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FOR DAD

(1942—2017)

I WISH I COULD HAVE PUT THIS ALL

INTO PLAY IN TIME TO HELP YOU




‘What day is it?’ asked Pooh.

‘It’s today,’ squeaked Piglet.

‘My favourite day,’ said Pooh.

A. A. MILNE

ENGLISH NOVELIST, POET AND PLAYWRIGHT

(1882–1956)
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‘PEACE. IT DOES NOT MEAN TO BE IN A PLACE WHERE THERE IS NO NOISE, TROUBLE OR HARD WORK. IT MEANS TO BE IN THE MIDST OF THOSE THINGS AND STILL BE CALM IN YOUR HEART.’

ANONYMOUS

This book is your nine-chapter guide to a new way of thinking about your home. It is the path to a more empowered you, as well as something of a manifesto for self-responsibility. Because, the establishment of a happy home – one that makes you feel fantastic, not one that just looks good – can be the ultimate foundation for the life you dare to dream of having, and the nurturing relationships that you need to believe you deserve. From such a space you can achieve a sense of emotional balance that will assist you in finding your true purpose and fulfilling your potential. It can be the launch pad from which to achieve a sense of flow in your work, and most importantly, it will be your place of retreat and recovery when the winds of change and the inevitable curveballs of life attempt to knock you, or your loved ones, off course.


‘The purpose of life – to be happy inside.

The purpose of home – to be happy inside.’


After all, home should be a place that restores, rejuvenates and replenishes, but so often it does not. Instead, it can sabotage heartfelt desires by dampening your emotions and causing undue stress and strife. Your home also acts as a mirror to the current state of your emotions, thus amplifying both nurturing or unwelcome states of being: whether you’re happy or stressed, tired or relaxed, your home will reflect, and magnify, it all. So, if you want positive personal change of any sort, you must first address your environment. We all need homes that support, rather than undermine, our wellbeing.

But how do we define wellbeing? For the purposes of this book, I understand it to be a state of self whereby you feel ready to seize each day as it comes, whatever it may throw at you. In other words, that you operate from a solid foundation of balanced contentment – of happiness. And this is no wishy-washy conceit. Life today is increasingly unpredictable, hectic, fast and always ‘on’, and it shows no signs of slowing down. We are in the midst of what has been dubbed ‘the Age of Anxiety’, in which the superficial seems to reign supreme, infamy is more desirable than respect, consumerism is promoted at every turn and the digital realm appears to have superseded reality. Against such a backdrop it is understandable to feel increasingly overwhelmed, and many in the West are struggling to cope with rising levels of poor mental health, obesity and chronic illness. And yet, while many supposed ‘cures’ treat the symptoms, they appear to do little to address what might lie behind such a growth in recorded disease. And this should be cause for great concern.

For all our advanced technology and supposed sophistication, we are at heart primal, emotional beings, which means that to feel centred, healthy and happy, we also need to feel safe, secure and protected. It is therefore increasingly essential that our homes support us, as nurturing, sensory, tactile retreats, not so much as insulation from contemporary life, but strengthening us, body and soul, to deal with it. Thankfully, whatever the size of your current home, whether it’s rented or owned, and regardless of your present financial status, you have at your fingertips the most extraordinary potential. It simply needs to be awakened, and then harnessed in your favour. After all, according to decades of research, happy people live longer, exhibit fewer mental health issues, have more friends and do better at work, so it behoves us all to do everything possible to get with the happy inside programme. And happiness can be quantified, which means that there are measurable steps that can be taken towards its attainment. In the opinion of Martin Seligman, widely regarded as one of the founding fathers of the positive psychology movement, our individual states of happiness, or wellbeing, can be measured via five key contributing factors:


	OUR ABILITY TO ENGENDER POSITIVE EMOTIONS

	ENGAGEMENT IN ACTIVITIES THAT ALLOW US TO LOSE OURSELVES IN THE MOMENT

	THE NATURE OF OUR RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHERS

	A SENSE OF BELONGING TO, AND SERVING, SOMETHING BIGGER THAN OURSELVES

	ACCOMPLISHMENT, WHERE ACHIEVEMENT IS PURSUED FOR ITS OWN SATISFACTION NOT EXTERIOR VALIDATION



To this I would also add the degree to which you feel in charge of your own destiny, and how much you consider that your very existence makes a difference to the world, at any level. Crucially, though, this is not about setting yourself up against ridiculous aesthetic standards – for example, by comparing your home with Instagram’s constant, but highly curated, parade of interiors loveliness. Rather, the intention is to give you some ideas and recommendations, alongside the benefit of my hard-earned experience and a few tricks of the trade. This will help you to set up your home, and a way of living within it, to get you where you want to be at your own pace. There are no rules, per se, because there can be no absolutes or definitive answers when embarking on such a journey; it’s ultimately up to you to make these suggestions your own. Besides, putting yourself under pressure ‘to be happy’ is more likely to derail any attempt than promote it. •

BUT WHO IS YOUR HAPPY HOME FOR?

Let me, though, now insert a brief pause for thought. Because, as the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle said, ‘Knowing thyself is the beginning of all wisdom’; so, do you know who you are? And more importantly, is this who you really want to be?

That might seem an odd question, but bear with me. I once took part in a ‘life-coaching’ exercise that at first sounded rather macabre. It was this: write your own eulogy. Shocked? Don’t be. The point is to articulate how you would like to be remembered. And once you’ve done it, to ask yourself if you are that person today. After all, it’s easy to look across the tracks and see successful people (however you might define ‘success’), or those who appear to have found their purpose, or who radiate joy, and wonder what their secret is. We muse that perhaps they’ve only achieved it because they were born in the right place and at the right time or were just lucky. After all, it is much harder to think of our destiny or happiness as not only our own responsibility but also as something within our capacity to change, even if not to control.

Thus, as an exercise in self-reflection, contemplating your eulogy will show you who you truly aspire to be, and I’d encourage you to do it before you begin your home-health journey because it will in turn inspire a more holistic perspective on your happy inside goals. To put it another way, rather than asking yourself what do I want to achieve with my home, start with the question who do I want to be?

For example, you may already be thinking that you would like to be tidier, slimmer, fitter or better organised. But are these the qualities or characteristics that you’d want applauded at your funeral? Instead, might you wish to be remembered as someone who always had time for their friends? Someone who was a good listener? Someone who was seen to be calm in the face of adversity? A patient parent? Or an inspiring boss? These are the qualities of someone who is resilient, someone who can maintain their sense of self, integrity and ethical ambition, no matter what. These surely are the characteristics we should all aspire to? Not least because the pursuit of happiness is a multi-faceted endeavour, as we examined earlier, it can only benefit from being considered from all angles. Besides, if you set your sights on some of the above, you may well become tidier, slimmer, fitter and so forth along the way. But most crucially, and the core message of this book, is that you’ll make everything a lot easier for yourself if you have your home on side to support you. •

SMOOTH SEAS DO NOT MAKE SKILFUL SAILORS

For myself, if I track back and recall all of the places that I have tried to make my own, it would tell you the story of my life. Each of these abodes taught me something about the link between the state of my environment and its impact on my life, from my relationships and finances to the state of my hormones and my feelings of self-worth – in other words, how much my emotional health and physical wellbeing were profoundly connected to, and affected by, the need for a grounded sense of home. This book represents the confluence of all those learnings and the summation of everything I believe so that you can have a smoother ride!

Of course, my early training as an architect sharpened my sensitivity to the way in which our bodies respond to, and our brains perceive, our surroundings; and my 13-year tenure as editor-in-chief of British ELLE Decoration also had an impact. In this role I witnessed the rise and demise of many a trend, and I saw hundreds of homes. The ones I chose to include in the magazine deliberately spanned a wide range of looks, styles, sizes and locations but they always had one thing in common: they were spaces that their owners showered with attention and affection, tangible expressions of the pleasure of being at home.

Other major influences include a fascination with many of the teachings of Buddhism as well as the traditional culture and mores of Japan. In each there is an underlying sensibility that speaks to me of quiet contemplation and considered living, and I have introduced elements of both throughout this book.

And so I encourage you to start immediately, while taking it step by step. Each stage is not hard in itself to achieve, but each requires genuine belief and commitment. My desire is for you to acquire new habits for the everyday rather than prompting a one-off burst of overzealous endeavour. And be patient. My rule of thumb is that you can only effect significant change in a minimum of 90 days. This process should therefore be understood as a continuous journey of evolution, just as we ourselves are constant works in progress when it comes to self-development. A desire to ‘get the house done’ within a set time frame helps no one, just as an attitude of getting personally ‘fixed’ is similarly flawed, if not unachievable. Certainly there will be a moment when particular rooms just feel right, and thus we feel good within them. This is what we’re aiming for. Nevertheless, to repeat, it’ll be at least three months before you really notice a difference. This isn’t about racing to completion. In so many ways, the key to happiness is to focus on the process.

One caveat, though: if you have resolved to set off on this path to becoming happy inside (both inwardly and outwardly), be sure to be doing it for yourself. Don’t half-heartedly shift around a few chairs and throw out some old cushions and then sit back and wait for it to happen. If you don’t believe it will help, then it won’t – the motivation behind any desire for change is as important as the intention to change in itself. Doing up a property to maximise profit on a sale is one thing, curating your individual corner of the world for the benefit of your own wellbeing is quite another. This book is devoted to the latter pursuit. So if you want to take the leap of faith that the state of your surroundings impacts every aspect of your life, then get the whole of your family, however you define it, on board for the exciting journey that is becoming happy inside. •
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‘THERE ARE ONLY TWO MISTAKES ONE CAN MAKE ALONG THE ROAD TO TRUTH; NOT GOING ALL THE WAY, AND NOT STARTING.’

THE BUDDHA

The best homes begin with their inherent bone structure, whether glorious or flawed, and end with the careful placement of possessions. This book will help you to enhance, tweak and colour the former, and curate, choose and arrange the latter. You can read the chapters in any order, although as with many things in life, it’s best to start at the beginning and work through to the end for optimum results. Essentially, chapters one to four are a sort of intensive foundation course, and chapters five to nine are how you put it all into practice. Therefore please think of this as your first module and one of the most important chapters in the book. Don’t skip it; it underpins everything that follows.

CLEARING THE WAY

The solution to a home that no longer seems to meet our needs is almost always thought to lie in an upgrade of some sort: more rooms, a larger garden, an extended kitchen. And while sometimes a few architectural interventions can indeed make a significant difference to the way you live, what if you don’t own your own home or you can’t afford to move or make extensive renovations? Besides, believing more is always the answer only reflects the pervasive conviction that a newer, bigger, faster, updated whatever must be better. This is nothing more than marketing, often based on a model of built-in obsolescence, which can blind us to the opportunities of the here and now. Instead, what would happen if we could lean into any nagging impulse to not settle where we are and with what we have? Answer: we become open to a more creative approach of acceptance.

From this perspective, acceptance is definitely not about passive resignation, but rather about seeing things as they really are, not clouded by emotion or prejudice. In this state of mind we do three things: we seek solutions rather than complaining; we focus on finding beauty in the everyday; and we practise letting go, because we understand that resisting what ‘is’ is ultimately futile. In terms of the home, this spirit of acceptance enables us to actively work with what we have in order to maximise existing potential, rather than focusing on what we think we lack, bearing in mind that the most common issues tend to be a perceived scarcity of space or the desire for more light. •


‘Believing more is always the answer reflects the pervasive conviction that a newer, bigger, faster, updated whatever must be better.’


IN PRAISE OF WHAT YOU HAVE

You’ll be cheered to know that creating more light can be approached in many inventive ways that do not involve knocking down walls, and we’ll explore some of these in the following chapters. But in this chapter we shall resolve the seemingly perennial quest for more room. To set out my stall right from the off: it is my absolute belief that most people do not in fact need more space; they need less stuff, combined with a rethink of the space that they do have. And this starts with really questioning the draw of the new in pursuit of happiness – whether it be for a bigger home, a smarter car, the latest phone or the most fashionable clothes. After all, these accoutrements, and even the myth of the ‘forever’ home, will not protect you against fear, anxiety, disappointment or hurt.

In fact, these seductive flights of fancy create only what the Zen teacher Charlotte Joko Beck calls ‘the substitute life’: a parallel universe in which all things will be just so if only you acquire x, y or z. It is patently not true. Yet this escapist fiction is one that many buy into, compulsively heeding the siren call of the constant upgrade, and putting themselves under undue financial pressure in the process – but at what emotional price? Are they actually able to stop working for long enough to enjoy any of those newly capacious rooms, eat out in their designer togs or use any of the fancy functions on that must-have tech?

[image: ]
You have to ask yourself, what’s the point if all it’s done is to shackle you either to debt that you can ill afford, or that you can but only if you keep on working at the pace you currently are, whether you enjoy your job or not? And if you have children, I absolutely guarantee that they’ll be happier watching a movie squashed next to you on a saggy old sofa than having a nice big playroom all to themselves with a parent next door too exhausted to engage.

Thus, even if you feel that extra space is required to accommodate something that you ardently desire, such as an addition to the family, whether human or furry, or the pursuit of a new pastime or passion project, I’d like to propose that you work through the entirety of this chapter before taking another step in the home-expansion direction. And most especially if you’re reading this thinking, but I haven’t got room to swing a cat, let alone own one – I promise you, you have more space than you think.

I’d also like you to entertain the possibly uncomfortable thought that perhaps your impulse to move or upgrade is driven not so much by heartfelt desire as self-aggrandisement – the perceived admiration of friends and neighbours, a sign to the outside world that you have ‘made it’? After all, it’s a truism that the larger the house, the more likely everyone’s in the den – human beings need cosy corners, as much as they need room to move. And how often have I seen people invest in a massive rear extension only to have front rooms left completely empty. Sadly, this is often the result of pursuing what you intuitively think you need (more light and space), but going about it in completely the wrong way.

As touched upon in the ‘Awakening’ introduction, getting to the heart of why you’re undertaking this journey is imperative. You do not need as much as you think to have a meaningful life. The path to peace is not lined with possessions. •


‘You do not need as much as you think to have a meaningful life. The path to peace is not lined with possessions.’


WHAT’S THE POINT OF IT ALL?

In America there is a growing movement called FIRE dedicated to precisely this (the acronym stands for Financial Independence, Retire Early). In short, it’s about living deliberately below your means, simplifying and reclaiming your life by resisting the lure and associated pressure of consumerism. Its followers aim to work hard in their twenties and thirties while maximising savings and investments such that they can quit work in their forties, specifically once they have children, to have a life that’s rich in leisure time if poor in supposed luxuries. It even has its own lingo: there are those who practise ‘lean FIRE’ (extreme frugality), ‘fat FIRE’ (maintaining a more typical standard of living while saving and investing) and ‘barista FIRE’ (working part time in a coffee chain after retiring, in order to be eligible for the company health insurance). Without a doubt I feel this movement will spread, especially when we link such personal initiative with the knock-on benefits to the environment: buying less but better is a win-win all round. Perhaps not for those manufacturers who seek to lure us with the unsustainable and the unnecessary, but voting with your wallet is a sure step towards the wider change we need to see.

It reminds me too of David Fincher’s film of Chuck Palahniuk’s 1996 novel Fight Club, in which Brad Pitt plays Tyler Durden, the alter ego of Edward Norton’s unnamed lead character. Tyler is the embodiment of everything Norton, a white-collar worker in an insurance company, fears he is not. In the opening scenes, Norton intones that like many others he has ‘become a slave to the IKEA nesting instinct’. Perusing catalogues and asking himself ‘what kind of dining set defines me as a person?’ Shortly afterwards, his entire apartment and all of his possessions are lost in an explosion. Norton’s response: ‘I was close to being complete and now it’s all gone.’ And yet Tyler, later revealed in the film to have been the perpetrator of this act of arson, reflects a different perspective: ‘We are consumers. We are by-products of the lifestyle obsession. Martha Stewart is polishing the brass on the Titanic! It’s all going down. I say never be complete. Stop being perfect. Let’s evolve, let the chips fall where they may.’

‘You’re right, it’s just stuff,’ sighs Norton.

‘Correct,’ snaps back the fired-up Durden. ‘The things you own end up owning you. You are not your job. You are not how much money you have in the bank. You are not the car you drive.’

While I’m certainly not advocating destroying all of your things in a wanton act of explosive destruction, I love this film for its brutal lampooning of today’s consumerist culture. It compels you to take a moment to consider, ‘What is my self-worth tied up in – the size of my home, my job title? The fact that I own an original Charles Eames lounge chair? And is this who I really want to be? Do my things complete me, or could I be perfect in my imperfection already?’

As a final example, let’s consider the American multi-billionaire Warren Buffett, globally renowned as one of the most successful investors of all time in his capacity as chairman and CEO of Berkshire Hathaway, and accordingly cited as the third wealthiest person in the world (number one is the man behind Amazon, Jeff Bezos, and number two Buffett’s long-time friend and fellow philanthropist, Microsoft founder Bill Gates). Buffett famously lives in the same modestly sized, 6,570 square-foot (610 square-metre), five-bedroom house that he bought in Omaha, Nebraska, for $31,500 in 1958 (worth about $650,000 today; less than 0.001 per cent of his net worth), and has been known to take his own lunch of a McDonald’s quarter-pounder and fries to his annual general meetings.

Arguably he could afford any McMansion he likes within immense private grounds, and he could dine at his pick of restaurants, or at the very least get his burger delivered. But he does not, and his choices speak not of miserliness but of immense confidence and strength of character. They say that he has nothing to prove to anyone but himself. He knows what he likes and, more crucially, he knows what he needs. As he puts it when speaking about his home, ‘I’m happy there. I’d move if I thought I’d be happier someplace else.’ And yet many a website and newspaper column inch has been devoted to this perceived madness. Why on earth, the journalists squeak, would he not buy something bigger? Answer: because he doesn’t have to. It’s Tyler Durden all over again. Or, to quote the Greek philosopher Socrates, ‘The truly free individual is free only to the extent of his own self-mastery, while those who will not govern themselves are condemned to find masters to govern over them.’ So, do you wish to be governed by your stuff? •
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IT’S ALL ABOUT CONSIDERED LIVING

How, then, if we’re going to stay put, do we make homes that enable us to be at our authentic best while also facilitating all of the activities that can make us happy and keep us healthy? How do we create a sense of space (physical and emotional) between ourselves and the world at large? For it’s surely only in this gap that the opportunity for happiness resides.

Well, let’s shout this loud and clear, with no room whatsoever for doubt: the first step is the wholehearted banishment of clutter! Clutter is the arch-enemy of the restful home. It is the interiors equivalent of a to-do list that never gets completed, undermining any attempt at relaxation. Physical clutter equates to emotional debris, stifling energy and dampening enthusiasm. But before you think, ‘Oh, clutter-clearing – been there, done that,’ I encourage you to approach this chapter with what the Japanese call shoshin, a word from Zen Buddhism that translates as ‘beginner’s mind’. It is an important principle that invites you to adopt an attitude of openness and the willingness to forgo preconceptions. Cast aside any notions about what you think this section on clutter-clearing might entail, and allow yourself to revisit these ideas with a ‘beginner’s mind’. After all, in order to make lasting change, we sometimes need to return to certain teachings again and again for them to truly sink in.

And when I refer to clutter-clearing, I do not mean just the physical act of disposing of excess belongings, but also the setting of a clear intention to continually commit to reducing the amount that you buy, and therefore own, by truly understanding why this process is so incredibly important. The ultimate goal is consistent considered curation – limiting the distractions that surround you while increasing what supports you, so that you can focus fully on living a purposeful life. It is not, however, about a home devoid of all possessions.•


‘The ultimate goal is consistent considered curation – limiting the distractions that surround you while increasing what supports you, so that you can focus fully on living a purposeful life.’


LET’S DEBUNK SOME CLUTTER-CLEARING MYTHS

IT’S ALL ABOUT STORAGE

Installing extra closets, buying lots of natty little baskets in which to subdivide everything, fitting extra drawers under shelves or into stair risers, or any of those other bonkers tricks that magazines love to suggest (and yes, I’ve published those features in the past too), just invites the filling of them. Neatly dividing what you already have and stealthily distributing it around your home is to miss the point. You need to actively get rid of stuff, not just reorganise and tidy it.

IT’S ALL ABOUT MINIMALISM

In my opinion, minimalism is a physical manifestation of an emotional state, one that seeks to negate every aspect of the self and to erase one’s personal story. I think it only ever springs from a position of profound discontent. That said, for some people this is necessary: it is the embodiment of a clean slate, which can be a very brave move indeed towards a new beginning, so I hold no judgement. However, this is not what I’m recommending. Clutter-clearing for me is not so much about aesthetics as efficiency.

YES, BUT EVEN IF IT’S NOT ALL ABOUT MINIMALISM, IT’S ABOUT GETTING RID OF LOADS OF YOUR THINGS

Nope. Your things should be seen, as the evidence of the narrative of your life (single or shared), of the hard-won toil of your evolution, with all its glorious ups and downs, twists and turns. Such objects are absolutely wonderful and they should be treasured accordingly, even if they have little material value. But then value is never about cost, it’s about stories – where something came from, who you were (or were with) when you bought it, what was happening in your life at that time. Your things are your talismans, and they should be celebrated. Note: disliked things belonging to a partner are still their things; do not discard them without their permission! However, ‘stuff’ is different. ‘Stuff’ keeps you tethered to the ground when you’re aiming to take wing and soar. ‘Stuff’ you can live without. So if you can’t be bothered to dust it, clean it, polish, oil or otherwise look after it, then you need to think deeply about whether to keep it. And I have listed in detail the items that this might include in the next section.

YOU ONLY NEED TO DO IT ONCE

For sure there is often one huge burst of activity at the very beginning of this journey, but then it is a case of constant maintenance. Things will come in all the time, from birthday gifts to weekend newspapers. The goal is to have created such a perfectly curated space that, on the one hand, you do not buy unnecessary items on impulse, whether ceramic pots or black cashmere jumpers, and, on the other, that you get into the mindset of consciously questioning future purchases along the lines of ‘Where will this go? Is this the best version that I can afford of what I need?’ And then, ‘Why do I want it in the first place, and do I really need it?’ After all, it is perfectly possible to admire something in a shop, to love it deeply and appreciate its craftsmanship, but ultimately to leave it behind because you simply do not require it. Try to start thinking of shops as galleries where it’s perfectly okay to be ‘just looking’. No matter how gorgeous something is, as the author Richard R. Powell puts it in his book Wabi Sabi Simple, a meditation on the Japanese notion of the beauty in imperfection, ‘If it enters your life only to become part of the general background chaos, better to leave it on the store shelf.’ However, if you spot something and, regardless of any of the above, it sparks veritable fireworks of love ‘n’ lust, then purchase away, but know that inevitably something else will have to be displaced to make room for it. I find this latter lesson a good one to teach children too, as in, ‘Yes, you may have that new toy, but what will you give away to make space for it?’

YOU DO IT AFTER YOU’VE SORTED OUT ROOM LAYOUTS AND ARCHITECTURE

No. No. Definitely no! It is simply not possible to plan a truly, holistically supportive space around things that you already own without sorting thoroughly through them first. Before you pick up a single paint brush, prior to losing yourself in wallpaper lookbooks or coveting a single stick of new furniture, you must declutter. And as I intimated at the beginning of this chapter, do not even think of moving house before you’ve completely worked through this section either. •

TIME TO LET GO

And so it begins. As you start to reassess your belongings, determining which are your things versus what is just stuff, I’d like you to make a list, room by room, of every single item you own. Yes. Every. Single. Item. At this stage you can group together things like kitchen utensils, knives, forks, etc., and also multiples of the same type of thing, from trousers to dresses, duvet covers to throws, tumblers to plates, but add the quantity for each and divide books into hardbacks, paperbacks and picture/reference books and list the total of these for the whole house, not by room. Everything else gets a line of its own. Don’t forget all of your accessories, pots and planters, curtains, floor coverings, artworks and removable shelving. Basically, anything that does not constitute the fixed architecture of your home. I also need you to put an approximation of the original purchase price next to each item (a total price for grouped items will suffice at this stage).

It’ll take you ages, and at times you will surely lose the will to live, but that’s the point. Without doing this, you will never truly acknowledge the mass of perfectly serviceable ‘stuff’ that you have accumulated and that you do not need but which nonetheless lives on in the background of your consciousness. This is beyond the old biros and clogged-up tins of paint for rooms that have long since changed their colour (all of which you can chuck out as you go, by the way); I’m talking about the excess stuff we tend to overlook: the surplus pillow cases and sheets, the novels you’ll never read again, kitchen appliances you’ll never use, and definitely clothing. One exception: I firmly maintain that you can never have too many cushions! (See Chapter 6.)

The thing is, the average home contains 300,000 items, and yet you will probably make regular use of less than a third of them. The same goes for your wardrobe; we habitually wear one-third of the clothes we own. Your mission is to assess the other two-thirds of everything.

For example, it may seem like sacrilege to propose getting rid of books, but there will doubtlessly be some on your shelves that you didn’t particularly enjoy, or never finished and never will, so pass them on. I used to collect fancy (and expensive) hardback, slipcased editions of the classics, Charles Dickens et al. I rather imagined myself as someone who would one day read them all, having somehow managed to skip the majority at school. However, in undertaking my own clearing mission I recognised that in truth I had no interest whatsoever in reading these books, which is why I never did in the first place, and thus I probably never would. So why was I holding on to them? Most had not even been removed from their original cellophane wrappings. Just bought and filed for some fantasy future or, my last excuse, acquired because I thought my children might like to read them one day. Eventually I sold them all on eBay, made some money back, and struck them off my insurance list, which brings me smartly on to my next point.

A secondary benefit of a full possessions inventory (the first of course being you on your way to a newly streamlined home) is that you can ensure that you are adequately insured. Far too many people significantly underinsure themselves thinking they’re making a canny saving on their annual premiums. This is the worst kind of false economy because what many don’t realise until it’s too late is that, in the event of a disaster, most insurers will pay only the corresponding percentage of the claim, even if that value falls well below the total sum covered. In other words, if you’ve valued your contents at £50,000, but they are actually worth £100,000, in the event of a claim for £25,000, you might get as little as half that sum back because you’re effectively 50 per cent underinsured. The key omissions for most people are the true value of the contents of their wardrobe, the cost to replace carpets, blinds and curtains (although in some policies this is covered under buildings insurance, so check the small print), ornaments, children’s toys, and artworks.

And if you’re thinking I’ve strayed off on something of a dull tangent by mentioning insurance, it’s deliberate. A true desire for change comes from a meeting of the head and heart: the confluence of the emotional and the practical; the want-to-do balanced by the why-should-I-do-it. So, clutter-clear because you wish to give yourself a sense of freedom to really live your life, but also do it so that you don’t pay under, or over, the odds for insurance. And if the worst should happen, you have the comfort of knowing that you can instantly quantify every single thing that you’d like replaced: ergo, pragmatic and purposeful motivation! •

I HAVE MY LIST – NOW WHAT?

Now that you have your painfully constructed list, the really in-depth sorting begins. What to keep and what to let go. And while the Japanese tidying goddess Marie Kondo is absolutely on the right track with her mantra of keeping only those things which spark joy, it’s also about keeping things that trigger memories and record significant moments, happy and sad. They may well be one and the same in some instances, but in others they are very different.

If I were to draw an emotional parallel, I’d say it’s like understanding that when you acknowledge that you have been hurt it can fortify, rather than diminish you, leaving you knowing yourself that much better and thus able to move on with purpose in search of new love – in effect, you become, to paraphrase Ernest Hemingway, stronger in the broken places. No need to surround yourself with photographs of a former partner to remind you of the lessons learned, but that little trinket you self-gifted when you were feeling miserable, absolutely yes. Being wrapped in the comfort blanket of memory is not the same as wallowing; the former respects where you’ve come from, the latter is getting stuck there.


‘You must keep only that which is truly useful, fit for purpose, and the best that you can afford.’


Additionally, you must keep only that which is truly useful, fit for purpose and the best that you can afford. After all, I’m not sure that my kitchen spatulas exactly inspire crescendos of emotion of any sort, but they are certainly simple, durable, made of wood, and not chipped, broken or burnt, so they get respect, and they get to stay. But all those old magazines? Slightly dodgy flea-market knick-knacks? Mismatched bowls and plates? Easy to let go. After all, your cast-offs may well be someone else’s treasure. Let them go so they can have a chance to be loved again. But spare anythings, extra somethings, items that were gifts? Not so easy. Here, then, are your sorting criteria for all the harder-to-clear stuff. (Note: as we move through chapters 5 to 8, which tackle individual home zones, I’ll cover specific items to treasure or trash pertinent to kitchens, bedrooms and so on. This chapter is about the big picture.)

BROKEN THINGS THAT YOU’LL MEND ONE DAY

If it can’t be done right this minute with a needle and thread or a tube of Super Glue, recycle or throw it away. Especially if you have children. I say this because as a very sage friend once said to me on spying my neatly stacked ‘to-do-later’ pile shortly before I was due to give birth to my son, unless I tackled it straight away, it’d still be sitting there when he turned 18. I think I finally jettisoned the last of it when he was four.

MULTIPLES

It’s okay to keep extras of things such as printer cartridges, plain paper, pens and paper clips, and essential to keep spare toilet rolls, cleaning solutions, kitchen towels, batteries, bulbs and matches. But do you really need four sets of salad servers? Or two for the price of one of almost anything? They may seem like great savings in the moment, but where will you put all those extras? Unless you have some lovely empty shelving in a garage or basement expressly for the purpose of stockpiling basic items, only buy according to the space you have available. I even take issue with the old adage regarding bedlinen: one on the bed, one in the wash and one in the cupboard. Nope. You need one set on each bed and one spare per bed (the only exception being small children’s beds to accommodate potential ‘accidents’). Also, clearly this doesn’t apply to crockery and cutlery, nor plants and my beloved cushions. However, even with crockery, do you really need 12 of everything if you’re a family of three and never actually host dinner parties? (More on this in Chapter 7.)

ANYTHING YOU ARE INDIFFERENT TO

For example, if you dropped that fruit bowl and it broke, would you care? These are things you can definitely live without. Pass them on to someone who might genuinely appreciate them. This category also applies to things that no longer hold any fondness or relevance to you today: coin collections, stamp albums, old school exercise books. Although be careful here: sometimes it’s better to consolidate these items; rather than keeping the whole lot, you pull out a few favourites and honour them accordingly, in a frame or a new smaller album, because at some point they meant something to you, and this is your history. But you’ll know when it’s just rubbish: endless cuttings and tear sheets that smell damp because they’ve been kept unread in a box forever. Likewise magazines – will you really revisit them all? Or could you keep a few special editions rather than the whole set?

THE PRACTICAL BUT SELDOM USED

An item bought because you felt you ought to, but which you either don’t use regularly enough to justify its existence or have lost the manual so you haven’t a clue how to operate it now anyway. Here things often fall into the but-I-might-need-it-one-day camp. To which I say, okay, then hang on to it for another year and if you still haven’t used it, get rid of it. After all, if it really came to it, you could probably borrow one through the ever-expanding sharing economy, or buy a new one (and then sell it on), as newer models will inevitably exist by the time you might actually need said very specific item, and they’ll undoubtedly be far superior to whatever you have mouldering away in storage.

[image: ]
ANYTHING THAT ANNOYS YOU

That jug which always dribbles. A cup that’s hard to hold because the handle is too small. Placemats that can only be hand-washed because otherwise the colour runs, so they’re tricky to dry too. That figurine from a distant relative who hasn’t yet realised that you’re no longer six and not that madly into collecting china cats any more. We usually keep this stuff because it’s not broken and therefore we feel we cannot in good conscience discard it. You can. It annoys you. And you don’t need that in your life. Trust me, someone else will love it.

ANYTHING THAT EMBARRASSES YOU

An adjunct to all of the above that’s subtly different: that beloved but tatty dressing gown that you’d cringe if the postman actually saw you wearing it; towels with holes in them; favourite but supremely ragged trainers; permanently stained anythings. This is the sort of stuff we become immune to seeing until it gets inadvertently pulled out in public and we find ourselves embarrassed, muttering excuses about having forgotten this or that was in such a state.

THINGS YOU HAVEN’T USED IN A YEAR

Self-explanatory, but also those things that we seem incapable of throwing away because, although there’s nothing actually wrong with them, they don’t appear to fit into any of the aforementioned categories: for example, old phones, kitchen gadgets, oversized serving dishes or outdated electrical appliances.
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