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			Epigraphs

			On that best portion of a good man’s life

			His little, nameless, unremembered, acts

			Of kindness and of love.

			William Wordsworth, ‘Tintern Abbey’

			They call us rough sleepers – I am not rough, I don’t

			sleep much and my favourite thing is cathedrals.

			Simon ‘Spoons’ Boden, no fixed abode

			We gave them hope but they gave us

			something much more.

			Mike Matthews, owner of the Prince Rupert

		

		
			Map of Shrewsbury
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			1.

			Saturday, 14 March 2020

			In an olde-worlde town of steeples, spires and higgledy-piggledy black-and-white houses on a hill, looped around by a river along which swans glide between an English bridge and a Welsh bridge, there stands a hotel like no other. High up in the town, reached along a cobbled alley called Butcher Row, it is a hotchpotch of timber-framed buildings dating back nine hundred years where a Bohemian prince once lived, and overlooks a square with a twisty tree and the church of St Alkmund’s that was founded long before the Black Death.

			‘Let’s meet at the Prince Rupert’ has long been a common refrain in Shrewsbury, whether among ladies that lunch, businesspeople wanting to discuss deals, bridal parties planning a wedding or tourists wandering in wonder through the narrow streets of the medieval town centre.

			Inside, on this Saturday, a welcoming fire crackled in the lobby and guests sallied back and forth past the portrait of a long-haired man with a romantic air. This was Prince Rupert, the Prague-born grandson of King James I, who stayed here in the seventeenth century trying to marshal Royalist forces during the English Civil War, and gave the hotel its name.

			That day the Prince Rupert had sixty-one paying guests and the two restaurants and lounge bar had a steady stream of customers. The Camellias Tea Rooms were so busy that hotel manager Charlie was helping out alongside her daughter Gabriella, serving pots of Earl Grey and tiered cake-stands of scones, fruit slice and cucumber sandwiches while the tinkling digital piano played the theme from Titanic.
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			Upstairs, the hotel’s sixty-one-year-old owner Mike Matthews was sitting in his wood-panelled office, the prince’s old lounge, head in his hands. The computer screen in front of him revealed a summer full of bookings for the Prince Rupert’s seventy rooms, thanks to the crowds that were going to descend on Shrewsbury for its food festival in June; for Let’s Rock in July, featuring the eighties stars Adam Ant and Tony Hadley; and then in August for the folk festival and the Shrewsbury Flower Show, the world’s oldest, dating back to 1836 when only carnations and gooseberries had been allowed.

			Everything had been shaping up to be a good year. On television, however, as there had been for days, were terrifying images from northern Italy, where hospitals were so overwhelmed by a deadly virus that had come from China that they were running out of ventilators and doctors were having to play God and decide who to save. Some hospitals were so full they were treating people in car parks. Similar scenes were being repeated in Spain. Mike’s cousin in Malaga was sending daily messages about the fear that was spreading across the country.

			Mike called in the two fifty-something women he considered his ‘right-hand men’ – Charlie Green, the bubbly red-haired manager with a heart-shaped face, and Jacki Law, his watchful pale blond accountant, both as petite as he is tall. ‘I think they will close us down,’ he said. The women were surprised. The day before, almost seventy thousand people had gathered for the races at Cheltenham Festival. Boris Johnson, the mop-headed British prime minister, was playing the virus down, going to a rugby match at Twickenham with his young fiancée Carrie Symonds, shaking hands with all and sundry, and telling a press conference with his usual bluster, ‘I’m absolutely confident that we can send coronavirus packing in this country.’

			Mike shook his head. Italy, Spain, France, Germany and Greece were already in some form of lockdown, closing restaurants, shops and schools, and telling people to stay at home. ‘It’s economy versus life,’ he said, ‘and that’s no contest.’ He couldn’t understand why the government wasn’t shutting the borders, closing airports and seaports, taking advantage of being an island to keep the deadly virus out. It seemed to him as clear as daylight that weddings, banquets, business conferences and holidays would all have to come to a grinding halt.

			His mind whirred. How on earth would he pay the staff? Some of them had worked there for decades. Part of the hotel was leased – how would he pay the landlord? Then there was the insurance, the mortgage, the utility bills and what about the suppliers – local farmers, grocers and butchers, as well as Tanners, the town’s old wine merchants. He couldn’t just say, ‘Stop now, I won’t pay.’

			Centuries-old Grade II listed buildings like the Prince Rupert were not like a modern Holiday Inn you could just shut down. Behind the walls lay a myriad of pipes and wires that, if not used, could seize up. Water had to keep circulating or legionnaires’ disease could take hold. If the boilers were shut down, they might not restart. The pipes were a mix of copper and iron – if hot water didn’t flow, they would corrode. If the heating wasn’t on and air wasn’t flowing, mildew and mould would grow. And what about security: the hotel was a jumble of buildings with multiple entrances and exits, and it was right in the centre of town.

			You couldn’t just stop everything in its tracks. The Prince Rupert needed care and attention, like a living breathing thing.

			Mike was particularly worried about paying Charlie and Jacki, who were so dedicated to the hotel and had no significant other in their lives – how would they survive without their jobs? He’d read about Nordic countries that were putting in place a furlough scheme whereby the government would pay 80 per cent of people’s wages, which in his view was seriously generous. He couldn’t imagine the UK doing that.

			He called his bank manager to see if he had heard anything. ‘I know as much as you do,’ came the reply.

			Back home that evening, a few miles away in the village of Cruckton, Mike paced the lounge. The news on TV was growing more and more alarming. There were now over a thousand cases in the UK, including the junior health minister Nadine Dorries, and twenty-one people had died. Anyone with a high temperature or ‘new and persistent cough’ was being urged to stay at home for fourteen days. The stock market was falling. People were starting to panic buy in supermarkets.

			‘I don’t want to close,’ he told his wife Diane. ‘I need to find something to do with the hotel.’

			The next day as he walked from the car park along Wyle Cop and up Pride Hill, the main shopping street, people were coming out of Tesco and Marks & Spencer laden with piles of toilet rolls.

			In his office Mike began making calls and sending emails, offering the hotel to different organisations. He asked the NHS if it wanted to use the Prince Rupert to put up nurses and doctors from the Royal Shrewsbury Hospital who were worried about taking the infection home. He tried the police and fire service. Nobody responded. By that evening, as he left for home, he had given up hope. ‘What am I going to do with you?’ he said, shaking his head at the hotel’s black-and-white timbered frontage in the pink early evening glow.

			After supper he sat on his sofa with a cup of tea. Diane went upstairs to her room at 10 p.m., as she always did, but he stayed up, his mind racing.

			It was twenty-five years since they had bought the Prince Rupert and the hotel was his life. Dotted around the living room were photos of their three children: the two eldest, James and Camilla, both now hoteliers themselves, and the youngest, Alexander, who was at university studying hospitality. It was because of them that Mike and Diane had moved back from the Caribbean, where he’d spent ten years managing hotels such as the exclusive Sandy Lane resort in Barbados whose guests had included John Cleese and Michael Winner. He’d been having the time of his life there, but one evening, looking out over the turquoise water and twinkling lights, he thought about the need to find schools for their children and to be nearer his ageing parents back home, and decided he wanted a place of his own.

			Mike amassed a bulging file of hotels that were for sale across the UK, but something about the Prince Rupert kept catching his eye. He had never been to Shrewsbury on the English–Welsh border – like many, when he thought of Shropshire, he thought of Ludlow, its ancient market town – so was intrigued to read the description of Shrewsbury in a Frommer’s guide as ‘the finest Tudor town in England’. When he went to see it on a trip back from the Caribbean, he had just two hours to walk around, and never did discover if you should pronounce it Shrews-bury, like the long-nosed rodent, or Shrows-bury, to rhyme with ‘show’ – no one seemed to know – but it looked to him to have everything you could want in a town.
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			A view of Shrewsbury, engraved in 1771.

			

			Set on two hills with a dip in the middle and the River Severn encircling it almost like a moat, Shrewsbury has an astonishing 660 listed buildings and had clearly once been very affluent, with all its highly decorated black-and-white Tudor mansions and handsome Georgian townhouses on cobbled streets. Many of these had been the homes of wool merchants and drapers, who were behind the town’s commercial heyday from the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries. Its location across the border from Wales, on the highway to London and on the Severn to the port of Bristol had seen it dominate the trade in Welsh wool, and then in woven cloth, which went thence to Europe and later the Americas. Aside from its fine houses, the town had a Norman castle and abbey, a series of bridges and an ancient school to educate the scions of its wealthy, as well as the world’s first iron-framed building, the flaxmill, known as the grandfather of skyscrapers. That wasn’t Shrewsbury’s only claim to fame (and draw for tourists) – one could also call it the birthplace of evolution, for Charles Darwin grew up there. It also had a couple of old coaching inns – the Lion and the Prince Rupert. Both had seen better days, but to Mike there was something magical about the Prince Rupert.

			Buying it had not been easy. Even in its dilapidated state, he could not afford the £1.15 million price tag on his own, let alone the money for works, and his first partner in the enterprise proved unreliable. Eventually, in 2002, Mike managed to borrow almost £2.5 million to pay over the odds to buy his partner out.

			Since then, he had renovated, added bits and created a courtyard terrace; there was always something to do with a hotel. In 2014 he had sold off some car parking spaces and borrowed money for a £2 million refurbishment that had taken the Prince Rupert from three stars to four stars. Guests had included Margaret Thatcher, the Liverpool football team and Monica Lewinsky, and rooms went for as much as £225 a night. Mike’s wife and children had all worked there. He knew every nook and cranny, from the stone vaulted cellars with underground tunnels to the Jacobean staircase and the ancient rooms with their heavy wooden beams and ceilings that slanted so low you could easily touch them with your hand. He had even got to know the ghosts.

			The first rays of dawn sun were lighting up the tiles when he finally drifted off into an uneasy slumber.

			Around 4 p.m. that day, Monday 16 March, Pam, the reservations manager, asked if Mike had got the message from Paul on reception that someone from the council had called about housing. Paul was absent-minded and there was a frantic search to find the scrap of paper with a name, Tim Compton, and number.

			Intrigued, Mike dialled. Compton came straight to the point. ‘I guess this is a long shot and you’ll probably say no, but the government is ordering us to bring in all rough sleepers off the streets because of this coronavirus, and I wondered if we might use your hotel.’

			Mike was stunned. ‘I bet we’re the last hotel you tried,’ he laughed.

			Compton said nothing. ‘I had included the Prince Rupert on the list of local hotels and B&Bs to try as a formality, never expecting them to agree,’ he later admitted.

			‘How many are there?’ asked Mike. He couldn’t remember seeing many homeless people on the streets of Shrewsbury, maybe three or four in doorways. To be honest, he always quickened his step when he saw one, and if he thought about them at all it was to wonder why they didn’t get off their backsides and get a job.

			‘Thirty to forty,’ said Compton.

			‘Wow,’ said Mike. He invited Tim for a cup of tea in the hotel lounge the next afternoon.

			That evening Boris Johnson held the first of what would become daily briefings from 10 Downing Street, standing at the centre of three podiums, flanked by the scientists Professor Chris Whitty, the UK’s chief medical adviser, and Sir Patrick Vallance, the chief scientific adviser. ‘Now is the time to stop non-essential contact with others,’ urged the prime minister, ‘and all non-essential travel.’ He added that people should stop going to pubs, clubs and restaurants to halt the spread of the ‘new coronavirus’.

			‘I don’t think there’s been anything like it in peacetime,’ said Johnson. ‘Without drastic action, cases could double every five or six days …’

			Although there was some confusion – Johnson wasn’t ordering places to close or banning public gatherings – businesses started taking matters into their own hands. Top London theatres announced they were bringing down the curtain on their shows, even The Mousetrap, the world’s longest-running play. Airlines began cancelling flights and cruise companies said their cruises would be suspended until 11 April. One British ship, the Diamond Princess, had already been quarantined for weeks at a Japanese port after a major outbreak swept through, infecting seven hundred passengers and crew, of whom nine had died. If Mike had any doubt the Prince Rupert would have to close, it soon disappeared. Guests started calling to cancel. Before long only eight rooms remained booked.

			After lunch the next day, he sat waiting in the lounge with Charlie and Jacki. Through the glass doors they watched a man with long hair and long beard, dressed all in black, saunter up to reception. ‘Oh crikey, they’ve sent one already!’ exclaimed Charlie. Then the man turned and they saw his Shropshire Council lanyard.

			It was Tim Compton. He explained that the government had launched an initiative called Everyone In to get all the homeless across the land off the streets by the weekend, ‘as their immune system was all shot’, and they were considered particularly vulnerable to the disease and potential spreaders. Councils had been asked to round them up and house them in hotels and B&Bs.

			‘How long would it be for?’ asked Mike.

			‘We’ve been told up to four months, but we think it will be just a few weeks,’ said Compton. ‘Until this is over.’

			Jacki asked about funding. Compton said he didn’t know the details, but they would obviously be compensated. He was very open. ‘This won’t be easy,’ he said. ‘They are very vulnerable – many are high-level drug addicts or alcoholics; some are convicts. Many have not slept inside for years.’

			He did not expect Mike to agree. He’d spent most of his working life battling the stigma attached to rough sleepers, having spent ten years running the Shrewsbury Ark, the local homeless charity, before joining the council’s housing department in 2019. When he’d told his colleagues that he was going to the Prince Rupert to see if it would house any homeless, they’d laughed.

			‘Maybe you could take one or two,’ he suggested.

			Mike looked at Charlie and Jacki. They were smiling. ‘Let’s do it,’ they said. ‘We can take them all.’

		

		
			2.

			Thursday, 19 March 2020

			It was just after lunch when the first new guest walked in.

			‘Welcome to the Prince Rupert,’ said Charlie, sticking out her hand with her usual friendliness, while exchanging nervous glances with Jacki. ‘My name is Charlie and I’m the hotel manager.’ The staff were all wearing plastic gloves and surgical masks sent by the council, which made her feel like an alien and hid her warm smile, but the killer virus was apparently in the air all around.

			‘Chris Bennett,’ said the man, who was carrying a dirty rucksack and sleeping bag.

			‘Should they fill in forms?’ asked the receptionist, trying not to look scared.

			‘Just the name and arrival date and time – it’s two o’clock,’ said Charlie. You could hardly ask homeless people for an address or credit card for extras. ‘Maybe put Shropshire Council for address.’

			‘Can I take your luggage, sir?’ asked Trevor, the porter.

			The man stared at him. He looked okay, thought Charlie, mid-forties, quite clean, in smart jeans and trainers and zipped pullover. Not really how she imagined the homeless.

			‘What about the sherry?’ whispered the receptionist, gesturing at the crystal decanter with which they used to greet guests on arrival. ‘No, no,’ said Charlie, ‘let’s remove that.’

			‘Let me show you to your room,’ she said.

			Apart from the welcome sherry, Charlie and Jacki had decided that they would treat their new arrivals exactly the same as regular guests. ‘We have to,’ insisted Charlie.

			She led Chris Bennett upstairs to the first floor and opened the door to a room, showing him its en suite bathroom with Gilchrist & Soames toiletries and fluffy towels, the flatscreen TV, tea tray, ornate brass bed with Hypnos mattress, crisp white cotton sheets, plump Dorma pillows and fluffy duvet.
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			He looked astonished. ‘I thought you were just going to give me a sleeping bag and send me out again,’ he said. She wanted to hug him.

			He sat on the bed, staring. ‘It was all a bit surreal, going from being on the streets in the cold and the wind to being in a four-star hotel,’ he said later.

			‘Would you like something to eat?’ asked Charlie. ‘Sandwich? Jacket potato?’

			‘Jacket potato with cheese and baked beans?’ he said.

			Charlie went back downstairs to tell the kitchen, then rejoined Jacki, who was running around with other staff getting rooms ready for their new guests. They were removing soft furnishings like cushions, bed throws and extra pillows, as well as the leather folders with tourist information and the room service menu. This was not only to avoid damage but because the news was reporting that the virus could be transmitted via surfaces that had been touched by infected people. Door handles were said to be particularly deadly, so the cleaners were spraying them with disinfectant. They also took out the second bed from twin rooms to deter anyone from bringing back a friend. Lastly, they removed the tasselled ties from the curtains – somewhat alarmingly, the Shrewsbury Ark had told them to take out anything that could be used for suicide attempts.

			That day it was just the pair of them running the place, because Mike had headed to Gatwick the night before to pick up his eldest, James, who was flying in from Barbados, where in a strange twist of fate he had his father’s old job of managing Sandy Lane. James’s wife Lindsay was due to give birth to their first child and had already flown back to the UK, staying with her mum in Christchurch. The couple were going to stay for a few months in Mike’s flat in Bournemouth, which he had inherited from his parents, and he planned to settle them in then head back to Shrewsbury in a couple of days.

			He kept calling the hotel to find out what was happening.

			Wendy Faulkner, the manager of the Ark, and her assistant Rose Greenslade were busy rounding up homeless people from local streets, shop doorways and under bridges, and had told them that three rough sleepers would be arriving that day.

			Late afternoon, the other two arrived together – Donny McIvens, who looked like a little old man, and Chez, who was tiny, with weathered skin, clad in skinny jeans and bomber jacket, and didn’t seem to speak English. They’d been told he was Polish. Both had rucksacks. Chez also had a carrier bag, from which a teddy bear poked out, and a pile of blankets. Donny looked like a rabbit caught in the headlights and couldn’t quite believe that they were allowed to stay. ‘Is this okay?’ he kept asking. ‘Thank you, thank you.’

			He seemed delighted by the television in his room, and was barely able to take his eyes off it, once Charlie had switched it on. She wondered how long he had been living on the streets. She offered them supper but both just wanted a sandwich.

			‘You know what, I don’t think we can just leave them,’ Charlie told Jacki. ‘I’m going to stay.’ She only lived a few minutes’ drive away from the hotel and popped home to get a small case. Her two youngest children still lived at home – her daughter Gabriella, twenty-two, and son Fraser, twenty – and she felt awful leaving them. She thought of them as a trio, the Three Musketeers, but she could end up carrying the virus home if she went back and forth. Besides, she was sure they would cope. The pair bickered but never fell out – they had learned to cling together through all the problems with her ex-husband, their dad.

			Fraser was so scared of the virus that he actually seemed relieved. ‘Mum, if you’re going to work there, you can’t come home,’ he said.

			Charlie hugged them close, promised to call every day, kissed her two cats Henry and Tallulah goodbye, and drove off in her little grey Fiat 500.

			Jacki had lived on her own for a number of years, since splitting up from her partner. Her cottage in Telford was too far away to go and come back that evening, but she said she would bring her things the next day to stay. Her main worry was her eighty-three-year-old mum, who lived alone in Wolverhampton, but Jacki figured she could drop off weekly shopping for her.

			Neither imagined it would be for more than a few weeks.

			That evening they continued getting the hotel ready. The Ark had warned them not to leave any temptation for their new guests, so Trevor padlocked the snooker room and they began removing all the bottles from the bar.

			When they were finally done, they sat in the lounge with a glass of wine, wondering what their new guests were doing and what would happen. As hoteliers they were used to dealing with the unexpected and the demanding, from the opera diva whose agent kept calling from miles away to order her room service to the furry red handcuffs left in the four-poster bed and rolling comatose wedding guests in top hats into bed in the early hours. But this felt like dealing with the complete unknown – they’d seen these people on the streets but had no idea about their lives.

			They called Mike. ‘We’ve got three so far and they seem okay,’ said Charlie.

			He sounded more harassed than they did. Worried about all the reports of empty shelves in supermarkets, he had dragged James out of bed that morning, telling him, ‘No time for jetlag, we need to shop!’

			They had driven to every supermarket they could find – Sainsburys, M&S, Waitrose, Tesco, Aldi, Lidl, some as far as twenty miles away. ‘Everywhere shelves were empty,’ he said. ‘No fresh food, no pasta, just cereal and tins of rice pudding. Not a toilet roll in sight – we had to buy Kleenex!’ They had scooped up all they could on shop floors littered with empty boxes and plastic as if a stampede had been through. At one point in the chilled section in M&S, as Mike went to take something, a woman had shoved him out of the way with her trolley. ‘It’s a madhouse out there,’ he sighed.

			When Charlie came down to sort out breakfast next morning, the night porter told her that Chez had gone out in the night and not come back. Eventually they found him in the doorway of the Thai restaurant, just along Butcher Row, curled in a neat nest of blankets with two dollies next to him. He had not understood he could sleep in the hotel.

			‘We need Google Translate,’ said Pam, when they brought him back. ‘This is now your home, you are welcome to sleep here,’ she tapped into her phone and converted into instant Polish. He looked at them in disbelief, then started to cry. Charlie patted him on the back and showed him back to his room.

			A short time later the fire alarm went off. ‘Oh God, they’re smoking!’ she exclaimed.

			It was Chez. He had tried to go out through the fire door near his room. Pam got on the computer to translate ‘no exit’ into Polish and printed out a sign to post on the door.

			That day six more arrived. ‘Wow,’ mouthed Charlie as the next one came in. His name was Derek Tyrer. He was the first to look really bad, with an untamed ginger beard, and he was absolutely filthy and smelly, talking non-stop to no one in particular. A message from the council instructed them to put him in a quiet room because he suffered from ‘extreme paranoia’. Charlie took him to one on the first floor.

			‘Would you like some bubble bath?’ she asked as she showed him in. She gave him a big bottle. Afterwards she discovered he poured in the entire contents to his bath.

			Next to arrive was Mark Chapman, also filthy and smelly, with a dirty beanie over long straggly hair and beard, spotty face and dirty fingernails so long they were curling over. She guessed he was in his mid-fifties.

			‘Hello Charlie, how’s your lovely daughter?’ he asked.

			She looked at him in shock. How did he know her name? He explained that he sold the Big Issue outside Tesco and used to see her and Gabriella come in together on Saturdays. He’d been on the streets for thirty-five years.

			Shortly after that came Neil Hallam, a man with a voice so nasal he was hard to understand, who introduced himself as Stokesy, and Dave Pritchard. Both had long matted gingery beards and stank. Stokesy was in his fifties and originally from Stoke, hence his nickname, and had not slept in a bed for decades. Pritchard, who was thirty-nine, was covered in tattoos, including a duck on his forearm, and said he was known as Ducky. He had what looked like black teardrops tattooed under one eye, which one of the girls said meant he had murdered someone. He had been sleeping in the doorway of a restaurant near the river, where he said they wouldn’t even give him a cracker, and he seemed overwhelmed.

			‘I’d never been in a place like this,’ he said later. ‘The effin’ door handles are worth more than I am. I didn’t know, could I touch things or will I get charged for it?’

			The last to arrive that afternoon were a couple – Randolph, a tiny wiry man, and Tracy, a big girl with a pretty face framed by reddish hair and bellowing voice, who did not stop crying. They had been thrown out of another facility and had been sleeping in a tent, and couldn’t believe they had a safe place to stay. They came with a mass of bags and belongings.

			Tracy wept when Charlie took them to their twin room, touching the marble in the bathroom, and immediately asked if she could help with cleaning or anything. ‘I grew up around pubs,’ she said. ‘That’s where I met Randolph: he was cheffing.’

			Rose from the Ark had come to the hotel to help with the first guests and had accompanied Charlie to their room. She was a woman of few words but it was the only way they got any information as the council weren’t telling them much.

			‘I know you’re on scrip, but do you need a sharps box?’ Rose asked them.

			Charlie’s ears pricked up. Once upon a time she had been a midwife working at the Royal Shrewsbury and she knew that these small black plastic boxes were for needles. So they must be heroin addicts. A scrip, it turned out, was a methadone prescription.
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			A sharps box.

			

			‘Room 7 – champagne bottle in bar 6.15 p.m. as surprise for wife’ read the hotel’s logbook entry for that Friday. Already that seemed like another world. The last ordinary guests had checked out, apart from a retired couple who were regulars and two workmen in Shrewsbury for a job who were intrigued by the new guests and offered to help. Customers in the restaurants had dried up since the prime minister had warned people to stay at home at the start of the week, and at the end of Friday they closed the tea rooms. The Mother’s Day lunch for Sunday was cancelled.

			Mike had said that with most of the other guests gone the homeless could eat in the Royalist Restaurant, an imposing wood-panelled room with chandeliers, stained-glass windows and tapestries, and two knights in shining armour watching on from the fireplace. But the two women thought this was unwise. The tables were laid with crystal glasses and the walls were decorated with swords and lances. Nor did they want them to use the lounge bar, where regular residents might still go.

			‘What about the Darwin Suite?’ suggested Jacki, referring to the beamed conference room on the first floor named after the town’s most famous son.
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			The Royalist restaurant.

			

			‘Good idea,’ said Charlie. There clearly weren’t going to be any conferences for some time.

			It already had tables and chairs, so they converted it into a dining area cum communal room, bringing in a sofa, comfy chairs and the TV that would normally be in the hotel window showing promotional videos. At the back they set up a trestle table where breakfast and dinner could be served. They also laid out sandwiches and juice for lunch, but no one seemed to eat them.

			The homeless had all disappeared during the day. They had no idea where they went. Charlie found it a bit scary not having a clue about their new guests.

			They all seemed to know each other. Some of them were rather alarming. Mark Chapman had a way of flourishing his hands like a magician. Dave Pritchard was very loud, as was Tracy, and loved to jump out from behind the partition in the Darwin to scare them. Derek Tyrer talked to himself, telling them he could hear voices or was talking to God.

			Most of them reeked of smoke. Charlie and Jacki tried to keep them away from the oldest parts of the hotel, such as the twelfth-century mansion house with its Jacobean staircase, which the insurance company had told Mike was the most important thing to save in a fire, even if he had no idea how.

			Charlie was overseeing closing those parts off when Jacki called her to come to the kitchen. ‘The chef is throwing his dummies out of his pram!’ she said. The head chef had resigned a few days earlier and one of his deputies had taken over. Used to creating sophisticated fare for their menu, such as confit of duck terrine with poached pear or seared king scallop with truffle puree, he was unimpressed by their new customers. ‘I’m not cooking for the homeless,’ he said.

			That evening dinner was cottage pie. ‘That was nice apart from the pickled onions,’ said Donny when Charlie had picked up his plate. He had left a line of the offending onions on the side.

			‘What?’ exclaimed Charlie. Back in the kitchen, she asked the chef, ‘Is it normal to put pickled onions in cottage pie?’

			‘They’ll have what they’re effin’ given!’ he replied. ‘They’ll be asking for chips next!’ He was also scared of the virus, as he had asthma. Food deliveries had to be left for hours in the cold room off the kitchen as a kind of quarantine in the hope that any virus attached to them would die off. A couple of days later they heard him shouting, ‘I’ve gotta go, gotta go!’

			By Monday, he would quit.

			It wasn’t just the kitchen staff that were a problem. The housekeepers were terrified of going into the rooms of their new guests. It was agreed that they would work in groups of two. To start with, Charlie or Jacki also went round with them, and Gabriella, who had worked in the tea rooms, offered to switch to cleaning.

			In one room they found bottles of vodka. Cider in another. They quickly guessed that some of their guests were alcoholics. Dealing with these very different new residents was exhausting. They were joined by Wendy Faulkner, the manager of the Ark, who had been thrown in at the deep end herself, starting the job in January and immediately having to deal with floods that had rendered people homeless, then a pandemic. She had come to see how things were going. ‘You two look absolutely shattered,’ she said.

			But whenever Charlie spoke to Mike, who kept calling from Bournemouth, she assured him that everything was fine. He was dubious. He had told James, ‘It looks like we’re going to take in homeless. God knows how it will work.’

			Mike soon had something new to worry about. That night on TV, he watched Rishi Sunak, the whippet-thin new young chancellor, announce a furlough scheme in which all employees would be paid 80 per cent of their salary by the government.

			‘Oh my God, the staff will all just go home and get the money!’ said Mike.

			One of his friends who ran a restaurant in Shrewsbury called. ‘All my staff left, all sixty!’ he told Mike.

			Dame Louise Casey would also be taken aback. As soon as she realised the severity of the pandemic, the former homelessness tsar had come up with the Everyone In programme to get rough sleepers off the streets. She and her staff had been ringing round hotels to get them to take part, from budget inns in London to a caravan park in Cornwall. It would be a way of keeping their businesses going. ‘Turned out no one had talked to the Treasury, and as soon as Rishi announced the relief package some of the hotels pulled out,’ said Dame Louise. ‘One in Brighton kicked everyone straight back onto the streets. I was like: “Speed dial Rishi, tell him don’t f**king give furlough to hotels!” But it was too late.’

			Some of the Prince Rupert staff couldn’t carry on working during the pandemic, such as the barman, who had worked there twenty years: he was seventy and asthmatic so had to shield. But Mike began to get messages from others saying they would take furlough – receptionists, night porters, a chef, housekeepers, staff from the tea rooms. Charlie told him they had all gone home.

			He was livid. He’d employed some of these people for years and with a flick of a switch they had gone, no loyalty. ‘You quickly find out who is dedicated,’ he told James. And how could they possibly look after all the homeless without staff? Later it would transpire that the employer had to agree to staff taking furlough, so some came back.

			Thank God for Charlie and Jacki. They told him they had both moved in to the hotel.

			Mike decided he would move in too, after his insurance broker called to ask how he was planning to secure the building, thinking they would be closing it and worried about the possibility of fire or theft. ‘Well, actually we’re going to house the homeless,’ said Mike. There was silence.

			‘Don’t worry, I will be sleeping on site,’ he said rashly. In recent years he and Diane had grown apart anyway.

			The Lion, Shrewsbury’s other historic hotel, where previous guests had included Charles Dickens, Benjamin Disraeli and Niccolo Paganini, had changed its mind about taking in homeless and had closed down, ejecting its residents. Back at the Prince Rupert, more and more rough sleepers kept arriving.

			One of the new arrivals was a young man called Tommo. After checking in, he went outside for a smoke. Not long after, Jacki happened to glance out a window. Tommo was bent double with his head in the flowerbed as if he were eating the flowers. She beckoned Charlie over. ‘What’s he doing?’ she asked.

			They went outside. ‘I think he’s on something,’ said Charlie.

			‘Tommo! Tommo!’ they shouted. Eventually he came to and stood up, zombie-like, his eyes red and hazy. They pushed him inside and up the stairs, swaying from side to side like a praying mantis, with one of the security guards behind them.

			‘What is it? What has he taken?’ asked Jacki.

			It was their first encounter with mamba, a synthetic cannabis substitute that was cheaper than weed and more potent. ‘Will he be okay? Shall I Google what to do?’ she wondered.

			Tommo had passed out on the bed but he seemed okay, so they left him. When they came down, another Polish man, called Christian, had arrived and they put him in the room next to Chez so they could talk to each other. Also among the new arrivals was a couple, Julie and Andy, who like Randolph and Tracy had been living in a tent under one of the bridges. Andy was very tall and never seemed to stop moving, while Julie was rail-thin, white-faced and tearful.

			Next came Shaggy, a gruff man with a ginger beard, in his thirties, nicknamed after the character from Scooby-Doo, and Martin Pippard, thirty-three, a wiry man who had been sleeping near the river in a concrete alcove under Telford Way until the floods had forced him out. ‘I had a bit of carpet under me and a sleeping bag and pillow, that’s it,’ he said.

			The problem was the Ark didn’t seem to want to give out much information about the rough sleepers, seeing that as the responsibility of the council. But the council workers who came to process them usually worked in an office two miles away and had names but did not know the individuals.

			Along with Mark Chapman and Dave Pritchard, Charlie and Jacki realised Martin Pippard and Tracy were alcoholics as well, from all the bottles in their rooms. Soon they would see them flat-out drunk.

			Gradually the staff of the Prince Rupert gleaned a few details. Shaggy had set fire to his school at the age of nine. Tommo had just come out of prison. Dave Pritchard and Martin Pippard had been in jail for assault more times than they could remember. Tracy had started drinking at an early age from the drip trays under the beer taps in her grandad’s pub.

			‘Oh God,’ Charlie said to Jacki. ‘Mr M is going to flip, his beautiful hotel will be trashed.’

			That day Mike left Bournemouth to head back to the hotel. He called from the motorway.

			‘You’re not going to like this …’ began Charlie.
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			Tuesday, 24 March 2020

			Mike didn’t recognise his own hotel. Two burly security guards had appeared on the door in unfamiliar uniform. The tea rooms were shuttered and the TV set showing promotional videos had disappeared from the lobby window. There was a large bottle of sanitiser at the entrance and one of the guards pointed a temperature gun at his forehead. Inside, everyone was wearing masks and gloves as if it were a hospital. At reception stood a couple of young women he didn’t recognise – from the council, he later learned. In the lounge bar, instead of ladies who lunch, there were unfamiliar people sitting at laptops who looked at him like he was intruding – staff from the Ark. It felt horrible.

			The usually bustling streets outside were deserted, and the town’s many boutiques and cafés were closed. The night before, an unusually sober-looking Boris Johnson had made a speech to the nation, announcing, ‘From this evening I must give the British people a very simple instruction – you must stay at home.’ Only supermarkets and food shops could remain open. He called the virus ‘the biggest threat this country has faced for decades’. And so had begun the country’s first national lockdown.

			The UK death toll had now reached 335. Mike’s cousin in Spain, where they were about two weeks ahead, was sending ever more apocalyptic messages. There, more than two thousand people had died, so many that an ice rink in Madrid had been turned into a makeshift morgue. Soldiers had been drafted in and had found old people dead and abandoned in care homes. Mike shivered as he wondered if they were heading the same way.

			There was another reason to shiver – the hotel was cold. The heating seemed to be off. He wandered into the kitchen. Every surface was crammed with stuff: loaves of bread, boxes of eggs, crates of fruit and veg, packets of sandwiches. ‘Donations,’ said Charlie, emerging from behind him. ‘Something called the Food Hub is sending us all the things they normally send to the Ark. Don’t touch them!’ she exclaimed as he went to pick up a sandwich. ‘We are supposed to quarantine everything for a day. And wash the eggs.’

			She looked different, too, in jeans, jumper and leopard-print Doc Martens instead of her usual smart suit and heels, though he was relieved to see her.

			‘How’s it going?’ he asked.

			‘Okay …’ she began.

			‘Why is it so chilly?’

			‘The guests complained about being too hot. I guess they are used to being outside. They’ve all got their windows open.’

			‘Which room are you in?’ he asked.

			‘206.’

			The Princess Charlotte Suite. Exactly the room he’d been thinking about on the drive up. It had a four-poster bed, a spacious bathroom with an oversized bath, a desk and a sofa to watch sport on TV, not to mention a lovely view of St Alkmund’s and across Butcher Row to the old black-and-white timbered Abbot’s House and the rooftops beyond.

			‘I’ll go in room 209 then,’ he said, trying not to sound put out.

			‘Oh, Jax is in there,’ she said.

			That was annoying. His favourite room was actually the Prince Maurice Suite in the twelfth-century mansion house at the back, a lovely quiet room with wooden beams, a king-size bed, Victorian roll-top bath and antique chaise longue, where previous guests had included the astronomer Sir Patrick Moore and Colin Tennant, 3rd Baron Glenconner, the owner of Mustique. But he thought he needed to be at the front to keep an eye on things.

			[image: ]

			In the end he decided to take a room on the third floor, which was small but had a terrace with views over the church and square, and it was good for sunning and watching what was going on. ‘So where are our new guests?’ asked Mike.

			‘Having dinner in the Darwin. Come and see.’

			He followed Charlie upstairs to peep in. There were about fourteen of them in the suite, mostly men, eating bowls of chilli con carne with garlic bread. Some of them had no shoes or socks on, he noticed. They seemed very quiet.

			‘I think they are scared of us,’ she said. ‘From stories they have told us, they have been treated awfully in the past. They are very wary of people.’

			The next day Mike drove home to get his clothes and whatever he needed for the next few weeks. Inside the house, Diane backed away from him. As he went from room to room collecting things, she followed at a distance, spraying Dettol on door handles and everything he touched. Everyone was paranoid about catching the virus from surfaces and having recently recovered from pleurisy and, before that, breast cancer, she had even more reason to be concerned. Most of those dying were the elderly and she worried about passing it on to her ninety year old mother in a nursing home in Devon.

			‘I can only do this if I stay in the hotel,’ he told her. ‘I need to be there for the insurance and I can’t come back and forth because of the virus.’

			She nodded. Their old ginger-and-white cat Tango appeared, rubbing up against his legs. Could he stroke him? Could cats carry the virus?

			His head a blur, Mike began stuffing belongings into cases – clothes, toiletries, his weights. He looked wistfully at his electric guitar but thought better of it. Alexander, his youngest son, emerged from his room. His university, like all of them, had been closed. ‘I’m going to stay in the hotel for a bit,’ said Mike.

			As he got in the car and drove away, it felt eerie not knowing exactly what he was heading off to or for how long. The roads were empty.

			Once again the hotel felt like a different building. He spotted some bearded characters lounging on the bench across the way on the church square. Some of them were smoking roll-ups and one seemed to be rolling the biggest spliff he had ever seen.

			‘I think I should make a speech,’ he told Jacki and Charlie. ‘You know, welcome them and let them know who I am.’

			Neither of the women thought this a good idea but he was determined, so that evening they called everyone as usual for supper in the Darwin Suite. Mike drew himself up to his full six foot two and cleared his throat, his left eye twitching as it did when he was tense.

			‘I’m Mike Matthews, owner of the hotel,’ he began. ‘I want to welcome you, it’s lovely you are here. This will be challenging for you all,’ he went on. ‘You’re not used to living in a building or to us. And we’re not used to you. But we want to make this home for you. As hoteliers we are used to providing a service. Whilst staying with us you will be treated as regular guests. Anything we can do, let us know.’

			‘For God’s sake, no one’s listening,’ Charlie whispered to Jacki.

			Mike went on to talk about Covid, which he called ‘this terrible virus sweeping the world’, reminding them not to touch each other and to wash their hands thoroughly and use sanitiser. ‘I know you are all used to being free but we must all be careful and protect each other,’ he ended.

			Afterwards Randolph and Tracy came to thank him, to his horror sticking out their hands to shake his. He washed them thoroughly afterwards. Randolph told him that twenty years earlier he had worked in the hotel’s kitchens. ‘You were trouble then,’ laughed Mike, though he didn’t remember him.

			Walking around the corridors the next day, Mike saw one or two of the new guests with their shirts off and was shocked at how skinny they were, with their ribs sticking out. When they were slumped in doorways in duffel coats he would never have realised.

			‘We must feed these guys up,’ he urged Charlie. ‘If nothing else we can make them healthy.’

			She had told Mike about the chef quitting. Since then, the previous head chef had helped out for a few days to prepare some meals and go through everything in the fridges that could be used. He’d made some tomato sauces to keep, sorted out lamb shanks that could be used for a casserole and whipped up a sticky toffee pudding. But he had now left.

			‘We need to get a chef in who will cook hearty food, good nourishing fare from fresh ingredients,’ said Mike.

			‘No, I will do it,’ said Charlie.

			‘Is there no end to your talents?’ he laughed.

			‘Look, I’ve brought up three ravenous boys. And I used to cook at Gary’s social club for all those football players …’

			‘Seriously, do you have time?’

			Charlie nodded. She relished it. She was a confident cook, who didn’t need to measure ingredients. Though petite and mostly vegetarian, she loved feeding others.

			From then on, every afternoon she would disappear into the kitchen, Jacki in tow, and begin chopping onions, carrots and potatoes. She started making vast toad in the holes, vats of chilli con carne, huge lasagnes, enormous bread and butter puddings, and apple and pear crumbles. She quickly worked out that they had to have dessert, and always with custard. Stokesy, who rolled the huge spliffs, turned out to adore banana flavour Angel Delight.

			On Sundays there would be roast with all the trimmings.

			Most of the new guests were hugely grateful, except Derek Tyrer who ran away whenever they tried to talk to him and wandered around muttering, ‘This is just a money-making exercise.’

			If the homeless were wary of the staff, they were even more scared of coronavirus. The new government restrictions allowed people out only once a day for exercise or essential shopping for food or medicine. Many of the addicts were on methadone, an opioid in the form of green linctus syrup, which blocked the high from heroin. It was mostly prescribed on a daily basis because it was just as addictive, so each day they would go out to collect it. Sometimes they stole from each other.

			With nothing else for them to do but watch the endless, ever more alarming coverage on TV, they started hanging round the hotel more. ‘We need things for them to do,’ said Charlie. She nipped back home one day to bring in all her DVDs.

			Wendy promised to bring in some games from the Ark. First she brought children’s games – small plastic skittles and a bow and arrow, which were quickly broken. Later she sent over a Wii game console and Martin started playing the boxing game obsessively. Eventually they learned he had once been a semi-pro welterweight. ‘I had a lot of anger management problems because of my stepdad and I banged him out when I was fourteen after he hit my mum,’ he said. ‘But then I watched Rocky and asked if I could start boxing. It was the best thing I ever did in my life. I used to train all week and travel round the country to fight, even to Scotland.’

			Mike brought in a pool table and the hotel put out a message on a local Facebook group asking for anything. The local prison sent them a ping pong table. Charlie strung some fairy lights from the vast Tudor beams.

			‘It’s brilliant what you’re doing for us,’ said Stokesy one day, bringing tears to her eyes. ‘Outside, everyone treats us like dogs, but even dogs have kennels.’

			‘I’m going to stop wearing PPE,’ Charlie told Jacki after the first week. ‘It’s creating a barrier between us and them.’

			‘What about the risk of getting coronavirus?’ asked Jacki. ‘People are dying.’

			‘We’re all living here together in a bubble, just a big one. It just
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