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CHAPTER 1

It started with a death

The temperature hovered around freezing as the darkness started to give way to another late-December day. The small Suffolk town of Lowestoft, perched on the most easterly coast in the UK, was, like all mornings, the first to see the sun rise, hazy and red against the freezing mist that hung in the air.

As light licked the icy fronds of grass in the quiet gardens of the quiet town, it fell too upon a strange shape. There was something terrible where the day should be. Something casting its shadow on the morning, silent as a secret: a body.

Tony pulled up his hood as he walked along the hushed main road, the whisky in his stomach keeping him warmer than the thin, olive-coloured jacket he had on. Christmas had come and gone, two days past, and while the holiday had remained stubbornly snow-free, the days before and after had compensated with freezing rain and sludgy ice. The chill still remained. It bored deep into the skin, as deep as the bone.

The roads were empty and around him the warm glow of windows framed the happy gatherings of families sitting down to the last of the leftovers, children sifting the remaining, inferior chocolates from rattling tin boxes. This walk was etched in Tony’s muscle memory – he was heading home.

Except he wasn’t.

Tony no longer owned the compact, semi-detached house on Priors Close. Number 1. A house he had called home for twenty years. Set on a quiet street, the windows of the six houses on one side reflected back the twinkling Christmas lights of their mirrored partners on the other. This was a place where families came to settle, where pensioners nested the fortunes of a lifetime’s work into the surety of sand-coloured brick. As the building developers had categorized them, these were not homes but ‘Professional Rewards’, the privilege of ‘experienced professionals in successful careers enjoying financial comfort in suburban homes’.

Tony hadn’t lived there for three months, not since the police and bailiffs had come and kicked him out, pulling him from the building, changing the locks.

He turned off the main road and into his old street. A haggard, wild-eyed man, out of place among the Christmas lights and neatly trimmed hedges. Was that a curtain twitching? The residents here kept an eye on each other. Months later, walking down the same street, I had felt the itching sensation of eyes on my skin – turning quickly, I had spotted a face, frozen and placid, behind a double-glazed window.

Had anyone seen Tony as he entered his old driveway? Was he watched as he slipped down the weed-lined path that ran along the side of his house, into the back garden?

The decking in the backyard was cold and wet, and yet, incongruously, the garden chairs were still out, a hangover from better, summer days. He settled himself down in one, his thin frame pressing against the icy plastic, twisted the cap from the deep-blue bottle of Haig Club whisky he had brought with him and raised it to his lips like a silent prayer. No one was telling him he wasn’t allowed home.

The next day Tony’s younger brother, Jeremy, drove over to their mother’s house to check in on her. She had called the day before, her voice thin and terse on the line. Tony had gone out wandering again and she was worried. Jeremy had sloped into his four-by-four and driven around the neighbourhood looking for his brother, as he had done so many times before. Tony would wander off so often that Jeremy had taken to sticking lengths of cotton thread across the doors so he would know if his brother had been in or out that day.

Once, driving into town, he had noticed a cluster of people on the side of the road gathered around a prostrate figure. He knew immediately who it was: Tony, passed out on his way back from the off-licence.

That day he had found him. This time he didn’t.

It was the next morning, just as he was helping his elderly mother out of her house to get to a doctor’s appointment, that the police car swung into the drive. Jeremy sighed, wondering what his brother had done now. The policeman’s voice was flat and grave: ‘I think we’d best have a talk.’

That was it, then. It had happened. Something had gone terribly wrong.

On the afternoon of 27 December, one of the neighbours from Priors Close had peered between their curtains and seen Tony staggering wildly in the direction of Number 1. Tony cut a sorry sight, the light rain painting constellations on his thin green jacket, his jogging bottoms sodden as dank puddle water seeped up from the cuffs. Something in his stumbling steps gave the impression of a man in distress.

As the neighbour watched Tony stagger down the narrow path that ran beside his old house and into the back garden, which lay in sight of the neighbour’s window, he pulled himself away from the glass and made for the telephone. He knew Tony had been sick and had a stoma-bag fitted, but also knew he struggled with alcohol addiction and could be a violent drunk. Before he’d been evicted from the house, Tony had had run-ins with the neighbours and with the police, who had logged him on their system as a ‘Vulnerable Person’.

The neighbour called social services first but they suggested he was better talking to the police. It was the day after Boxing Day; resources were stretched.

Forty miles away in the sterile control room of Suffolk Constabulary, the call handler picked up the 999 call. The clock on her screen flashed 3.46 p.m. She was a trainee, new in the role, and her usual trainer was not in that day so a colleague was standing in, helping support her where he could. On the other end of the line, the neighbour tried his best to describe what he’d seen. ‘He went out the back, to the garden. He’s been out there for two . . . maybe three hours. He’s . . . He’s just . . . not moving,’ the neighbour rattled down the phone. ‘He’s in some sort of light coat . . . The weather’s horrendous.’ The call handler noted down the details. Outside the control-room building, the rain lashed against the windows.

‘He’s in his late forties, I think, but he looks seventy,’ the man continued. ‘He looks awful, he obviously needs someone to go and check on him.’ The call handler blinked at the screen. ‘OK, I’ll see if we can get someone out to have a look,’ she said. She didn’t ask the neighbour if he knew Tony’s name because, if she had, the police records would have shown a history of concerning incidents like this, events which often resulted in Tony needing hospitalization. Neither did she ask the neighbour to go and check on his condition. The neighbour rang off. The call handler tried to pass the call on to the ambulance team, who said they were too busy and turned it down. With the decision that it wasn’t a police matter, the call was dropped.

Hours slid by. The light dipped, the night fell. Tony prised open a second bottle of whisky. The waxing moon hung behind the clouds. Around midnight the temperature dropped below freezing.

The next morning, at 10.20 a.m., another neighbour, whose house overlooked Tony’s former garden, looked out of their window and saw something strange. He too had noticed Tony sitting in his old garden chair the day before. Now, squinting, he could just make out some white trainers, seemingly laid out on the ground. Worried, this man also called the police. ‘He’s just sort of lying down on his side, with his face down,’ the neighbour said.

The police arrived a short while after. Tony was dead. He lay just metres from his former back door. His clothing was frozen solid and covered in frost. When the police tried to move him they noted his body was ‘very stiff and his limbs would not bend’. The police report put it bluntly: he died ‘having frozen to death overnight’.

I first read Tony’s name a few weeks later when it popped up on my Twitter feed. Something about the scant details in that article had grabbed my attention and, days later, I was still fixated on the sorry story. A man dying homeless metres from the door of the house he had lived in for decades – it was too bleak to be true.

For weeks I had been thinking about homelessness in the UK. It was hard not to. Every day, walking around London, it seemed more and more people were sleeping rough. Encampments had sprung up in the unlikeliest of places: a cluster of sleeping-bag beds like weeds in the undergrowth around Finsbury Park; cardboard-box beds blooming like mould under a railway bridge. My daily walk from the Underground station to my office was marked by the sight of a solitary one-man tent, sat incongruously outside a Prêt a Manger, a strange image at a busy city-centre crossroads.

Every day I was confronted with this inconvenient evidence, and every day I felt the pang of guilt from not knowing what to do. I felt like a coward. Too many times I rattled some spare change into a proffered cup, a deft move that allayed guilt without requiring eye contact. But then I would walk away troubled by the rumours that some might be fake beggars, exploiting people’s generosity before heading back to wide-screen TVs and game consoles. I had no idea if that was true but at times I found myself clinging to the idea like a comfort blanket, an easy excuse to keep on walking.

Who were all these people? Were the numbers really growing and, if so, where were they coming from? How could so many be making such wrong turns in life to come to live like this?

The questions kept coming, day after day, until I could avoid them no longer. I am an investigative journalist; it is not in my nature to push down my curiosity. Reading that news article about Tony had sparked something in me. I needed to know what was happening, to understand better.

Which is how I found myself stepping out of a taxi to knock tentatively on Jeremy’s front door. Bracing myself, not entirely sure what I was doing there, I waited as the footsteps approached on the other side. A wave of uncertainty hit me – was this a fool’s errand? Just what was I hoping to get out of this?

I was jolted from my free-wheeling doubts as the door swung open.

I had managed to get in touch with Tony’s brother through a journalist at his local paper, who had passed on my imploring message asking to meet. The wait had been agonizing but finally Jeremy had agreed that I could travel out to Lowestoft to hear more. He had his own questions about what had happened to his brother.

A healthy, well-built man in his mid-fifties, Jeremy was affable if a little blunt. After I gratefully accepted a cup of tea, we settled down at opposite ends of a large, L-shaped leather sofa. Jeremy lent back, his legs wide, feet firmly planted in tan-brown boots.

‘Firstly, I just want to say I’m so sorry for your loss,’ I stammered.

‘It was a long time ago,’ said Jeremy, brushing it off. He must have seen the confusion on my face as I did the mental calculation. It wasn’t that long, I thought. ‘It had been waiting to happen for a long time – the last five years,’ he explained. ‘We all expected it to happen, really, though not in that way, not how it happened.’

The brothers’ lives had taken very different routes, playing out just a mile down the road from each other. Jeremy had bought his own house, a grand detached place surrounded by large gardens to the front and back. He’d drawn on his carpentry skills and fixed it up with raised decking outside and a pleasing open-plan interior, the living room elevated, giving it a ski-chalet feel. He had worked hard, invested his money, raised his kids and now delighted in his grandchildren, plastering large, studio-posed photos of them on his walls and filling his large back garden with a swing-set and outdoor toys.

Tony, on the other hand, had taken a different direction. He had always liked a drink, Jeremy explained. Decades earlier, he had been the self-appointed master of ceremonies at the holiday site the family owned, propping up the bar or leading the site’s club in a night of karaoke. Neil Diamond was his go-to, and he’d swagger out a tune, drink in hand as holiday-makers clapped and whooped.

The men’s parents had bought the site, a jumble of 124 chalets – ‘a bit like a mini-Butlins’, Jeremy said – after the death of the family’s youngest son from leukaemia, aged twenty-three. While Jeremy had laboured hard, helping his parents stock the shop, clean the pool and keep the place running, Tony instead holed up in the bar, waiting for the young women looking for a holiday romance. He grew his hair long, giving him a rakish air, and was careful to dress to impress: a nice suit, expensive cologne, nothing out of place. ‘Mr Poseur’, Jeremy called him. But behind the jibes, Jeremy had started to worry. Tony was taking to the party life a little too easily. He was in his late thirties but was stuck in a kind of arrested development. He was beginning to forget the real world.

When the family sold up the holiday site at the turn of the millennium, Tony spiralled. His share of the profits, about £300,000, was enough to buy him one house outright, which he rented out, and another on a mortgage. With no worries about income, he kept up the partying. Jeremy watched from afar as Tony would gather groups of friends in the pub, drawn by his random offers to buy rounds of drinks. When it was kicking-out time it was back to his, where the fridge was always stocked with champagne.

Years passed. As Tony got older, the types at the pub stayed the same – a rotating band of eighteen-to-twenty-five-year-olds, grateful for him subsidizing their drinks. Young people with their energy and life, like some embodiment of Dorian Gray, passed through and revelled in the joys of youth and hedonism, leaving Tony in their wake, stained and aged with sins. In a cycle of just four summers, Tony had burnt through the money from the holiday site sale. His hair started to pepper with greys, the lines under his dark eyes grew deeper. He traded in the neat shave and pleasing cologne for a scruffy beard. He’d forget to wash.

Drunk most days, he neglected basic responsibilities, like paying his mortgage or council tax. The tenant in his rented-out house stopped paying the bills but Tony could never find enough energy to get her to move out. The bills on both properties mounted up: tens of thousands of pounds once the late mortgage payment fees and bailiffs’ bills were added on. Letters arrived one after another in the post, angry red ink heralding their urgency. The bank was threatening to evict him. Tony glanced over them, then left the papers on the side, gathering dust. By September 2016 he had been officially declared bankrupt. A year later, in September 2017, he was evicted from his home; police records show they were there to see him out. The two properties were sold off to pay back his debts.

At fifty-seven years old, Tony found himself homeless, sleeping in an armchair at his elderly mother’s house and desperately addicted to alcohol.

Even now, Jeremy was bubbling with frustration at the way his brother’s story had gone. The family had fought hard to support Tony, he told me, sinking tens of thousands of their own money to cover the debts and fines he had accrued. They had tried, too, to get him to Alcoholics Anonymous, and Jeremy had succeeded once, but Tony had been against it from the start. As the brothers had sat in the church hall waiting area, he had complained to Jeremy: ‘Look at all these bloody pissheads . . . Scum.’ Jeremy tightened his jaw. You’re worse than them, he thought to himself. At least they realize they have a problem. They never got him to a second meeting. I later checked with the council’s substance support teams. They didn’t have any record of dealings with Tony. He was off their radar.

Instead, it had been left to the family to try and support him in his addiction. Too often Jeremy had found himself jumping into his Land Rover (which I’d spotted parked outside, with its personalized ‘JEZ’ number plate) to make the short, five-minute drive from his home to check on his brother.

I could feel the frustration radiating off Jeremy. Even now, after Tony’s death, he was angry at him, angry that he hadn’t managed to pull himself together, so deep was he in his own selfish addictions; angry that, due to his elderly mother’s Alzheimer’s, he had been stuck for months in a Sisyphean cycle, where every morning she would ask her middle boy where her eldest was, and he’d have to break the news to her, over and over – sometimes ten times a day – that Tony was dead.

Jeremy pulled himself up from the leather sofa, scratching at his short, grey hair as he disappeared off into the kitchen, returning with a bundle of papers, some still in tattered envelopes. ‘Here, you can have these if you like,’ he said, dropping the pile onto the coffee table in front of me. ‘I don’t need ’em anymore.’

Inside the envelopes were reports and documents, jigsaw pieces of the story, of how Tony had come to die the way he did. There were logs from the police’s call records, interviews with neighbours. Later, trawling through those sad pages, I was able to put together the pieces of those twenty-four hours between Tony leaving his mother’s house and the moment he was found dead the next day. The documentation of a death that now, looking back, was tragically inevitable.

But while the papers answered most of the ‘how’, Jeremy was still no closer to working out the ‘why’. That had been troubling him. The coroner’s office had been in touch regularly, irking him by constantly referring to his brother as ‘the body’. ‘I said, “Hang on, love, he had a name,”’ he told me. They had called to tell him the Independent Office for Police Conduct, the police complaints office, was going to be looking into how the call was handled. The call handler had quit her job soon after, and guidance was distributed on how to deal with calls about vulnerable people. But that was all the complaints office had found. When the report detailing as much had arrived, thin and light in a brown paper envelope, it was disappointing.

Jeremy sighed. ‘They couldn’t even tell me the time of death,’ he said. ‘Surely the idea of the autopsy was to find the time of death. If nothing else, because obviously if he died two hours after he lay down, well, that’s not as bad as seventeen hours after – you know? I just want to know if my brother went quickly – did he pass out, did he freeze to death slowly, was it painful, did he know he was dying . . .?’

After saying goodbye, I headed out into the light rain and made the one-mile walk down the road to Tony’s old house. Following the footsteps of a ghost, my mind wandered. Evictions could happen quickly, I knew that. As a journalist, I’d spent time sitting quietly in possession courts and had seen first-hand the speed at which cases would whip through the hearings, in and out, while an endless stream of people waited their turn in the corridors. Tony had a mortgage and the bank got sick of the missed payments, but those renting were in even more precarious positions: landlords could pull tenancy agreements out from under them like some cruel magic trick.

In the context of zero-hour contracts and spiralling living costs, making the rent could be a monthly struggle. A survey of more than 8,000 working adults found that more than a third of respondents would not be able to pay their rent or mortgage if they or their partner lost their jobs, and would be at risk of losing their homes. Across the UK there were more than 16.5 million working-age adults who did not have enough in their savings to cover the month’s rent or mortgage.1

For Tony, losing his home had been a downwards slide, ineluctable in its trajectory. First came the bills, then the letters from the bank, replaced by letters from the bailiffs – and then came the bailiffs themselves. He was kicked out. The locks were changed. His home, his castle, was gone, the drawbridge pulled up behind him.

Yet this was not the story I had expected of a homeless man. Far from being the socially isolated pariah, cut off from society, ignored by all, Tony had had everything going for him: charm, wealth, opportunities. He had a family that loved him, who lived minutes away and fought desperately hard for years to save him. How had he come to choose this life? Why couldn’t he snap himself out of it? What’s more, in the few hours before his death his situation had been brought to the attention of social services, his neighbours, the police and the ambulance service. People knew he was there, knew he was in trouble. But still he died.

As I walked along Priors Close and stood before the empty house that Tony had once called home, I was filled with questions. This was twenty-first-century Britain, we were the fifth largest economy in the world. Something had gone wrong, seriously wrong with the system if people were dying like that on the streets. I thought of the people I walked by every day on my way to work or home again, the people who I tried, as politely as I could, to ignore. I couldn’t do it anymore.

I wanted to know how many other people had suffered similar fates: how many had died while homeless? How had they come to live in a kind of parallel reality, a substrata of existence where someone could be drinking themselves to death and drenched to the skin mere metres away from people tucking into Christmas mince pies? How have we got here, to a place where sidestepping tents and dirty pillows has become just a standard part of our daily routine?

How many other Tonys were out there? How many people were dying homeless, like him?

I am a journalist. It is not my job just to wonder about things. It is my job to find out. I pull together the figures, piece together the evidence and come to a reasoned conclusion. This question was just like any other, I thought; I just needed the data. So, later, back in the warmth of my home, I set myself a macabre little task. I started to collect names. First Tony’s and then others. I’d type my sad request into Google: ‘Died homeless’. And with each result I’d add a line in a spreadsheet. An hour passed, then two. The list grew. My journey had begun.




CHAPTER 2

Search for shelter

Weeks passed and, while my list was getting longer, I wasn’t getting anywhere with finding any real data on the issue. It was late January and the grey, long evenings showed no sign of abating. Storm Eleanor had battered the country, bringing with it flash flooding and power outages. In London, the thick snow that cloaked the city had quickly lost its magical appeal, and now was nothing more than a daily frustration as commuters shivered and slipped their way across the city. Meanwhile, I hadn’t been able to get Tony’s death off my mind.

I had spent the last month reading up on homelessness, scouring reports and government spreadsheets wherever I could find them. I had been shocked to read that by the mid-2000s, rough-sleeping had all but disappeared. In 2010 there were just 1,768 people counted as sleeping rough across all of England – the government called it an eleven-year low. Just seven years later, that figure had risen to 4,751, a jump of 169 per cent. Even that was likely an underestimate – the national homelessness charity Crisis put the figure closer to 12,000.

Twelve thousand people out on the streets, and many thousands more like Tony – those without a home of their own, sofa-surfing and relying on the kindness of friends, or else bedding down in hostels or squats.

But there was a figure I couldn’t find in all my research. A figure I thought should have been easy to come by: the number of people dying while homeless. If we knew how many people were experiencing homelessness, I reasoned, then surely someone was counting how and when people were dying. The niggling need to know whether Tony’s death was an aberration, or part of a larger pattern, was eating away at me.

My own list of deaths, gathered from sorry internet searches, was growing.

There was Neil Martin, found dead in his tent on 2 January. The forty-nine-year-old man had suffered a stroke previously and used a walking stick to get around.

Eighty-one-year-old Alan Higginson: he died in hospital but was often seen sleeping rough outside a shopping centre in Norwich. I double-checked the details in disbelief that an eighty-one-year-old man could be sleeping on the streets.

Then there was former soldier Darren Greenfield. He was forty-eight when he died in hospital. He’d been sleeping rough after leaving the army.

Fifty-six-year-old Fiona Watson had been sleeping on the streets before she died under a bridge by the Dark Arches, a series of cavernous brick tunnels under Leeds’ main railway station. I studied the photograph of her weather-worn face carefully, taking in the deep lines on her brow, and her grey hair shorn so short she looked almost bald. It was clear from the scant details of that news story that life on the streets had not been easy for her. Her right leg had been amputated above the knee and she regularly used drugs and drink.

She had been found on the morning of 8 January, just eleven days after Tony, lost in a jumble of blankets and sleeping bags under the bridge. Three other people were sleeping rough alongside her. When paramedics arrived, alerted by a call from a passer-by, they found the huddle of people using her body like a pillow. She hadn’t moved for an hour. Her body was still warm but there was no sign of life. One of the paramedics would later recall how ‘members of the public were passing by with what appeared to be no concern’.

She was the fourth person to die in Leeds in four months, according to my spreadsheet. Surely all of these people couldn’t be dying without anyone taking note? I sat at my desk and thought of all the places that might have data on how many people were dying. Then I hit the phones.

Days later, and I was getting nowhere. The hospital press officer wasn’t able to help. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Try the coroner’s office. They’re bound to have the numbers.’ Another dead end. I stared at the list of crossed-out contacts on my notepad. The suggestion to ring the coroner’s office wasn’t a bad one. The thing was, I had already asked the coroner’s office. And the police. And the Office for National Statistics. And the government. Nobody knew.

They didn’t know, I realized, because no one had counted. There was no centralized body tasked with logging how and when people were dying homeless. I felt dazed. When I tentatively told my colleagues at the Bureau of Investigative Journalism, their disbelief was palpable. ‘Really?’ spluttered the usually calm editor, Rachel Oldroyd. ‘How can that be?’

This was going to be harder than I thought. In order to find anyone who was taking note, I was going to have to go deeper and collate the information myself. I emailed scores upon scores of shelters and day centres, phoned homeless charities and shouted about my plans on Twitter. And then, weeks later, I found myself with a new ally, a man who would become something of a spirit-guide on this strange journey I had set out on: Jon.

Jon Glackin, an ebullient Northern Irishman, ran an organization called Streets Kitchen, a totally grassroots affair which sourced and served hot meals to homeless people across London every night of the week. A journalist called Bob Trafford had seen a story I’d put out a few days earlier about my research for my log of homeless deaths, and sent it Jon’s way on Twitter: ‘Amazing work and so needed. @streetskitchen you following this?’

A notification pinged on my phone. Jon’s response was terse: ‘You do realize how dark & headwrecky for frontline outreach people your request is . . . we’ve been shouting for too many years unheard.’

I sighed. I knew all too well how sensitive a topic this was. Before I’d published anything on the Bureau of Investigative Journalism’s website, I’d talked to dozens of charities and outreach groups, but all were nervous about how the project could go, scared that the lives of the people they were trying to help would be blown up and picked over, tabloid fashion.

As my fingers hovered over the keyboard, trying to find the right response, my phone pinged again: ‘Come on Jon,’ wrote Bob in another tweet. ‘These are exactly the kind of guys you should be working with.’ I waited nervously, unsure what would come next, until hours later I spotted a private-message notification flashing on my screen. It was Jon.

‘Hey . . . perhaps it would be better if we could speak directly regarding gathering stats . . . this is something i have been banging my head against for years . . . i coined and ignited the #NoMoreDeathsOnOurStreets campaign too many years ago . . .’

I called the next day. Jon answered in a thick County Tyrone drawl that spluttered out thoughts a mile a minute. ‘I’m always getting journalists just wanting to hear the sob stories and then piss off,’ he told me. ‘I’m not into that. You want to come out here and see what we’re seeing every night. I have people dropping dead left, right and centre, and does anyone give a fuck?’

I tried to explain that this wasn’t what I was doing – that my project was long-term, not sensationalist; a proper picture of what was going on. Eventually he relented, and agreed to meet me. ‘Come out here, see what we’re facing, and then we’ll talk,’ he said, before hanging up and leaving me, phone in hand, shell-shocked with the force of the call.

Not long after, I found myself wandering through the streets of Hackney, trying to make eye contact with any man I walked past, in case it was Jon. I was nervous. I knew I wanted to do this project, but I was out of my comfort zone. I was used to smiling politely at those on the streets, or else studiously looking away. Now, as I headed to meet Jon and the people he was trying to help, I realized I had never had a real conversation with someone who slept rough. How would that go? What do you ask someone whose life is so very different from your own? I felt as alien as I did on foreign reporting trips, but there I’d have a translator or fixer to stretch across the divide. Here I was on the very streets I would come to for the bars or theatre, but I felt like I’d touched down in some far-flung country.

I was following the map on my phone to a small square outside Hackney Town Hall. I knew when I’d got there. There they were, dotted around the square in groups of two or three, and they were older than I’d expected. One man sat on a low brick wall, his chin resting on his fist. Another sat slouched with his back to the library, reading a free newspaper. Another lurched around the corner with darting eyes, beads of sweat running down his neck into the collar of his dark-blue suit. Spotting me lurking at the side of the square, he made in my direction. ‘Where’s the banquet?’ he asked eagerly. ‘I was told there would be a banquet.’

I recoiled slightly, panicked by the feeling of being ill-prepared and out of my depth. I was just about to explain that I had no idea, when out of nowhere a silver rental van pulled up to the kerb beside us. As if in a well-choreographed dance, people jumped out and began setting up trestle tables and pots in earnest.

Behind the van a black saloon car pulled up and out hopped a wiry man in boardshorts, a short-sleeved checked shirt and a flat cap. His blue eyes darted across the scene and in a thick brogue he began to hustle the small band of volunteers that had spilled from the van. This must be Jon.

‘Right, tables up over there, let’s get this show on the road,’ he told the group as a thin blonde woman lugged a huge plastic bucket full of lentil dahl over to where two other women were struggling to secure the legs of a fold-out table. Within minutes the team had laid out trays of beetroot salad, sliced crusty bread, rice and new potatoes as well as a decadent-looking tray of croissants and doughnuts. The air grew fragrant with spices, and the men gravitating towards the spread began to salivate.

I was scribbling down notes on my pad when Jon bounded towards me and stopped uncomfortably close to my face.

‘You’re Maeve, are you? Here you are – you can help with this,’ he boomed, ushering me over to two large thermos flasks for tea and coffee.

‘Er, no . . . I was just hoping to ask you . . .’ My voice trailed off. Jon had stopped listening and was barking orders at some other sap. He didn’t trust journalists, he explained later, and if I was looking for someone to hold my hand I’d come to the wrong place.

I looked around helplessly; this wasn’t part of the plan. I really just wanted to find out if Jon had been keeping count of when people had died. But there was little point in protesting. Besides, busying myself with the hot drinks gave me a nice, safe interaction point; I could pour someone a tea without accidently opening up the emotional floodgates on their complex past, surely. I gave up my note-taking, laying my pen and pad on the ground, and got myself ready for the snaking queue of people eagerly scanning the table for what was on offer.

A tall, lanky man with fluffy white hair and a wide, toothless smile eyed up the offerings appreciatively. I later discovered this was Stephen.* He was at the square most Thursdays; other days he’d rotate around the city, hopping from one soup kitchen meal to the next. He’d been rough-sleeping for years and was currently bedding down about a mile and a half away in the Stoke Newington area. Not that he slept much anymore. He had nightmares – or rather, one recurring nightmare, over and over again. A memory: a dark house, morning, too quiet, wandering through the darkness, a body, his father dead on the floor. He tried his best to shake it off, and the smiling, cheery man in the queue looked far from haunted, but it was there, deep down: something pulling him back.

That day Stephen filled up his plate and asked for his tea to be made as strong as possible. ‘I love a cuppa, me,’ he told me, his eyes twinkling. I started to relax a little. Stephen was cheery and coherent, as were many of the other men who held out their plastic cups. I kept the tea and coffee coming, and gradually warmed up, stopping for chats when I could.

I met Andy and his staffie Bailey, who would stand patiently glued to his loving owner, no need for a lead. Andy had bought his best friend from a street beggar, who took the £12 offered and used it to buy Irish-whisky cream, giving Andy inspiration for the pup’s name. At the same time as breaking his heroin habit, Andy had also nursed his new pet off the Valium the beggar had been using to keep him subdued. They were bonded together now. It had been the sight of Bailey, vulnerable in his dependence, that had stopped Andy from throwing himself into the dark, violet waters of the Thames one night.

After getting his own plate of food, Andy gratefully took a bag of dog food too.

I still found myself looking around for help at times, unsettled by a simple question about what drinks were on offer and unnerved by the intense stare of one of the more dishevelled men in the group. And I wasn’t really getting anywhere with my investigation.

Beside the trestle tables, Jon was still choreographing the dance. While trays of food were cleared and new ones were laid out, he pulled out a small speaker, attaching the jack to his mobile phone and hitting play. ‘Pure Shores’ by All Saints came blasting out, taking a few people nearby by surprise.

As the minutes passed by and the food started to disappear, grocery runs were made to pick up more sugar or bottles of water. More than 30 people were fed that day.

By the time we came to wipe down the tables and drag them back to the local pub where they were stored, I was exhausted. My notepad was more or less empty, save a couple of tea stains and some scribbled names.

Jon was still buzzing. ‘This is pretty much standard,’ he said, ‘about this many people. But you know we see more and more all the time. It’s not getting any better.’

He’d been doing this for five years. Today, Streets Kitchen serves nearly 1,000 people a week in nine areas across London, but back in 2013 it was just a crazy idea of Jon’s. He’d been living in squats around Camden at the time, and after decades working with homeless people in Northern Ireland and the north of England, all the while homeless himself, he’d grown frustrated by the lack of provision for homeless people in England’s capital. Sure, there were soup kitchens on the Strand or the more central parts of the city, but at the edges, in the neighbourhoods that most needed them, places like Camden, there was nothing. ‘Plus, I fucking hate that term “soup kitchen”,’ Jon told me. ‘We can do better than that.’

So he had started: skip-diving for still-good sandwiches thrown out prematurely from overcautious supermarkets, scavenging donations where he could get them. He roped in friends from the city’s squatting community who gathered together tables and trays and Streets Kitchen was formed, born under the banner ‘Solidarity Not Charity’.

I started to go along to Streets Kitchen events every now and then, and little by little came to understand Jon more. He wasn’t content with just making sure people had a daily meal. Pitching up trestle tables of food across the city centre was all the more galling to him when he scanned the buildings around him, he told me brusquely. Almost every time we met, while I tried to bring him back to names and details of those who had died, Jon spiralled off on a monologue about the fact that there were so many empty buildings around. And he was right. I had read that there were around 24,000 commercial buildings sitting empty all over London. I did the calculations: that’s six buildings for every person sleeping rough. You can see it wherever you go in London, if you care to look – whole neighbourhoods of the capital where, after dark, the buildings sit cold and empty, the windows blank and dull.

Jon had had a winter full of dark windows calling to him, teasing him as they hummed with the pummelling of wind. We’re waiting, they sang. We’re here. A taste of what the future could look like.

‘That’s why we took Sofia House,’ Jon explained one day. ‘Ah, you should have seen it.’

In early March 2018, the country was brought to a standstill, first by Storm Emma and then the ‘Beast from the East’. For days the freezing winds from a polar vortex had dumped layer upon layer of snow onto the already paralyzed country. Schools were closed, cars spun off roads, and everything slowed down.

Flicking through his phone, Jon found his Facebook profile alight with notifications. He was part of various forums about homelessness and grassroots action, and the pages were blowing up. People were frustrated that councils were being slow or at least unforthcoming about activating their provisions under the Severe Weather Emergency Protocol, a responsibility to house those sleeping rough if the weather reaches its worst.

Some councils had opened community halls here and there, but on the streets it was chaos. People didn’t know where to go, where was safe. And even among those that had heard that their local area was offering a bed, many didn’t want to accept, either because of the strict rules around alcohol or pets or, in some cases, due to a deep-seated distrust of authority. It’s those people, the hardest to reach, who’re the ones that’ll die, Jon had reasoned.

Jon, too, had a deep distrust of councils. Every week at Streets Kitchen meals he’d talk to people who felt the official services had let them down. Worse still, he’d see council enforcement officers fining people for begging, or removing tents. He didn’t trust those same people to appear now, to magically save folks from the storm. No, this was going to be a grassroots thing, Jon decided.

And then the solution appeared. ‘I have a place,’ one of Jon’s old squatter friends posted, ‘and it’s perfect.’

Jon craned his neck and took a step back. He needed to take it in, in all its glory: Sofia House – a red-brick, four-storey, £17.5 million commercial building in central London, just off Great Portland Street, surrounded by the upmarket shops of Fitzrovia. This was it.

The building was just waiting for them, or so it had felt. It had sat empty for at least five years (in 2013 the local council had received a planning application to turn it into luxury flats, though building work had not yet started). Now there was just a solitary security guard keeping watch. Apparently, getting in was easy, though to this day everyone I’ve asked is cagey on the details. The rumour goes that the guard simply let them through, moved by their request and the horrendous weather around them. However it happened, by 2 March they were in – just Jon and a handful of others at first, but soon they came, one by one, out of the cold.

Photographs from the squat give a sense of the world they built there. Tarpaulin dividers were strung between concrete pillars. Strings of lights garlanded the walls. Tents, mattresses and camp beds were spread out across the floor from one side of the room to the other and over three floors of the reclaimed building.

In one corner Jon had set up a kitchen, with shelves that soon filled with pots, plates and food. They cooked stews and soups – and there was no shortage of donations, said those I spoke to. Sofas were brought in, and a TV. Someone painted a colourful butterfly mural on one of the walls; on others there were black rectangular stickers with white writing announcing: ‘The homeless are revolting. Join them.’

Word spread. A hundred people turned up in the first week. And they kept coming.

Gap-toothed Stephen was there, making jokes and telling stories to anyone who would listen. ‘Irish Willie’ volunteered to work as security, donning a neon vest and making himself useful where he could (‘though what kind of security you can have at a squat, I don’t know,’ he later joked). Still, he’d welcome people in at all hours – drunk, high, it didn’t matter. ‘I’d say, “Set yourself down there and have a cup of tea”,’ he told me.

Jon’s friend and fellow Streets Kitchen organizer Tom took charge of the donations that rolled in from concerned members of the public. Piles of clothing and bedding were sorted through and set up in a ‘free shop’. The guests coming in from the streets would sift through the items there, picking out the best they could find.

One day a lady phoned up, sounding frantic. ‘Err, there’s a problem,’ she spluttered. ‘I sent along a pile of duvets and things . . . It turns out I gave you a patchwork quilt that’s a family heirloom – my mother’s been in tears all day.’ Tom blanched. ‘Ah,’ he managed. ‘See, the thing is, the stuff’s been handed out, people have taken it and moved on . . . Sorry.’ Months later that story still made Tom chuckle. ‘I was like, “You can come and ask for it back if you like love, but rather you than me!”’

The aim was that the place would run on collective organization, which it more or less did. There were hiccups, of course. Bundling crack addicts, entrenched rough-sleepers and those with mental health issues into one space was never going to be easy. Jon remembered arriving one day to a putrid smell wafting down the halls. A beleaguered volunteer rushed towards him, breathlessly: ‘Someone has shat in the sink.’

But mostly, the 200-or-so people staying there got along. As one journalist who stayed and slept at the squat wrote at the time: ‘Irish republicans with militant leanings worked and slept alongside ex-squaddies with six tours of Northern Ireland under their belt’; elsewhere a grown man wept ‘over a styrofoam tray of lasagne following six weeks spent sleeping in a bin chute’.2

Just when he thought he’d got a handle on what to expect, Jon would be faced with some new drama to sort out – once, in the shape of Hollywood star Susan Sarandon, who swept through the doors one day, glamorous in a white coat and immaculate make-up. She’d brought a bulging red plastic bag, full of bedding.

About a week after opening the doors of Sofia House to the cold and downtrodden, an elderly, saturnine, round-bellied man had come wheezing in from the cold. Leaning heavily on a wooden walking stick, he’d paused at the door, his breath rattling in his chest. The sixty-seven-year-old had a serious lung condition called chronic obstructive pulmonary disorder, or COPD, and a host of other ailments. This was Richard. He’d been homeless for years and most recently had chosen the night bus as his bed, though it had been far from ideal: the juddering of the stop-start engine would tug on his catheter bag, sending jolts of electric pain through him. Then there were the young folk, drunk or high, pickled in bravado, spoiling for a fight. Sleep on the night bus had only ever lasted minutes, not hours. Now, with the snow blocking the roads, the bus services had become less frequent. He’d been shivering at the bus stop one day when a text had come through from a friend of his, a volunteer at Sofia House: ‘You should come along here,’ she’d written. ‘All are welcome.’

Richard had cast his eyes around and taken everything in. It was hectic, he’d later tell me. With no single person in charge, people were making up the rules as they went along. Still, it was dry, if a bit cold. And among the clutter there were welcome sights: the tea urn gurgling in the corner, a bunch of daffodils exuberant among the mess. He’d found himself a spot and settled down to sleep.

Three weeks after they’d opened, Jon arrived to find an eviction notice stuck to the door. The squat was being closed down by a court order. The day after a judge ordered them out, workmen appeared and boarded up the ground-floor windows with slabs of MDF. As the residents inside resignedly packed up their things, graffiti artist Dotmasters adorned the wooden boards with the words ‘You can’t hide the homeless’ sprayed in angry red letters and accompanied by a neat black and white stencil image of a young girl apparently just finishing her work with the spray can.

Up the road someone had already set up a tent. Nearby, in rough white letters, someone had sprayed the words ‘Tents in the streets . . . £1,000,000 apartments left empty’.

But Sofia House had given Jon the idea: a shelter run for and by homeless people, a creative use of wasted space. This was it – a blueprint, rough around the edges, sure, but solid in its principles, a way forward. All Jon needed was space – a roof – and they could build the rest. And I’d soon come to realize that Jon Glackin was not a man to give up on a dream.




CHAPTER 3

Sick and tired

I left Jon at the Streets Kitchen event slightly despondent. He had been shouting about homeless deaths for years yet no one had really taken any notice, so why would it be different for me?

I went back over my list of places I’d hoped collected data. I could understand why councils might not be keeping track of those that died, but I’d assumed hospitals would have a clearer idea. Yet the hospital trusts said they wouldn’t note on the central death records whether someone had been homeless or not. While they might record something like hypothermia as a cause of death, there was no way to deduce from this that the person died while homeless. I was shocked that hospitals weren’t routinely recording when someone had had nowhere to live. I would come to understand the consequences of that when I first met Richard. 

Richard wasn’t shy about railing against the injustices he faced. He tweeted regularly, angry at the appalling conditions faced by many who found themselves homeless. It was an issue close to his heart; he had now been homeless for more than thirty years and for much of that time he had been in and out of hospital. He knew better than anyone how they never logged whether or not he had a safe place to go to.

I first met up with Richard outside Holborn tube station. In the chaotic melee of stony-faced commuters, I spotted him right away. With his bristly white beard, mottled skin and flat cap, he stood out starkly from the slickly dressed shoppers and office workers. A portly, roughly hewn man, he leant on a stick, his tattooed fingers wrapped around the handle.

After a stilted hello and awkward handshake, we made our way to a nearby McDonald’s. I consciously slowed my pace as he hobbled beside me, his breath a ragged pulse at my side. ‘I’m a regular here,’ Richard joked as I struggled with the touchscreen ordering system. ‘They’ve got a good disabled toilet, you see, so I can just sit here most of the day.’ I smiled politely. I still wasn’t quite sure what to say to someone in Richard’s position; where to start.

Luckily for me, he needed little prompting. Richard’s voice wheezed out of him, thin and high-pitched, as he launched into the story of his life, and I found myself leaning forward to make him out over the piped-in pop music playing in the restaurant. As it turned out, Richard had known Jon for years. ‘Oh yeah, we go way back,’ he harrumphed. It seemed life on London’s streets could be a small world.

After Sofia House shut down, Richard had followed Jon back to a day centre he’d set up in Holloway Road. Jon was pleased to see Richard warm and dry – he’d affectionately bestowed Richard with the nickname ‘Grumpy Git’, though Jon later confessed to me that he had a ruder version of it he’d use in private.

The winter had been taking its toll. The cold weather was causing Richard real problems with his lungs. He’d wheezed and panted through the night. ‘It was like breathing soup,’ he recalled.

The space in Holloway Road, another old commercial premises, was supposed to be for daytime use only, but Jon wasn’t one for playing by the rules – he told Richard he could stay on the centre’s sofa for a couple of nights. But just like Sofia House, the space was only temporary. When the time came to close it down, Jon told Richard he’d have to leave; perturbed, Richard declared that there were only two ways he was leaving: ‘in a body bag or in an ambulance.’ Jon dialled 999 and had Richard describe his symptoms to the operator. ‘You should have come in days ago,’ the operator said, and an ambulance swiftly took Richard to Whittington Hospital.

Richard knew the hospital well. He found it easy to explain his list of symptoms, he told me – he’d done it so many times before: COPD that gets worse with the cold, cataracts, ulcers on the legs caused by cellulitis, incontinence, heart disease. Coming and going from his bedside, the doctors ordered blood tests, prescribed new inhalers and medications, while Richard sat benignly watching the ward. Sometimes he’d see others he knew from the streets, also being treated. It was hardly surprising; people who are


































What can I do?

I hope that after reading these stories you feel many things: anger, frustration, the impetus to help – anything but hopeless. Because the situation is not hopeless. There are any number of things we can do, from the small to the large-scale, that could prevent more people falling into homelessness and dying. Here are a few ideas:


	Smile. Stop for a chat. The next time you see someone sitting or sleeping on the streets, make eye contact, say hi, ask them how they’re doing. It is not on you to solve all their problems, just treating them as human can make a huge difference.

	Connect people to services that can help them. After saying hello you could check if they’d like you to alert StreetLink of their location. Working only in England and Wales, StreetLink has an app and website where you can enter details of people you have seen and an outreach team will be sent out to check what help they need. Find out more: https://www.streetlink.org.uk/. Or you can phone your local council and ask for their homeless team.

	Support your local homelessness services. You can find details via Homeless Link: https://www.homeless.org.uk/search-homelessness-services. Get in touch and ask what they need: donations, bedding, volunteers. If you have some spare time, food banks and winter night shelters often need supplies and people to keep running. If you’re confused about who to support, there are many organizations mentioned in this book that always need support: Streets Kitchen; Northampton’s Hope Centre; Sussex homeless support CIO; A Helping Hand, Paisley; Lodging House Mission, Glasgow; House of Bread, Stafford; and Manchester’s Salford Unemployed and Community Resource Centre.

	Support national charities that are doing the large-scale support work and the necessary lobbying, like Crisis, Shelter or the Simon Community in London.

	Write to your local council and MP – ask them what they are doing to prevent homelessness and to support those living homeless. In the past, caring about those experiencing homelessness has hardly been a vote-winner for local or national politicians. Telling them you care about this topic could prompt action.

	If you see news of someone who has died while homeless, write to your council asking whether there will be a Safeguarding Adult Review (SAR) into the death. You can mark your emails or letters ‘For the Attention of the Chair of the Safeguarding Adult Review Board’.

	Write to the government, demanding action. At the time of writing there is a post called Parliamentary Under Secretary of State (Minister for Local Government and Homelessness) – you should be able to find their email address by searching online.
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﻿‘Investigations into dark and difficult areas of society give a presence to people who usually remain invisible. Journalist Maeve McClenaghan’s No Fixed Abode: Life and Death Among the UK’s Forgotten Homeless is a vital exposé of the crisis on British streets’

Guardian

‘An indictment of modern Britain  . . . [it] shows time and again how national safety nets have been eroded. McClenaghan neatly captures the right-thinking person’s bewilderment at the state that we as a society find ourselves in, but she also seeks answers  . . . No Fixed Abode couldn’t be more illuminating, timely and urgent’

Helen Davies, Sunday Times

‘Maeve McClenaghan compassionately brings to life the human tragedies behind the statistics  . . . This adds a depth of humanity to the storytelling often missing in more standard journalistic accounts  . . . No Fixed Abode is a powerful book. It tells a very important story in a human way and in doing so motivates the reader to demand change. It is a campaigning book of the very highest order, always advocating but never didactic’

Eoin Ó Broin, Irish Times

‘An urgent, searing examination of our homelessness crisis  . . . Crucially, McClenaghan offers solutions to a very complicated and nuanced problem  . . . The result is a much-needed antidote to the apathy that can often surround homelessness. It is movingly told, passionately argued and totally engrossing’

Rory Sullivan, iNews

‘I sat down and wept  . . . A challenging and compassionate investigation into British homelessness  . . . McClenaghan writes with the pace and clarity you’d expect of an award-winning investigative reporter chasing a lead  . . . It can feel unbearable  . . . But it is worth it, to stare down despair and bring hope where you can. For McClenaghan, this journey ends with her peeling potatoes at a soup kitchen; for someone else, it could start by reading this book’

Liz Dodd, The Tablet

‘The story this book tells, the work of Maeve and the Dying Homeless project, the lives and, most importantly, the deaths it contains, matter. These souls may have felt, at times, invisible but they were not. They mattered  . . . This is a story that desperately needed to be told’

Michael Sheen

‘A sensitive exposé that illustrates the complexities of modern homelessness. Moving, poetic and as rousing as Orwell’

Cash Carraway, author of Skint Estate

‘An incredible journalist. Her work on homelessness in the UK is vital and urgent. Maeve’s book gives space to the stories of those at the sharp end of the housing crisis. She treats them as people, not numbers’

Vicky Spratt, Refinery29

‘Maeve’s impeccable, dogged research gives a voice to those who are not usually given one, and asks tough questions of the authorities which failed them  . . . A vitally important book’

Jane Bradley, UK Investigative Correspondent for the New York Times

‘Profoundly moving  . . . A damning indictment of the austerity years, an inspiring testament to remarkable individuals working to help the vulnerable and a call to arms to give humans their most basic of rights – a place to call home’

Marisa Bate, author of The Periodic Table of Feminism

‘A vital and entirely original book that both gathers missing numbers and humanizes the people who comprise them. Moving and insightful, this is a masterclass in the best of investigative journalism’

Jenny Kleeman, author of Sex Robots & Vegan Meat

‘McClenaghan goes where few have gone before. Telling rich and varied personal stories of the path to homelessness while keeping a steady gaze on the societal structures and government policies that make homelessness part of the UK’s socio-economic fabric. It’s hard to celebrate homelessness, but No Fixed Abode deserves an ovation’

Leilani Farha, UN Special Rapporteur on adequate housing (2014–2020)
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