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To Claire, for everything.










Prologue







 


 


 


On the morning of my final day at Mum’s I awoke suddenly to the sound of footsteps coming along the hallway. For a split second I imagined that it was Mum, and the past few weeks had been just a terrible dream. But then I heard the sound of boyish laughter and remembered how thin the walls in these terraces were and realised that it was the young kids of the family next door.


After packing my things, I lugged my mattress out to the skip, then went back inside the house for one final check to make sure there was nothing I had missed. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, I was about to pick up my bags to take them out to the car when there was a knock at the front door.


‘Oh, hello, love,’ said Maggie, trying her best to sound casual as Dougie looked on. ‘We know it’s your last day here so we thought we’d just pop over and see how you’re getting on.’


‘I’m all done,’ I said, trying to sound upbeat, ‘so I’m afraid I won’t be able to offer you a cup of tea or anything because I gave away the kettle yesterday. But come in anyway.’


As they stepped inside they looked around the empty front room in disbelief.


‘I know it’s a daft thing to say given what you’ve been up to all week,’ said Dougie, ‘but it’s just so bare.’


‘Sorry, I should’ve warned you,’ I said, suddenly aware that I wasn’t the only one to have suffered Mum’s loss. They had been her friends for years and of course were grieving too.


‘It’s okay, love,’ said Maggie. ‘It’s just seeing the place like this takes some getting used to.’


‘I can’t believe you’ve done all this on your own,’ said Dougie. ‘We kept calling Luce asking if you’d changed your mind about needing help but she insisted you were fine.’


‘We thought it might be too much for you,’ continued Maggie sadly, ‘but you’ve proved us wrong.’


‘It wasn’t easy,’ I admitted, ‘but I don’t regret it. It was something I wanted to do for Mum, something I needed to do.’


‘Of course, love,’ said Maggie, wrapping me in a hug. ‘She would’ve been so proud of you.’


In an effort to ward off tears I headed to the kitchen and returned carrying the Pyrex dish that Maggie had brought round at the start of the week.


‘Thanks so much for the food. It was lovely. Just what I needed to keep me going.’


‘I only wish we could’ve done more,’ said Maggie, taking the dish. ‘Your mum meant the world to us.’


‘I know she did, and she loved you both too.’


I noticed Maggie staring at the cardboard box by my feet and the five Asda bags for life stuffed with my set of encyclopaedias next to it.


‘Is that all you’re keeping of your mum’s?’ asked Maggie.


I nodded guiltily, ashamed by my poor attempt to effectively curate the life of my wonderful mum. ‘I know it’s not much. To be honest if I had the room I would’ve kept everything. As it is, I don’t even know where I’ll put this lot.’


Maggie and Dougie fell silent, momentarily lost for words, then finally Dougie sighed heavily and asked if I was driving straight back down to London.


‘That’s the plan.’


‘I suppose it’s best to set off early before the traffic really gets going,’ he said, and then stepped forward to hug me. ‘You will look after yourself, won’t you, love?’


‘Of course,’ I said, and then he let go and Maggie took her turn embracing me again.


‘Let us know if you need anything,’ she said. ‘Anything at all, even if it’s just a chat, pick up the phone, any time.’


I waved them goodbye from the doorstep, and once they’d gone I closed the door and sat at the bottom of the stairs having a last moment alone with the house and all its memories. It was eerily quiet without the ticking of Mum’s clock, the gurgling of the old fridge; even the perpetually creaking joints of the place were unusually still. It was as though without Mum the house had lost its life, and now without her things it had lost its soul too.


At the start of the week I’d been convinced that the task I’d taken on was beyond me – to get Mum’s whole house emptied, and every last one of her belongings dealt with in one way or another. But now here I was just a week later and the deed had been done. In the process I’d learned the hard way that Mum was everywhere and nowhere at the same time. She’d been in the largest of objects and the smallest too, and as I’d never known exactly when or where she might appear I could only conclude that my decision to do this job alone had been the right one.


It meant that I could look, listen out for, and sense Mum’s every last farewell without ever having to temper the scale of my reaction. When I’d come across an old family photo that made me want to rage at the injustice of my loss I’d done so as loudly as I’d liked; when the sight of Mum’s handwriting on an old shopping list stuffed at the back of a kitchen drawer had reduced me to tears I’d sobbed until my eyes were red and raw; and when, as I’d done many times that week, I’d felt the need to just sit quietly in a room, eyes closed, reliving my favourite memories, then I’d done that too, until the peace and comfort I’d longed for descended on me.


It was just after eleven by the time I made it back home to London. Parking the car in the street, I collected my bags from the boot, made my way up to the tenth floor in the lift and let myself into the apartment. Although my life in London with Guy in his Canary Wharf apartment was only a short two-hour drive away from Mum’s little Northampton terrace, it might as well have been on another planet for all that the two places had in common.


He’d bought it just before we got together, with the help of a healthy deposit gifted to him by his wealthy parents, and I’d moved in with him about a year later. Although I quite liked the views across central London the apartment offered, I’d never really warmed to its ultra-modern slick minimalist styling, preferring old Victorian buildings with rooms that have features and character. Guy’s place used to be the show apartment and he’d bought it fully furnished, which is why it was full of the modern so-called ‘design classics’ that were clearly used by the developer as shorthand for quality and excellence. When I’d first moved in I’d tried arranging some of my colourful Indian throws, and other bits and pieces like candles and cushions, around the place to make it feel more homely. But they just looked wrong and so eventually they ended up stuffed in the cupboards above the wardrobe.


As I closed the door behind me I was greeted by silence, Guy having thankfully taken my advice and gone ahead with his bike ride. Once again I felt guilty for misleading him about my arrival time but I was grateful for having done so. There was still so much to process, so much to understand, to come to terms with, that the silence of the apartment felt like a welcome friend.


It took me three more trips to empty the car and as I dumped everything in the hallway I felt a pang of guilt at having so quickly turned this pristine space into something resembling a jumble sale. Unsure what to do with all the treasures I’d brought back from Mum’s, I decided to concentrate instead on unpacking my clothes and putting on a load of washing. Afterwards I stuffed my empty bags into the storage cupboard in the hallway and then turned my attention to the rest of it.


In an ideal world, or at least a world where I only had myself to think about, I would’ve simply decanted the contents of the box around the apartment. I would’ve temporarily put Mum’s vinyl on display on a shelf, with the intention of perhaps ordering some of those frames specifically designed for albums so that I could hang them artfully on the wall.


In an ideal world I would’ve hammered half a dozen nails into one of the walls in the bedroom, then draped Mum’s scarves from them, so that I could not only see them every day but also once in a while be reminded to put one on and wear it to work or on a night out.


In an ideal world I would’ve shifted Guy’s expensive Eames House Bird ornament, his fancy silver Tom Dixon bowl and his towering Georg Jensen vase out of the way and replaced them with Mum’s broken duck ornament, her knock-off Mason Cash mixing bowl and her blue vase from Anglesey. But this was far from an ideal world; if it were, Mum would still be in it. Instead I took the box into the bedroom and slid back the wardrobe door. Unlike Guy’s side, which was perfectly organised – his work shirts, suits and ties all colour co-ordinated, his off-duty wear of jeans, T-shirts and jumpers all neatly folded on the shelves – mine was chaotic in the extreme. Every hanger strained under the weight of multiple items of clothing, T-shirts and tops were stuffed randomly into every nook and crevice and lower down there was a muddled pile of footwear, everything from flip-flops to work shoes.


As I tried my best to make a space amongst my clutter I couldn’t help wishing I was more like Guy, more thoughtful and ordered in my approach to life rather than dealing with everything it threw at me in a haphazard fashion. Picking up the box of Mum’s things, I wedged it into the wardrobe and then quickly pulled the door back into place. For a moment I felt good, like it was one more thing ticked off my to-do list, but then I remembered the bags of encyclopaedias sitting in the hallway. For half an hour I stalked around the apartment looking for somewhere to secrete them, but every single centimetre of storage space was already full, mostly of my things from before I moved in with Guy. Out of options, I shoved them up against the wall in the hallway underneath the coat hooks as neatly as I could and told myself I’d deal with them later.


Overcome with exhaustion, I returned to the bedroom, closed the blinds, shed my clothes straight on to the floor and crawled into bed, then allowed the wave of grief I’d been holding back all day to crash over me.










One Year Later












1.


I’m in the middle of pouring myself a glass of wine when I hear Guy come home from work. The upside of my job as a receptionist is that at five thirty on the dot I’m out of the door whereas Guy, who works in finance, rarely, if ever, makes it home before eight.


‘Guess what?’ he says excitedly as I open the cupboard door and take out another glass.


‘What?’


‘The estate agent called to say that all the slots for viewing the apartment at the weekend are already fully booked.’


‘Wow, that didn’t take long,’ I say, filling up the glass and handing it to him.


‘Just think,’ he says, pausing to take a quick sip of his drink, ‘with a bit of luck we could have an offer on the table by Monday. How mad is that? This time next week we could be in a position to make an offer on our very first home together.’


‘It’s all happening very quickly,’ I say, trying my best not to sound panicked.


‘But that’s good, isn’t it? There’s no point in hanging around now that we’ve made the decision, is there? Talking of which …’ he says, giving me a look that I can’t quite discern. ‘I know you really struggled with the decision to put your mum’s house on the market but you should be really proud of yourself for going ahead with it.’


‘Thanks,’ I say, wondering where this is going, ‘it was difficult, but like you said at the time, I was just putting off the inevitable.’


‘Well,’ he continues, ‘I’m glad you’ve said that because I’ve been wondering if you might be up for making another difficult decision.’


My stomach flips. ‘What about?’


He pulls a face, a mixture of awkwardness and embarrassment, and then looks pointedly towards to the front door and in that instant I realise what this whole pantomime has been about. It’s about books, specifically the thirty-odd volumes of the 1974 edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica that have been sitting, stuffed into carrier bags, by the front door since I’d brought them back to London after clearing out Mum’s a year ago.


‘Look,’ he says. ‘I feel awful bringing this up. I know what they mean to you, of course I do. It’s just that when the photographer came to take marketing photos of the apartment, I had to keep shifting them to make the place look tidy.’


‘And with people coming on Saturday for viewings you need them out of here,’ I say, finishing off his thought. ‘I’m sorry, Guy, I should’ve done something with them months ago. Leave it with me and I’ll get it sorted.’


When I finally got around to putting Mum’s house on the market a fortnight ago I never thought for a moment it would lead to this. Really, all I’d been hoping to do was draw a line under my grief, to shake the feeling of exhaustion that had been with me all year. Because that’s the thing about grief no one ever tells you: it’s greedy. You don’t notice at first because you’re still in shock, and there’s so much to do, from obtaining death certificates to cancelling utility contracts, but hour by hour, day by day, it eats up every last scrap of energy you have, leaving you spent and empty. Perhaps that in part was why, as time passed and the world kept turning, as friends got engaged and others had babies, selling Mum’s house simply got pushed to the bottom of my ever-growing to-do list.


Instead, I’d concentrated what little strength I possessed on getting myself through twelve months of firsts without Mum: the first Mother’s Day, the first birthday and then of course Christmas, all the while being only too aware that the hardest ‘first’ of all, the first anniversary of losing her, was still ahead of me. As the day grew nearer, I’d made myself all sorts of promises. If I got through it – and I hadn’t been at all sure that I would – I told myself I’d start looking forward to the future. The truth is, I was tired of being sad all the time, of feeling like I was just going through the motions, of constantly being trapped in the past. I don’t know how long grief is supposed to last – some say three months and others six – but I really was pinning all my hopes on twelve being the magic number, the point in time that would mark a kind of new beginning. I needed to try to get some of my old life back, to be a better friend, a better partner, to really start living again.


While the first anniversary of losing Mum was every bit as awful as I’d imagined it would be, I’d made it through. It didn’t finish me off. It didn’t send me spiralling off the deep end or leave me permanently curled up in a ball. And so, the very next day I’d put Mum’s house up for sale, and to my surprise a week later someone had made an offer. At first I was thrown; I’d thought I’d have longer to get used to the idea, to convince myself I was doing the right thing, and for a while I’d even considered turning it down. But then I’d thought about the past year, and how much I wanted this coming one to be different, and so I’d accepted, never thinking for a moment that it would result in Guy asking me to buy a house with him.


After dinner I help Guy clear the table, then he opens his laptop to do an hour or two of work, leaving me free to take a closer look at the encyclopaedias. I pick one up at random. The faded gold lettering on the barely hanging-together spine reads, ‘Livingstone – Metalwork’, and when I open it up a page falls out and flutters to the floor.


Sitting down in the hallway, hugging the volume to my chest, I think about the day this set of encyclopaedias first came into my life. I remember it like it was yesterday. Aged eleven, I’d come home from school one afternoon to discover them piled high on the dining room table along with a card that read, ‘For you, my sweet Jess, never stop learning! All my love, Mum.’


Mum had never been what you might call a big reader. She’d left school at sixteen with barely any qualifications, and had always complained that books were too slow for her liking. While she was more than happy to take me to the library every week, the only books in the house that actually belonged to us were a dog-eared edition of Gone with the Wind she’d been cajoled into buying at a school fête, a copy of the New Testament she’d been given by the local vicar on leaving primary school and a coverless copy of the Be-Ro baking book that had been my gran’s. So, the sight of all of these books sitting on a table in my house took my breath away.


At that age I’d only ever seen encyclopaedias at school or in the library and it had never occurred to me that normal people like Mum and me were allowed to own such things. And though they were clearly second-hand and had seen better days, I absolutely adored them.


When she’d arrived home from work at the supermarket later that afternoon she found me sprawled on the carpet in the living room poring over them. She’d told me she’d bought them to help me with my homework.


‘You’ll be at secondary school soon,’ she said, ‘and studying things I won’t be able to help you with so I’m hoping these will come in handy.’


At the time her explanation made complete sense and I took it at face value. It wasn’t until I was much older, and far less self-absorbed, that it dawned on me that this gift had been Mum sending a message: that coming from a black working-class single-parent family didn’t have to define me. That I didn’t have to get pregnant at sixteen like so many girls at my school did. That I didn’t have to take any job, anywhere just to make ends meet as she herself had done over the years. In short, she was saying that I didn’t have to compromise. That I could be a doctor, an astronaut or anything else I dreamed of becoming for that matter, if I studied hard and wanted it badly enough. I think that’s probably why I brought them back to London with me. Because they were more than just a set of tatty out-of-date books. They were a symbol of Mum’s hopes and dreams for me. But did I really need to hang on to them to remember how much Mum had loved me? Did they need to physically occupy space in my home when what they represented took up so much space in my heart?


Over the past year they’d crossed my mind several times. I’d thought about piling them artfully in the corner of the bedroom, or perhaps clearing a space on the sideboard in the living room and arranging them in pride of place. But every time I thought about doing it I’d imagined how at odds they’d look set against the backdrop of Guy’s apartment, with all of its clean lines and designer furniture, and I ended up just leaving them where they were.


Perhaps Guy is right, I think, returning the copy in my hand to the bag I’d taken it from. This is just like Mum’s house, I’m hanging on to them just for the sake of it, maybe now is the time to finally let them go.


The following evening after work I head over to Soho to meet Luce for drinks.


‘Sorry I’m late, mate,’ she says, plonking herself down on the sofa next to me and hugging me tightly. ‘Work was like being trapped in some sort of never-ending nightmare. Every time I thought we were wrapping things up someone else would bring an issue to me and that would be another twenty minutes gone. Three times it happened! At one point I felt like screaming: “Will you people just stop banging on about your problems so I can go and get smashed with my bestie!”’


‘You sound like you need a drink,’ I say, rummaging in my bag for my purse. ‘What are you having?’


‘I’m just telling you now, I’ll be needing more than just “a” drink tonight, more like half a dozen!’ She takes off the red woolly hat she’s wearing and runs her fingers through her short blond curls. ‘Work has been manic all day. And if anyone is going to be getting the first round in it’s me.’ She hugs me again. ‘It’s so good to see you looking brighter, mate. You’ve been through the wars but you’ve come through it.’


I reach into my bag, take out a small tissue-wrapped parcel and hand it to her. ‘For you,’ I say brightly. ‘I’ve been meaning to give it to you since forever.’


Luce eagerly tears into the paper, eventually removing a small ceramic duck.


‘Captain Quackers!’ she says, holding up the ornament that had sat on Mum’s mantelpiece throughout virtually all of our childhoods. ‘How much did we love playing with him when we were kids? I can’t take him. He belongs with you.’


‘Don’t be daft, he’s yours. I’ve got more than enough to remember Mum by and anyway, it’s the least I can do given it was your dad’s superglue that saved me from being grounded for life.’


Luce smiles warmly at the memory. ‘Ah, the great indoor gymnastics incident of ’96. Even thinking about it now makes me shudder. Can’t believe your mum never found out!’


I point to Captain Quackers’ wonky beak. ‘Look at the state of that! Of course she knew, she just didn’t say anything, that’s all.’


‘That was your mum all over,’ says Luce fondly. ‘Always willing to give people a second chance.’


I feel a sudden flood of warmth towards my old friend who knew Mum almost as well as me. There weren’t many people in my life here in London who did; even Guy had only met her a handful of times.


‘This is going to take pride of place in the flat,’ she says, carefully rewrapping the duck and slipping into her bag. ‘Leon can find somewhere else to stick pictures of his stupid nephews, this duck is going to go where everyone can see it.’ She stands up and picks up her bag. ‘Right, I’m going to get us a drink and then we’ll raise a glass to the one and only Maria Anne Baxter!’


Luce is my oldest and closest friend in the world. Our parents were best friends and we grew up living across the road from each other. As kids, if ever my mum wanted to know where I was her first port of call would be Luce’s and if ever Maggie and Dougie wanted to find Luce it was always my house they came to first. Across the years we’d always remained close, even sharing a flat together when I’d first moved to London. Now she works for a homeless charity as a fundraiser and lives in Brixton, with her long-suffering boyfriend Leon.


When Luce returns from the bar, she’s carrying two large luminous yellow cocktails she picked at random from the menu, and after raising a toast to Mum we catch up on each other’s news. She tells me all about the promotion at work she’s thinking of going for, Leon’s agonising over what to do after his PhD and her parents, who have recently made the decision to get fit.


‘They’ve even got themselves a personal trainer,’ she says incredulously. ‘That said, they did get him through Groupon and Mum said when he turned up for their first session he had a bigger beer belly than Dad’s.’


We laugh so hard over this we end up doubled over, coughing and spluttering, our faces wet with tears. It feels good to laugh. Life-affirming even. For a while there I genuinely thought I might have forgotten how to.


‘Anyway,’ says Luce once we’ve recovered. ‘That’s enough about me, tell me what’s going on with you? How’s all the house stuff going?’


‘Pretty well actually,’ I say. ‘Guy’s place only went on the market yesterday and he’s already been inundated with people wanting to see it … which reminds me, I need to ask you a question. You remember my old encyclopaedias?’


‘How could I forget?’ says Luce. ‘Those things are part of our history. Do you remember that one summer when instead of playing outside like normal kids we used them to set each other projects like we were at school?’


I smile fondly at the memory. ‘We were such little geeks back then.’


‘True, but at least it kept us out of trouble. Anyway, what about them? They live in your hallway now, don’t they?’


‘Well, they have been,’ I reply. ‘But with people coming round to view the apartment at the weekend I sort of need them gone and I was wondering if you’d like them.’


Luce sets down her glass. ‘You’re getting rid of them?’


‘To be honest, I’m not even sure why I brought them back from Mum’s in the first place. They’ve just been sitting in the same spot for over a year now doing nothing. I haven’t even taken them out of the bags I lugged them back in. The fact is I’m never going to do anything with them so I thought I’d try and find them a good home.’


Luce looks completely unconvinced. ‘Firstly, you know yourself how small my place is. Leon and I barely have room for our own stuff. Add in a full set of encyclopaedias and we’d have to sleep standing up. Besides, I don’t buy what you’re saying for a second.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘This whole “I’m not quite sure why I brought them back with me” act. You know exactly why you didn’t want to get rid of them, it’s because they mean something to you. This has Little Lord Fauntleroy’s fingerprints all over it.’


Luce and Guy have never really hit it off, although for the most part they tolerate each other for my sake. Luce thinks that Guy is ‘a bit up himself’, while Guy thinks Luce is ‘a bit full-on’. The funny thing is each of them probably have a point but I love them both regardless.


‘Don’t call him that,’ I snap. ‘It’s not Guy’s doing, okay, it’s mine. I’m the one who’s decided that I don’t want to keep them any more.’


‘Well, if that’s true then it’s a mistake,’ says Luce. ‘Just like … well, just like … you buying a place with Guy is a mistake.’


‘Don’t start this again,’ I say. ‘I thought we agreed you’d let it go.’


‘Let it go?’ repeats Luce. ‘How can I let it go when you’re about to make the biggest financial commitment of your life with a man who this time last year you were on the verge of leaving?’










2.


It’s raining as I emerge from Holborn Station on my way to work the following morning. Popping up my umbrella, I cross the road and walk the short distance to Capital Tower, the twenty-storey office block on Kingsway where I work. It had never been my intention for this to be anything other than a temp job, a way to tide me over until I finally got my career off the ground, but somehow five years later I’m still here.


I swipe my card to open the door, then, shaking off my umbrella, duck inside and make my way to the staff room where I find the other two receptionists, Maria and Zofia, having a coffee before our work day starts.


‘Morning,’ I say, nodding towards the ancient coffee machine as I hang up my coat. ‘I see you managed to get that thing working again.’


‘I almost lost a nail doing it,’ says Maria. ‘But yeah, I got it done. Want one?’


‘Oh, yes please,’ I say, gratefully taking a steaming mug of work’s distinctly average coffee from her. ‘It’s chucking it down out there, and this should at least warm me up.’


Before I can even take a sip of the scalding-hot liquid, however, the door opens and Christine the office manager pokes her head round.


‘And here was me thinking you’d all been abducted by aliens,’ she says. ‘There’s an empty reception desk that needs staffing, ladies, so drink up and let’s get to work.’


One by one we troop down to reception, slip on our headsets and turn on our computers. For the next few hours I’m busy greeting clients, answering and directing calls and signing for parcels but the moment things quieten down, my thoughts turn to my conversation with Luce last night, and the things she’d said about Guy.


Guy and I met three years ago at a mutual friend’s birthday get-together at a pub in Balham. Strictly speaking he wasn’t my type and I’m sure I wasn’t his. He was far too conventionally handsome, too tall and too confident for my liking and I doubted we’d have much in common, and we don’t really. He likes sport, I can’t stand it. He comes from a traditional nuclear family while I’m an only child of a single parent. His dad had a high-powered career in finance and his mum, a former solicitor who had given up her career to raise her family, now devotes her time to various charitable causes and maintaining their beautiful home. Meanwhile, my mum left school at sixteen and had worked in the local supermarket ever since.


We came from different worlds and on paper shouldn’t have really worked but somehow we did. Guy had a certain steadiness about him that made me feel secure in a way I never had before. In return I think I made him feel like he was being seen for the person he was rather than, as previous girlfriends had, for his status and the lifestyle he could offer them. I really liked him, he really liked me and for the first year and a half we were happy. But then, about six months before Mum died we started arguing a lot. I couldn’t understand it. We’d enjoyed a lovely summer that started with a weekend in Rome, finished with a week in Ibiza, and was punctuated by several friends’ weddings. But once the summer was over and we were back to our routines things began to become strained between us. It was stupid things at first, like arguing about my untidiness or his habit of working late, but gradually the rows became more and more frequent. It was as if he was permanently in a bad mood and so in return was I. Racking my brains to figure out why things were going wrong, I’d even asked Luce for advice and to my surprise she’d speculated that perhaps it was the summer of weddings that was to blame. ‘Maybe he thinks it’s time you two got hitched but doesn’t think you’ll be up for it.’ Before I could put this to Guy we had another blazing row, that started about me forgetting to post his mum’s birthday card for him and ended with us not speaking for three whole days. Eventually, I just felt that we were drifting further and further apart with less joy in our lives and fewer things in common. I was so miserable that I started to make plans to leave. That made me miserable too, but it also felt like the right decision. Then my mum died, my whole world turned upside down and in the aftermath Guy became a completely different person.


Suddenly he was no longer inexplicably morose, no longer picking fights or short-tempered. Overnight he was back to being the sweet, kind, patient man I knew him to be. At first, I’d thought this change in him was because he felt sorry for me and I was sure that at some point things would revert to the way they were. Six months on, however, he was still the same. It should’ve been good news, proving that the rough patch we’d endured was just that, a temporary glitch in an otherwise healthy relationship, but I wasn’t so sure, and couldn’t help wondering when, rather than if, we’d find ourselves back where we’d been before Mum died. But then following the one-year anniversary of losing Mum I’d finally put her house on the market, and much to my surprise an offer was made almost straight away. Before I’d had chance to catch my breath Guy had shown me a listing on Rightmove for a very smart, very expensive, five-bed house in Greenwich.


‘What’s this?’ I’d asked.


‘Well,’ he’d replied, almost shyly, ‘I’m rather hoping it will be our new home.’ Before I could react he took my hand in his and looked at me intently. ‘After you called and told me about the offer on your mum’s place it got me thinking about a lot of things … about us … about you … and especially about this past year. It’s been so tough for you, and it feels like we’ve sort of been stuck in a rut but I think I’ve found a way for us to get out of it.’


‘By getting a house together?’


‘Think about it,’ he’d said. ‘Aren’t we always saying how small this place is? I mean, I bought it when I was single, and now there’s two of us here and all our stuff and it’s bursting at the seams. Well, now we have the opportunity to do something about it. It’ll be easy: I’ll sell this place, then we’ll use my equity, plus your mum’s money, plus whatever mortgage we can get and,’ he waggled his phone in the air, ‘this house or somewhere like it could be ours.’ He’d looked at me expectantly. ‘So, what do you say, Baxter, are you in?’


It was the million-dollar question, a question I would’ve answered with greater confidence had I had more than a few seconds to get my head around it. My thoughts were all over the place. This time last year I’d been about to leave Guy and now here he was proposing that we make the biggest financial commitment of our lives together. Yes, things had been good between us this past year, but was it because we were permanently fixed, or had we simply been carried along by the momentum of life since losing Mum? I didn’t have an answer, I couldn’t say for sure, but the one thing of which I was certain was that if I said no that would be us finished for good. This wasn’t just a question about a house, this was Guy asking me if we had a future together.


In a split second I could see that saying yes to this house would be the first domino in a whole series of life-changing events. First the house, then the big summer wedding followed a year later by a big summer pregnancy, to be repeated on an annual basis until every one of those five bedrooms was full. And while I wasn’t necessarily against the idea, at the same time it felt like everything was happening at light speed and I was in danger of becoming a spectator in my own life.


‘Do we really need a five-bedroom house?’ I’d said, hoping to pump the brakes a little. ‘I mean, there’s only the two of us, maybe we could go for something smaller in a cheaper part of London.’


Guy had been completely unfazed. ‘You’re worrying over nothing,’ he’d said. ‘What’s the point of messing about with smaller homes for a year or two here and there when we both know what we want?’


Taking a deep breath, I’d looked into his eyes and all I could see was a man who loved me and cared for me, and someone who I loved and cared for in return.


‘Yeah, you’re probably right,’ I’d said, feeling both loved and cherished, trapped and terrified, ‘I just need to stop worrying. Let’s do this.’


And right now I was still feeling good about my decision, and I didn’t need Luce or anyone else for that matter reminding me of the uncertainty I’d fought so hard to overcome.


With Luce unable or unwilling to take my encyclopaedias and Saturday fast approaching I spend every spare moment for the rest of the day trying to find them a new home. I message friends but none are interested, I try libraries but they already have encyclopaedias of their own. In desperation I even list them on Gumtree as, ‘Free to a good home’, consoling myself with the idea that they might go on to inspire another generation, but no one is interested.


So on Friday evening while Guy is needlessly tidying the apartment in preparation for Saturday’s viewings, I drag the books, bag by bag, out to the lift and take them all the way down to the bin store in the basement. Feeling like I’m letting Mum down, like I’ve failed her somehow, I unceremoniously dump the encyclopaedias one by one into the huge recycling bin, all the while trying my very best not to feel as if I’m committing a murder.


Guy and I go to bed just after midnight and I dream vividly about Mum until I’m woken by the sound of my phone ringing. Snatching it up, I check the screen and I’m simultaneously relieved and annoyed to find that the caller is Luce. When she’d sent me a text yesterday apologising for what she’d said about Guy the other night I deliberately hadn’t replied, hoping to make my annoyance clear. Over the years Luce and I have fallen out more times than I care to remember; it is, I suppose, the downside of being so close. I know we’ll make up eventually, like we always do, but I’m not sure I’m ready to let it go just yet.


My guess is she’s out and has had far too much to drink, meaning I’m about to receive either a ten-minute monologue on how much she loves me or a hysterical rant as she doubles down on her earlier offence. I think briefly about letting her call go to voicemail, but then the thought crosses my mind that she might be in trouble and need my help and so against my better judgement I pick up.


‘Tell me you haven’t got rid of them,’ she says breathlessly before I can say a single word.


‘What are you talking about?’ I hiss, slipping out of bed and into the living room so as not to wake Guy.


‘The encyclopaedias,’ she says. ‘Tell me you haven’t got rid of them!’


In the background I can hear the sound of chatter, laughter and music as if she’s out at a bar somewhere.


‘I threw them away earlier tonight,’ I say, wincing at the memory of my betrayal. ‘They’re in the recycling bin in the basement.’


‘Well, you’d better get them out, okay?’ says Luce. ‘Because I’ve just this minute found a home for them.’


‘What are you on about? I’ve tried everything, no one wants those things.’


‘You’re wrong,’ says Luce. ‘I’ve just heard about a place that will take them.’


‘What kind of place?’


‘It’s at the back of a house clearance company in Peckham. One of Leon’s PhD friends just told me about it.’


She explains how she’d been struggling to make conversation with Leon’s friends while he was at the bar getting a round in. ‘To be honest,’ she says uncharitably, ‘they aren’t the best conversationalists and I was running low on polite chit-chat so I thought I’d tell them about the trouble you’re having with your encyclopaedias, thinking they might think it’s a bit quirky or whatever. Anyway, as soon as I’m done talking, Leon’s mate Dave pipes up that he had a similar sort of situation just a few months ago with an old sewing machine.’


‘A sewing machine?’


‘Yeah, I know it’s a bit random but apparently his great-gran had been a seamstress all her life, and get this, she’d not only made her daughter’s wedding dress on this huge, big-as-a-desk sewing machine, but her granddaughter’s too. Anyway, when she passed away and they had to clear her house no one wanted to throw it out, even though it had long since stopped working, but this being London, no one had the room for it either. Apparently, they went back and forth wondering what to do with it and then just as it was beginning to look like the only option left was to take it to the tip, Dave did some digging and someone somewhere – I forget who – tells him about this place in Peckham that would take in the sewing machine and look after it.’


‘And this place will do what? Sell it?’


‘No,’ she replies. ‘That’s the weird part. They don’t sell the stuff, they look after it. They look after it, you know, like a museum.’


‘A museum?’ I reply. ‘If it’s a museum in London how come I’ve never heard of it? No, I think this mate of Leon’s is winding you up.’


‘That’s what I thought at first, but he’s not,’ insists Luce. ‘It’s completely legit. Hang on and I’ll send you something to prove it.’


Moments later my phone vibrates and I check the screen to find that she’s sent me a link. I click through and I’m delivered to an article from Time Out entitled: ‘London’s Top 10 Quirkiest Museums’. And there between Hackney’s Viktor Wynd Museum of Curiosities, Fine Art and Natural History at number nine, and Chalk Farm’s Vagina Museum at number eight, is the place she’s talking about: The Museum of Ordinary People.


I can’t believe my eyes.


It’s real.


Luce isn’t making this up.


Before I know what I’m doing I’m running out of the front door of the apartment dressed only in one of Guy’s old T-shirts, my Christmas-themed pyjama bottoms and a pair of flip-flops and clutching several empty IKEA bags on a mission to bring my beloved encyclopaedias back from the dead.










3.


I’m standing in front of a large brick-built Victorian warehouse wondering if perhaps I’ve been dropped at the wrong address. Occupying the corner plot of a quiet, semi-residential road in Peckham, the building has clearly seen better days. Its paintwork is faded and peeling, a section of guttering at the side has sprung loose and just above the vehicle access at the front there’s an alarmingly large buddleia growing out of the brickwork. In short, the place is a wreck and couldn’t look less like a museum if it tried, and yet according to my phone, this is indeed the address of the Museum of Ordinary People, the supposed saviour of a treasured part of my family history.


When I’d told Guy this morning about Luce’s call he didn’t seem at all interested in the museum, he just seemed relieved that the encyclopaedias were finally going. ‘Give me a shout when your Uber arrives,’ he’d said, ‘and I’ll give you a hand taking them down.’ I, on the other hand, had been so intrigued by the idea of the museum that I’d been unable to sleep. It seemed all too unreal, a museum whose only purpose was to save objects destined for the dump.


As I stand looking at the building in front of me it occurs to me that it doesn’t look like any museum I’ve ever seen. To the left of the vehicle access is an old heavy wooden door that looks like it’s meant to be the entrance. Pinned to it is a laminated sign that reads: ‘Barclay and Sons: Domestic and Commercial Clearance and Wholesale Furniture Dealers, by Appointment Only.’ Next to it is an intercom under which is pinned another laminated sign that reads: ‘Intercom BROKEN. If door is OPEN we are in!’ I try the door handle and sure enough it is indeed open. I look back at my bags of books, wondering if I should take them in with me in case they get stolen, and then smile as I recall how I couldn’t even give them away when I’d tried. The encyclopaedias will be safe I am sure and so, leaving them in situ for the time being, I push open the door and step inside.


Compared to the bright spring day, the interior of the warehouse is dark and cold. To my right, parked in front of the shuttered vehicle access is a large, battered van with the name Barclay and Sons emblazoned across the side in peeling white lettering on a faded navy-blue background. Beyond the van, stacked along the walls, are huge piles of furniture of every description and from every era. There are Nineties-style office chairs next to 1930s solid wooden wardrobes, and Sixties-style armchairs stacked on top of Seventies-looking dining tables.


To my left is what looks to be an office, a fact confirmed by yet another laminated sign stuck to its door: ‘OFFICE: KNOCK AND THEN WAIT.’ Keen to make a good impression, I follow the instructions and after a moment the door opens to reveal a man, who at a guess is roughly my age. He’s tall, slim, with dark brown, almost black hair, and is casually dressed in a hoodie, jeans and trainers. But the thing I can’t help noticing, even though I know I shouldn’t, is that the whole of the right side of his face is covered in what look like burn scars.


‘Hi there,’ I say, trying my best not to sound unnerved. ‘I’m wondering if you could help me? I’m looking for the museum.’


The man subtly angles the scarred side of his face away from me before speaking.


‘Museum? What museum?’


‘You know … the er … the Museum of Ordinary People.’


He smiles wryly and looks around the warehouse as if to say, ‘Does this look like a museum to you?’


I reach into my pocket and take out my phone, find the link Luce sent me last night and show him the Time Out article. He gives the screen a cursory glance but then shakes his head and returns the phone to me.


‘I think you’ve been had,’ he says. ‘Most likely some teenage hacker somewhere having a laugh at Time Out’s expense. I own Barclay and Sons and I can categorically assure you that we haven’t got a—’


‘All right, boss?’


I turn round to get a look at the owner of the voice that’s interrupted him and see two men walking towards us, one older, bald and stocky, the other younger, wiry, with gelled-back hair. Each man is carrying a greasy paper bag that smells heavily of fried food.


‘Weren’t expecting you in today, boss,’ says the older man. ‘Everything okay?’


‘Everything’s fine,’ says the man with the scars unconvincingly. ‘I’m here … for a … for a meeting … you know … with a surveyor. To give the place … er … the once-over so I know how much it’s going to cost to sort everything out.’


‘Oh right,’ says the older man, with just a touch of scepticism in his voice. ‘Well, boss, if you need building work done you should’ve asked us. We’ve got loads of mates in the trade, haven’t we, Dec?’


‘Loads,’ says the younger man, nodding in agreement. ‘They’d definitely sort this place out good and proper, and at mate’s rates too.’


The man with the scars momentarily falls silent and the two men’s attention naturally shifts to me.


‘This is … I’m sorry I didn’t catch your name,’ says the man with the scars.


‘Jess. Jess Baxter.’


‘Well, Jess, I’m Alex,’ he gestures to the older man, ‘this is Paul,’ and finally he introduces the younger man, ‘and this is Dec.’


‘Lovely to meet you all,’ I say brightly, and in return Paul and Dec offer a polite but wary nod of acknowledgment.


‘Anyway,’ says Alex, ‘it looks like Jess here has been the victim of some sort of online prank. Apparently, she read an article claiming that Barclay and Sons is a museum, of all things. I’ve put her right, but I suspect it might be worth looking into at some point.’


A guilty look passes between Paul and Dec indicating that they know more than they’re letting on, but they say nothing. I decide to press on regardless.


‘Actually, I’m not just here because of the article. The thing is my friend who sent me the link last night did so because someone she knows actually donated something to the museum here only last month.’


Confused, Alex runs a hand through his hair. ‘They actually told your friend they made a donation to the museum here at Barclay and Sons in Peckham? What sort of donation?’


‘It was a 1920s sewing machine,’ I reply. ‘And yes, they definitely said they donated it to the museum here at this address.’


Alex looks pointedly at Paul and Dec. ‘Well, that certainly sounds like a mystery. I don’t suppose you guys can possibly shed any light on it?’


‘We can explain,’ says Paul quickly. ‘It’s nothing dodgy, like, it’s just that there’s something … well, something we haven’t quite told to you about Barclay and Sons.’


‘Okay,’ says Alex warily, ‘well, you’ve certainly got my full attention. Please enlighten me.’


‘Well, the thing is, boss,’ says Dec, taking over the narrative. ‘Mad as it sounds … the lady here’s right.’


‘About what?’ replies Alex. ‘The fact that you appear to have accepted an antique sewing machine from someone under false pretences?’


The two men shake their heads.


‘No, boss,’ says Paul. ‘About the other thing, the museum thing. The truth is, we really have got one.’


The pin-drop silence seems to go on forever, giving me the opportunity to think about how weird this all is. None of it adds up at all. Who is this mysterious Alex and how did he come to have those terrible scars? And how can he as the owner of Barclay and Sons have no idea about the existence of a museum on his own premises? And more to the point, why would his employees bother to create a museum in the first place and then keep it from their boss?


It’s Alex who eventually breaks the silence. ‘Are you actually telling me there’s a museum here at Barclay and Sons?’


The two men nod but don’t elaborate.


‘How’s that even possible? I’ve been all around this place and I’ve not seen one. Where … where is it exactly?’


Paul sniffs, and uncomfortably shifts his weight from one foot to the other. ‘Probably best if we just show you, boss,’ he says. He disappears into the office and returns moments later carrying a large set of keys and then with a nod towards the rear of the building heads in that direction, closely followed by Dec, then Alex and finally me.


As we walk we pass elegant antique mirrors, heavy dark-wood Victorian desks and gorgeous Art Deco wardrobes. Though it’s hardly the time to be thinking of such things, it crosses my mind that were it not for Guy this would be exactly the type of furniture I’d fill the new house with, furniture that looks like it has lived a life, that looks like it has a story to tell. As it is, however, I know that Guy’s taste is firmly rooted in the present and he would no sooner fill our new home with these types of vintage pieces than swap his carbon-fibre road bike for a penny farthing.


We come to a halt in front of what appears to be a rear entrance, a mirror image of the vehicle access at the front of the building, but instead of rolling shutters there’s a large pair of double doors, secured with a huge chain and padlock. Paul shoves a key into the lock and with a quick twist it clicks open, allowing Dec to remove the chain. He heaves the right-hand door open, slips inside into the darkness, and after a moment’s fumbling and cursing there’s a click, followed by a stutter of fluorescent light, which eventually stabilises.


‘Right then,’ says Paul, and then he gives Alex a look that I can’t quite discern, and disappears inside too. Alex gives me a look, and I feel a bond between us, given that we’re the only ones here who have never seen whatever lies behind this door. He ducks through the gap after Paul, and then finally, with my heart pounding in my throat, I take a deep breath and follow him.


The room is roughly a third of the size of the main warehouse but with a much lower ceiling. It’s filled with row upon row of rusting industrial shelving units, all of which are crammed, like some sort of crazy church jumble sale, with all manner of objects. On the shelf nearest to me I spot a faded navy-blue Silver Cross pram minus its wheels, a stuffed greyhound with mottled brown fur and wild eyes, and a large battered metal toolbox with the words ‘A. Holmes’ neatly painted on the side.


Oddly, every item has a small cardboard luggage label attached to it with string, written on in the same spidery, barely legible handwriting. I cock my head on one side in an effort to read the label attached to an amateurish-looking oil painting of an elderly woman with white hair, resting against the shelf near my feet. It reads: ‘Portrait of Olive May Findlay painted by her husband Thomas James Findlay, donated 15.11.16 by T.R (no relation). Comment: “Thomas was never formally trained but was very proud of this piece he painted of his beloved wife for their sixtieth wedding anniversary.”’ Next to it is an old dented Cadbury’s chocolate tin and this time the label attached reads: ‘Correspondence addressed to a Mrs Sarah Harris mostly from her friend Mrs Angela White found (01.03.98) in a skip outside 317 Hampton Avenue NW19.’ Propped up against the wall at the end of the row of shelves nearest me is a rusting wheelbarrow. Its label reads: ‘Wheelbarrow, belonging to N. Cross of Chipping Norton donated by Mrs P. Manion (daughter). Comment: “My dad never really liked gardening but regardless took over the job of maintaining the garden at 415 Amberley Road, SW12 after my mum who lived for her garden passed away suddenly.”’


I turn to look at Alex to find him already looking back at me, mouth open, eyes wide, and clearly in a state of shock. Simultaneously we look at Paul and Dec who are standing to one side taking in our reaction to the room.


‘What … what … in the world is this place?’ asks Alex eventually.


Paul sighs heavily and then, clearly struggling to find the right words, he says, ‘I suppose … I suppose this is what you might call the late Mr Barclay’s pet project.’


Taking a seat on an upturned tea box, Paul tells us about the first time he saw the museum. ‘It was about ten years ago. I’d only been in the job a few weeks and we were clearing a house in Kensal Green that had belonged to an old dear who’d lived there pretty much all her life. Anyway, her family had been and gone already, taking the bits they wanted, and the boss had given them a price for everything they’d left behind, the deal being that we’d leave the house completely empty. Anyway, I was in the middle of moving a chest of drawers with another lad when I knocked over a cardboard box full of rubbish and amongst loads of old bills and newspapers and the like were a couple of bundles of old photos. They were mostly holiday snaps, from the Fifties and Sixties, no value in them, which was probably why the old lady’s family had chucked them away. I’d been about to toss them back in the box and take the whole lot out to the skip when the gaffer stopped me. “We don’t do that to things that need looking after,” he said. “As long as you’re working for me, if you find anything like this again you give it to me and I’ll give it a home.”’


‘So, what happened next?’ I ask, before I have chance to stop myself. ‘Did he show you the museum?’


‘I don’t know if I’d have called it a museum myself,’ says Paul, sounding amused. ‘But yeah, as soon as we got back to the warehouse he took the photos off me, walked me down to the lock-up we’re in now, opened up the doors and showed me what was inside.’


‘And did it look like it does now?’ I ask.


‘Pretty much, I suppose,’ says Paul. ‘Although there wasn’t anywhere near as much stuff in here back then, I reckon. To be honest, I didn’t know what to make of it at first. It just looked like a load of old junk to me. But even so I remember that the one thing that stuck out to me was the labels he’d put on everything, like they were something special.’


‘And did he explain what it was all for?’


Paul shrugs. ‘The boss wasn’t really much of a talker. The man was a complete mystery, really. He didn’t talk much about himself, in fact he didn’t talk much about anything. But if I had to guess, I’d say he just genuinely liked saving stuff. Saw the value in it, even if no one else did.’










4.


I feel like I’ve walked into the middle of a very weird play and my mind is teeming with questions. Who was Barclay? What had motivated him to start such a collection when strictly speaking he was in the business of getting rid of things? But top of my list is the one question I end up asking aloud, ‘So how did a room full of items saved from house clearances end up getting a mention in Time Out of all things?’


Paul grins. ‘Basically, after a while word got out amongst people in the trade: furniture restorers, vintage and antique dealers and the like, that if anyone came across anything they thought needed saving, things they knew no one would buy but which they felt wrong throwing away, then Mr B was the man to bring it to.’


‘What kind of things did they bring?’ I ask.


‘Letters and photos mainly,’ said Paul, ‘stuff they’d come across in job lots of furniture bought at sale or auction.’


‘And that’s how Time Out came across this place?’


‘Not exactly. What happened was that one day we had a journalist from the Evening Standard knock on the door asking loads of questions about the lock-up and all the things in it. Apparently, he’d heard about it from someone in the trade and thought there might be a story in it. Anyway, he chats to the gaffer, and a photographer came round and took some photos and then they both left. We didn’t think about it again until one day we’re flicking through the paper and what do we see but a massive picture of the gaffer looking really awkward under the headline: The Museum of Ordinary People – How one Londoner is trying to save ordinary people’s pasts.’


‘So how did Mr Barclay respond to that?’


‘At first the boss thought it was just funny. But then the general public started turning up at the warehouse. Some just wanted a nose around the lock-up but others came with things they wanted him to look after.’


‘Like what?’ says Alex.


‘You name it, they brought it,’ says Paul. ‘I remember one woman turning up with a motorcycle sidecar. She told the boss it meant the world to her because it was her only connection to her late great-grandfather. Apparently, he used to take her out for day trips in it back in the Fifties. Anyway, she’d kept it in a shed in her back garden for at least thirty years, but now she was moving to a smaller place, she couldn’t keep it and hated the idea of taking it to the tip.’


‘And how about the bloke who brought in a stack of his dead mum’s unpublished novels,’ added Dec. ‘He was moving abroad and he didn’t quite know what to do with them. There were over thirty of them, bonkbusters I think they call them. I only read a few pages mind, but even those were quite spicy.’


‘Then there was a couple who brought in a suitcase full of old wedding photos and personal stuff like letters and birth certificates,’ says Paul. ‘They’d just moved into a new house and found it all in the loft and just didn’t feel right throwing it away but didn’t want to keep it either.’


‘And what about the people who came to visit?’ I ask. ‘What were they like?’


‘We had all sorts,’ replies Dec. ‘Local residents, art students, even the occasional old-age pensioner looking into their family history. Of course, once people forgot about the article it sort of died down but then a little while later it all started up again. We couldn’t work out why for ages but then we found out that Time Out had picked up on the Evening Standard article and put us in a list of London’s top … I think … weird museums or something like that.’


‘And that started it all off again,’ chips in Paul. ‘We even had a coachload of Japanese tourists turn up off the back of that. They couldn’t get enough of it. They kept taking pictures of us like we were some sort of celebrities.’
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