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ROBERT SWINDELLS was born in Bradford in 1939 and continues to live in Yorkshire. He left school at fifteen and worked in a variety of jobs, including primary-school teaching, before becoming a full-time writer. His widely acclaimed novels often reflect his political passions, such as Brother in the Land, which is set in the aftermath of a nuclear war. He has won the Red House Children’s Book Prize several times, and in 1993 he won the prestigious Carnegie Medal for Stone Cold. It is a young adult novel about homelessness.



In memory of Bob Cryer, M. P.﻿

There was room in his world for all of us.

Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least
of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me



You can call me Link. It’s not my name, but it’s what I say when anybody asks, which isn’t often. I’m invisible, see? One of the invisible people. Right now I’m sitting in a doorway watching the passers-by. They avoid looking at me. They’re afraid I want something they’ve got, and they’re right. Also, they don’t want to think about me. They don’t like reminding I exist. Me, and those like me. We’re living proof that everything’s not all right and we make the place untidy.

Hang about and I’ll tell you the story of my fascinating life.
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Shelter. Yes. I like it. It’s got a ring to it as I’m sure you’ll agree. Shelter, as in shelter from the stormy blast. It’s what they’re all seeking. The street people. What they crave. If they can only find shelter everything will be fine. Well – get fell in, my lucky lads. I’m ready for you.



My fascinating life. Yes.

Born March 20th, 1977, in Bradford, Yorkshire, to Mr & Mrs X. We were a family, you know – as happy as most, till Dad ran off with a receptionist in 1991, when I was fourteen and at the local comp. This mucked up my school work for quite a while, but that’s not why I ended up like this. No. Vincent’s to blame for that. Good old Vince. Mum’s boyfriend. You should see him. I mean, Mum’s no Kylie Minogue – but Vincent. He’s about fifty for a start, and he’s one of these old dudes that wear cool gear and try to act young and it doesn’t work because they’ve got grey hair and fat bellies and they just make themselves pathetic. And as if that’s not enough, Vince likes his ale. I suppose Dad must’ve been a bit of a bastard in his way, but at least he wasn’t a boozer. You should see the state Vincent’s in when he and Mum come home from the club. He’s got this very loud laugh – laughing at nothing, if you know what I mean – and he stands there with his arm round Mum, slurring his words as he tells me to call him Dad. Dad. I wouldn’t call that fat pillock Dad if he was the last guy on earth. And the one thing that really bugs me is the way he leers at Mum and comes out with this very suggestive stuff about going to bed and rounding off a decent night. In all the years Dad was with us, I never once knew him to mention sex in my hearing, or even hint at it. This slob leers and winks and nudges with one eye on me to see how I’m taking it, and Mum just laughs and shoves him and says ooh, you are a one. It makes me puke.

He’s changed her. That’s one of the things I hate him for. She used to be one of those quiet people who are satisfied with the daily routine of their lives. She hardly ever went out at night – she didn’t seem to want to. She was wrapped up in her family, I guess. She was always there when you needed her and I think she loved us. Me and Carole, I mean.

Oh, I know how it sounds, me going on like this about Mum as though she wasn’t entitled to a life of her own. Of course she’s entitled, but what I’m saying is, why Vince?

Carole’s my sister, by the way. She’s four years older than me and she always spoiled me, and when good old Vince moved in and Mum starting changing it was Carole who made life bearable for me. It was bad, but I could stand it with her there to support me. Then one night when Mum was working late, something happened between Carole and Vince. I didn’t understand it then and she never told me anything, but I’ve a fair idea now what it must’ve been. Anyway, she said something to Mum and they had this flaming row and it ended with Carole walking out of the house. She moved in with her boyfriend and I was on my own. I stuck it out till I finished school, but that was it. I’d got five GCSEs, which was a miracle when you remember what was going on at home, but I couldn’t get a job and there’s no government money for school-leavers. You’re supposed to be on a training scheme, but there aren’t enough places and I didn’t get one. I’m sure Mum would’ve supported me till I found something, but it wasn’t long before Vince started on at me about living on his money. I wasn’t living on his money – I’d have topped myself first. It was Mum’s money, but he went on and on, getting nastier and nastier, and one night when I’d been with my mates he locked me out of the house. It wasn’t even his house but he locked the door and wouldn’t let Mum open it. I went round to Carole’s and she let me spend the night, and when I got home next morning Vince started slapping me around the head for going off and worrying Mum. If you happen to know anybody who’s looking for a one hundred per cent out-and-out bastard, I can let him have Vince’s address.

Anyway, that’s how he was with me and I guess Mum’s scared of him because she didn’t stick up for me, so I left. You’d have left too, in my place. Anybody would. It’s called making yourself homeless. And so here I am sitting in this doorway which is now my bedroom, hoping some kind punter will give me a bit of small change so I can eat.

Good, eh?
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I’m getting used to my name. Breaking it in like a pair of new boots. Good morning, Shelter, I say to the bathroom mirror. Smiling. Good morning, Shelter. You’re a handsome devil but you’re idle, lad. You need a shave. I’ve been writing it, too, on the backs of old envelopes. Shelter. Shelter. Shelter. It’s starting to look like an authentic signature already. I realize of course that all this has precious little to do with recruiting, and perhaps you think I’m stalling. Putting it off.

Not so. I’m merely indulging myself. After all there’s plenty of time. The street people aren’t going to go away, and anticipation is the best part of a treat, as my old grannie never used to say. So it’s a case of wait for it, you ’orrible little man.



I didn’t come to London straight away. I may be homeless and unemployed but I’m not stupid. I’d read about London. I knew the streets down here weren’t paved with gold. I knew there were hundreds of people – thousands, in fact – sleeping rough and begging for coppers. But that’s just the point, see? In Bradford I stuck out like a sore thumb because there weren’t many of us. The police down here have got used to seeing kids kipping in doorways, and mostly they leave you alone. In Bradford I was getting moved on every hour or so. I was getting no sleep at all, and practically no money. People up there haven’t got used to beggars yet. They’re embarrassed. They’ll make large detours to avoid passing close to you, and if somebody does come within earshot and you ask for change, they look startled and hurry on by.

Also, I kept seeing people I knew. Neighbours. Guys I’d been at school with. I even saw one of my teachers once. And if you’ve never been caught begging by someone who knew you before, you can’t possibly know how low it makes you feel.

I wasn’t out every night, back then. That was the one good thing about it. Once or twice a week I’d show up at my sister’s for a bath, a meal and a decent night’s sleep. Trouble was, I was
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