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To my beautiful children, Bradley & Eloise, and to my many homeless friends with Dogs On The Streets.
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Prologue

Painfully thin and gaunt, he looked at me longingly as I watched from the top of the ward. The sound of bleeps and the whir of machines reverberated in the background against the general hubbub of visiting time. People were coming and going. Smiling friends and reassuring families, kindness and concern etched on their faces, were packed in tight, huddled into the cramped dormitories that ran off the main corridor. Looking around, it was hard not to be moved by the tell-tale bald heads, pallid skin tones and missing eyelashes as patients lay helpless in their beds, hooked up to state-of-the-art, hi-tech monitors, syringe drivers and drip lines. Children excitedly raised and lowered the remote-control beds, laughing as they emptied the hand sanitisers while scoffing chocolates and treats brought in for their desperately sick relatives. 

Mustering a smile as he saw me walk onto the ward, Arthur Dumbliauskas battled to hoist his tired body up in the bed, wincing in pain as he did so. The bright summer sun shone through the light blue, washed-out NHS curtain that barely covered the edges of the window.

‘Hello, Arthur.’ I smiled as I handed him a bar of his favourite Galaxy chocolate and a bunch of grapes. ‘How are you feeling today?’

‘Oh, Michelle,’ he said. ‘I’m so worried about Kaizer. How is he? Is he OK? He frets when we’re apart.’

‘He’s fine, Arthur. I handed him my iPhone, a freshly taken photo of Kaizer on the screen.

I had only known Arthur for a short time, but already we had connected; I felt as though I’d known him all my life. While I found myself worrying about him, I knew he was in the right place – and so too was his best friend and life companion, his beautiful Staffie-Ridgeback cross, Kaizer, who was safe and sound in the Dogs on the Streets kennels. A tear trickled from Arthur’s sad brown eyes. His craggy skin was weathered from years of rough sleeping, and his earlobes drooped under the weight of his piercings, but he was clean, well cared for, and had everything he needed – for the time being, at least.

‘I’ve got nobody on my side,’ he muttered through his tears. ‘Nobody to love and nobody to care for, except Kaizer.’

‘I’m on your side, Arthur,’ I told him, taking hold of his hand. It was coarse and roughened from countless years spent outside in merciless winds. ‘And I’m going nowhere.’



‘Will you come with me to speak to the doctor?’ he said in his fading Eastern European accent.

‘Of course I will,’ I told him. With my hand resting supportively on his shoulder, I walked by his side as the porters pushed him in a wheelchair past the legions of loving families. I smiled and whispered, ‘Don’t worry, Arthur, everything will be all right; I’m right here by your side.’

I could sense the fear oozing from him. He was over a thousand miles from anything that could remotely be thought of as a home, in a foreign country without his family, without his mother, without his children and without the familiar faces and things that comfort us in times of trouble. He’d spent years drifting through the unforgiving streets of London. Expressionless faces passing him, with the occasional kind soul buying him a cup of tea and a sandwich or dropping a few quid into a paper cup placed on the pavement in front of him and his faithful dog. Of course, Arthur was just one of the countless thousands who lose themselves and end up on the streets with nothing. But there was something different about him. Something that inspired me.

The consultant didn’t even look up from behind her desk as I sat down with Arthur in his hospital-issue wheelchair. I could see he was nervous as he clasped one hand around a clenched fist and looked to me for support.

‘Right, Arthur, I’m sorry to have to tell you this,’ she said, looking up from her papers and tapping on a computer keyboard. ‘Your test results are back, and I’m afraid to say that your cancer is in an advanced stage, and you have no more than six months to live.’

‘My God,’ I bellowed in sheer outrage. ‘This is not on. You can’t just drop a bombshell like that without even making proper eye contact. This is outrageous. He is a human being with feelings and people who love him. Show him the dignity that he bloody well deserves, you callous sod.’

With her wiry grey hair and thick-rimmed tortoiseshell glasses, she looked for all the world like a junior admin clerk processing an everyday task, an attitude born of years of repeatedly dishing out life-changing news to the unsuspecting masses. She looked down at Arthur and, like so much of society, saw him as the living embodiment of the ‘great unwashed’.

‘Madam,’ she said to me. ‘You will have to compose yourself or I will have to ask you to leave the room.’

‘Do whatever you want to me,’ I screamed. ‘But you will show my friend some respect. And it is Mr Dumbliauskas to you, if you don’t mind.’

She looked aghast, offended, affronted; outrage etched on her face.

‘And can I ask who you are?’ she demanded authoritatively. ‘What is your interest in this?’

Arthur looked at me. He was devastated; he had just had the news that his days were numbered. But a serene calmness had come over him and in that tiny instant, he had changed. It was almost as if the pain he’d carried around for all these years had suddenly been taken away. The consultant had told him that he was going to die, but for Arthur, this news seemed to have brought a sense of relief that washed away the anguish of feeling unwanted. 

‘She is my true family,’ Arthur spoke up, almost majestic­ally. ‘Michelle is my next of kin.’

My heart melted as he bravely spoke up for himself. I was filled with an intense pride in his courage and compassion for this lovely, humane man.

‘Mr Dumbliauskas,’ the doctor said, clearing her throat. ‘We need to start your chemotherapy straight away. If I can just ask you to sign here . . .’

But as the consultant passed Arthur the consent letter to sign, he pushed it away.

‘I don’t want any of your treatments.’ He smiled passively. ‘I just want to see my dog and live out my last days with him.’

Outside in the corridor, Arthur stopped his chair, and as I stooped down to his eye level, he asked, ‘Is that OK with you, Michelle?’

‘Yes,’ I told him, holding back the tears. ‘Yes, of course. I promise you I will fight your corner, and I will make damn sure that you live out your days with your best friend.’

‘You really are my angel,’ he said with a bright smile.



Chapter 1

Pop-Up Fun at the Fair

The dark places in which I found myself throughout my teenage years felt like they would engulf me at times. I just could not see a way out. Even though, looking back, I was probably being a moody teenager, I felt a real sense of unhappiness most of the time back then. I would often take solace in our family cat, Pimms. He was so cool, so distant and, well, cat-like! That’s the thing about cats – you know them and love them, but everything has to be on their terms, and that’s just the way it is. They don’t seem to really need anybody – except, of course, for my mum, who fed him every day!

‘Go on, Mum,’ I’d say to her as she stood in our kitchen cooking the tea. ‘Tell me the story about how you came to call him Pimms.’

With a wry smile, she would start all her tales with her trademark, ‘Well, it was like this, Michelle.

‘A fella I know came into the local pub one night and pulled a tiny little kitten out of his pocket. He said, “Anyone want a pussy cat?” And just as he put the poor little thing down, the kitten made a beeline for me, knocking a glass of Pimm’s all over the table as he did so. On top of that, we were about to move into our new house at Pimms Avenue; the coincidence was astonishing. It was meant to be, so I said “Right, little pussy cat, your time has come. It is Pimms o’clock!”’

Without knowing why, I would roll about laughing as she told me the same story over and over again. That was our beautiful little Pimms: handsome, independent, streetwise Pimms. 

I spent a lot of time with our cat, and I loved him dearly. He was my soul mate, my confidante, and he and my family helped me through some very dark times, but I was a teenager and I needed something more. No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t shake the idea that nobody ever noticed me. It was like I was the invisible girl. Night after night, I would lie on my bed, dreaming about being somewhere else, and wishing I could up sticks, leave and start all over again in a happier and more colourful place. So, when I spotted the trucks and caravans rolling into the local park, it was like a red rag to a bull. The very idea of setting up camp, carrying everything you owned and bringing all the fun with you on the back of a lorry, then disappearing in a flash, appealed to my very core. 

‘Penny, you’ll never guess what.’ I stood at my best friend’s front door, gabbling excitedly. ‘There’s a funfair that has set up on Broomhill Park. Are you coming?’



‘Really?’ she enthused. ‘But I haven’t got any money, Michelle.’ 

‘Don’t worry,’ I told her, jangling my pocketful of change. ‘I’ve got a couple of quid. Get your coat and let’s get going.’

From a very early age, I was left to my own devices, and if I wanted to get something, I had to earn the money to pay for it. I was up at the crack of dawn and working in a market by the age of eleven. At weekends, I used to clean cars for a pound a time. I worked bloody hard, and some days I washed that many cars, my hands sometimes felt like they were dropping off with the freezing cold, my fingers shrivelled up like turkey claws! 

‘But Michelle, it’s getting late,’ Penny said nervously, looking down their hallway towards the living room, where her mum and dad were sitting, drinking tea and watching telly.

‘Oh, sod that for a game of soldiers, Penny.’ I laughed, taking her by the arm. ‘Let’s go and have some fun for a change.’ 

The light was fading; it was getting dark. The traffic noise and the unrelenting city hubbub from the North Circular Road gradually faded away as the muffled beat of loud music took hold. Nesting birds withdrew from the chaos as dusk descended, their quiet shattered by the bright lights and swirling madness coming from behind the dense clump of trees down by the boating lake. 

‘Come on, it’ll be fine,’ I told Penny as we skipped along the edge of the road around the park.



‘D’you think we’ll be OK out here in the park at night?’ she worried. ‘Maybe we should turn back and go home. We could come back tomorrow afternoon.’

‘Oh, don’t be a wuss.’ I laughed. ‘It’ll be a giggle.’

Hoisting up our gleaming white rah-rah skirts, Penny and I climbed through a gap in the railings and ran across the fields towards the fun fair that had sprung to life out of nowhere. A park that seemed so harmless and friendly in the calm light of day – a safe environment where people walked their dogs, mums watched over little kids as they played on the swings against the background of whistles from football matches, and dads stood with their sons as they sailed remote-control boats on the lake – took on a very different feel at night. In the hours of darkness, it changed and became a place of danger and excitement: a place where anything was possible, and you never quite knew who or what could be lurking behind the bushes. 

As we got nearer, the muffled echo of the music came together, and the disjointed beat fell into place. The air was filled with Andy Williams’s ‘Can’t Take My Eyes Off You’ ringing out all around the trees and fields. ‘Dah de, dah de de dah de dah-dah de-dah,’ we sang at the tops of our voices and linked our arms together as we danced towards the fair. ‘I love you baby . . .’

The glow of the illuminations peeping over the treeline and flashing lasers bursting through the branches drew people in from the surrounding streets and houses. Darkened silhouettes approached from all directions, all smiles and laughter, looking for some fun. Penny and I joined the throng, marching arm in arm towards the bright lights, as the music blared and screams echoed from the rides flying around the wide-open spaces.

Everything in sight was on wheels with huge, big oily trucks waiting behind the scenes, ready for the fun to be packed away in readiness for a new park or town. Then the next morning, at the drop of a hat, it would all be gone, disappearing in a flash, with nothing left except a few tyre tracks in the mud and a covering of gravel and sand. I was both fascinated by and drawn to the whole thing, sucked in by the sheer rootlessness and nomadic way of life these wandering souls had. They peddled fun, laughter, excitement and thrills, and I was utterly enthralled. 

The smell of axle grease and diesel and the sickly-sweet tang of candy floss filled my nostrils as we got nearer. The grass under our whitened plimsolls turned to woodchip and stones, a temporary surface laid out for the adrenaline-packed, fun-filled week.

We hugged each other and giggled like the naughty schoolgirls we were as we ambled around the stalls and gazed at the rides. A dark-haired lad, with his shirt sleeves rolled up, skipped with a fearless elegance and poise across the rotating and undulating wooden floor of the waltzers. Madonna’s ‘Like A Virgin’ blasted out of the speakers as he leaped fearlessly from one car to the other, pirouetting with a death-defying swagger as he grabbed hold of the back of the brightly coloured cars and span them wildly, smiling and laughing as the people inside screamed at the tops of their voices. Dumbstruck, I stared dreamily at the way he strutted around the spinning cars, inches from harm but without a care in the world.

‘Oh my God.’ I held my hands to my mouth. ‘Take a look at that guy!’

‘Wow, he’s amazing.’ Penny beamed as I pointed him out to her.

‘Are you coming on with me, Michelle?’ she said.

My eyes lit up. Penny was as excited as me, and I knew she felt the same thrill and exhilaration as I did.

‘Yeah!’ we blurted out in unison.

Skipping up onto the platform, we dashed ahead of the crowds and plonked ourselves down, pulling the metal safety bar in tight so nobody else could get in with us. My heart was beating nineteen to the dozen as I watched the young guy going from car to car taking money, and chatting and flirting with all the goggle-eyed girls. We sat excitedly, clinging to each other, terrified.

‘Hello, my darlings,’ he said to us as he pulled down the safety guard. 

‘Fifty pence each, my lovelies.’ He smiled as he took our money. ‘Hang on to your hats now; you’re in for the ride of your lives.’



Slamming the safety barrier into place, he skipped onto the next car with his tatty leather bag of change hanging around his neck. His cheeky smile was mesmeric as well as infectious, and there was a carefree wildness about him. 

We started off slowly, then went faster and faster as the ride span into full throttle. Kajagoogoo’s ‘Too Shy’ played at full blast on the speakers, and I could feel myself sliding up against Penny as the engine roared and the waltzers gathered momentum. Just then, I couldn’t help noticing a little dog, a Staffie, sitting quietly at the side of the ride. He looked so cute, and had beautiful big brown eyes. As we came around again, he’d disappeared. 

‘What’s your names, girls?’ the young guy asked as he leaped over to our car, holding on to the back of it, poised to launch us.

‘Miiiccchhh . . .’ I gasped.

Just then, a powerful wind forced my mouth wide open and filled my cheeks. I didn’t even have time to say my name before he sent us spinning out of control. My stomach turned upside down as the adrenaline rushed to my heart. Screaming, I grasped the handrail tight with both hands as Penny and I clung on for dear life. The strong smell of burning sugar and the pungent whiff of hot dogs hung thick in the air as we cut through it at breakneck speed. The lights in the canopy above us twisted in a revolving blur as Michael Jackson carried us away into the stratosphere. I was in seventh heaven.



‘I’ve got enough for one more ride and some candy floss to share,’ I said to Penny as we stepped off. Walking around the fair, I was captivated by the whole place. Being there, out late at night without any adults to hold us back, we felt free. The rows of stalls were packed with people firing air guns at little pop-up targets, kids with their mums and dads hooking ducks on poles, a macho fella handing a giant purple teddy bear to his blushing girlfriend; it was a magical place. But what intrigued me most of all was the fact that in no time at all, it would all be gone, only to pop up somewhere completely different on the other side of town.

‘Hello,’ I said to a young lad wearing badly fitting oily blue overalls. ‘Do you work here?’

‘Er, yes, love.’ He smiled, looking at the huge spanner in his hand and standing over a broken dodgem with its bits all over the floor. ‘Are you having a good time, girls?’ he asked.

‘Oh yes,’ Penny said. ‘It’s brilliant.’

‘Do you live here, too?’ I asked shyly.

‘Yes, I live in that caravan over there,’ he said. ‘Are you from around here? What’s your names?’

We told him our names and started chatting. He told us his name was John, and he lived with his dad, also called John. The man on the waltzers, amazingly enough, was called John too! The John we were speaking to had been born on the road and lived his life moving all over the country, and sometimes overseas. I couldn’t believe how good that sounded. It all seemed perfect to me.



‘What about school?’ I asked. ‘How do you do that?’

‘Oh, I don’t bother usually.’ He laughed. ‘I have some lessons from my aunty and the education people are always on our backs. But we don’t care; this is who we are, and this is how we live.’

‘So, you’re like gypsies?’ I said. 

‘No, we’re not gypsies as such, but we live on the road like they do, moving from town to town.’

‘Why are you all called John?’ I laughed.

‘Why are you called Michelle and you Penny?’

‘Well, that’s what our mums and dads chose for us.’

‘There’s your answer, Michelle.’ He laughed.

‘So, where are you off to next?’ I asked, picking a piece of caramelised candy floss out of my teeth. 

‘Chingford.’ He smiled. ‘Well, at least I think we’re going to Chingford.’

‘Where’s Chingford?’ Penny asked.

‘Out East,’ he said. ‘Essex way, I think.’

The sugar rush went straight to my head, and I came over all giddy. John Junior told us that they were in the park for the next week, and that he’d get us some free rides if we fancied coming back the following night.

‘Let’s go on the twister!’ Penny said, grabbing my arm.

‘Bye, John,’ I shouted as we dashed off. ‘I’ve got a feeling we’ll meet again soon.’

We ran towards a giant spider-shaped machine. Lightbulbs danced up and down the brightly coloured steel arm of the ride that connected to the two-seater cars at the end. We stood in line, waiting for our turn as we watched the people on the ride before us.

‘Georgina!’ A large woman with a blonde rinse and set started shouting at the top of her voice. ‘Stop the ride! Stop the ride!’ Just as she got her words out, the car span towards us, and a spray of sickly foul-smelling liquid splattered all around, missing me and Penny by inches. A blonde girl sitting in the outside of one of the cars had started throwing up as the ride whizzed around. Each time she retched, her vomit sprayed in a perfectly symmetrical, zig-zag pattern all over the place – and even on some of the people standing in the queue.

‘Oh my God.’ We laughed as we ran to take cover from the projectile puke. ‘I reckon she’s had a few too many hot dogs and toffee apples!’

We had to wait an extra twenty minutes while the men of the ride cleaned the cars and argued with the blonde-haired woman, as well as various people complaining of getting covered by the content of the girl’s stomach. For us, it all added to the fun, and we jumped in a car – making sure it wasn’t the one the girl had thrown up in! The wind rushed through our hair as we span with terrific G-force. The car screeched to a halt and lost speed, before changing direction suddenly and whizzing back the other way. I caught glimpses of laughing faces as we raced past.

‘That was brilliant!’ I gushed.



‘Come on, Michelle. I’m for the high jump when I get in,’ Penny said as we climbed out of the car. ‘It’s getting far too late. My mum will kill me.’

‘Oh, five more minutes,’ I moaned.

‘But we haven’t got any money left,’ she pleaded.

I could see the fear in her face when she realised it was past ten o’clock. It was pitch black and we were both going to be in big trouble when we got home.

Penny and I were like two lost little souls, both on the outside looking in, with different interests and ideas to the rest, and we were always somehow separated from the in-crowd. Like me, she spent most of her time in her bedroom, staring into space and wishing she was somewhere else. Make-up and hair weren’t her thing and, like me, she wasn’t a fan of the Mod fashion that all the other kids seemed to be into. Most of the other girls where we lived dressed in black-and-white mini dresses and dainty fake Mary Quant strap-over shoes, with tight bobbed hair and severe black eyeliner. The boys wore cheap suits and fishtail parkas, covered in target badges, and dreamed of riding to Brighton on Lambrettas and fighting with greasy bikers, pretending they were just like Sting in Quadrophenia. I thought it was all rather pathetic, not my thing at all. But although I laughed at them for getting drunk at their ‘Mod-only’ parties, sometimes, when I was feeling a bit down, I would think it must be nice to be a part of something, a group sharing similar interests and with a definite sense of belonging. Penny was the only person I could relate to, even if it was in a small way. Day after day we sat in school, listening to the other girls drone on about make-up and boys – I was sick of it. I wanted other things. I had no idea what, but I knew I wanted something else.



Chapter 2

Out on the Streets

At home, things were not much better. I spent almost all my time in my room by myself. I was a loner, with only my cat, Pimms, to keep me company. Staring at the picture of Limahl from Kajagoogoo that I’d carefully cut out of Smash Hits magazine and pinned to my bedroom wall, I dreamed of other things. He was so fantastic, his haircut so ‘with it’, and their music was incredible. But while I thought I might have actually loved Limahl at one stage, I could now see he was just a pin-up, a make-believe fantasy and a plastic pop star. He wasn’t real, and probably wouldn’t be half the man he looked and sang like. Right from my early teenage years, I decided firmly that idols were not my thing.

Life was drab and boring; I had no interest at all in slapping on make-up and spending hours doing my hair to make me look old enough to get into the local pubs. I despised the behaviour of the other girls, spending their days in rollers, nicking lippy from their older sisters or their mums, and for what? Drinking lager and lime in a crappy old pub, trying to look big. No, that wasn’t for me; I wanted fun and I wanted excitement of a different sort.

To say my desires were a world away from my everyday life would be an understatement; I couldn’t shake the thoughts that bothered me. Time and time again, I found myself creeping out of the garden gate and out into the night. Walking along empty roads and avenues, passing houses that all looked the same, I often asked myself why I was so unhappy when the other people living here were not. Our home was in quite an affluent area; there were trees and well-established bushes, nice cars parked in neat driveways belonging to nice, cheerful families, who all had places to go to and things to do. I knew every inch of the place: the cracks in the pavement, the occasional faded paint spill, the street signs, and which way was which. It was all too familiar to me, and I hated it. That terrible feeling of doom hit me in the stomach as I wandered aimlessly underneath the orange sodium glare of the streetlights, crossing the road whenever I saw someone coming my way, avoiding all contact. 

‘Hold your breath till they’ve gone, Michelle,’ I told myself, fixing my gaze away from the imposing presence of strangers. My anxiety would only subside once they had passed; then I could breathe again. 

I wondered what kind of dramas might be happening behind all those closed doors. Already I’d learned that most people, like most situations, are rarely quite how they seem at first. I was no more than twelve or thirteen years old, but I knew I had to get away. 

One evening, with no more than a pound or two in
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