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			About the Book

			At once a powerful memoir, unflinching polemic and probing investigation into modern homelessness in the UK, by award-winning investigative journalist Daniel Lavelle

			 

			‘When I zipped up my tent on that first night sleeping rough, I felt no despair... I was just another care leaver who had lost control of his life.’

			 

			As a care-leaver who has experienced homelessness, award-winning investigative journalist Daniel Lavelle has spent his life navigating social services that are not fit for purpose and leave many vulnerable people slipping through the cracks. For though the right to adequate housing is enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the reality is another, much grimmer, story.

			 

			In Down and Out, Daniel draws on his own experiences, as well as those of the witty, complex, hopeful individuals he has encountered who have been shunned or forgotten by the state that is supposed to provide for them, in order to shine a powerful light on this world.

			 

			Down and Out is a true state-of-the-nation examination of modern homelessness, assessing its significance, its precursors and causes, as well as the role played by government, austerity, charities, and other systems in perpetuating this crisis. Ultimately, it seeks to ask how we as a society might one day change our practices and attitudes so that one day we might bring it to an end.
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			Introduction

			When I zipped up my tent on that first night sleeping rough, I felt no despair. I had picked a grassy patch near a local bridle path. I listened to the wind rustling through the trees, and the pitter-patter of raindrops as they bounced off my nylon roof. I had always assumed something like this was going to happen to me. The reasons why I ended up in a tent that night are multiple and complex, yet few people would have been surprised. I was just another care-leaver who had lost control of their life. What made me think I was so unique that I could avoid the inevitable breakdown?

			I’d spent three years living in a ground-floor flat in Mossley, a small town on the foothills of the Pennines in Greater Manchester, before I found myself in that tent. I was about to finish university; five years of hard work had been leading to this moment. I should have been happy and excited for what the future held.

			I wasn’t.

			As you step back from a painting, its shapes begin to merge and become blurry. My memory of the week or so I spent in my tent, which occurred during a catatonic drunken stupor eight years ago, are difficult to recall in detail. I do know that I could have surfed on friends’ sofas or even stayed with my parents, with whom I was finally on good terms, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell anyone about my predicament. I had just graduated with a 2:2, and landing on my arse was one disappointment I wanted to keep to myself.

			Since the coalition government took over from Labour in 2010, austerity has eviscerated the nation’s social infrastructure. Cuts to welfare, the health service and social care, along with stagnating wages, insecure jobs and a failure to build enough affordable homes, have contributed to a mounting homelessness crisis. This crisis has reached every corner of the UK: not just the capital and major cities, but also idyllic villages, market towns and seaside resorts. In these places, rough sleeping has become visible in almost every doorway, bus shelter and underpass. The increasing number of people at the sharp end of this crisis is impossible to ignore, but rough sleeping represents only a tiny part of a colossal problem. Homelessness, a term which includes anyone lacking suitable, stable and/or long-term housing, is almost impossible to quantify accurately due to the number of people living in temporary accommodation or sofa-surfing, and because many homeless people have transient lifestyles. The number of people reported homeless between 2016 and 2021 varies between 250,000 and 320,000. At the time of writing, a Crisis study found that approximately ‘305,000 single people, couples and families registered homelessness applications with local authorities in 2019/20. Of these, 289,000 (95%) were judged as homeless or threatened with homelessness.’1

			The circumstances that precipitated my journey to the streets seem entirely of my own making when viewed in isolation. I racked up considerable rent arrears, was drinking heavily, and moved out of my flat without being evicted. Surely it was my fault? However, when digging deeper, some might be surprised that I’m writing this at all. I attended special-education schools from the age of nine, was expelled at fourteen, and completed my secondary education with no qualifications. I lived in the care system from the age of twelve. In my early twenties I worked a full-time job, took night classes and completed an Access to Higher Education course to get accepted at Manchester Metropolitan University in 2010. But by the end of my third year, I was firmly in the grip of self-loathing and depression. Over the course of those three years, my grandparents had passed away, one of my best friends had died suddenly, and my mother was in hospital, having suffered multiple organ failure. My immediate family members struggled with substance abuse and were in trouble with the police, and one was placed in a psychiatric ward. All of this caused me to withdraw into myself. Aftercare support from social workers had concluded a long time before, and weeks would pass without me speaking to anyone, especially in the summer months, when I wasn’t compelled out of my hovel to attend university. I left my flat to buy junk food, white cider and other cheap booze. As a result, my health deteriorated, and my weight ballooned, exacerbating my self-loathing; trapping me in the same self-destructive cycle that befalls most of the people you see on the streets. I barely registered my mum’s illness, in truth, and only visited her once in hospital. She was emaciated and delirious, yet, sitting at her bedside, I felt nothing. Looking back, I’m hit with the horror that I should have felt at the time – but if you don’t care about yourself, how are you supposed to care about anyone else?

			Towards the end of my tenancy, my flat resembled a bomb site. Piles of unwashed clothes, empty beer bottles and food containers were strewn around every room. I was in thousands of pounds of arrears, and had become paranoid about debt collectors visiting me. I wasn’t worried about them taking my things; I just didn’t want anyone seeing the state of the place. I wasn’t evicted. I wasn’t even threatened with eviction; I just handed in my notice and left. I wish I could say I was forced into homelessness by an unscrupulous landlord, an addiction to hard drugs or something more dramatic – but it was sloth, shame, and overwhelming paranoia that saw me land on the streets. Many of the mistakes I made were my own, and I deserve a substantial amount of blame, but in hindsight, I can’t help feeling that if I had had more support when leaving care, I could have avoided my deterioration.

			Avoiding this same deleterious path to the streets has become increasingly difficult over the last decade, especially for the poorest and most vulnerable in society. My fellow care-leavers are estimated to comprise 25 per cent of the homeless popu­lation in the UK.2 Families break down for a multitude of reasons, and it’s not always because of mistreatment. I don’t blame my parents. When I was diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) at the age of six, my psych­iatrist told my parents that he’d never treated a more severe case than mine.

			I was tempestuous, extraordinarily hyperactive, aggressive, and I didn’t sleep. My parents, who had problems of their own and were offered little support from social services, were not equipped to cope. When I turned seventeen, social services moved me from my semi-independent unit into a place of my own, a two-up, two-down terrace in Oldham. My case was referred to a private care management provider. They assigned me a key worker, who would visit me a few days every week. I’d lived in the care system since I was twelve, and even though the foster placements and children’s homes could be fraught and chaotic, the presence of others was comforting, especially at night. I wasn’t ready to be alone. A good semi-independent unit can prepare care-leavers for life outside the system. They can teach budgeting, cooking and cleaning – but it does not prepare people for loneliness. Before this, I had moved homes eleven times in five years. This deprived me of a strong support network. Among care-leavers, I’m not alone in struggling to cope with independence. According to the Centre for Social Justice, 57 per cent of care-leavers find it difficult to manage money and avoid debt.3

			I only spent a few weeks in that tent – occasionally packing up and moving to different sites along the bridle path, or to spend a night on a campsite, or, on some days, to kip on my brother’s sofa in Oldham – but I spent almost two years homeless. Perversely, I was fortunate in that the only thing keeping me on the streets was my paranoia; most rough sleepers aren’t so lucky. According to Crisis, ‘Two-thirds of homeless people cite drug and alcohol use as a reason for first becoming homeless.’4 It was warm in May, those first weeks I spent by the side of the canal, but in the depths of winter, homeless peoples’ dependencies only get stronger as the need to fight the cold, numb the pain and stave off boredom intensifies. Being dependent on drugs and alcohol also reduces one’s chances of getting accepted into temporary accommodation, such as hostels and shelters, which often impose strict rules of abstinence. My hypochondria prevented me from even contemplating using hard drugs, and my weak constitution curtailed any risk of severe alcoholism – even though I often drank to oblivion. Yet, despite this, getting off the streets was still an ordeal.

			After the first few days of inertia and morose self-pity, I decided to look into my options, which turned out to be scant. I visited a local housing advice service for assistance, where a rather officious-looking advisor wasn’t particularly helpful. She told me I wasn’t in ‘priority need’ to receive help, as I did not present any vulnerabilities that would exceed those of my homeless counterparts. ‘I have to establish that you would be worse off than me if I were homeless,’ the advisor explained.

			I was homeless, but not homeless enough. It may interest people to learn that local authorities are so depleted of resources that they operate a misery contest for housing, a sort of X Factor for the destitute. Maybe my audition would have gone better if I’d rocked up with a few missing teeth and pissed myself while singing ‘Oom-Pah-Pah’. Typically, things like pregnancy, disability, fleeing domestic violence or having spent time in prison would make one eligible for priority housing. But the paranoia that had plagued me for much of the past three years had won out again, and I had given a fake name, the wrong age and false housing history. This meant I couldn’t tell them I had learning difficulties and was in receipt of Disability Living Allowance at the time, because I’d have had to verify it with a confirmation letter. That letter would have had my real name on it, and the jig would have been up. I don’t understand why I did that. I don’t understand a lot of my decisions back then.

			 

			Austerity has made getting on the housing register more difficult, but the roots of the housing crisis can be traced back to Margaret Thatcher’s government. Thatcher’s Right to Buy scheme was wonderful for a generation of social renters who were enabled to buy their council homes, and for Tories who benefited at subsequent elections; but they were terrible for millions of families who now languish on long social-housing waiting lists.5

			In 2009, David Cameron pledged to strengthen families and fight poverty. Cameron said that Labour had failed Britain’s poorest citizens, and ‘it falls to us, the modern Conservative Party, to fight for the poorest who you [Labour] have let down’.6 A decade later, thousands of families found themselves homeless and raising their children in converted shipping containers. In August 2019, the Children’s Commissioner for England found that 210,000 young people were homeless, either living in hostels and temporary accommodation or sofa-surfing.7 According to a Local Government Association report, between 2016 and 2018 one in ten new homes in England and Wales were created in office blocks,8 such as Terminus House in Harlow, known locally as a ‘human warehouse’ and described as a form of ‘social cleansing’ by local Tory MP Robert Halfon.9 Placements in temporary accommodation are often cramped, overcrowded, miles away from family and friends, and in areas rife with crime. If families struggle to find affordable homes and are being packed like sardines into overcrowded office blocks and shipping containers, what chance do entrenched rough sleepers have?

			There are some hopeful signs, but much more needs to be done. According to a BBC report, local authorities in England are building council homes ‘on a scale not seen in decades’,10 but the numbers are still a long way off meeting people’s needs. The lack of affordable housing stock, coupled with stagnating wages, has led to the so-called ‘Generation Rent’: young adults unable to buy their own homes and forced to depend on the private rental market. A Centre for Housing Policy review into the private rented sector found that living conditions have improved, but 1.35 million privately rented properties still do not meet the Decent Homes Standard, which New Labour introduced to tackle poor quality and disrepair.11

			Research conducted by Shelter and YouGov found that around 2 million adults renting in the private rented sector have become physically ill because of housing problems such as unaffordable rents, poor conditions and the threat of eviction. The research also found that ‘45% of private renters (or 3.8 million adults) have suffered mental health issues as a result of their housing problems, with nearly one in three (2.8 million adults) saying this has kept them awake at night.’12 The Building Research Establishment found that poor housing costs the NHS £1.4 billion a year,13 a financial burden comparable to smoking and alcohol. Such anxiety and stress can start people on the road to homelessness by exacerbating mental health conditions and increasing the probability of depression and substance abuse.

			There are ways out of this crisis, but it will take a political will that has hitherto been absent, and is likely to remain so for the foreseeable future. The Conservative Party is obsessed with shrinking the state, free markets and home ownership, but they already subsidise people’s housing costs through the welfare system. Wouldn’t it be more efficient to spend that money on long-term and affordable social housing rather than enriching private landlords who have no interest in meeting the needs of the poorest renters?

			 

			Many factors contribute to the record levels of homelessness in the UK. While the government’s pitiful record on house building is key, austerity has undoubtedly made things worse. Cuts to drug and alcohol dependency services mean that people don’t benefit from early intervention and struggle to get the appropriate support when addiction has overcome their lives. Stagnating wages, insecure employment and changes to the welfare system have all contributed to people losing their livelihoods. From education to the health service, policing and social care, the coalition scaled down every inch of public life with their austerity programme. The results have been catastrophic for the poorest and most vulnerable in UK society. Thirty-one per cent of UK children live in poverty,14 while more elderly citizens experience severe poverty in the UK than anywhere else in western Europe.15 Since 2010, more than 20,000 police officers have been cut.16 Over the same period, violent crime has risen to record levels.17 A lot of the suffering caused by austerity is hidden away from view. Most people don’t come across the poor kids having to skip their lunches or patients dying in hospital corridors, but it’s become impossible to avoid the homeless. The tent cities, sleeping bags in doorways and desperate men and women with their hands out at cash machines are things we all pass by every day. Homelessness is now part of all our lives.

			As the state has shrunk over the last decade, homeless provision has become the domain of the third sector. Unlike the government, charities can’t guarantee their funding, and predominantly rely on donations and subsidies to survive. This limits the quality of service they can offer. More crucially, charity absolves the government of responsibility and engenders a sense of tolerance for desperate issues, such as rough sleeping, when there should be outrage. In December 2017, the charity Action Hunger installed ‘homeless vending machines’ in Nottingham, which provided food, clothing and other essential items to homeless people on a twenty-four-hour basis.18 Even though the people who devised this scheme probably had the best intentions, the message it sends to the general public is that rough sleeping is now an acceptable part of society. Toby Neal, a Nottingham City Councillor, agreed: ‘This is a well-meaning but misguided and ill-informed attempt to address complex problems faced by people with accommodation and health issues. There is no evidence that it helps, and [it] may distract people from finding long-term solutions.’19 The scheme ultimately failed.

			The third sector has an interesting relationship with accountability. Charities like Emmaus and the YMCA that provide accommodation to service users usually offer support rather than ‘personal care’.20 The legal distinction here is important; offering ‘support’ means that these charities are seldom monitored by the Care Quality Commission nor Ofsted. This lack of oversight allows the third sector to devise whatever schemes they like, with their own rules and regulations, making their quality of service pot luck (this would certainly turn out to be my experience). Moreover, charities are not obliged to comply with Freedom of Information requests (FOIs),21 which frees them from scrutiny and keeps the fourth estate – and you – in the dark. This is something I have discovered repeatedly throughout my investigations.

			A more conspiratorially minded person would argue that this was all part of the Tories’ plan to keep the working classes down. This idea gives the incompetent politicians who’ve been running things for the last decade far too much credit. The Big Society was supposed to step in. With our entrepreneurial and philanthropic spirit, you and I were supposed to march along and pick up the slack. Like the Victorians before us, the Tories believed charity would provide the nation with a safety net. That hasn’t happened – and it’s not for want of trying. The number of charities listed on the Charity Commission’s register reached an all-time high in 2018, with over 160,000 new charities joining, and their collective income exceeded £75 billion for the first time.22 Despite the best intentions of those who work in third-sector organisations, they’ve been unable to compensate for the cuts to public services.

			 

			For so many homeless people, it’s not statutory aid but a stroke of luck, the kindness of a stranger or their strength of will that finally gets them off the street. So it was for me. During my brief stint sleeping rough, I was bedding down along the bridle paths in Saddleworth, a collection of quaint villages that lie along the old West Riding of Yorkshire and are connected by the River Tame, which meanders through the countryside. Each village is filled with grey stone cottages, Range Rovers and, in the summer, village fayres. During the day, I would wander aimlessly along the banks of the River Tame or booze at friends’ houses around Mossley.

			As Frosty Jack and other cheap booze became my close companions, I was drawn into the social circles of people who had been comforted by these drinks for years. That’s how I met Walter, who was fifty-five at the time, a year before I took to the bridle paths. On my jaunts along the Tame, I would often meet up with him in an area known locally as Mossley Beach. (It isn’t really a beach, more of a riverbank, but I suppose you could call it one if you’re a bit sloppy about details.) A former welder from Oldham, Walter wore a woolly hat in all weathers and had a long white beard. He sat on a camping chair and hurled stones into the river for Rover, his scruffy little Yorkshire terrier, to fetch.

			‘Danny, Danny, Danny!’ he would say when greeting me. ‘Fuckin’ ’ell, man, you alreet?’

			Walter swore constantly. Every sentence began with ‘fuckin’’, and every other word in it was bridged by ‘fuckin’’, and each finished: ‘do you know what I fuckin’ mean?’ Cross a drunk Jack Duckworth from Coronation Street with ZZ Top’s Billy Gibbons, and you’ve got Walter.

			‘Where’ve you been, man?’ he asked me.

			I told him I’d left my flat and that I was looking for a place to live.

			‘Get the fuck out of it, man.’ He made some more sympathetic grunts and asked if I’d tried Emmaus, the local homeless charity that offered full-time work in exchange for bed and board. Walter’s advice would prove to be the first step towards me leaving that bridle path.

			Not long after, in May 2013, I folded up my tent for the last time and began the process of entering Emmaus. But this was merely the beginning of my journey out of homelessness. Over the next two years, I would experience all the bureaucracy, austerity, precarity, anxiety and charity mentioned above, and gain a deeper understanding of what it means to be homeless today – and why so many people cannot make it off the street.

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Is Charity Broken?

			‘Charity is a cold, grey, loveless thing. If a rich man wants to help the poor, he should pay his taxes gladly, not dole out money at whim’

			– Clement Attlee (per Francis Beckett)1

			 

			 

			‘If you are suffering, whoever you are, come in, eat, sleep, and regain hope. Here you are loved.’ Abbé Pierre’s words are at the heart of what Emmaus claims to offer Britain’s homeless. Pierre, a Catholic priest and former member of the French Resistance, founded Emmaus in Paris in 1949 to help the rising number of people made homeless by the Second World War. The people he rescued from Paris’s streets recycled old rags to earn their keep. Emmaus in the UK operates in much the same way as Pierre’s original community, except they’re secular and receive their income from the benefits system and second-hand furniture.

			Emmaus communities in the UK accept people who have experienced homelessness and social exclusion. Those who live and work in the communities are known as Companions. Companions can expect three meals a day, a bed every night and a paltry weekly allowance if they commit to working forty hours per week in Emmaus’ social enterprise and agree to observe a strict regime of rules. Drink and drugs are off-limits, and Companions are expected to remain sober inside the community’s walls. They must give up any benefits, except housing benefit, which is pocketed by the community. Companions are not protected by conventional housing or employment rights; legislation has specifically excluded them from receiving the minimum wage,2 and they are not allowed to receive any additional income. I didn’t know any of this then.

			Walter told me to return later one evening to meet some of the Companions living at the Mossley community, who used the ‘Beach’ as their evening drinking haunt. I got to the Beach at around 6pm and waited half an hour for the Companions to materialise, but no one did. On my way back to the tent, walking through the estate, I saw Walter and Rover.

			‘They weren’t there,’ I told Walter.

			‘Oh, fuckin’ hell, man. Well, if they’re not at the fuckin’ Beach, they’ll probably be at the fuckin’ Tyre or summat . . . you know what I fuckin’ mean?’

			For once, that question was valid, because I didn’t have a clue what he meant. It turned out that the ‘Tyre’ was an area of wasteland, a few hundred yards from the Beach near a derelict factory. The Companions used a worn rubber tyre, which must have come from an excavator or digger, as a seat while they blotted out the memories of their day’s toil with black lager and white cider. They were all middle-aged men and well into their session when I arrived a little after dusk. Some of them were perched on the eponymous tyre, while others sat on camping chairs or the ground. The Tyre and the Beach functioned almost like local sanctums for the socially excluded. People would visit the Companions – who were village elders of a sort – for counsel, booze, roll-ups and occasional drunken scraps.

			Walter introduced me. ‘This is Danny. He’s on his arse.’

			Sebastian, a portly Companion from Stoke who looked like a ten-year-old boy trapped in a fifty-year-old man’s body, began to extol the virtues of the charity while slurping a can of Kestrel Super. ‘It’s great,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘You get food and your own room and bathroom. You only get a thirty-five quid allowance, but everything else is paid for.’

			It sounded wonderful to my weary ears. All I would have to do was drag myself out of bed every day, carry a few sofas and reap the rewards. I didn’t care that I would be going from completing higher education to the bottom rung of the social ladder. Any grand ambitions I had once had for my future had been replaced by an overwhelming need to check out, to not care, to yield to a tide that was out of my control and let it wash me up where it wanted. Emmaus provided that opportunity.

			To get accepted by Emmaus, one must be referred to the community by an agency, local authority or another Companion. That evening I returned to Walter’s house, accompanied by Tom, one of the Companions I had met at the Tyre. Tom and I were the same age, and we seemed to get on well enough. I told him I was interested in living at Emmaus, and he suggested I come and visit the next day, promising to vouch for me to the community manager. I arrived the next morning, a hot, cloudless day, during his fag break. He stood puffing on a roll-up in front of the converted textile mill in which the Emmaus community was based.

			‘All right, Danny,’ he said. ‘I haven’t had the chance to speak to the manager yet, pal. He’s in later, though.’

			Tom was about twenty-seven, but his dress sense, attitude and cadence were of a bygone era. He didn’t care for ‘modern music’, didn’t ‘do’ films, preferring to spend his downtime with a spliff and a few episodes of The Real Housewives of Orange County. He laughed at his own jokes, which were usually at someone else’s expense – often mine – and would prefix every sentence with ‘basically’ or ‘technically’. Whenever asked for his opinion, he’d rev up his response with a machine-gun rap of pronouns: ‘Well, me, myself, personally, I think it’s a good idea, me.’

			Later that afternoon, Tom introduced me to Kevin, the community manager. A squat and spritely man, Kevin had been a prison officer at Strangeways. The Companions complained about Kevin in one way or another, but most had a lot of respect for him. He was frank and officious, but I always found him fair, and he was usually willing to turn the other cheek on minor discretions.

			Aside from general questions about my background, eligibility for housing benefit and willingness to work, Kevin was primarily concerned about whether I was a self-harmer or a drinker. The community had just banned a male Companion known as ‘Slasher’, a nickname he earned after prowling the community’s hallways one evening with a bread knife, which he’d used to cut himself. I assured Kevin I was neither, and after briefly deliberating with George, a ‘core’ Companion who had lived in various Emmaus communities for the past twenty years, they accepted me into the community. I was given an en-suite room with a fifteen-foot-high ceiling and everything I needed to live in comfort – except a telly. TVs were prized commodities in Emmaus, and how quickly you got your hands on one depended on who you knew and where you worked within the community.

			My room was next to one of the most interesting men I’ve ever met. Michael Leadbetter – or ‘Mick’, as everyone knew him – was from Hull, and although he was only in his early fifties, his dehydrated complexion produced deep wrinkles that made him resemble an eighty-year-old. His dress sense boasted as many layers as his personality: a couple of T-shirts – a bright purple one on top – worn underneath a blue denim jacket, covered by a scraggly leather jacket that matched his scraggly beard. Mick was eccentric, funny, provocative and clever, but a hopeless drunk, pointlessly anarchic and self-destructive. He was from a generation of working-class hippies who – hypnotised by Pink Floyd and sixties psychedelia – dropped out and never quite managed to drop back in. Mick had gone to grammar school, was well-read and articulate. I managed to give him the impression that I had those qualities too, and we bonded over sixties rock and games of chess in which he would prevail even after six cans of the black stuff. Mick was also very fond of taunting me. He would blast out Bonzo Dog Band’s ‘Slush’ each morning, knowing that the maniacal laughter that loops throughout the track freaked me out. He also enjoyed preying on my lack of work experience by asking me to fetch such things as tartan paint or a left-handed screwdriver.

			We lived above the shop at Emmaus, so there weren’t many excuses for being late. Even if your alarm didn’t go off, there’d be a knock on your door to rouse you out of your pit. Nevertheless, I turned up for my first morning meeting, held among the ­higgledy-piggledy assortment of dining furniture and sofas on the old mill’s first floor, fifteen minutes early. I wanted to impress upon Kevin what I’d assured him of at our interview: that I wasn’t a drinker and was up to graft. A few minutes later, I was joined by Sebastian, Tom, Mick and a dozen others, before Rabbit, the community cook, who looked like a waxwork model of D’Artagnan that had melted slightly, entered the room. He was called Rabbit because he loved the sound of his own voice.

			‘Alreet, you shower of cunts!’ he announced to the room, who issued a collective murmur in acknowledgement. ‘Alreet, lad,’ Rabbit said to me while pulling up a stool next to the café bar. ‘Sleep well?’ he asked, winking in Tom’s direction.

			‘Err . . . yeah,’ I said, confused by the smirk broadening across his face.

			‘Deep sleeper, is it?’ Rabbit asked, as he sprinkled tobacco into an empty Rizla paper.

			‘You were lucky then, pal,’ Tom said before I could reply.

			‘Why?’ I asked.

			‘Well, you got the short straw in that room,’ Rabbit said.

			Behind me, I could hear Mick laughing into his mug of black coffee.

			‘Because,’ Rabbit continued, gesturing towards Mick, ‘that mad fucker is usually screamin’ his ’ed off till early doors. ’Ere, at least you’ll learn alt’ lyrics off Dark Side of the Moon, soon.’

			‘And Slim Shady,’ added Tom.

			I quickly learned that on most evenings, Mick, after quenching his thirst at the Tyre or the Beach, would unleash the complaints he’d been harbouring all day in a series of drunken rants. These episodes were like a daily broadcast of events through ‘channel Mick’. If he was pissed off about something you’d done, these tirades were the only way you’d find out: ‘And you, Danny, stop leaving the pallet truck in the middle of the road. You don’t listen. You always know best. Well, you don’t. Time-wasting bastard!’

			Like George, Mick was one of the ‘core’ Companions. There were seven of them living in Mossley when I arrived. The core Companions reminded me of Brooks from The Shawshank Redemption: institutionalised long-timers unlikely to leave, and even more unlikely to cope if they did so.

			On my first day, I was assigned to the warehouse to work under Mick. The happy-go-lucky hippy from the Tyre transformed into a cantankerous grump during the day. It took him until the early afternoon to shake off his hangover and delirium tremens (DTs) from the night before, which produced a temperament that wasn’t fit for customer service. In the afternoon, he would become giddy as he anticipated the black lager awaiting him on the Beach. A pink tutu had been donated to the community one day, and Mick decided to wear it for the rest of the afternoon, striking the odd ballet pose as he went to and fro from the warehouse to the shop floor. It was also in the afternoon that Mick would pepper you with jokes that would have made Bob Monkhouse wince.

			‘Danny, sorry about giving you stick earlier,’ he said as he passed me in the yard one afternoon.

			‘No worries, I’m used to you by now, you miserable twat.’

			‘Yeah, well, the thing is, I didn’t get much sleep last night.’

			‘That makes two of us – but that’s all your fault, to be honest. Why not try less shouting?’

			Mick laughed and continued: ‘No, no, listen, I was up all night wondering where the sun had gone.’ He paused for a second. ‘And then it dawned on me.’

			He walked off, leaving me rooted to the spot, wondering what on earth he was talking about . . . and then it dawned on me.

			 

			Mick wasn’t earning as much as the other Companions in the community, as he was confined to the warehouse where the only opportunity to make some side money was by slashing the bottom of sofas in the hope of procuring loose change. His sole instruction that first morning was ‘find gaps; fill ’em in.’

			The gaps he was referring to were spaces on the shop floor that needed restocking with furniture. I began finding and filling, but after an hour of this, I was at a loose end.

			‘I don’t care if you’ve got nowt to do,’ said Mick after he noticed me contemplating the ground. ‘But you need to do something. The last thing you want to be known as is a lazy bastard. ’Cause it will stick.’

			After I’d spent a few months in the community, Mick and I would set up a chessboard in the warehouse and make our moves between delivery trips. Walking inside Mick’s warehouse was like going on a safari into his mind. The chaotic hodgepodge of furniture, scrap wood, and anything from kayaks to parachutes strewn inside the storage bays made for a post-Blitz ambience which was peculiarly pretty but completely impractical. After a few days, I made the colossal mistake of attempting to organise all of it. Mick expressed no objections to this during the day, but everyone heard about it on ‘channel Mick’ that night:

			‘Danny, you don’t know what you’re doing! That’s my fuckin’ warehouse. I have my system; you have no respect!’

			I was moved on to the van crew the next day. The van was the only place (aside from the positions controlled by the ‘core’, who weren’t fit enough for the van job) where one could pursue a side hustle. The single drawback was that it was also the most taxing job at Emmaus. It involved driving across Tameside and Greater Manchester, collecting and delivering furniture. I started with two men, Bob and Fred. Bob was our driver and, according to Tom, a pervert:

			‘He’s not right, him,’ Tom said one night while giving me a breakdown of everyone in the community.

			‘Why?’ I asked.

			‘I went into his room once, and, I swear down, he had pictures of fanny all over his walls.’

			A single man deprived of female attention keeping visual stimuli for when nature called didn’t strike me as all that unusual. ‘What, pictures of naked women?’ I asked, unmoved.

			‘No – fanny!’ Tom reiterated, sniggering. ‘Fuckin’ giant pictures of fanny. No faces or owt – just fanny!’

			But even if Bob was a record-breaking wanker behind closed doors, at work, he was quiet, harmless and got on with things. Fred was also quiet, but slightly more on the ball.

			‘Right, listen, mate,’ he said that afternoon. ‘You seem like a good lad. If we get a tip, you don’t say fuck all, ’cause we’re supposed to hand them in. Right?’

			‘Right,’ I affirmed.

			Tips on the vans were scant and, in my experience, always offered by those who could least afford it, which made one reluctant to accept them. The wealthier customers were too concerned about us scratching their posh decor to even consider a gratuity. The real opportunities to make cash came from collecting valu­able pieces of furniture and selling them on to another dealer or a customer whom you knew was interested in buying what you’d collected. Stained mattresses presented an opportunity to make some side cash, too. We weren’t supposed to pick them up because they were impossible to sell. Who wants to buy a stained second-hand mattress? We told people that we couldn’t accept the mattress as a donation, but we could take it to the tip for them for £20. We were paid a £35 weekly allowance and had £10 put into our savings each week. If you ever wanted to get out of Emmaus, your savings would only help you achieve this after several years of service. Is it any wonder that Companions tried to make a little extra?

			Even though I worked hard, I was hopeless on the vans. On one windswept and wet afternoon, I was attempting to load a bedside cabinet on to a toe sack truck so that I could cart it on to the van. I must have been wrestling with this thing for five minutes. Trying to load it back-facing, front-facing, on its side and upside down, not realising that what was impeding me was my failure to place the cabinet’s legs between the bars on the truck’s shovel. When I finally figured it out, I looked up and discovered almost everyone in the community wearing mixed looks of confusion and amusement.

			‘Clueless,’ said Mick, to roars of laughter.

			Fred, who was less amused, marched over and picked up the cabinet, strode to the back of the delivery van and launched it inside. ‘Simple!’ he shouted. ‘Are you taking the piss?’ he said.

			Fred had me replaced. I had only been living and working in the community for about two months at this point, and had already been excluded from the warehouse and the van crew.

			 

			After a few months, I felt relieved that some structure and stability was being reintroduced into my life. I even got used to Mick’s evening routine of drunkenly shouting over Pink Floyd albums. Mick might not have known it, but he restored some of my self-confidence. The conversations we had about literature, film and particularly music helped me feel more human, and that my life wasn’t geared solely around survival. Despite his own madness, he helped re-establish my perspective on life, constantly reminding me that Emmaus was no place for someone as young as I was, who had just graduated from university. The first few months I spent in the community had restored some normality to my life. I was grateful for the respite, but as time wore on, my feelings changed.

			Apparently, side hustles were not exclusive to the vans, and the staff had started to investigate stealing from the community.

			Tom warned me that people thought I was a grass: ‘They’ve been bang at it for years, pal. You come along, and now we’re being investigated.’

			I was already suffering from cabin fever from living and working with the same people; people who were damaged, dysfunctional and temperamental. The atmosphere of suspicion made me feel like the walls of the cabin were collapsing in. When I first entered the community, my critical faculties had been blunted by a desperate need for sanctuary, but living there for six months had sharpened them. The true nature of the place came into focus. Many of the Companions had lived there for decades; they frequently lamented their lot in Emmaus, but for them, it was either the community or the street. They were trapped. I also realised that I was doing full-time manual labour for no pay, with no basic rights protecting me from being returned to the streets.

			It struck me that the relationship the Companions had with Emmaus was similar to the one that Victorian paupers had with their workhouse masters. This observation is shared by Professor Bill Jordan, who, in his book Social Work and the Third Way, compares Emmaus to the workhouse: ‘At one level an Emmaus community in the UK could be seen as a privatised form of indoor poor relief – a workhouse, operated according to strict rules, with informal systems of surveillance amounting almost to a blood and guts panopticon.’3

			On a sunny spring day in May 2017, four years after I had first entered the community, I travelled to Birmingham to interview Simon Grainge, chief executive of Emmaus UK, in his offices at the city’s refurbished Custard Factory. Grainge didn’t recognise these similarities: ‘I think that kind of thing very often comes around where people’s perception of Emmaus is not complete, shall we say, and I think that’s where people dip into it and they don’t fully understand it.’ He added that Emmaus provides people with a sense of purpose and belonging: ‘It’s about people regaining their self-esteem by being able to work and support themselves, rather than being in receipt of charity.’ One can appreciate why the word ‘workhouse’ would trouble Grainge. It conjures up images of Oliver Twist and meagre slops of gruel.

			Companions have to adhere to a strict regime, but clean water, central heating, flat-screen tellies – if you can get your hands on one – and the Human Rights Act set Companions apart from their Victorian counterparts. I was not expected to break boulders or pick oakum to earn my keep, and there was more on the menu than watery porridge, but the fundamental relationship that other Companions and I had with the charity was much the same.

			Emmaus was established in the UK forty years after Pierre opened the first community in Paris.4 Today, Emmaus UK has grown to become the largest wing of the charity outside France, with twenty-nine communities catering to over 800 Companions across the country. Camilla, Duchess of Cornwall, is a patron and the president is Terry Waite, a former aide to an Archbishop of Canterbury. The organisation’s goals are perfectly aligned with Conservative notions of community and volunteerism. A House of Commons select committee report, issued shortly after the Conservative-led coalition government took power in 2010, stated: ‘We regard the challenge to government presented by charities such as Emmaus as a litmus test of the government’s Big Society project.’5 Nobody talks about the ‘Big Society’ any more, but at its heart is the Tories’ raison d’être: the desire to whisk us back to Victorian Britain, where small government and laissez-faire capitalism was all the rage. In 2011, the then-prime minister David Cameron pledged to dismantle big government and build the Big Society in its place.6 One can see why Emmaus would be a poster child for the Big Society; the charity practises precisely the kind of philanthrocapitalism that the concept preaches.

			The do-it-yourself-’cause-you’re-on-your-own-mate philosophy of the Big Society has led to the fragmentation of many social services. A homeless person might approach a hostel and receive accommodation with a support plan. Let’s say they have a substance dependency and mental health issues. They will be referred to an alcohol and drug support service and, separ­ately, a mental health support service. All these organisations will be non-profit groups, charities or private companies, and are likely to be independent of one another. Due to the Data Protection Act, these services will be unable to share information about their clients with each other unless the client agrees first, so things like missed appointments and other issues can go unreported. These services must be returned to the public sector so those who need help with things like homelessness, dependency, health and employment can have them addressed concurrently, and different branches can communicate with each other without being impeded by red tape.

			In 2018, St Mungo’s – a hostel and outreach charity – was caught up in a scandal when a Guardian investigation7 found that some of their staff were handing over their client’s information to the Home Office to assist their Hostile Environment Policy. The brainchild of Theresa let’s-stop-being-the-nasty-party May, the Hostile Environment was designed to make life as miserable as possible for migrants without leave to stay in the UK. It has fostered a severe lack of trust among rough-sleeping communities for the outreach teams that purport to have their best interests at heart. Even homeless people who aren’t vulnerable to repatriation are reluctant to share their information with charities because they’re worried that it could be used against them in some way. This is a sorry state of affairs, especially considering that one of the significant problems homeless organisations face is keeping track of their service users and sharing vital information about their background, health and other issues with other providers.

			The irony here is that while the government celebrates charities like Emmaus, who are increasingly running the nation’s social infrastructure, it is still footing the bill. A significant proportion of Emmaus’ revenue is comprised of housing benefit. When I later went on to live in Emmaus’ St Albans community, the amount someone living in shared accommodation could claim in housing benefit was £78.50 per week. But this cap did not apply to claimants in supported accommodation, and before I finally left Emmaus in 2016, I was receiving £182.15 per week in housing benefit. Emmaus St Albans reported that their housing benefit receipts rose to £300,564 for the year leading up to 30 June 2016.8

			This financial burden was evaluated in 2008 by the Cambridge Centre for Housing and Planning Research. Their report, which used the Village Carlton Emmaus community as a case study, claimed that by housing twenty-seven Companions in Emmaus, rather than in alternative accommodation, the hypothetical annual saving to the taxpayer is £557,362. Emmaus often cite these findings in their promotional material. However, the findings are based on interviews with just eleven Companions, carried out during one week of the year. Moreover, the study seems to ignore the fact that Companions are working full-time. If they’re capable of working in Emmaus, they’re capable of working outside of Emmaus. And if they were in full-time work, they would be paying tax.9

			I moved on from Emmaus Mossley in late 2013 and returned to the housing advice centre. By this time, my severe paranoia had subsided, and I disclosed my personal details, including my disability. Despite ticking a crucial box on the misery checklist, I was given the same spiel as before: I would have to be especially destitute to get help. My parents were away, so that night, I tried desperately to find a sofa to stay on, but none was forthcoming. I spent a bitterly cold and wet November night wandering Oldham, making my way around the shopping centre until it closed, followed by circuits of Tommyfield Market. My sobriety and renewed mental clarity allowed me to view my terrible choices and severe misfortune with clear eyes. While I should have been in tears, I was laughing maniacally at what a parody my life had become. The ground was too wet to sit on, so I spent most of the night huddled underneath a bridge at the Civic Centre. The housing advice centre called me the next day and offered me a place in supported accommodation in Openshaw, Manchester. I don’t know if they’d initially missed something on my application or if I just got lucky, as I can’t recall them explaining their offer. I was just grateful to get it.

			I spent around five months in Openshaw. I can’t remember my support workers’ names, but they were some of the best I’ve come across. And after five months, they helped me find a council flat back in Mossley.

			I took pride in this place; I got fit, started blogging and, with renewed self-confidence, applied to the University of Melbourne to study for a master’s degree in journalism. I was accepted, and after five months in my flat, I gave it up and moved to Australia. I was born in Melbourne and moved in with my biological father’s side of the family. They hadn’t seen me since I was an infant, and they paid for me to go out there, allowing me to live rent-free in the beginning.

			I was uncomfortable as soon as I got off the plane in Melbourne. Australia is a beautiful country; the trunks of the luscious eucalyptus trees look like they’re made of suede; gorgeous white shores look on to crystal-blue horizons, and the whole place looks polished, clean. But it is hot. Bloody hot. It’s also so bright that I found myself reaching for sunglasses on a cloudy day. Plus, the country boasts the largest variety of ways to be killed since Spain circa 1492. In Britain, our animals are quaint, fluffy things that star in children’s books; in Oz, they’re the stuff of nightmares. Twenty-one of the world’s twenty-five most venomous snakes live there, along with crocs, white sharks, giant bounding rats (kangaroos) and monstrous arachnids. A tiny spider can murder you in your garden out there; the creepiest thing one might come across in a British garden is Alan Titchmarsh.

			The bigger problem for me out there was getting a job. I arrived in Melbourne in mid-September 2014, but I couldn’t begin my master’s degree until February 2015. In the meantime, I had to look for work if I wanted to continue staying with my uncle in the suburbs, but getting on the employment ladder was an even more arduous task out there. Just like the UK, ‘essential’ skills and health-and-safety training rackets have cosied up to Centrepoint (their version of the Job Centre) in Australia, and even menial jobs require one to have their ‘tickets’ in order.

			I returned to my parents’ house for Christmas 2014 with the intention of going back to Melbourne afterwards to start my masters. But while I was at my parents’, my uncle phoned to tell me that I could no longer stay with him. He’d thought that I would only be shacking up with him temporarily until I found my own digs, but I’d been there just under three months, and my uncle wanted his own space again. I had no job and little money, and because I couldn’t afford the rents out there, I didn’t use my return ticket.

			 

			Back to square one. This was my fault. The decision to go out there was impulsive, and I should have done more research into what to expect, but I took a risk to try and improve my life, and my failure resulted in me hitting rock bottom again. This is something I’ve witnessed time and again throughout my experience in hostels and while reporting on homelessness. Clearly, the safety net isn’t good enough.

			I moved in with my parents for a while, but as much as I love them, we’ve never been able to live with each other over long periods. I was having no luck finding a job and I grew desperate. I expected that things would soon break down at home, and, as I didn’t want to be at the mercy of Greater Manchester’s housing service again, I looked to escape the north entirely. Time heals all wounds, and I thought things at Emmaus could be different. I knew what to expect, what to say, what not to say, so I applied to live at the Emmaus St Albans community.

			The community support manager was full of smiles and niceties when she collected me from the train station. She drove me to the community and guided me to a box room, which was fully furnished – and even included a TV! I was given a handbook detailing the community’s rules, which, like those at Mossley, were centred on abstaining from alcohol and drugs. The handbook also included the system of reprimands used for various infractions, which were illustrated in a table of ascending severity. Alcohol and violence earned one an immediate ‘ban’ – the length of which depended on the offence – while things like tardiness and verbal abuse would earn you a verbal warning, followed by a written warning, a final warning, and eventually a ban. The manager left and told me to relax before tea at 5pm.

			The community was inside a large red-brick building in what must have been a hospice or nursing home. While Emmaus Mossley did all their business under one roof, Emmaus St Albans had many shops across Hertfordshire. It was a hot and humid day, and the stress of moving had welded my shirt to my back. I changed and went outside for some fresh air. The community was warmly decorated and had a spacious and manicured garden where chickens roamed free; there was even a friendly house cat roaming the corridors. Mossley, by contrast, felt cold and austere, the comparison with a workhouse made more evident by the Victorian mill we had lived in. When the Companions returned from work, I expected to be repelling banter, but each of them, with a few exceptions, introduced themselves cordially, invited me to eat at their table and bombarded me with questions.

			There’s no other word for it. It was nice. They were nice. The atmosphere in Mossley had a working-class gruffness to it, whereas in St Albans, the ambience was gentle, fluffy, very middle England and middle class – it was soft. Maybe this perception was conditioned by my background (saying ‘actually’ in Manchester is enough to be considered a snobby bastard). Perhaps they were just normal and ‘it’s grim up north’.
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