
REAL LIVES, REAL STORIES
Gillian, 47,
it all started with my divorce in 2001. I’d been married for 24 years, was a finance manager, had two kids and lived in a big, fully paid-off house in the Somerset countryside. But when my husband broke it off, it really shattered my world. I knew if I started drinking that it would all go wrong. But I was well-off, had a good divorce settlement and instead found myself resorting to retail therapy to escape the pain: I spent all my savings – over £90,000 – in a single year. And eventually I was in terrible debt. 

It took about 5 years to start getting control again. I saw a debt councillor and sorted things out, but my life had changed – the house was gone, my kids had gone and I was struggling to find work to support myself. I found a great job in Bristol and decided to make Bath my new home. Never having rented in the area, and with no family or job references, it was quite hard to find a place. The one I found was fine but then out of the blue, I lost my job and my landlady decided to go to Turkey. I came home and literally 20 minutes later I was homeless.  

I had no home, no money and not a single person I could ask for help. When you’re in that sort of shock, things happen so quickly – it’s like a bad dream that you have no control over. 

I wandered into the police station and they were just so kind. They let me leave all my belongings there and told me to go to the Julian House night-shelter. The staff there were also incredible, so gentle. But I was terrified – I’m from an educated, catholic, middle class background...I had Versace sunglasses in my designer hand-bag. It was surreal and awful. 

I did this for four nights. Wandering the streets by day, just trying to survive, and returning to the shelter at night. Life on the streets felt very primal and I didn’t particularly like the night-shelter either – but it was a safe place to go. We had a good meal, separate bathrooms for men and women and the beds were clean. Goodness knows what would’ve happened to me if I didn’t have that. I felt like I was changing, losing my perspective.

There was one day when I’d lost all hope and was ready to just disappear...I don’t know where I was going or what I was going to do, but I’d had enough. And the young man at the shelter obviously saw a look in my eye that worried him – so, very professionally, full of concern, he talked to me into staying. 

It was the hardest week of my life but Julian House kept giving me encouragement that everything would be OK. They steered me in the right direction to find a longer-term accommodation and helped with things I just didn’t know. 

So now I’m doing as much part-time work as I can, and at least I have a home and an opportunity to get back on my feet. Things could have so easily have ended up differently – It scares me to think about it. 

Richard, 52
My best time was in Freshford – I stayed there for four years which was a long time for me. I was doing a lot of gardening in Bath but unfortunately my clients were quite elderly, and one by one they started dropping off. I never really managed to replace them, so in the end I signed on. But it takes a long time before you get money so I had to give up the house in late 2007 and move back to Bath. 

I thought it would all be OK – it used to be easy to find somewhere to stay or get a crisis loan – but now everything’s so complicated. Soon it got pretty bad really – I can remember I had this sleeping bag and there were a few different places I used to sleep. One was in the car park of the police station. I tried sleeping in Sydney Gardens until it became too cold. Then I found a place under the Batheaston fly-over – it was a bit more desirable because you’re out of town so no one bothers you. I also slept in one of my client’s sheds for a while! He didn’t know about it but it was over winter and it had a boiler which kept me warm. 

I started drinking during the day just to pass the time. I wasn’t worried about work anymore, I just wanted to find somewhere to live. Then one day I heard someone say, “Have you got £2 to get in the night shelter?” And I said, “Is that all it is?” So I went down and after a few days they said, “Would you like to come up to Julian House”. And I jumped at it because it’s much nicer up there – proper rooms and showers, with a nice canteen.  

In total I stayed in Julian House for about 10 months, then went to the YMCA for two months, then moved back to Julian House for another 10 months. I don’t think anyone’s ever been there that long before! But I could never get in to the longer-term places – I kept failing the interviews.  Apparently I wasn’t top priority -  not on drugs or anything. 

The only place that would have me was Julian House – and as long as I had a roof over my head I wasn’t really worried. The staff tried hard to find me somewhere to stay and eventually offered me a room in a shared house near the centre of town Got my own room, very nice...Yeah, worth-waiting for. I think I’m quite high on the housing register now too – I’ve been on it for three or four years. 

Now that I have a place I’m starting to get my life a bit more organised too. I’m starting to look at working again too – I don’t think I’ll do gardening again, I’m a bit old now, but I’m checking the newspapers all the time.  Julian House are really good hurrying money up in the meanwhile, and even come to job interviews if you want them to.

So I feel quite optimistic. Actually I’ve always felt quite optimistic because you’ve got help here...there’s always encouragement and someone you can talk to – a reason for thinking that things will change. 

Matthew, 31

I’ve been living in shared houses since my parents got divorced when I was 17. But it can get really difficult because it all depends on who you’re with. And the last lot were just not nice people – taking drugs, drinking, being abusive and wrecking the place...plus my stuff kept getting nicked. 

The landlord was too scared to say anything and eventually he just sent us an eviction letter. At the same time I was unemployed so I didn’t really know what to do – I couldn’t go to my family because they all had young kids and stuff. So I spoke to the council and they basically said there was nothing they could do – any available houses were all reserved for pregnant women and more needy people.

They gave me loads of forms to fill out but I didn’t know what they were for, it was all so confusing. Then a few days before I was about to get kicked out, I got this phone call saying, “Would you like to come for an interview?” I thought it was for a job but it was one of the staff at Julian House. 

I can’t explain the relief.  Not only did they give me a place to stay, the staff were amazing at helping with other stuff. It’s just so confusing when you’re trying to find a house –and you never get anywhere. But Julian House just know how to get everything done. And they really push too. My key-worker wasn’t soft on me – she was always calling me up saying, “Have you done this yet...have you done that yet?” It’s good, it keeps you on your toes and makes things happen. 

Also on the job front, I could use the computer as much as I wanted – I’d sit there for a couple of hours every day looking at jobs and sending out CVs. Most of the time I’d just get rejection letters but I kept thinking to myself, ‘You’re in such a brilliant position here to sort it all out.” And I think that’s really what Julian House is for – it’s about giving you an opportunity to get back on your feet and sort your life out.

They got me on the AMOS scheme where you bid for flats. Then finally SOMER called and asked if I’d like to have a look at a place I’d been bidding for. As soon as I walked in I just said ‘Yeah, this is it.‘ After that, Julian House helped me apply for a grant to decorate the place – again, I wouldn’t have even known about this. 

I’ve been there for four or five months now and I’m plugging away at finding work. In the meanwhile I’m helping out at Julian House, to get some experience and keep my CV ticking over.

What I’ve learnt is that it’s so easy to find yourself in a really dangerous situation – and everything’s just totally confusing. I wasn’t helpless, I just didn’t know what I was doing – everything feels like a dead end. But Julian House make sure you don’t just sit around waiting for things to happen – they help you move on, find a place to live and sort your life out. 

