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For where your treasure is,
there will your heart be also
Matthew 6:21
—

Savour no more than ’tis good that you recall
Geoffrey Chaucer, translated by A S Kline
—

Losing things doesn’t just mean losing . . .
when we lose things, we gain things too
Taylor Swift, New York University, 2022


PROLOGUE
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If you could save just one thing from a fire, what would it be?

What do you really value the most: your wedding dress, or the last pictures of your parents? A family heirloom or your watch? Your laptop or your passport? What one object is so central to who you are that you couldn’t live without it?

I wish I had been offered the choice.


INTRODUCTION
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I had just got home when my parents called me into the kitchen and gestured for me to sit down at the table.

I was in my mid-20s and had just gone through a bad breakup, and while I worked out what to do next I was living out of a few suitcases at my parents’ house. It was not just me in limbo: my stuff was, too. All of it – furniture, sentimental stuff, books – was packed up in a storage unit. Or, at least, it had been.

My mother sat down at the table across from me, drew in an awkward breath and shut her eyes for a moment, as if to shield herself from the situation. ‘Darling, I’ve got some . . . some quite bad news. There’s been a fire. On New Year’s Eve, that storage unit, well . . . everything’s gone.’

I looked at her, unable to fully understand what she was saying. My father had lingered further back in the room, but as I turned to him he walked over and laid a hand on my shoulder. I looked again at each of their inscrutable faces, and then started to laugh. ‘OK, very funny, you almost got me!’ I said. ‘You can stop it now.’

The corners of my mother’s lips rose up in a smile that could have been, then fell again.

‘No, love, it’s not a joke’, she said, and slid her phone across the table. The screen showed a story on BBC News, with a headline reading: ‘Croydon self-storage destroyed in blaze’. I looked at the picture, and yes, that was it.

When I had taken my things there it had been a modern and impersonal warehouse building. At first look, there was something a little severe about it, with its chilly corridors and harsh, white lights. But inside the units it was quite different. When the doors opened, they revealed the wondrous mystery of other lives. From just a few glimpses you could weave together a story: I wondered if the man packing away the watercolours and brown furniture had cleared out his mother’s house; maybe the young couple storing the cheap wardrobe were about to move abroad.

But the pictures in the news article were very different. The building, a trove of a thousand people’s treasures, was now nothing more than a few blackened trunks of steel.

Panic crept up my body, first deadening the sensations in my legs, then tightening my chest, before reaching up to clutch my throat until my head felt light and woozy. My life in suitcases was built on the fragile hope that that storage unit contained: that one day I would leave my parents’ house again, one day I wouldn’t feel so heartbroken, one day things would return to normal. It felt like the rug had been pulled out from under my feet again and again and again.

I curled my hand tightly around the phone. I had to stop myself from throwing it to the floor.

Without saying anything else, I went upstairs to my temporary room and laid down – on the single bed I had had as a child, not my adult double, which was now a pile of ashes.

Every time I tried to calm down, another item I had lost popped into my head and tears started pricking again. Every single memento, every reminder of the past that I had ever owned was gone. I had also lost all the practical stuff that I desperately needed: a table, a set of knives and forks, an ironing board. There was also a third category of things that I didn’t exactly need, but I really, really liked. The thick blanket I snuggled under on the sofa, the candlesticks I got out when guests came round. All of it, gone.

I called three friends that night. The first comforted me. The second was silent, unsure what to say. The third hyperventilated with me, at first sure that it was a joke and then sure that it wasn’t.

The next day, I opened my wardrobe and saw a brown moving box marked ‘RANDOM’. Before locking up the storage unit, it had caught my eye and I had pulled it out: I didn’t know what was inside, but thought it might contain my passport or something else I would need in the coming months.

But I found the passport in my handbag, and given that I couldn’t even remember what was in the box I had never had reason to open it. But, after hearing the news, it looked different. It was now the only survivor, a one-of-a-kind antique. With desperate hope for what was inside, I fetched a pair of scissors to cut open the tape across the top.

But I couldn’t do it. Yes, if I opened the box I would find out what I still had, but I would also find out exactly what I had lost. If I kept the box sealed, I could stay in a liminal place where I might have photo albums from my childhood. I might have some postcards from friends, or letters from family. I could pretend that the box contained anything I wanted it to.

I left the box in the wardrobe and shut the door. That was a task for another day.

The pain changed and shifted over the following weeks and months. No one had died, but it almost felt like I was grieving.

One day, I was sitting at my desk at work when I suddenly thought about my coffee table. A few years before, I had hosted a dinner party where a dripping glass of red wine left a ring on its pale pine surface. There was something about that image – the homely familiarity of it, the cosy imperfection – that felt like it could rip my chest in two. I dashed to the toilets and barred myself in a cubicle so I could cry in peace.

The strength of this heartbreak surprised me. It seemed rational to be upset about losing the most precious things that reminded me of the past, but a table with a ring on it? I couldn’t work out why exactly I felt so sentimental about it, especially when I had been annoyed about the stain at the time.

One evening that spring I was getting ready for a friend’s birthday party. I wiggled my way into a tight black dress, and went to put on a pair of long silver earrings that I saved for special occasions. I rooted through the suitcases of clothes that I was living out of but I couldn’t find them. And then I remembered: they had been in that damn storage container. That fire had even taken my nice earrings. This flash of anger was a new stage of grief. Everything felt so unfair. I had been building myself a nest with my things and it had been snatched away from me without my consent.

The things I mourned were so specific that no one else really understood why losing them hurt so much. When I got to the birthday party that night, I tried to vent to a friend about the lost earrings. She made sympathetic noises but clearly didn’t understand how upset I was. I tried to row back a little, and hastily added, ‘Obviously, no one died or anything, so I guess I’m lucky.’ It felt like I was upset over something frivolous. Of course, I didn’t need the earrings for my life to go on, but it’s not like we only buy things we need, is it?

Occasionally, dark humour helped me to crawl out of the well. To start, there was the fact that the place had burned down on New Year’s Eve. ‘New year, new me!’ I would joke, tears still in my eyes. I went round offering my spring cleaning services to friends, telling them that I had found a very fast, yet very thorough, method to clear out stuff.

And also, I wondered if there was something fitting about the fact that the fire had happened a few months after my ex and I had broken up. Everything we had shared had gone up in smoke, literally! The past – cremated! Was I ready to let go of it all? Absolutely not. But it felt like fate, now, had forced me into getting over it.

It was clear that the stuff I had collected meant much more to me than its strict functionality. I was grieving for the loss of everything that came with it: security, memory, identity, home. Without it I was a snail without my shell.

The only people who truly understood were those who were victims of the same fire. We formed a group on social media and used it to talk to each other about the things we had lost.

I cried reading about people who had lost the only copies of photographs of their late parents. I exchanged messages with a man who understood how untethering it was to lose all my books – he had lost a collection of first editions of his favourite author that he had carefully built up over the years.

I spoke to a couple, Demetria and Johannes, about how the fire had robbed them of their careers. Demetria had lost the racks of clothes she’d made over the years as a fashion designer; Johannes lost equipment he’d built up over years as a film composer. And they couldn’t have found out in a worse way: on New Year’s Eve, they were hosting a party for friends who had flown in from Brazil when they heard about it on the news. Demetria cried that night, and every night for the next three weeks, about their losses. Even now, the pair are careful about looking at photos from their holidays in case they see something that was destroyed. It’s just too painful.

For Demetria, losing her stuff was such a great shock that she has been forced to leave her designing career behind. ‘It kind of took something away from it’, she told me. ‘I can’t find my inspiration any more.’

Some people grieved for the stuff that helped them remember the past and feel connected to it. Others felt like they had lost things that were important for their sense of identity, and how they showed it to the world. A few people talked about a weird sense of lightness, or possibly insignificance, of going about your life owning so little. And many people were simply reeling from the financial damage of losing the things they needed to make a living.

It was only through something extreme happening to me that I could see how confused and conflicted my feelings about my possessions were. And I’m not the only one. In the Western world, we seem to love and hate our stuff: we buy vast quantities of it, but much of it goes unused and ends up in landfill shortly after. In the US, stuff abounds to such an extent that the average American throws 81lbs (36.74kg) of clothing into landfill every year – equivalent to around 262 T-shirts.1 Our excesses start early in life, too: a decade ago, it was estimated that the average British child regularly plays with just 5 per cent of their toys, with the other 95 per cent going largely unused.2

Stuff can also do strange things to our minds, warping our behaviour in unpleasant ways. A website called Black Friday Death Count has totted up 17 deaths and 125 injuries that have happened since 2006 in shopping centres on the day after Thanksgiving. The headlines that go with the numbers are truly something to behold. ‘Shirtless man uses belt as a whip outside Vancouver Black Friday sale’ in 2016; and, five years earlier, ‘Girl trampled in Black Friday Wal-Mart rush’.3

And while sometimes we can get into actual fights over stuff, other times we are indifferent to it. A survey in the UK asked adults to list what they got for Christmas last year, and almost half couldn’t remember a single thing they had received.4

Now that I owned almost nothing, I started to think about where all my stuff had come from in the first place. It felt as if collecting stuff in a regimented way, based around life milestones, was the default thing to do. When you start school, you buy a backpack. When you get married, you buy a dress. And on your birthday each year, you get a load of new stuff just to celebrate the fact that you’re still here. I had never consciously chosen to amass so much – I was just doing the same thing as everyone else.

*

When I was in my early 20s, I fell in love with a man who seemed charming, fun and kind. You could tell that he was a few years older than me because he had collected much more stuff than I had, the depth of his possessions showing his age like rings on a tree. When we moved in together we merged our stuff together, then went shopping to fill in the gaps.

I felt so grown-up as we brought everything home and unpacked it. I lit the tea lights, folded the towels, and made tea with the new kettle. It comforted me to know that we had cupboards full of all the things you’re meant to have: spare duvets, Christmas decorations, the manual explaining how the TV worked. Looking at it all made me feel at peace, like we had built a proper home together.

But less than two years later I was unpacking those cupboards and dividing the crockery into two piles. After unfaithfulness and a year of rows, our relationship was over.

In the living room, I picked up the cushions from the sofa. When we’d bought them, I’d imagined us plumping them up around us as we watched films on winter nights, and yet here I was, squashing them down and shoving them into a box. It was shameful, like I’d failed the stuff itself – it had been bought for a life of romantic bliss that I had not been able to achieve. It reminded me of Beauty and the Beast : the animated crockery mopes around the empty house, sad that without jolly dinner parties it can’t fulfil its purpose. When you buy something you make an implicit promise. You are pledging to yourself, and to everyone else who lives on this planet of scant resources, that you will use it. But I was not doing that; I had not held up my end of the bargain.

My parents helped to ferry my belongings to a storage container in south London. I kept a few suitcases of clothes with me, but everything else went in, including dozens of boxes and a home’s worth of furniture. After a full day of packing and sorting, locking up the storage unit and driving home with just a few suitcases felt freeing. It felt a bit like I was on holiday; I could relax without the weight of my real life.

But less than two months later it was all gone.

In this book we are going to unpick the thoughts and behaviours around our possessions, steadily pulling on the thread and seeing what comes undone. Each chapter is themed around an object that I lost in the fire, and this becomes the jumping-off point for exploring a different lesson I have since learned about stuff.

We all have a relationship to our stuff that is both unique to us and similar to that of many others, so throughout the book we will hear both from researchers who can explain common behavioural patterns and from individuals who have a distinctive approach to owning things.

We will start by looking at how dopamine can cause us to feel a thrill when shopping. We’ll look at how we can use stuff as a distraction, and how companies exploit this weakness to get us to buy their products.

Then we’ll assess the role of status: why people splash cash on cars or use stuff in subtle ways to mark their place in society, and how having the right things can be a form of communication. We will look at why keeping up with the Joneses is not necessarily a silly thing to do but is in fact something bred into us for social cohesion and protection.

The next chapter will consider the role of clothes and other decorative items as forms of self-expression. We will look at how these can both help mark us out as individuals and allow us to fit in with the group.

After that, we will examine scarcity and how our minds go haywire when things are in short supply. We will look at how the idea of limited resources influences our buying behaviour, whether it’s for diamonds or for Coca-Cola.

Next we will look at how collecting affects the mind. By considering examples of healthy and unhealthy behaviours we will see how collecting is about so much more than the things you buy.

We will then look at the ways in which memory works, and why our stuff can be so crucial for it. We will learn about how owning something for a long time warps our ability to judge its value, and the psychological effects that make it so hard to get rid of some of our oldest belongings. We will look at how to improve our memories without using stuff, before considering the effect of nostalgia on the mind. I hope that along the way you will be able to sift through some of your things, and the memories that go along with them, and see if there are any that you can let go of.

At this point we’ll try to come up with a list of the things that we genuinely need. I will propose simple guidelines that can help us to properly recognize the difference between wants and needs, and show how advertising has led us to confuse the two.

As we get to the end, we’ll think about another type of need: our urge for beautiful things. We will turn to philosophy and science to try to work out what beauty is, and why it’s so important.

Finally, to end on a positive note, we will discover the science-backed ways that allow you to truly buy happiness. It’s not a matter of shopping in the right places but of rethinking the role of money in our lives – and what it can really do.

Good luck.
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