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This one’s for Katie.




Chapter One

‘So where are you now?’ says Noosha.

‘What, right this minute?’ I shift the weight of my rucksack and pull my scarf higher over my ears. It’s a cold morning, although dry, for now. ‘Walking to town. I can’t talk for long. Need to charge my phone.’

‘You’re okay though?’

‘Of course.’

‘Sure? I’m worried about you, Jess.’

I know it’s true, and not unreasonable, but I still roll my eyes. ‘Yes, I’m fine. Got a plan,’ I add. ‘I’ll call you later, or message.’

‘All right,’ she says, reluctantly. ‘Well. Be careful. Let me know if you need—’

I interrupt her. ‘Yes, yes. Gotta go.’

I push my phone back into my pocket and hurry on down the hill.



It’s the beginning of October and for the past two and a half weeks I’ve been sleeping in a cemetery. It seems seasonally appropriate, doesn’t it, although that’s not the reason. It’s not as much fun as it sounds.

Does it sound like fun? Perhaps not. I’m not draped on a tomb or anything dramatic; I have a tent, a tiny tent. Up in the farthest corner, high on the hill, tucked between a gloomy Victorian yew and the elaborate gravestones of Elizabeth beloved wife of Iestyn Evans departed this life August 5, 1878 in the 27th year of her Life and William Williams Esq born 1835 died 1884. Elizabeth has an angel, rather battered and missing both arms from the elbow. William has acres of text telling us how great he was, carved so precisely that one hundred and thirty-odd years of rain and frost have had no impact on the sharpness of the letters.

Every night I lie tensely in my sleeping bag, swaddled in layers of clothing, and fall asleep in the pitchy darkness. I’m usually woken by the wind, or the rain, or a nightmare. You might think bad dreams are unavoidable in such a setting, but it’s not the myriad dead who disturb my rest.

One night last week I was woken by the moon, brightly silver, and when I unzipped the tent and looked out across the monochrome curves of the hillside, the gravestones like teeth, I saw a fox slinking silently down the path that leads to the elaborate entrance gates, pausing for a moment to look back towards me. It felt like the world was holding its breath.

Every morning I get up in the grey dawn and conceal my tent, along with sleeping bag and bed roll, among the trunks and branches of the solid hedge that divides the cemetery from the house on its boundary.

I carry my rucksack, containing all my worldly goods, first to the cold (but clean – I’m not complaining) public toilets by the cemetery gates, where I remove some of my layers and wash in cold water. I’ve never seen anyone else using them. I’ve hardly ever seen anyone in here at all – occasionally there are people visiting graves – and I’ve seen two funerals. Dog walkers, but they don’t come up to the corner. I’m not here for most of the day, though; I walk down the hill and into the town to make use of the warmth in the library, where a kindly member of staff will sometimes let me leave my stuff while I go out to read the adverts in the temping agency windows.

I need to get a job, which isn’t easy when you don’t have an address. But I need a job in order to pay for an address. If I don’t find something soon, I’ll have to spend my (fairly meagre) savings and I’d rather not have to. Ideally, I’ll find something casual where they’re not too fussed about details. There used to be lots of jobs like that, but less so these days. I try not to worry, because let’s face it, my life now is loads better than my life a month ago, however cold I might be.



On my daily journey into town, I walk down a street of pleasing 1930s houses. Just before they change into slightly duller 1950s houses, there’s one that’s ‘Under Offer’. I’ve noticed it before – every day, in fact – but this morning I’m paying more attention. I don’t worry that anyone will notice me looking, because property is an allowable interest, whoever you are.

It rained all night, and the puddles reflect a low sky. It’s chilly too – a lazy wind blowing off the hills. The houses along here are half brick, half render, their upper stories a variety of shades from ‘lead’ to ‘pearl’. They look better in sunshine; most things do.

I stand by the wall and stare across the front garden (shaggy lawn, the skeletal remains of hydrangea flowers) to the sitting-room window. There’s definitely no furniture in the front room; I’m pretty sure the house is empty. Three houses further on there’s a turning, down to a cul-de-sac of newer houses, and there’s a footpath too – I saw it on Google Maps earlier – that passes behind the empty house. Like I said to Noosha, I’ve had an idea. I feel pretty stupid for not thinking of it before, to be honest.

I wander carelessly into the cul-de-sac, trying to project innocent passer-by vibes (quite tricky when you’re carrying a large rucksack), take the footpath, and peer through a tangle of trees and shrubbery to the back fences of the houses on the main road. It’s quiet down here; semi-wild, concealed. A magpie hops across the path ahead of me and I raise one finger in salute. I don’t need any more sorrow.

The empty house and its neighbours are big plain semis, with spacious gardens and bow windows and stained glass in the wide front doors. I reckon they’d be worth half a million, back home. Here they might be more affordable – if you could afford anything at all. The house next door has impressive bright pine fencing, brand new, six feet tall. The empty house, though… there the fence is older, damaged, covered in ivy. I look round, checking for dog walkers, joggers, buggy-pushing mums. Nothing. It’s mid-morning, not yet half-term. I step confidently off the path and between two slender silver birches, looking for a way in.

The gate’s secure but one fence panel lists slightly and it’s not difficult to pull it aside and slip quickly through.

Sometimes houses sit waiting for ages once someone’s made an offer, on pause while chains untangle themselves. I remember one in the street where I grew up, empty for months. I’d peer through the window on my way to school, looking the whole length of the open-plan sitting room and out to the hazy enchantment of the garden growing out of control; ruined, I’d felt, once the new owners were in and the exuberance tamed.

I hesitate for a moment, cautious. The garden is overgrown and untidy and I wonder how long the house has been empty. A while, I reckon. Six months, even a year. There’s a wide swathe of ragged lawn, dotted with elderly fruit trees, trunks lichened, branches almost bare. Apples rot in the long grass.

A broad flight of mossy concrete steps leads up to a second lawn. A very large shed or garage built from slabs of concrete, with a rusty, green-painted corrugated iron roof, stands at the end of the driveway that runs down the side of the house. On the right, another, smaller shed – maybe a coal shed or outside loo? – some empty pots, stacked unsteadily; elderly patio furniture, a circular iron table and two chairs. Ugly sliding doors onto a back room of some kind. Drifts of leaves, everything damp and dripping. To the left, another window and the back door, leading to what must be the kitchen. The high fences and trees on both boundaries mean the garden is barely overlooked by either neighbour. Down here there’s a greenhouse, its roof level with the garage floor. White-painted glass, one pane smashed. I step carefully between the fruit trees and across the lawn, pausing at the foot of the steps.

It would be very useful if I could get in, if it wasn’t damp, if the new owners didn’t rock up for weeks, or months. I could sleep indoors, get a job somewhere, save for a deposit. That would be perfect. But I shouldn’t get too excited. It’s risky to hope. I drop my rucksack by a large green plastic water butt, fed by a leaky downpipe from the garage’s gutter, and climb the steps to the second lawn, just as unkempt as the first. There are flowerbeds with untrimmed shrubs, mildewed asters, the leggy stalks and papery moons of honesty.

Crossing the patio, I cup my hands against the glass and gaze through the patio doors. They’re blown; streaks of condensation inside, lichen on the sealant, disintegrating UPVC. The room is empty except for a large floral sofa against the left-hand wall. Scuffed parquet, a non-period fireplace with an extravagantly fake electric fire. I try the door handle, just in case, but no joy there. Stepping back, I look up at the windows above. They seem in better condition, but whoever’s bought the place will have plenty of fixing-up to do.

I lived in a house, once, that needed a lot of work. It was exciting to begin with and eventually exhausting. But maybe the new owners are the sort of people who can manage this kind of task more successfully than we were ever able to.

Anyway. I turn to the back door. Old-fashioned, wooden, half glazed. I can see the stainless-steel sink below the window, one abandoned teacup. I press my cheek against the glass, trying to see if the key’s in the lock. There’s a cat flap, and a key in the door might be accessible to someone with long arms. But no – I can see the key, or a key, on the worktop, too far to reach.

Luckily, however, back doors aren’t difficult. This one’s a standard deadlock, nothing complicated. As long as it’s not bolted, I can probably open it. I pull the lockpicks from my pocket, select the ones that look most appropriate, and insert them into the lock, feeling delicately at the mechanism. I’ve had my lockpicks a long time, the most useful gift my brother ever bought me. I’m eternally grateful for being quite a strange child. It’s years since I picked a lock, but I spent a lot of time practising, long ago, in the summer holidays of the year I left school. It’s a skill that’s occasionally come in useful, saving student pals the price of a locksmith when they locked their keys in the house. And once I helped some rather different friends gain access to a piece of waste ground, apparently secure behind a padlocked yellow gate.

The lock springs back and the door is open – or at least, unlocked. Is it bolted, though? I hope not, and turn the handle. The door’s stiff, warped a little, swollen, but I know at once I’ve been successful. It groans complainingly but it’s open, and I’m in.

I hadn’t realized how tense I was until I’m standing on the worn lino, head swimming with relief. My two weeks of camping have been low-key stressful. It’s cold, it’s going to get colder, and I’m not a natural camper.

Tonight, though, I’ll be indoors, sleeping on that sofa, perhaps. I look round, considering my surroundings. The kitchen is double aspect, a second window looking across at the matching window of the house next door, half concealed by café-style net curtains. I turn on the cold tap and watch with satisfaction as water spurts out into the sink.

The kitchen hasn’t been updated in a long time; Formica worktops and very plain cupboard doors, perhaps from the early 1970s. A space for a fridge and another for a washing machine, a short run of wall cabinets, some shelves under the angled ceiling where the staircase intervenes. There’s a rather shoddy homemade wooden cabinet which contains the wall-mounted boiler. An ancient white enamel Belling electric cooker with Bakelite knobs; my grandmother had an identical one when I was very young. The room is almost but not quite square, ‘a good size’, and would look very smart if transformed with new flooring and units. I open some cupboards. A plain white mug with no handle holds three biros, a pencil, and a paintbrush stiff with old paint. Under the sink, a Brillo pad rusted almost to nothing, a pair of yellow Marigolds, an empty plastic bucket.

It’s very quiet. I close my eyes for a moment and breathe in the stillness.

I go into the hall, bright from the large windows in the porch and front door. Dado rail, black and white tiles like a Flash advert, and the staircase climbing beside me. Two doors on the right. I open the first, into the room with the patio doors. It’s colder in here. Shelving in the alcoves beside the chimney breast, over built-in cupboards. I flick the light switch and am surprised and pleased when the light comes on. I won’t be able to have the lights on, obviously, which means long evenings in the dark, but I’ll be able to charge my phone, and cook, perhaps, if the stove works. My spirits rise further.

The front room is brighter, cream-coloured carpet still faintly indented with the impression of missing furniture. The sun-bleached wallpaper is marked with darker patches where pictures once hung. A pale, deco fireplace, another electric fire, more shelves and cupboards in the alcoves.

‘What a nice room,’ I say, startling myself. My voice sounds odd, and I clear my throat, weirdly self-conscious. Back in the hall, I admire a row of useful coat hooks on the wall, and the green and yellow stylized flower shapes in the stained glass in the top of the wide front door. There’s a porch, too, with more stained glass. I open the inside door, which isn’t locked. In the porch, a wild slather of paper covers the floor; takeaway menus, taxi firm business cards, circulars, and some actual post for the previous owner, Mrs Bronwyn Evans. A widow, then, presumably. I take an envelope with me, back into the house. Not to open it, or not yet – but it might be useful to have another name. I’ve thought about joining the library, but you need proof of address. I put the envelope on the windowsill beside the interior door, and then go upstairs. At the top, the bathroom. Chunky white suite, might even be original; horrible carpet; airing cupboard with huge copper cylinder and slatted pine shelves. Beside the bathroom, the master bedroom, with elderly pink shag pile, and very ugly built-in wardrobes each side of the chimney breast; dark wood, louvred doors.

I look out over the back garden, where the clustering trees beyond the boundary, even with their leaves almost all gone, mean that although I can see the occasional roof or wall of the new estate, no one’s windows are visible. Efficient planning by the people who built the estate, or a fortunate accident? The second bedroom, at the front, is nearly as big, with bare floorboards, a dusty full-length mirror leaning against the wall. And finally the box room, probably still big enough for a double bed, more or less, although then you’d not be able to get a chest of drawers in. Or anything else. It’s decorated in an unpleasantly oppressive dark blue painted over woodchip.

Back on the landing, I look across at next-door’s landing window, and consider my options. It would be best to sleep downstairs, I think. Not only because that’s where the sofa is, but because it would be the best place to escape from, should I need to. The new owners might arrive at any moment, after all, and I’ll need to be ready to scarper. But a house with a door I can lock, with water and electricity – it’s perfect; better than anything I could have imagined. A feeling of… what? gratitude?… almost overwhelms me.

I go back downstairs and out into the garden to collect my rucksack. I look at the garage and, finding the padlock on the door isn’t actually closed (honestly, the security here is terrible), cautiously slide the door open, worried it will be noisy. It’s fine, though, oiled sometime reasonably recently. Inside, the garage is unexpectedly light, with a large window at the far end, above the greenhouse. There’s an old-fashioned wooden workbench, shelves for tools, an old petrol mower right at the back. This might be a sensible place to keep my tent and bedroll. If I have to run, it would be better if they’re out here, accessible but hidden. I could get my own padlock, too. I ought to put all my stuff out here if I leave the house for more than five minutes, although I suspect this is too sensible, too much effort. I close the door behind me and go back into the house.




Chapter Two

Three days at the house. It’s number twenty-eight, but it has a name, too: Sunnyside. This is almost too perfectly pre-war. I’m invisible homeless and there are lots of people like me, even if they’re sleeping on a friend’s sofa instead of squatting, which I suppose is what I’m doing.

When I was in my mid-teens, just left school, I knew some people who lived in a squat. It was pretty grim; I didn’t like going there. I found the chaotic nature of the things that happened – even mid-week afternoons could descend into anarchy – quite frightening, although I pretended not to. Even at sixteen I felt sorry for the neighbours. This is a bit different, though; no one’s stolen all the wiring, and it doesn’t smell of bonfires, hash and unwashed clothing. I wonder idly what the people who lived in the squat are doing now. Some of them are probably dead.

A year after that I lived somewhere almost as chaotic, anyway; in a trailer on that previously mentioned waste ground, up at the far end of one of the business parks. Our neighbours there were a loose collection of ex-punks and New Age travellers (not that any of them ever really went anywhere), so there was no one to feel sorry for. It’s not like anyone was getting up for work in the morning. I thought it would be freeing, living on site, but to be honest it was as bad, if not worse, as living at home, compounded by a lack of washing and toilet facilities and the fact that I was living with an arsehole.

I got used to thinking of Fitz that way years ago, but more recent developments suggest he could have been a lot worse. I may have to recalibrate. He was just a bit of a knob really, and to be completely fair, he mostly meant well. Although he tried hard to pretend he’d never had an upbringing, he was often thoughtful and probably didn’t treat me any worse than any of the posh boys he went to school with would have done. I should have known better than to leave a relatively stable situation at home to move in with someone like him, but I was your averagely foolish seventeen-year-old. My subsequent mistakes have at least all been different.



‘So, wait, you’re living in an empty house? Does it have a roof?’

‘It’s empty, Noosh, not abandoned; of course it’s got a roof. And water and electricity. A palace!’

‘But how? I don’t understand? Is this what you were talking about the other day?’

‘Yeah. The security was quite poor.’

There’s a pause while she thinks about this.

‘Have you broken into someone’s house, Jessica?’

‘Well, technically, yes.’

‘Technically?’

I laugh. ‘Yeah. No, okay, that’s definitely what I’ve done.’

‘What if you get caught?’

I shrug, not that she can see me. ‘Hopefully I won’t get caught. I’m seeing someone about a job tomorrow. It might only take me a month to save up enough money for a room. So I could be gone before anyone catches me.’

‘I dunno, mate, it sounds risky.’

‘It is risky,’ I admit, ‘but it’s indoors risky and I’m prepared to take the chance.’

‘Seriously, though, I could lend you some money. I don’t want you to get caught. Would you get arrested?’

I consider this. ‘Probably not. Anyway, it’s fine. I don’t want your money. I’m going to do this myself.’



I found an empty jam jar in the cupboard under the stairs, and I’m putting electricity money into it, although I don’t really know how much it costs to charge my phone or boil water in my tiny camping kettle. It’s a shame there’s no washing machine in the house, but there’s a laundrette at the bottom of the long hill that leads down into the town centre, so I washed everything I wasn’t wearing, including my sleeping bag, for a very reasonable £3. I’m feeling much calmer. The last three weeks felt like a terrifying whirl of anxiety, and I was prepared to believe that would be my life forever, but perhaps not. Find a job and save for a deposit and then rent a room, and when I’ve got somewhere more… official… to live, everything will work out, won’t it? I remember when I definitely believed that, although it’s hard, sometimes, to imagine life ever being normal again.

I message my mum.


Am safe don’t worry.



Don’t get a reply; but didn’t really expect to. She replied to the first one I sent after I got here – a terse ‘OK’. This is fine. I have no idea whether she ever thinks about me when I’m not in a room with her. That’s fine, too.

I send my sister a postcard of the castle with a similar message, adding: will be in touch soon. I call Lizzie, my best friend from school, who’s relieved I’m no longer camping and tries to be upbeat about the whole situation, although I can tell she’s still worried about me. She wanted me to go and stay at theirs, but it’s too close to where I was living before. Noosha’s the one I’ve spoken to the most since I left, messaging or speaking every day, even if only briefly. She wants pictures of the house, now I’m here, but somehow it seems rude to take any.

She was always suspicious of Mitch. I wish I’d paid more attention. I couldn’t stay with her because it’s the first place he’d look for me, assuming he has any interest in where I’ve gone. On the one hand, I can’t imagine him giving enough of a shit to try and find me. But on the other hand… he does have a terrible temper. Better to disappear entirely.

I know when some people have to escape it’s a lot harder. Mitch might be a prick but it’s not like he stopped me having a bank account, or a phone. In fact some people probably think this whole thing is me being melodramatic, and I suppose they might be right. I don’t know, though. I think he was close to fundamentally losing it, when I walked in on him. Not the best afternoon of my life. It’s funny, because it was – it should have been me, shouldn’t it, who was angry. I wasn’t, though; I was almost delighted, and relieved – definitely relieved.

And now here I am, two hundred miles away from my old life. No one knows exactly where, so Mitch could never find out. He never met my family – weird to remember when that was a source of irritation – so that all seems safe enough.

I’ve deleted lots of people from my phone, or blocked them, and I never answer mysterious calls. All the location stuff is turned off. I blocked loads of people on Facebook too, and haven’t been on there anyway, except to write a reassuring holding statement. I don’t want the police looking for me, after all. I’m not missing, I’m just – somewhere else. I am safe. Please do not speak to Mitch about me, I do not want to have any contact with him, it says. I will not be checking my messages on here, please be assured I’ll be in touch later. I should probably have deleted the whole thing, but I didn’t want anyone to worry.

I’m lucky, too, that a lot of my stuff never made it out of my sister’s attic to Mitch’s anyway, so I didn’t have to abandon much. I’ve been extremely fortunate. To be honest, I’ve got enough money to live on for a while, but I wanted to see what I could do, how I’d cope if I really had nothing. Hence the tent, bought in the summer, when I first thought seriously about running away.

The cemetery was an inspired idea. It’s large, on the outskirts of the town, and unexpectedly steep and hilly (not that I knew that until I got there). And they lock the gates at night, which seemed like a good thing. The hedges are thick, hiding the gravestones from the houses on the road. The weather meant there were no gangs of cider-drinking goth teenagers to worry about. (Having been one of those myself, I understand the pull of a graveyard.) The public toilets were very useful, even if they, too, are locked at night. Despite the rain, and the cold, I’d have been perfectly willing to spend longer with the dead if it had been necessary. I suppose I might yet end up back there.



This isn’t the first time I’ve given everything up and started again. If I had to come up with a theme for my life, it’s probably that. Gave up living at home for that caravan. I gave that up when Fitz said we ought to have a baby. I was basically still at school, and thought this was properly bonkers, so I went home for a bit and finished my A-Levels. I think people expected me to give that up, actually, but I didn’t.

When I was young, I spent a lot of time trying hard to do the opposite of what people expected. I don’t think anyone thought I’d manage to get my exams, but I always did my homework, even when I was living on site. I used to write essays in the library before I went home, so I didn’t have to keep my books in the trailer. Like I say, it wasn’t quite as chaotic as the squat, but you never knew what might happen. We came home from a festival once and the police had turned the whole place over. All our things strewn across the field. The men all ranting about ‘the system’, Tansy in tears because they’d emptied out a whole tin of formula, ‘looking for drugs’, and she had nothing left to feed her monstrously hungry baby. I was glad the college copies of Tess of the d’Urbervilles and Christopher Hill’s book about the English Civil War had escaped all this by being safe in my locker.

Anyway, I gave that up and moved back home. My mum was pretty unwell at this time, so living at home wasn’t brilliant. I spent a lot of time at Lizzie’s house, because it was better. Clean sheets. Clean towels. Proper food. If you stayed over on a college night, her mum would make you a packed lunch, a good one, with ham sandwiches, crisps, an apple and a carton of Ribena. I still feel bad about leaving Natalie – who was only twelve – to deal with Mum by herself. That was selfish, but I was too young to see it.

I managed all of university without giving up anything, which is quite impressive when you think about it. When that was over, I moved back to my hometown and lived with some girls who had proper jobs in banks and offices. I worked as a teaching assistant for a bit. I gave that up when I met Johnny – another posh boy with a chip, like Fitz – at a festival – there’s a story – and moved away to live with him in Brighton. He thought teaching was bourgeois oppression of the masses. I didn’t exactly agree but he was quite persuasive. Another life of fluctuating finances. We did house clearances and sold things at antiques fairs, sitting in the van in the cold, up at four in the morning to drive round the country. For far too many years I lived in a freezing doer-upper with someone who didn’t actually want to do anything up. That house is probably worth a million quid, now – or it would be, if anyone ever got round to doing the work – an enormous dilapidated Georgian pile, on the cusp of Hove; six bedrooms, sea views, mice, a roof that leaked, electrics constantly on the fritz.

I gave that up when Johnny stopped coming home because he was too busy sleeping with someone else.

I moved back to my hometown once more, to live (gratefully) in a shared house, with central heating and double-glazed windows and complete lack of either sea view or mice. That’s when I worked in the library, my favourite job. I didn’t give that up until I got made redundant when they closed the library.

I’m pretty much the only person I know who could run away like this – the only person without children, without a house of my own, without a career, or even a job I cared about; without any stuff, really. It all seemed more sort of carefree and fun when I was younger, but now, not so much.

I’d like to live a different kind of life. I’d like to give up with the giving up. I’m not sure running away is the best way to do this, in fact it seems like the opposite might be true. There wasn’t anything that could have been fixed by hanging about, though.




Chapter Three

After almost a month – twenty-six days – it seems as though my life has begun to follow what could even be described as a routine. I have a job – washing up in a restaurant in the town, cash in hand, as they build up for the Christmas rush – and I’ve saved enough for the deposit on a room. I’ve only spent about fifty quid of the money I had before I got here. There’s not much of that, but it’s a bit of a safety net. Soon I’ll have earned enough money for a month’s rent in advance and then I’ll surely be back to being a normal member of society.

I’ve almost forgotten that the house belongs to someone else, although of course if it really was my house, I wouldn’t be sleeping downstairs on an elderly sofa. And I’d put the heating on. I don’t like to use the electric fire, because I think they’re expensive to run. It’s quite cold though, and although I’ve often lived without heating, I was younger then, and I never did it by myself. My back doesn’t completely love the sofa, but at least it’s large enough for me to lie full length on. I’ve cleaned the kitchen and the bathroom, and keep my own belongings very neatly in the three rooms I use; bathroom, kitchen, and back sitting room, with its view of the tangled garden. It’s nice and peaceful, and as far as I can tell no one’s noticed I’m here.

I plan what I’d do in the garden if the house was mine, and picture the rooms redecorated and filled with beautiful furniture and objects, the shelves heavy with books. Maybe a miracle will happen, and one day I’ll have a house of my own, although it seems very unlikely. Best-case scenario is perhaps a flat I don’t have to share, and it’ll be a while before that’s on the horizon. I’ll be able to get a better job though, hopefully, one day, and a better job means more money.

I don’t mind washing up; the kitchen at the restaurant is new and efficient, the water’s hot, the chefs and wait staff are friendly, and so entertaining, with their messy dramatic early-twenties lives. Young people! How can they be bothered to care so much about what everyone else is thinking and doing? It’s exhausting. I hear a lot of hilariously soap-like conversations as I scrape plates into the food waste bin. Sometimes they even ask my advice, the waitresses, opening their hugely false-eyelashed eyes wide and complaining that the men they meet are ‘bloody useless’. I can’t help them though.

It makes my legs ache, standing up for hours – I’m a long way from my early twenties – but I get fed, a proper meal at lunchtime, and there’s food I’m allowed to take home, bread for breakfast, things from the fridge that are about to reach the date on their best-before catering stickers. It’s a busy place, popular, open all day on Saturdays, Sunday lunch, and for lunch and dinner Tuesday to Friday. It’s called Cenhinen Bedr, which is Welsh for ‘daffodil’ – although the direct translation – and this made me laugh – is ‘Peter’s leek’. St Peter, I suppose.

I’m older than everyone, except the head chef, Rick, and the restaurant manager, Maura. She’s an efficient, welcoming woman with the loudest laugh I’ve ever heard. It was her that gave me the job, and she’s the one who caught me eating leftovers from people’s plates (I know, it’s disgusting, but I was so hungry) and asked, apparently uninterested, if I wanted to ‘help out’ by taking unwanted stuff for her.

She asked if I wanted to do front of house, because the money is slightly better, but I explained that I’m not much of a people person. I find the general public, and busy places, rather intimidating. A constant stream of pots to wash is much more my sort of thing. She can tell, I think, that this isn’t what I usually do. She hasn’t asked me what’s changed in my life to make it necessary, for which I’m grateful. I try to make myself as small as possible at work, as dull and uninteresting as I can. I don’t want any of these (perfectly nice) people to wonder about me or ask questions I don’t want to answer. I don’t want to lie to them either, so it’s best to just be a quiet middle-aged woman. Luckily that’s exactly what I am, and it makes me essentially invisible.



Mid-November, unremittingly grey. Mornings are miserable, with no hot water and no light. I sit wrapped in my sleeping bag, waiting for it to be time to go to work, the sofa dragged as close to the patio doors as possible so it’s bright enough for me to read my book. Across the road, there’s a house with Christmas decorations up already. At the restaurant, they’re almost completely booked up for December, office parties, family meals. It’s six weeks until Christmas and the festive menu has already begun. I’ve eaten a lot of cold turkey and cranberry sauce. They’re open on Mondays, too, now – which is good, as so far I’ve had to sit in the library all day and eat my lunch of leftovers very surreptitiously.

Saturday morning, earlyish. On Saturdays I get the bus out to the Leisure Centre to use the showers before going to work. The rest of the week involves strip washing with a tiny kettleful of hot water, reminding me of my grandfather, who washed at the kitchen sink, braces dangling, when I was a very, very small child.

I’m in the kitchen, drinking coffee, my bag and jacket ready on the side, eating toast before heading out to wash my hair and luxuriate in endless hot water. I keep the kitchen door closed, so there’s no risk anyone peering through the letterbox will see me, a nebulous figure warped by the stained glass. That’s why I don’t hear anything until the door is pulled open. Someone says,

‘Yeah, anyway, so this—What the fuck? Who the hell are—’

And maybe more, but I cram the final piece of toast into my mouth, grab my phone and the rest of my stuff, and am out of the back door before they can finish. I glance back at the man standing, astonished, in the kitchen doorway, but I don’t hang about to see if he has anything else to say. I’m off down the garden, heading for the loose fence panel.

‘Hey! Hey, wait!’ he shouts, but I don’t.



Ten minutes later, I sit cursing on a bench beside a playground somewhere in the new estate. Damn. All my stuff – wash bag, rucksack, all my clothes, my small and ancient teddy bear, the library books – everything’s in the house. I’m such an idiot. And although I reckon I’ll be able to get my tent – even if that guy is the owner, which he presumably is – he won’t be sleeping at the house tonight, will he? Or will he? He might’ve had a van full of stuff parked outside, just about to move it all in. Maybe I should walk past the house to see. But say he didn’t, and he was there to measure up or whatever, then I could get the tent, later. But probably not the rest of it. He’s bound to bolt the back door, isn’t he? And who could blame him? At least I’ve got my phone – although no charger – and my bank card, driving licence, passport, safe in my bag. And a towel and some shampoo. Great. I press two fingers to my forehead.

Do not let this overwhelm you, I tell myself. You’ve coped with worse. It will be fine. You can still have a shower; you can still go to work. You can get the tent and have somewhere to sleep. Or you could ask Maura if she can help; she might have a spare room.

I wonder about this. I think she’d help me if I asked her, but I really don’t want to. I don’t like asking for help. That might be why I’m in this mess in the first place.

After a while, I walk down the hill to the bus station, trying to pretend everything is just the same as it was yesterday. I take the bus to the Leisure Centre, have a shower, and then walk slowly back into town. It’s quite a long walk, but I have nothing else to do, and at least the sun is shining, even if it is freezing cold. It’s a glorious day, in fact, a hard frost gripping the gardens I pass on my way back to town, furring the walls and railings. The sky is triumphantly blue and it’s hard not to feel hopeful. I’m always surprised by this. For the last couple of years I’ve been inclined to think I was no longer a hopeful sort of person, that I might have grown out of it, or had it taken from me.

I’m early to work, which is lucky for Maura, as it’s very busy. I wonder if it might be better to ask one of the waitresses, Eirwen, or Alys, maybe (they’re my favourites), if they know someone who’d let me sleep on their sofa. Probably not, though – like the chefs, they’re all so young, an awkward age, most still at home with their folks, others living in shared houses. I suppose I can camp, even if frosty mornings will look less enticing from inside a tent.



I have three hours off in the afternoon, from three until six, so I walk back up the hill to see what’s going on at Sunnyside. A casual saunter past. No car in the driveway, but there’s a skip in the front garden, ruining the lawn. Maybe they’ll pave over it.

I crane my neck to see what’s in the skip – maybe he’ll have chucked out all my stuff? Sadly not – just a big flappy roll of carpet, from the front room. I wonder where he’s gone. Properly away, or a quick trip to B&Q? I cross the road and then turn back. I may as well go round the back and see what’s going on. Perhaps he’ll have piled all my things on the patio. What would I do, in the same situation? I’d put the person’s stuff where they could get it and make sure the house was secure.

He hasn’t attempted to fix the back fence, anyhow, and I slip easily through. Everything looks the same as ever, but I approach the back of the house with caution. He was talking to someone when he opened the door, wasn’t he – partner or friend or parent – and they might still be here.

On the back doorstep there’s a piece of paper – or in fact, an envelope, from the pile of post in the porch, held in place with a pebble. Written on the back in pencil is a note.


Hello. If you’re reading this, I guess you’re here for your stuff. I’m sorry if I scared you earlier. You scared me, too. I can see you haven’t done any damage (in fact the kitchen is spotless, thank you) and if you need to sleep here tonight, please do. Your stuff’s all here, and the door’s open. The boiler’s working now as well. I’ll be back in the morning, about half nine, and I’d really like to speak to you if possible. I’m not angry or pissed off about you being here. I’d like to help you if I can.

Gethin Thomas



‘Huh,’ I say. ‘Well.’

I open the back door. My camping kettle and pans are still on the worktop, along with my plate and bowl and cup, all ‘borrowed’ from the restaurant, and my cutlery. The plastic bottle of milk, the butter in the stainless-steel 1970s butter dish. Nothing’s changed in here, anyhow.

I stand silent, listening. Nothing. There’s no one here. In the back room, Bear and my sleeping bag are still on the sofa, my rucksack, untouched, leans against the wall. I go to look at the floor in the front room, where he’s pulled up the carpet – more parquet, in much better condition than the stuff in the back room. It already looks like a room in progress, with tools heaped on the floor, wallpaper scrapers and bottles of sugar soap, a paint-spattered stepladder leaning against the wall. On the cupboard opposite the door, an elderly radio/CD player, with a plastic crate full of CDs.

I think for a moment and go to bolt the front door. I’ll unbolt it in the morning before I leave, but I don’t like the idea that anyone might just arrive while I’m sleeping. Even though, of course, this has been a possibility for the last four weeks. It’s different now, though. I make a cup of tea and sit on the sofa for a while, trying hard not to worry about the future, before locking the back door behind me and heading back to work.



When I get home, at nearly midnight, I have a bath, despite the shower I had earlier. It’s the first bath I’ve had in weeks. I put the landing light on, figuring it doesn’t really matter now if someone sees it. It’s odd, though; I’ve got used to living in the dark – which is why I don’t put the bathroom light on. The bath is large and ancient, cast iron and enamel. It takes ages to fill, the pipes groaning in protest, but the water is hot and it’s amazing to lie here in the half-darkness. Then I go to bed, and sleep surprisingly well.




Chapter Four

Up early, to pack up my things and clean the bathroom and kitchen. I’m not sure that I want to stay and talk to this Gethin person. There’s nothing he can do to help me, and even if there was – well, it’s better not to have obligations, isn’t it. I take my rucksack outside and put it on the grass behind the greenhouse, following it with the tent and bedroll. It’s another bright, sunny morning, so even though it’s cold, I sit down at the rusty iron table on the patio, with its peeling, bubbled white paint, attempting to read my book but mostly glancing at my phone to check the time. It’s 9.15 now, and there’s a car pulling into the drive. I suddenly panic that he’s called the police on me and stand up, ready to run. My heart beats painfully in my chest.

It’s just a normal dark grey car, though, and there’s only one person in it. He opens the driver’s door and gets out. I retreat a step further, onto the lawn, watching cautiously as he leans back into the vehicle. Then he’s balancing a takeaway coffee cup on the roof of the car, another in his hand, and closing the door. He glances towards me, briefly, smiling, and walks round the front of the car and onto the patio.

‘Hello,’ he says. ‘All right? I thought you might like a coffee.’

I back away a further step, saying nothing. I didn’t really get to see much of him when I ran away yesterday, so today I’m paying more attention. He’s maybe five years younger than me, or perhaps he has good skin. Fortyish, anyhow. Springy dark hair, greying a little, tallish – about six foot, I guess. He’s dressed in jeans and a dark shirt, a tweed jacket. He looks okay, but most people do. You can’t tell fuck all about someone by how they look.

‘I’ll put the cups on the table,’ he says, ‘and sit down.’ He suits the actions to the words, and sits down, his back to the coal store. This means I can sit closer to the steps, my escape route clear. I approach slowly. He’s digging in his pocket for sugar and stirring sticks. He arranges the coffees next to one another. ‘Nice to be dry enough to sit out, in November,’ he says. He nods at the coffee. ‘Both the same; lattes. D’you want one?’

I haven’t had a latte from a coffee shop in a very long time; they’re an unjustifiable expense. It’s tempting.

‘I’m Gethin, anyway.’

‘I’m Jess. Sorry I broke into your house.’ This isn’t strictly true. I’m sorry he caught me, is all. But I have to say something, and this seems polite.

He laughs. ‘That’s okay. Thought they might have left the door open.’

I shake my head. ‘Picked the lock.’

‘Wow, did you? How did you do that?’

‘Lockpick.’

He looks startled. ‘That sounds a bit professional.’

I shake my head once more. ‘Just a hobby.’

He laughs, again, at this. I look at the coffees.

‘Have one,’ he says, ‘go on. Otherwise I’ll have to drink both.’

I lean forward and take the one on the right, and some sachets of sugar. I don’t usually have sugar in coffee, but I feel the need for it.

‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome.’

We sit in the sunshine, looking at each other. Our breath steams, mingling above the table with the steam from the coffee. I feel slightly calmer now, my heart no longer hammering in my chest, although I’m not exactly relaxed. I pour two tubes of sugar into my coffee and stir it slowly.

‘I won’t ask you why you needed to sleep in my house,’ he says, ‘although you can tell me if you like. How long have you been here, though? If you don’t mind me asking?’

‘A month, more or less. I thought it wouldn’t be long until you were moving in, or doing it up anyway. Are you going to live here?’

‘That’s the plan, yes.’

‘By yourself?’ I ask, although really, how is that any of my business.

He nods.

‘It’s such a nice house,’ I say, turning to look at it.

‘It is, I’m pleased with it. I always liked these houses, since I was a kid. Needs a bit of work, like.’

‘It does, but there’s nothing you couldn’t live with. I mean, easier to decorate before you move in if you’ve got somewhere to stay. Have you sold your other house?’ I smile at him, slightly awkward. I’m surprised at myself, at this easy return to social chit-chat.

‘I’m staying with my sister at the moment, so yeah, the plan was to get it all done before I move in. The other place was sold a while ago.’

‘Where was that? Local?’ I realize this sounds incredibly nosy, but he doesn’t seem to be bothered. He shakes his head. ‘Cardiff. That’s where I work. Or have been working. Only another two weeks to go and I start a new job in Swansea.’

‘Oh, much closer.’ This is about the sum of my knowledge of Welsh geography, if I’m honest.

‘Yeah, commuting to Cardiff is a pain in the arse. I’ve been staying with a mate there during the week. Since the other place was sold.’

‘What do you do?’

‘Oh, it’s not interesting. IT stuff,’ he says, shaking his head.

I laugh. ‘I’m washing up at the moment. It’s probably more interesting than that.’

‘You’re working? Where are you doing that? In town?’

I nod. ‘It’s okay, I don’t mind it. I need the money. I’m saving up so I can rent a room. Not much further to go.’ I stop, wondering if I’ve already said too much. It won’t do, will it. Although none of these details is risky, or dangerous, as far as I can tell.

‘That’s cool.’

‘Yeah, well. I was lucky to find your house; it made things much easier than they would’ve been otherwise.’ I frown, at myself more than at him. It’s true, but I can’t imagine he’ll quite see it that way.

‘Were you sleeping rough, then? Before?’

‘Only for a couple of weeks. I’ve got a tent,’ I add. ‘I’m not from round here; I don’t know the street people.’

‘No, I can tell from your accent you’re not local.’ He grins at me.

I laugh. ‘No.’

He’s got quite a strong accent, himself, but three weeks in the kitchen means I don’t notice like I would have done when I first arrived. It won’t be long until I begin to pick it up. I find it hard not to accommodate, with accents.

‘But you’d been living here?’

‘No. Picked it at random. Or – not quite at random.’ I did have some criteria, not that I’m going to tell him what those were. ‘It’s quite good here, though. Not too big. I wouldn’t know what to do in Swansea or wherever.’

He nods. ‘Do they feed you? At the restaurant?’

‘Yeah, you get two meals if you do nine hours. And they give you leftovers, if you want them.’

We sit for a moment in silence. Then he says, ‘And what will you do now?’

‘Oh, well.’ I put my cup down, forced to face reality. ‘I don’t know.’

He runs his fingers over a rusted patch on the table, and then glances across at me. ‘You could stay here, if you want. Until I move in, anyway.’

I’m shocked. I stare at him. He smiles, an open, friendly smile.

‘I don’t think—That’s kind of you, but it seems like— I don’t really know why you’d offer?’

‘I won’t be living here for a while yet. So you could. Stop anyone else moving in,’ he says, and laughs.

I shake my head. ‘I can’t afford to pay you and save for a room.’

‘Oh, God, no, I don’t want your money.’

‘Yeah, so, I know I’ve been staying here rent free, but I couldn’t do that now I’ve met you. And I don’t…’ – I pause here, trying to find a way to say what I mean without getting upset, which suddenly seems a lot closer than usual – ‘… I don’t want to, you know, owe anyone anything.’

‘That’s fair enough,’ he says. His expression darkens, slightly, a faint shadow crossing his face. ‘Can’t blame you for that. But maybe you could help me with the decorating. In exchange? You could help me strip all the wallpaper. It’s a massive pain, isn’t it, wallpaper. There’s woodchip in the small bedroom. I’d really like to get everything back to the plaster. You could help me.’

This is also surprising. I frown at him. ‘You don’t know me, though.’ I object. ‘Or anything about me.’

‘That’s true.’

We sit in silence. I’m confused. I know he said, in his note, that he wanted to help – I don’t know what I thought he meant. Pull some strings at a shelter, maybe, or give me a reference for a landlord. This is – see, I can imagine why someone – a man – might think it would be worth their while, to help out a woman with no visible means of support. Even a woman like me. This interaction doesn’t feel remotely sleazy but, like I said before, you can’t tell anything about someone, really, when you first meet them, not if they’re hiding their true selves. I mean, most people don’t – they show you what they’re like all the time, and you should pay attention – but if someone’s trying to conceal themselves, and they have experience at being deceptive, you might not spot it.

‘Why do you want to help me?’

He’s drinking his coffee, and looks over the rim of the cup at me. He puts the cup down on the table and clears his throat.

‘My brother lived rough for a while. I was too young to be able to help him. He was – he wasn’t – well.’

I watch him. He looks away. I guess I know what he means – some kind of unfixable situation. Drugs or mental illness is my guess. I’ve known plenty of people whose lives are lived at the edges, after all.

‘Yeah, I’m not… unwell.
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