Christmas). LABEL these boxes clearly. Once you have a definite place to live and a solid moving date, you can start packing everything else. The last things to pack are the items you will need on moving day – pants, socks, toothbrush, kettle, tea bags and a plate. Again – LABEL THEM CLEARLY. You can often get banana boxes from your nearest supermarket: they are free, very strong, and although there is a hole in the bottom, it is easily covered over. They have hand grips, too, and are big enough for many household items, yet small enough to be liftable if you fill them with books. For the first proper move I ever did, I filled a wooden tea chest with books – three tea chests, actually – and then was very surprised when the removals men insisted that I unpacked them and put my books into smaller boxes, because they were too heavy to carry. Things like bedding and clothing pack very well into those big tartan laundry bags, which you can buy cheaply. Again – LABEL everything. A trick I find useful is to colour-code rooms – blue for the kitchen, yellow for the bedroom, etc – and then use a label in the corresponding colour on the boxes and bags for each room, so the removal people know what goes where without needing to ask you.
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Organising transport

However you intend to move your stuff, organise that in advance. Book a removals firm, or a van, or enrol reliable friends. If you do involve friends, please check every now and then that they are still free and willing to help. Your move will not be at the forefront of their brain, and being let down at the last moment can be catastrophic. I try to get a few days’ overlap between one tenancy ending and the next starting, to make sure I have time to finish the cleaning of the old place, so that I get my deposit back. You may need to book a professional carpet cleaner, and please remember it is very often cheaper to repaint a white wall than it is to lose money from your deposit. Having an overlap also means that, if something goes wrong, it’s not as stressful. It doesn’t have to be a long period – you could get the keys to the new place on Friday and hand over the keys to the old place the next Monday, for example.

Moving in

Schedule of condition and inventory

As soon as you get the keys to your new place, if it is a rental, you should also get something called a schedule of condition, along with an inventory if it is furnished in any way. The schedule of condition is a record of the property when you move in, and it lists the condition of the walls, carpets, etc. The inventory, if attached, lists the contents – sofa, beds, etc – and should clearly state their condition. It should list everything that is in there, down to mugs in a cupboard.

Inspect and document everything!

Before you move anything in, READ EVERYTHING CLOSELY – mark any portion of the documentation you disagree with, and take pictures of everything! If there is furniture in there already, move it to check there isn’t an undocumented stain on the carpet underneath. The photos showing the condition of the property and its contents should be clear, not fuzzy. If the inventory reads, for example, ‘one double bed, Slumberland, clean condition’, it’s no good having a fuzzy picture. And it’s definitely no good if the bed is actually a Hypnos and has a sagging mattress and obvious stains and marks on it – because you WILL be paying for a brand-new Slumberland out of your deposit. Speaking of deposits, they must, by law, be put into a registered deposit scheme, and you must be given details of this when you get your contract. If it is found your landlord has not used such a scheme, you can claim money back through the courts. If your landlord tells the deposit scheme he wants to keep a chunk of your deposit at the end of your tenancy, you can contest this with them – but, of course, you’ll need proof, which is why those photos are essential, as they could save you thousands. Your landlord can also keep money to cover any outstanding unpaid bills, or damage to the property. They cannot keep money for what is referred to as ‘fair wear and tear’, although there is often a dispute about what this constitutes, which is another reason why having photos can really help.

If you skip this step, it’s possible you will have to pay for damage that was done before you moved in. It’s REALLY IMPORTANT. Email photos of any damage or discrepancies to your landlord or their agent, or both, upon moving in. This means you will have a dated record, so you can prove to the deposit scheme that, for example, the stair carpet was not new and clean when you moved in, but old and filthy, and then you won’t have to pay for a new one. Make sure you save any emails in a specific folder to ensure you can find them later.

Useful first steps

Locate the essentials: water, gas and electricity shut-offs

Make sure you know where the water, gas and electricity can be shut off. The water is usually a stopcock under the sink, but not always. The electricity turns off at the fuse box, generally, and the gas is usually a red lever next to the gas meter, which is often in a box outside. Check that the stopcock works to shut off the water, and that the fuse box is safe.

Read and record utility meters

Make a note of the readings of both the gas and electric meters when you move in. If you aren’t sure how to do this, just take a clear photo on your phone. You can then send this to the relevant companies to set up your account. I’m not giving instructions here as meters often look different. You might also have a smart meter with a consumer readout: these automatically send readings to the utility company. In this case, email them the photo the same day you move in, giving your name to ensure they switch accounts, so that you don’t end up paying the bill for the people who lived in the house or flat before you.

Confirm utility providers

You should ask either the landlord or the property agents which companies are supplying the property’s utilities, if that information has not been given to you already. This probably isn’t necessary in an HMO, as utilities are usually included in the rent. On that subject, if you are in receipt of rent benefit and you live in an HMO, please be aware that the benefit will only cover the cost of the housing – even though the utilities are included in the price, the body paying your benefit will deduct what they believe to be the cost of utilities from that. As always, it’s essential you check in advance.

First clean, anyone?

Once all this is done, you might like to clean – especially any spots where heavy furniture will sit – as the place will probably be chaos for several weeks after the move, so you may not be able to clean carefully for a while.

Moving on

What to do when it’s your choice to move on

When it comes to leaving, it’s hopefully because you want to move on – in which case, your contract will clearly state how much notice you must give. Please note, if you signed a contract for a year, and want to leave after two months, you are liable for the rent until the full twelve months of the contract is up. You might be lucky, of course, and find the landlord is confident of finding a new tenant quickly and so is happy to let you go, or you might find the tenant yourself and get the landlord to agree to them taking over the contract. However, if you just up and leave, it is very possible you will get a bill for a year’s rent (and if you don’t, and you had a guarantor, then they absolutely will).

So, whatever the circumstances, in this instance, you must give the landlord notice and, on the day you specify, you should hand back the keys to a spotlessly clean and empty property. After you both agree it’s clean and agree any damages, then the landlord should give permission for the deposit holding company to return your deposit.

What to do when your landlord serves you an eviction notice

You may find yourself in a situation where moving on is not your choice, such as when your landlord wants you to leave. Once again, the notice period will be in your contract, and you absolutely MUST get valid notice. At the time of writing, Section 21 notices are still in force, which means that your landlord can just ask you to leave at any point after the fixed term of your tenancy is up. There is, however, a plan to remove this, so that tenants can only be evicted for concrete reasons. Please also be aware that you must have had sight of the energy performance certificate (EPC), the gas safety certificate (if applicable), and the Right to Rent paperwork, or they cannot serve notice. Assuming the notice is valid, there is a regulated process that must be followed.

Firstly, it’s essential you keep paying rent – your landlord cannot kick you out without a court order, and to get that, your notice period must expire, at which point they can apply to the court. That is when you get a
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