

  [image: cover]





  [image: ]


  


  A note from the authors


  
    All quotations in this book are given with their original punctuation. Miss Savidge wrote letters in carefully constructed prose, but her diaries were written as notes.

  


  The names of two or three people have been changed in order to avoid causing embarrassment or offence. Miss Savidge would not have wanted a book written in her honour to hurt
  anyone.


  


  I dedicate this book to my amazing children, Daniel and Polly, who have helped me through eight tough years. With their help, and the support of my
  wonderful friends, I have fulfilled my promise.


  Christine Adams
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  It has been impossible to mention all the people who helped May in her daunting task. A few have been named, but if you read this
  book and know that you were there, in her many hours of need, I sincerely thank you and hope you enjoy reminiscing about your part in the life of an extraordinary woman.


  


  INTRODUCTION


  by Paul Atterbury, BBC Antiques Roadshow


  The Antiques Roadshow is one of Britains best-loved and most familiar television programmes, yet this perennially popular series still has a few secrets. One of
  these is something called the Furniture Round, when one of the experts visits the homes of members of the public who have contacted the BBC about large things they are unable to bring to the show.
  Every Roadshow has a Furniture Round, which is usually spread over a radius of fifty miles around the location and takes place in the days that immediately precede the recording day. A few of the
  Roadshow team of experts do these Rounds, and they are well versed in the techniques of talking to the owners of the objects under review without giving anything away.


  A few years ago I was given the task of carrying out the Furniture Round for the show that was to be filmed at Holkham Hall, in Norfolk. Over the allocated three days a colleague and I visited
  everyone who had written in for that particular Round, and we were well on the way to completing the final selection of the few things that we would be able to bring in to help the owners. As
  ever, there were a couple of unresolved issues, usually visits that could not be made because the owners had gone away. One of these was in Wells-next-the-Sea, to a lady who had
  written in about a desk with some association with Mark Twain. From the photograph it did not look very exciting, but we had persevered, telephoning regularly throughout the three days, partly
  because the address, Ware Hall-House, sounded promising. There was never an answer and no means of leaving a message.


  On the evening of the final day, as we were tying up the loose ends, we decided to give it a final go, and called the number again. Rather to our surprise, there was an answer, and we arranged
  to visit the lady, who had been away for a few days and had forgotten about her letter to the BBC, immediately. We parked on the green at the heart of Wells and walked up the narrow path that we
  had been told to follow. There was no sign of any house, just an old door in a high wall. We entered, and were faced at once by what was obviously a major timber-framed building of the medieval
  era. Yet, somehow it did not look quite right and I was intrigued.


  The lady who opened the door introduced herself as Christine Adams and led us in, to show us the desk that was the reason for the visit. As I had guessed, it was relatively unexciting. At that
  point, I decided I had to put my BBC duties aside, and told Christine I had to know about the house. She asked us if we had plenty of time, which we had, offered us some tea and took us into the
  wooden conservatory that projected from one side. As soon as we were seated, she launched into the long and complicated story of May Savidge.


  She told us about May and her extraordinary life, about the house which she had demolished and rebuilt, and about her compulsive collecting and hoarding. Christine also explained where she
  fitted in, and how she had devoted much of her life to fulfilling the wishes of an eccentric and demanding woman who was her former husbands aunt. I was completely
  gripped, not least by Christines lengthy entanglement in a project that was actually nothing to do with her.


  When we left, some hours later, having toured the house and looked at what remained of Auntie Mays collections, I knew that we had a story that had to be included in the Roadshow. The
  challenge was how to do it. It broke all the rules. There was no object to talk about, other than the house and that could not be taken to the show. It was a multi-layered story of great complexity
  that seemed to demand much more time than the normal few minutes taken up by a typical Roadshow item. And at the heart of it was Christine who was understandably reluctant to expose the
  extraordinary story of her life to the Roadshows cameras. She was happy to talk about Auntie May and the house, but it took me a while to persuade her that her story was just as exciting. In
  the event, we made it work somehow, without breaking the Roadshows rules about items having to be unprepared and unrehearsed, and when it was transmitted some months later, it provoked a
  great response, with many people wanting to know more about May Savidge, her house and the story.


  Through this process, I came to know Christine quite well, helped by the filming of a follow-up item for the end-of-series Roadshow retrospective programme, which involved more visits to the
  house and gave me the opportunity to stay there and experience Auntie Mays handiwork in a more direct way.


  From the very start of this adventure, I knew that what the story really demanded was a book. Television, as ever, could only scratch the surface. I did my best to encourage Christine to write
  it all down, and to collect together photographs and other material that could bring it all to life. Above all else, I encouraged her to tell her story, which seemed to me in
  so many ways the most interesting part of the whole saga. During our conversations, I had become aware that Christine was in some ways a prisoner, trapped both by the story and the house. There
  were many ghosts to be laid, and I was sure that the process of writing it all down would in some ways release her.


  This book, which I read in one sitting, seems to me to have done just that. It is exciting, enthralling and occasionally shocking. And through it Christine Adams seems to have gained her
  freedom. She is the real heroine of the story and a remarkable woman who can now see beyond the limits on her life imposed by Ware Hall-House, which, in the final analysis, is nothing to do with
  her.


  It has often been said that The Antiques Roadshow is not just a popular television programme, but something with the power to affect people and the way they live. Christine Adams, and the
  story of Auntie May, has changed my life, and I like to think that we have changed hers. I am so glad we persevered and kept trying that telephone number.


  Paul Atterbury, April 2009


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  An End and a Beginning


  April 1993


  She looked so frail and broken in her tidily arranged bed. I picked up her hand and held it. It was blue. There was no weight in it. The nurse said: I dont think
  she can feel her hands any more. Why dont you stroke her neck? And do talk to her: shes slipping away fast now, but hearing is the last sense to go . . .


  It seemed cruel that someone so fiercely independent should have to die like this. Auntie May should have been the one doing the nursing, not the one being nursed. She was a giver, not a taker.
  When she had joined the St John Ambulance Brigade in 1938, she had taken both its mottoes  For the Faith, and For The Service of Mankind  as her own. She
  had tended the sick and the wounded, visited the handicapped and housebound, given and organised first aid courses, and run fundraising and recruiting events. Years later, when the Wells Cottage
  Hospital had been listed for closure, she joined in the battle to keep it open for the benefit of the community; now, aged not quite eighty-two, she was dying in the very Norfolk hospital she had
  fought to save for others. It just didnt seem right.


  


  I first met Auntie May in 1966, when she was fifty-four.1 Strictly speaking, she wasnt my aunt, she was my
  husbands, but he introduced me to her as Auntie May, and Ive thought of her as my own auntie ever since. Tony clearly regarded her with affection, but he did warn me that the family
  thought her eccentric. His mother, Nellie, Mays sister, was very fond of her, too, but whenever Mays name was mentioned, her eyes would widen  though she wouldnt quite
  raise them to heaven  and she would say: May! Whatever will she get up to next? She wasnt a typical maiden aunt.


  Nellie told me that when she was still in her mid-teens, May met an older man, a Shakespearean actor; later, they planned to marry, but he died in 1938. Nellie said she never recovered from the
  loss, and that the signet ring she wore on her wedding finger had been his. Shortly after his death, she had joined the St John Ambulance Brigade and thrown all her energy into it. During the war,
  she had retrained as a technical draughtswoman and had helped to design the Mosquito. She had been the only female in the team.


  Then, when the war was over and the nation faced a housing shortage, May thought it wouldnt be fair for a single woman to occupy a house all to herself, so she bought an old Thames river
  bus, the Formosa, and converted it into a floating home. She did some of the conversion work herself, but she never managed to make the boats hull totally watertight, and in 1947 she
  abandoned it for another restoration project, a house that would otherwise have fallen down. It was a semi-derelict, semi-detached cottage  1 Monkey Row, Ware, Hertfordshire, that had
  originally been built as a hall house: a medieval arrangement in which private living space is attached to an open hall.2 The
  council had told her that her house was to be demolished to make way for a relief road and May had dug her heels in and resolved to save the building at all costs. It would be a fight that would
  occupy the rest of her life.


  But when I met Auntie May for that first time, I was surprised: she looked nothing like the person that Tony and his mother had led me to expect. In my minds eye, I had imagined a bag
  lady in wellington boots, but Auntie May came to our wedding in a neat tapestry suit with a matching pillbox hat. In our wedding photographs, she looks elegant, happy and relaxed.


  This very positive first impression was confirmed by her choice of wedding present  though it was the first of many signs that showed she had an unconventional approach to life. She gave
  us a home-made first aid kit, containing items that she had chosen herself. It was a particularly appropriate gift, for Tony and I had planned to drive to the Sahara and back for our honeymoon.
  Tony  who has more than a small share of the Savidge familys independence of spirit  had bought a long-wheel-base truck and converted it into a motorhome, and we took it across
  Europe to the Middle East, returning via north Africa. Auntie Mays first aid kit contained something for every imaginable emergency. There were splints, slings and bandages for injuries,
  medicines for food poisoning  and there was even a tourniquet for snakebites.


  I took to Auntie May immediately. She was certainly a character. There was something strong, and centred and certain about her  but something kind and gentle, too. I remember being
  surprised to find her shy. It seemed strange that someone who had ploughed such an independent furrow should be so undemonstrative and softly spoken. I was happy to have her as
  an auntie. I felt proud of her and yet, at the same time, there was something about her that made me feel protective  though I could see that it wouldnt be a good idea to show it.


  Our honeymoon was a great adventure  though thats another story  and the next time I met Auntie May was the following spring, when Tony took me down to see her in the
  cottage she was fighting to save from demolition. It was obvious that her time in Ware was running out. The building that was 1 Monkey Row and 36 Baldock Street now stood in a rubble-strewn car
  park. Auntie Mays half looked presentable enough, but the other side, which had been a bakery, looked long abandoned.3 I remember peering through its
  grubby shop-front window. The place was empty, apart from a dusty glass cabinet containing a couple of brown and white bowls and jugs.


  But when we stepped inside Auntie Mays half, we found a very different ambience. It was warm and cosy, and full of an incredible quantity of clutter. Every surface was piled high with so
  many bits and pieces that it looked like an overstocked curiosity shop. There were books, ornaments and mementos everywhere. Tony told me that there was much, much more stuff like it 
  everything from a stripped-down motorbike to a vast collection of matchboxes  in the two-storey workshop at the bottom of the garden. Tony and I had brought our honeymoon slides to show her
  and when we asked where we could plug in our projector, she pointed to the light socket hanging from the centre of the room. It was a monkey-puzzle of interconnected two-way adapters, from which
  wires ran in every direction. Tony said that if we plugged anything else into it, the circuit would blow. But Auntie May insisted  and there was indeed a bang, a flash and
  a puff of smoke. She seemed to have a blind spot when it came to electricity.


  Auntie May didnt show us the workshop, but she did show us around the house. She was proud of it. She had stripped out the improvements of several centuries to expose
  features that showed the building to be ancient. She had uncovered a window that had been identified as fifteenth century. She had exposed heavy oak beams that bore the marks of medieval
  carpenters. She had lifted crumbling lino to reveal the wide, oak floorboards that those carpenters had cut by hand. She had uncovered fireplaces that were unmistakably Tudor. And when she had
  shown what she had found to architectural historians, they had told her she was living in a building that was a fine example of a medieval hall house. It was a rare example, too, for most
  hall-houses are considerably larger.


  Auntie May told us she was determined to save such an important part of national heritage even if she had to take it apart beam by beam and board by board, and rebuild it in another part of the
  country. She had been looking at possible sites in Devon or Cornwall, but was now thinking of moving to Norfolk. She had spent several happy holidays there in the past, and she had found a plot of
  land, an old rope-walk garden in Wells-next-the-Sea, on the North Norfolk coast, where ships rigging had been made for generations. The idea seemed half-crazy, but I did think that if anyone
  could do it, Auntie May could. After all, she had done a pretty good job renovating the house where it stood.


  And so, in 1969, when the bulldozers finally reached her front gate, Auntie May had taken the building to pieces and moved it a hundred miles to Norfolk  and set about rebuilding it with
  her own hands. That house! Nellie would exclaim; it was a project she dismissed as bordering on madness.


  Now, twenty-three years later, Auntie May was dying, and that house was still far from finished. The walls were up and the roof was on, but the place was little
  more than a shaky shell. There were no internal partitions upstairs, and many of the windows were just timber frames covered in plastic sheets. And the building was filled from top to bottom with
  boxes containing a lifetimes accumulated junk. So was the outhouse and the caravan in which May had lived for years, and the garden contained almost as much again, piled up under makeshift
  polythene shelters that were half-buried in nettles and brambles. God only knew what all those boxes might contain. Sorting them all out would be somebodys nightmare, to say nothing of the
  work still to bedone to the building itself. Tony and I had only just finished rebuilding our own home, a cottage in Cambridgeshire that we had worked hard on for years, and in recent years, as we
  had watched Mays project slow down and seem more and more hopeless, he had said to me many times: Dont ever let me take on that house!


  


  I leaned over her, stroking her neck. Then Auntie May opened her eyes and struggled to speak. She had just enough strength left for her face to show anxiety.
  Sorry, she said.


  I didnt know what she meant. What had she got to apologise for? She had done nothing in her lifetime that had caused me pain or hurt. I opened my mouth to say something comforting and
  non-committal, but the words that came were not the words I planned to speak. It was one of those moments when you seem to have stepped outside yourself, and have no control over what you hear
  yourself saying.


  Dont worry, Auntie May, whatever you want us to do, well do; whatever your final wishes are, well carry them out. I promise. She sighed and
  closed her eyes. She seemed at peace.


  Then it struck me why May might have felt the need to say sorry. Surely she hadnt left us the house?




  CHAPTER TWO


  An Extraordinary Inheritance


  In which I describe what we found in Ware Hall-House after Auntie Mays death


  I bought lilies for the funeral. We stopped off at Ware Hall-House before the service. The place was damp, and dark, and lifeless. Wind had torn away the plastic that May had
  used to cover the window frames that hadnt yet been glazed, and when we pushed open the front door, we could tell the weather had started to get in, for there was a musty, earthy smell
   like mushrooms in a damp paper bag. There was something else in the atmosphere, too: a feeling of absence. The place felt abandoned. It didnt seem right to leave it unattended. I
  went back to the car, got the flowers, found a vase and put them on Auntie Mays table, beside her clock. Their strong, sweet scent lingered for weeks.


  The will was read to Tony and me, and to Auntie Mays executors, Betty Leftley and Pat Terrington, in the Wells office of the solicitors Hayes & Storr. The firm occupies a
  Georgian-fronted building just across the village green, known as the Buttlands, and is very near Ware Hall-House. The street it stands on is called Chancery Lane. I hadnt
  noticed the name before: it made me smile. The contrast between the great thoroughfare at the heart of Londons legal district and a narrow alleyway in a north Norfolk seaside town couldnt be greater. For some reason, the name made me think of Charles Dickens, and shortly after we climbed the dark, narrow stairs to the first-floor office, and
  the solicitor had placed two large, decrepit and very dusty leather handbags on to the table, I found myself wondering whether I hadnt walked into a scene from one of his novels.


  The will wasnt quite as complicated as the one in Bleak House, but there was definitely something Dickensian about it. It ran to eight pages and listed scores of family heirlooms,
  each with a carefully recorded provenance. I still have a copy of it:


  
    
      
        4. I GIVE the following items free of inheritance tax:


        (1) To my sister Nellie Henrietta Adams . . . (knowing that she would not want my house4) or if she shall predecease me then to the
        said Anthony Brian Adams, the following jewellery which came to me from our mother Henrietta Geertruida Carolina Augusta Savidge (born Hovelson) or from our grandmother Cornelia Johanna
        Hovelson (born Kikkert) or from our great-grandmother Maria Adriana Judith Kikkert (born Coninck Westenberg) namely:


        (a) My gold chain  approximately fifty-five inches long with watch clip . . .


        (n) My striking clock black enamel on iron with a lions head at each end and a gilt cream face, made in USA  approximately fifteen inches times ten inches
        high which was a wedding present to our father and mother (twenty-eighth July one thousand nine hundred and six) from his father and mother (Joseph Traylor Savidge and Sarah Savidge, born
        Hampson) together with winding key which is in my large brown purse . . .


        5. I GIVE to the said Anthony Brian Adams free of inheritance tax:


        (2) The following items all of which are from my mothers family:


        (a) The christening shawl used in the Kikkert family [her Dutch ancestors on her mothers side] since one thousand eight hundred and fifteen or thereabouts . . .


        (k) My old wooden black box  sixteen and a half inches times ten inches times eleven inches high, with handle on top, which probably belonged to my grandmother
        Cornelia Johanna Hovelsen (born Kikkert), which has a left-hand lock and a key which is in my large brown purse and contains the following paintings by my grandfather Joseph Traylor
        Savidge:


        (i) Full-length portrait of King Edward VIII  five and three-quarter inches times three and a half inches . . .

      

    

  


  The will goes on for page after page like this, but at the time, it all went by in a blur, because Tony and I were sitting there pole-axed by section 3 (1), which confirmed my
  guess and his worst fear:


  
    
      
        I GIVE free of inheritance tax my freehold house situated and known as Ware Hall-House, Water Pit Lane, Wells-next-the-Sea, aforesaid . . . to my trustees upon trust for
        my nephew Anthony Brian Adams of The Nook, South Street, Litlington, near Royston, in the county of Hertford, during his life and after his death upon trust for such of his children living at
        the death of my said nephew . . .


        (2) I DIRECT that my nephew shall during his lifetime at his own expense keep the house . . . in good repair and condition . . .

      

    

  


  Even though it wasnt a complete surprise, it was still a shock. Auntie May had not only left us the house, she had left us the task of finishing it
  off. We couldnt sell it; we were stuck with it. And we couldnt leave it as it was  it wasnt even watertight. As the list of other bequests rolled on, Betty and Pat must
  have picked up the uncomfortable atmosphere. One of them  I cant now remember which  said: This is family business  we shouldnt really be here.


  The atmosphere continued during the car journey back to Litlington and we spent the next couple of days in a worried trance. Then, one day, we decided we had to bite the bullet. We packed the
  car with sleeping bags, hot-water bottles, extra jumpers and a primus stove, and set off for Wells.


  We had a pretty good idea of what lay ahead of us: we had been to Ware Hall-House only a fortnight ago. Even so, when we opened the gate in the garden wall, we were shocked. Briars now reached
  beyond the first-floor windows. The house seemed somehow tattier. The garden seemed far more densely packed with clutter. I dont suppose that the amount had actually increased since we had
  last seen it. When we had been there before, we had given our attention to the person living in the middle of it all; now, there was nothing to look at but her junk.


  There was so much of it in the house that we could hardly get in. The front door wouldnt open fully, because right behind it was a pale green 1930s kitchen unit. Tony opened its doors, to
  find that it contained hundreds of neatly stacked empty jam jars, large and small, ancient and modern, glass and pottery. Behind it, the passage was blocked by a great heap of chairs  a
  tangle of rusty springs, fraying upholstery and broken arms and legs. We squeezed past them into the great hall, which was filled with boxes and trunks stacked up to the ceiling, with narrow alleys
  left between them. Tony followed one that led to a window and pulled off the battens that held up the sheet of stained polythene covering its unglazed frame. Spring sunshine
  tumbled in just as it does when Pip tears down Miss Havishams curtains in the 1940s film of Great Expectations. It fell like a floodlight on the far corner of the room, in
  which half a dozen or so headless figures were suspended  coats hanging on hooks fixed in the ceiling. I fiddled my way through the cartons and rusty tin trunks to get a closer look, and saw
  that one of the hangers carried a St John Ambulance uniform jacket. When I took its cuff in my hand, the sleeve fell in pieces to the floor.


  I dont know how long we were transfixed by the atmosphere of the place, but at some point, Tony reminded me that we had come to sort things out, not to gawp  and so we set to work.
  We started on the chairs. As we disentangled them, we found that nearly all of them were broken. They were all, however, interesting pieces of furniture  at least, they once had been. We
  struggled with them for the whole morning, shifting them into heaps of matching or near-matching sets, and stacks of chairs worth repairing and beyond repair. When, after a couple of hours, we
  stood back and looked at what we had achieved, we laughed as it dawned on us that we had achieved precisely nothing. We had just replaced one pile of junk with another. Tony said that he wondered
  whether sorting through all this rubbish was a waste of time, and we might do better to set light to it all where it was. I am not now entirely sure he was joking. But the only thing we did set
  light to that evening was the Rayburn, and that took a lot of effort to get going. Once Tony had coaxed it into life, we walked around the corner to The Crown, where we washed in hot water and
  enjoyed a hearty meal. It was a routine that we were to follow for some years to come  though we didnt realise then quite how many of those years there would be.


  A hard days work, a good supper and a few drinks should have set us up for a well-earned sleep, but our first night in Ware Hall-House didnt go quite as
  comfortably as we had planned. We set out our sleeping bags in the space that would eventually be the main bedroom, but one of the walls was still open studwork and the door hadnt yet been
  hung. This wouldnt have mattered if it hadnt been for the rats. We knew they were about, because we had the rat man come before our arrival and he had found evidence of them
  everywhere. We didnt fancy being visited by rats as we slept, so Tony built us in and them out by nailing sheets of perspex to the inside of the studwork. When he had fixed the last piece
  over the doorway, we felt safe. But not for long.


  We had only just climbed into our sleeping bags when we heard scuffling and scratching noises from the ground floor. Rats! said Tony, cheerfully, but then the scuffling and
  scratching got louder. There must have been scores of them. We could hear them fighting over the little plastic trays in which the rat man had put out his poisoned bait. The sound of plastic
  scraping on concrete echoed around the house. I looked at Tony and his face wasnt quite so cheerful. I expect mine was showing terror. I certainly felt it. Without speaking, Tony reached
  across to the pile of tools we had been using, picked up a claw hammer and passed me a hand axe. We sat up for what seemed like ages, until the scrabbling noises faded away and we could no longer
  fight off sleep.


  When I woke up the next morning, my first thought was that I had been having a nightmare, until I turned over and found myself lying on an axe. I sat up and looked around me. What on earth were
  we doing here, sleeping in a building site? We had endured only one night of it, but Auntie May had been roughing it like this  and much worse  for twenty-three years. I got up,
  stretched and pulled away the sheet of perspex that had served as a door. The rest of the first floor had no boards down and I could see all Auntie Mays junk heaped up as
  high as the joists. How could she  how could anyone  live like this?


  Then the birds began to sing in the overgrown garden, and I heard sparrows hopping and skipping on the tiles above my head. As I stood there, watching the morning sun spilling in to fill the
  gaps between the boxes that May had crammed with all the things she had been sure she would one day find a use for, the answer came to me. May had had hope. I felt her hope rise within me. We would
  complete her task. I was sure of it.




  CHAPTER THREE


  A Matter of Record


  In which I discover Auntie Mays diaries and realise their significance


  In the spring and summer of 1994, we came back to Ware Hall-House every weekend. Mind, we never again heard any rats  the poison must have worked. They had certainly
  tucked into it keenly enough! We did, however, hear other creatures in the house  creatures that Auntie May had unknowingly brought with her from Ware. One night at the end of April, we
  found ourselves lying awake listening to a noise that sounded like distant pneumatic drills, but which seemed to be coming from somewhere indoors. When we got up the next morning to investigate, we
  spotted a couple of brown insects walking along a dusty oak beam. We had death watch beetles. When we found out how much it would cost to eradicate them, we decided we could live with
  them.5


  By then, the project had taken hold of us and as the months went by, it tightened its grip. On Friday nights, as soon as Tony came home from work, we would pack up and head off in our Land Rover
  to Wells, let some air into the house, light the Rayburn and pop around the corner to have supper in The Crown. On Saturday mornings, we would drive to Jewsons to pick up
  whatever building materials we needed for that weekends tasks. The first was to sort out the plumbing. The downstairs loo worked well enough and there was a cold-water tap over the sink in
  the scullery  though we had to empty the room of boxes and boxes of junk to get comfortable access to it. It was the upstairs bathroom that was the problem  not that there was
  actually a room around the loo and the old, cast-iron bath above which a huge, ancient electric water heater was tied with binder twine to a beam. We ripped the whole lot out and threw it in a
  skip.


  It was on one of those early visits that I heard my first nightingale. It was a still, late spring night and I was lying in Mays bed with the windows open when I heard the most wonderful
  sounds coming from the little clearing we had made in the front garden. The song was sweet and pure and various: trilling, chirping, chattering and whistling. The gaps between the phrases were
  filled with a kind of awestruck silence, as if the rest of nature was holding its breath until the performance finished. On another occasion, I was cutting my way past the old apple tree that stood
   that still stands  near the western corner of the house, when a blackbird flew up and settled on a branch a couple of feet from my face. It stood there, looking at me, and I stood
  there, looking back. We can only have been staring at each other for a second or two, but it was one of those moments when time seems to stop. A strange thought alighted and lingered. Was this May,
  making a fleeting, reassuring visit, telling me that she was at last at peace?


  A couple of wing beats and it was gone  and a second, less fanciful thought occurred to me. So that was why May had always refused to let us cut down the weeds for her. She had wanted
  them left for the birds. She hadnt kept a garden; she had kept a wildlife sanctuary. In the summer, it was full of birdsong, butterflies and bees . The atmosphere was
  magical.


  But we had to break the spell in order to work on the house. The nettles on either side of the path now touched each other, and the shed and Auntie Mays old caravan were invisible through
  the tall, tumbling tangle of undergrowth that filled the site from wall to wall and fence to fence. We knew that somewhere under it all there were piles of building materials that we would want to
  use, including all the panes of glass Auntie May had carefully removed and labelled in 1969. We would need them to make the house properly weathertight before the next winter.


  So, we set to, hacking and slashing towards where we knew the caravan to be. But the task was even harder than it looked. On only my second or third swipe, my hook struck something heavy and
  metallic  a stack of scaffolding poles, as it turned out  and once I had worked my way round those, I hit something solid again: an ancient mangle. The ground was almost entirely
  covered in junk. The brambles, briars and nettles had grown through it all, knitting it to the soil. The only way to get through was by cutting down what I could with the hook, then using a hand
  fork and a trowel to scrape away at the ground like an archaeologist. Working like this, I unearthed four fireplaces and grates, and two huge bread-oven doors, all of them beautifully made and
  finely decorated  but useless. Auntie May had rebuilt her house without a chimney. There was no need for fireplaces. They were just things that had come into her possession and were thus
  destined to be kept.


  The caravan was only twenty yards from the house, but it took us all morning to reach it. Apart from the scaffold poles, none of the stuff that we uncovered could be of any use. We did find a
  neat stack of ancient floorboards, but when we tried to pick them up they turned to dust. When we finally reached the caravan, her name was still visible in the paintwork that
  was peeling off in patches: Blue Lady. We cut our way carefully to the door, turned the handle and pulled. It was unlocked.


  The last time we had peeped inside  some twenty years earlier  the stove had been lit, the kettle was boiling on top of it and one of Mays cats had been curled up sunning
  itself in the window. Today, the place stank of damp. The fibreboard walls and ceilings were soft and sagging. We couldnt get in for all the stuff that May had stored there. It was stacked
  front to back and side to side with boxes, chests and cupboards. Under the table were several piles of old 78-rpm gramophone records. When Tony reached in to pull a couple out, the paper covers
  came to pieces in his hands. The edges of the discs were covered in tiny silver snail trails, but the snails themselves were nowhere to be seen. We soon worked out why. As we pulled out all the
  clutter, we found rat-holes in the floorboards. And when we looked under the caravan, we saw several neat wheels of carefully woven grass  rats nests. Each was filled to the brim with
  the unbroken, empty shells of snails.


  We pulled out all the caravans contents, and stood there looking at it, set out on the stumps and stubble of the clearing that we had made. None of the furniture was worth keeping, but we
  thought we ought to go through cupboards before we burned them. I am very glad we did. One old wooden cabinet contained several cardboard boxes labelled SJAB. In them, we found all of
  Auntie Mays St John Ambulance papers, dating back to the certificate qualifying her to render first aid to the injured in September 1938. There was a pile of cashbooks
  recording every financial transaction of the Ware branch of the SJAB. There were rolled up wartime recruiting posters depicting angelically beautiful SJAB nurses, at work against the background of
  the London Blitz. There were all of Mays personal record cards, noting her annual refresher courses in first aid, the number of divisional instruction meetings attended
  (forty-four of them in 1941; fifty-one in 1965), the number of hours she contributed to public and other duties, and the dates on which she was awarded her service chevrons (1942, 1945, 1948 and
  1951). There were her medals and her belt buckles wrapped in tissue paper. There was the certificate recording her appointment as a divisional superintendent in Ware, dated 9 June 1958. There were
  photos of first aid demonstrations, newspaper cuttings and minute books. There were folders of correspondence relating to Auntie Mays wartime service medal and bars. One box contained a
  dozen or so unworn nurses bonnets, a pile of unissued black uniform stockings and several starched, white detachable cuffs. Another contained three blue uniform dresses and her uniform hat
  with cockade.


  Everywhere we looked, we found hoards of things stored according to various themes. In the crumbling brick and tile shed at the northern end of the garden, we found ancient boat lights, railway
  lamps, Tilley lamps and hurricane lanterns, ornate Victorian paraffin lamps  one with a beautifully engraved bat etched on the chimney. Beside them were all kinds of tools, ancient and
  not-quite modern: hammers, axes, saws, chisels, files, clamps, cramps, spokeshaves and any number of implements that we couldnt identify. There were lengths of chain, coils of rope and all
  sorts of bits and pieces of brass that looked as if they had once been attached to a boat. And behind them all we found the rusty frame of the old Velocette motorcycle that Auntie May had bought
  during the war.


  In a corner of the garden, under a cover of old gabardine mackintoshes and yellowing polythene, we found a stack of side-saddles. I pulled out one, then another, then another, then another . . .
  there were nine of them in varying stages of decay. How on earth would Auntie May have come by nine side-saddles? She had, as far as I knew, never ridden a horse  though
  I had seen the back end of what looked like a stuffed one among the heap of furniture in the front passage of the house. I wondered if there might be any connection, so I spent some time shifting
  chairs and wardrobes so I could get a better look. When I got to it, though, it turned out to be some kind of vaulting horse  at least, thats what I thought at first. When I looked
  more closely, I realised it couldnt be. There was a carpeted step on one side to allow someone to mount it, and the top wasnt straight, like a piece of gym equipment, but indented,
  like the back of a real horse. I dragged in one of the saddles. It fitted perfectly. But what was it for? And why were there eight more? I couldnt work it out.


  Some long time later, we had a visitor who knew a bit about horses and so we asked her what all that horsey stuff meant. Do you have any painters in the family? she asked. Tony
  said yes: his great-grandfather had been a portrait painter, but that we didnt have any of his pictures, because all his work was commissioned and therefore sold. Well, thats
  it, then, said our friend. He must have painted ladies on horseback. A real horse wouldnt have stayed still enough during the sittings, so the subject would have sat on the
  dummy. The rest of the horse would have been painted in later.6


  We had always known Auntie May had been a hoarder, but as we opened box after box of her possessions, it became obvious that the reason there were so many of them was that she had, quite
  literally, never thrown anything away, ever.


  One box was so light that at first we thought it must be empty, but we found that it contained several hundred paracetamol packets. In each of them, Auntie May had replaced
  the blister-sheets that had originally held the tablets. On the top of each packet, she had written the date, time and quantity of each dose she had taken. I was about to throw the lot away when it
  occurred to me to look at those dates and dosages more carefully. She had got through the lot in the last three years. She had taken the maximum dose every day. There were three years of suffering
  in that box.


  Another strange find was a brown paper bag like a little stuffed cushion. When I opened it, I dropped it in horror. It was stuffed with human hair. Later, we found dozens more wedged in between
  many of the tea chests, packing cases and furniture. My first thought was that this was more than eccentricity, this was madness, but Tony said he wondered whether she had kept it to mix with the
  wall plaster. We knew that she was a stickler for architectural accuracy, after all, and medieval plasterers did add hair to their mix  but that was horsehair, not human hair. And not dog
  hair either  we found loads of paper bags filled with that, too. We hated finding them; we found the very feel of them revolting. One day, Tony threw one to me with a grin. I caught it and
  realised that although it was unusually heavy, it clearly contained hair. I opened it hesitantly to find a long, black, wiry hank with two white streaks in it. I was holding a sporran. Months later
  I found a sepia photo of a man wearing it.


  Another frequent find was an old-fashioned soap-powder packet  Omo, Oxydol, and the like. These, it turned out, were just the right size to contain the scores of matchboxes that Auntie
  May had filled them with. We came across hundreds of them. Each contained fifty or sixty matchboxes. Many held the original matches, now spent; others held small items ranging
  from bits of broken pottery to coins, beads and buttons.


  There was a sack of paper bags full of milk-bottle tops  thousands of them, all carefully washed and pressed flat. Later, we found a pile of pans and aluminium kettles in the garden,
  obviously saved for recycling. Each had been used until the bottom had burned through.7


  One discovery that held me captivated for hours, and which I returned to frequently, was the stack of old scrapbooks I found in one of the bedrooms. There were dozens of them, all filled with
  neatly arranged items that seemed to have been chosen just for their prettiness: seed packets, photos of sailing ships, Rupert Bear comic strips cut from newspapers, fruit tin labels, postcards,
  pieces of coloured wrapping paper . . . They were magpie collections made by someone with a keen eye for design. The earliest of the books dated from Auntie Mays teenage years  I
  wondered if she had kept them as ideas for the wallpaper patterns she was then creating.8


  There were hundreds of odd editions of the Times, the Telegraph, the Daily Express, the Daily Mirror, the Evening News, the New Statesman, Tribune, Daltons
  Weekly, the Daily Herald, the Daily Mail, the Hertfordshire Mercury, the Eastern Daily Press, the Dereham and Fakenham Times and the Lynn News and
  Advertiser. Most of them appeared to have no particular significance: they are clearly just papers she happened to buy on a particular day. But she bought some on special occasions, too.
  Browsing through one box, I found the 4am edition of the Daily Mail of Thursday, 7 February 1952:


  
    THE QUEEN FLYING HOME


    
      The King to Lie in State for Seven Days in Westminster Hall

    


    VALET FOUND HIM DEAD IN BED AT 7.15 A.M.


    
      Premier Broadcasts Tonight After Meeting Royal Party at Airport

    

  


  Turning the pages was like going back in time. The story was full of touching details that reflected the shock felt by the nation, by the Commonwealth and by the young princess
  who was to become Queen.


  
    
      
        The princess had spent some of the happiest hours of her visit at Treetops during the night, watching the wild game by the light of the moon.


        Before breakfast this morning she sat writing letters and when she had finished she joined the rest of the party. She talked about her father a great deal during breakfast and seemed
        particularly happy.


        She told Colonel Sherbroke Walker how well her father had looked lately and how much stronger he was getting, and said he had been shooting and enjoying himself.


        When she got back to the lodge one of the household said to her: You look tired, but you look much better for your rest.


        It was about an hour after this that the news was heard.

      

    

  


  Further down the same box, another paper from that year caught my eye. It was a copy of the Daily Express, dated Thursday, 25 September. In the middle
  of the top half of the front page is a picture of a woman in a beret being rescued in a boat. The headline reads, Miss May, on holiday, drifts in a gale  its Auntie
  May!


  
    RESCUED  WITH HER DOG AND CAT


    
	
	
      HOLIDAYMAKERS in macintoshes, dodging the spray on Westcliff, Essex, esplanade yesterday, saw a 35ft. cabin cruiser bobbing in gale-swept seas.

    


    The anchor had broken. The boat drifted towards a sea wall and threatening breakwater. On deck, Miss May Savidge, of Ware, Herts., having a holiday afloat, shouted and waved. Police were
    called.


    Two men  Mr. Gill Pyke and his son Arthur  launched a small boat, took out a spare anchor and managed to tow the boat to new moorings.


    In the picture they are bringing Miss Savidge ashore. Her pet dog and cat were with her.


    AND here an officer takes a few notes . . . Miss Savidge, her dog Julie beside her, takes tea . . . and Twinkle the cat? She is in the larger bag.

  

  

  


  We found huge bundles of journals that reflected Auntie Mays curiously wide range of interests: Flight, the Draughtsman, the Schoolmaster, Radio
  Constructor, Apollo, Woolworths and ICI house magazines, the weekly newsletter of the Cancer & Polio Research Fund, and the Journal of the East Hertfordshire Archaeological Society.
  There was a foot-high pile of Rupert the Bear comic strips cut from the Daily Express. There were stacks of special editions, supplements and souvenirs
  commemorating the great national events that had occurred during Auntie Mays lifetime  including all the royal marriages and deaths, the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, the death of
  Winston Churchill and the investiture of the Prince of Wales. There was a calendar for every year of her adult life  she had written nothing on any of them, and had not torn off any of the
  days or months as they had passed.


  Squatting in the gloom of that dusty house, I sorted through those piles and found the day of my birth on a 1944 calendar. I felt rather strange, as if I had actually returned somehow to that
  very year, just for a moment. I suddenly wanted to know what day of the week my sister was born on, eleven years before me. In that dingy corner, peering through Mays paraphernalia, I
  happily lost sight of the enormous task that faced me.


  There were hundreds of programmes of plays and films she had seen, and public events she attended, including the British Empire Exhibition of 1924, when she was thirteen, and the Empire Day
  Festival in Hyde Park in 1929.9


  There were folders containing every single letter, flyer and pamphlet put through her letterbox during every national and local election campaign conducted during her adult lifetime. There were
  hymn sheets and orders of service for religious occasions great and small, including the Thanksgiving for Victory service that marked the end of the Second World War.


  And then there was a collection within a collection. Behind a broken-down chaise longue in the kitchen, we found pile after pile of copies of the Radio Times, stacked in date order.
  Auntie May had used them as a filing system: tucked into each issue were the receipts and bills relating to all the purchases she had made during that week. Among them were
  thousands of train, bus and trolley bus tickets  some printed on card of gentle shades of pink, green, yellow or blue, and others on flimsy white paper. She even kept notes left for and by
  the milkman. One scrap of paper carried the message, Mrs Savage [sic]. Sorry only one blue top. I broke the bottle on the way round and I dont carry any extra. Sorry for any
  inconvenience.


  There were trunks containing neatly stacked chocolate boxes, their contents consumed but each individual frilled paper case and smoothed-out silver paper put back in its place. There were
  hundreds of carefully flattened and folded paper bags, plain and fancy. Many of them were printed with advertisements for Fyffes or Geest bananas; some had historic interest (though I dont
  think this is why Auntie May kept them). Several carried pictures of the Queen or her coat of arms, marking her coronation. Some carried the names of department stores that have long ceased to
  exist  Bourne & Hollingsworth, Swan & Edgar, Derry & Toms; some were plain; and some carried a carefully pencilled note describing what they once contained: LOAF. 9.11.90.


  May seemed to have kept all the packaging that anything she ever bought came in. We found flattened PG Tips tea boxes on which she had written notes and shopping lists; we found packets that had
  contained Austins Cloudy Ammonia (For the bath, the addition of three tablespoonfuls acts as an invigorating and refreshing tonic) on the back of which she had written drafts
  of her domestic accounts. We found the packets of all the medicines she had ever taken, filed after she had finished them between the appropriate pages of the Radio Times.


  There were neatly slit breakfast cereal and mansize tissue boxes flattened and used as filing folders; there were hundreds of Kit Kat wrappers and hundreds more dog-food can
  labels, all ironed flat for use as note paper, clipped together with clothes pegs to form little booklets. Many of the labels had carefully written memos or shopping lists on
  the back. From the dates on the notes and the old-fashioned design of the labels and packaging, it was clear to us that Auntie May had been reusing things for decades before recycling became
  fashionable. But we also found stuff that had no imaginable further use, including scores of cellophane Cambridge Stocking packets, and various instruction leaflets printed on both sides. One box
  that Tony picked up jingled as he moved it. When he opened the lid, he found it contained scores of empty medicine bottles. Most of them had contained J Collis Brownes Mixture, the Victorian
  cure-all for tickly coughs and upset stomachs.


  We found all this stuff and more on our first couple of visits.


  Then, one day, I opened a box to find that it contained copies of all the letters Auntie May had ever received. She had filed them carefully according to the name of the correspondent, and
  stored them in yellow folders, arranged alphabetically. There were about fifty of them, and most of them contained scores of letters in date order, each in its original envelope.10 There were postcards, too. The earliest of them dated back to the 1920s, when Auntie May was a teenager. I had always thought of Auntie May as a lonely, private person, but
  all these letters showed that she had made  and kept  lots of friends. In the same box were dozens of similar files  labelled Christmas or Birthday
  followed by the year. They contained all the greetings cards she had received. I picked out one of the letter folders at random. It was labelled NELLIE ADAMS (MRS). It contained
  several hundred letters and postcards from Auntie Mays older sister. It fell open at a letter written with a fountain pen in careful, old-fashioned longhand. It was dated
  19 September 1945.


  
    
      
        Dear May,


        Thanks for your letter telling me about your Formosa. It really sounds a very nice boat and I do feel most interested in it and shall be very pleased to hear some more
        particulars when you have time to write again, such as sanitation, heating and cooking etc . . . I do hope you will be moored near some other people as I dont like to think of you all
        alone on it, specially wintertime . . . if you found it was too damp and dreary to spend every winter on it you could perhaps go into digs of some sort for the worst months . . .


        Love from Nellie


        P.S. Has it got a lav? Or what do you do about it?

      

    

  


  I could hear Nellies voice as I read it. There was a particular tone she adopted when speaking to her younger sister: it was kindly, concerned, and just a little
  disapproving.


  I wondered where Auntie May had kept copies of her half of these exchanges: if she had kept useless ephemera such as bus tickets and shopping lists, she must have kept copies of the letters she
  had written. I found them almost immediately, because they, too, were in boxes near her desk. There were thousands of them, all filed under date. I pulled several out and read them. Pulling out one
  at random now, I find a typed carbon copy dated 3 February 1964 and sent from 1 Monkey Row.


  
    
      
        Dear Marion,


        Sorry to hear you had been ill again . . . sorry not to have written sooner . . . thank you for all your presents . . . Poor old Moxy, my stray puss, has had to be put to sleep . . .
        how are your pets?

      

    

  


  And then a charming little reference to Auntie Mays charitable work with the elderly and sick:


  
    
      
        One old soul, who I visit for St. John and the Old Peoples Welfare Assn. got it into her head, just after Christmas, that she still had to do black
        out, and in climbing up to fix a thick curtain, fell, and is still in bed, so I have had to spend a good deal more time there than I usually do. It is pathetic the way some of these
        old people battle along on their own.

      

    

  


  


  Going through Auntie Mays things was fascinating, but it was taking up a lot of time. Summer was dribbling away and the days were getting shorter, and all we seemed to
  have achieved was to move Auntie Mays junk around from one place to another, creating temporary little spaces in which to work. Tony was scornful of her hoardings  he wanted them out
  of the way so that we could get the building and decorating finished as quickly as possible. We werent making anything like enough progress and we werent going to, until all those
  boxes were out of the way. But we couldnt just dump them.


  We wondered what on earth we could do to speed things up. In desperation, I thought about writing to the BBC to offer the job to the Challenge Anneka programme, in which the presenter,
  Anneka Rice, took on all sorts of seemingly impossible tasks. But before I could do so, Tony had a better idea. If I gave up my teaching job, I could move up to Wells permanently, sort through
  Mays boxes, throw out any junk, identify anything that had any value, and sell it. He reckoned doing this might raise as much money as I had been earning  maybe more  and it
  would get Mays stuff out of the way so that we could finish work on the building. It seemed the perfect solution. I handed in my notice at the school. My colleagues gave
  me a cordless electric screwdriver as a leaving present.


  I moved to Wells in the summer holiday and began in earnest. The plan was to spend half the time sorting through boxes, and half the time getting on with light building work. Tony would do the
  heavier stuff at the weekends.


  It was a good plan, but I just couldnt stick to it. I found the boxes too tempting and spent far more time rummaging than painting or plastering. My good intentions were derailed almost
  immediately, when I opened a box that was under the table at which she ate her meals, near the chair in which she sat and slept. (We had worked out some time ago that she couldnt ever have
  slept in her bed. The space upstairs that she had never got round to building walls for did have a bed in it, but it was covered with boxes that were piled up as high as the ceiling.) The box
  contained more boxes  twenty-six of them. Most had originally contained Cadburys Marvel milk powder; a couple of them had once held Norfolk House Brazilian blend instant coffee; one
  was an old 2lb ICI washing soda crystals box. They were all roughly the same size. Their top flaps had been neatly cut off  later, I was to find them with notes or shopping lists written on
  them  and each box was filled with twenty or so little notebooks from which the outside covers had been removed.


  I pulled out one of the Marvel boxes at random and fished out one of the books. It was ruled for cash accounting but had been used as a diary. At the top of the first page was the number
  393. The first entry read TU: 23.6.87 Contd. Under it, in Auntie Mays neat, tiny handwriting, was a
  list of all her actions that day. She had gone to the post office to post a printed card to Mr Beales (of Hertford Planning) and another to Councillor P Bellam. Both had been
  filled in on typewriter. Both cards had been pre-printed (with, I guessed, a message expressing an opinion on some planning matter) by the Hertfordshire Restoration Society
  (61b Ware High Street).Each had been sent by first-class mail, at a cost of 18p, which was noted in a cash column on the right of the page under a running balance of 87.45. She had
  returned via the east side of the Buttlands and arrived home by 4pm. The last entry for the day read L.C., followed by a tick. I
  didnt know what that meant.


  Below this was the entry for WED: 24.6.87. MIDSUMMER DAY!!!, under which Auntie May
  had recorded that she got up at 6.45am, listened to the radio, dozed off again in her chair, slept a bit, unlocked the gate at 8am, taken a telephone call at 8.20am, which was a
  wrong number (young woman). The milk had arrived at 9.10am. At 3.10pm she had left for an optical test at 3.40pm with Mr Keith Waring, (partly bald  full
  beard), taking with her (as the appointment card required) her old specs  5 pairs, including her broken bifocals  20 yrs old, pair for close work 
  about 23 yrs old, pair for distances  about 30 yrs old . . . He said my eyes had not altered much. Having her bifocals made will take about two months. She returned
  across Buttlands and was home by 4.10pm when she had tea. That days weather was some sun and clouds. L.C. and the tick
  are written twice. (I wondered whether it might mean exercised Lorraine and the Cats.)


  I could hardly believe it. There were 440 books filled with meticulous records like these. I flicked through the rest of volume 393, and all sorts of details caught my eye. Many were records of
  medical problems. Cut piece of lint  15" long  to cover all ulcers; Savlon on inner side of leg, more painful than heel; hot and
  humid  so sudden  no energy; had to rest R. leg, so could not finish jobs; ankles very tired  too
  weary; dozed off again in brown chair; left leg again discharging  left knee inclined to bend more than necessary; extraction of L. upper broken
  tooth; dentist removed 2 more . . . I still have 3 upper teeth. Poor Auntie May. In all the years I had known her, I had never once heard her complain of ill health; only now
  could I see how much she had suffered.


  But there were all sorts of other things noted, too. She listed everything she ever bought, where she bought it and how much she paid. In volume 393, at least, every list of shopping bought each
  Friday is almost exactly the same, except in fractions of weight or price. On Friday, 10 July 1987, she got up at 4.40am to find that it had rained a little in the night, though it was sunny and
  breezy by 9.30am, and warmer and humid by 11am, when she went out. She bought five wholemeal loaves at 54p each from the bakers. She ordered two gallons of paraffin (for 3.20) from
  Walsinghams. She bought six bananas at 48p per lb at the Yellow Fruit Shop. They weighed 2lb 11oz. and cost 1.31. She collected the Fakenham & Wells Times (18p) and the
  Radio Times (35p) from Martins, the newsagents. At Howells, the butchers, she bought a pound of ox liver (46p) and 2lb of pet mince (40p) for the pets. She
  didnt buy ox heart, which she notes was 68p per lb. (She records a conversation between Mr Howell and two lady customers who are visiting on holiday. The older one said that her daughter in
  Kent would like to move to Wells.) She bought two 40-watt light bulbs (90p) from Montforts, and a large tube of Savlon from Kinghams (1.19). In the Station Road post office, she collects two
  weeks worth of pension @ 39.91, totalling 79.82) and meets someone called ROS who has just spent a weeks holiday in northern Scotland, touring around and staying in a hotel,which was lovely. Auntie May then went to the high street, and Leftleys, where she bought:


  
    
      
        
          
            	
              Bananas (ripe)  42p per lb.

            

            	
              

            

            	
              .80

            
          


          
            	
              Cup-a-Soup  pkt of 4

            

            	
              

            

            	
              .51

            
          


          
            	
              Orange cream biscuits (NISA) 300g

            

            	
              

            

            	
              .36

            
          


          
            	
              Marg  (LOW salt) sunflower  NISA 250g

            

            	
              

            

            	
              .24

            
          


          
            	
              Peach jam 1lb green

            

            	
              

            

            	
              .35

            
          


          
            	
              Strawberry jam 1lb green

            

            	
              

            

            	
              .35

            
          


          
            	
              Tea  NISA 125g

            

            	
              

            

            	
              .39

            
          


          
            	
              Cheese  9 5/8 oz. Mild Cheddar NISA  1.29 lb.

            

            	
              

            

            	
              .77

            
          


          
            	
              Kitekat tins  400g  2

            

            	
              

            

            	
              .62

            
          


          
            	
              Pkt CHUM MIXER (no bags) 700g

            

            	
              

            

            	
              .61

            
          


          
            	
              Strawberries  LOCAL  punnet  1lb 2oz

            

            	
              

            

            	
              .55

            
          

        

      

    

  


  When she got home (at about 1pm, via Green Dragon Lane) she checked her totals and noted that Leftleys had undercharged her by 5p.


  Of the 440 numbered volumes in those boxes, the earliest entry is dated 8 November 1946. The last one is Friday, 4 December 1992. How on earth did Auntie May find the time to write them all, and
  why on earth would she want to in the first place? Why such detail? How could it possibly be of interest that she returned via Green Dragon Lane, or across the Buttlands, or via the east side of
  it? How can the very order in which she visited the shops be so important that she corrected it with arrows at various points? How could anyone survive on a diet of bread, jam, cheese, biscuits,
  Cup-a-Soups and bananas? All the shopping lists in later years contain these items and little else.


  Standing in the narrow passageway between the piles of boxes, stacks of furniture and heaps of clutter that filled almost every cubic foot in the house, I realised that the
  answers to these questions were all around me. If I chose to, I could reassemble Auntie Mays whole life in the same way that she had reassembled her whole house. I could fit together a
  detailed picture of everything she had ever done, matching diary entries of bus journeys with the very ticket she had used, finding the packet that had contained the Cup-a-Soup for which she had
  paid 51p at Leftleys on the morning of Friday, 10 July 1987, and the label from the tin of Lassie dog food for which she had paid 13p on 22 April 1975.


  And then I had a strangely unsettling thought. There was a sense in which Auntie May was still present. The life-force that had once held all those things together, giving them meaning, had not
  disappeared, but had taken up a fragmented existence in all those boxes, papers, letters, diaries, photographs, newspapers, magazines, shopping lists, jam jars, medicine bottles, clothes,
  notebooks, bus tickets, invoices, Christmas cards and pieces of whole or broken furniture. A little of the personality of Auntie May, a tiny part of her being, was still in everything she had ever
  touched and kept. There was something of her in every till receipt and cinema ticket, every Kit Kat label and cornflake packet, every bill left by and note left for the milkman.


  It was like a huge jigsaw puzzle, but without the picture on the lid of the box. The picture of Auntie May in my mind turned out to be far simpler than the one that began to emerge as I started
  sorting through and making sense of all she had kept. I didnt decide to start putting those pieces back together again, I just found myself doing it. And once I had started, I couldnt
  stop. It was a challenge that I didnt even think about refusing. It was a responsibility that had fallen to me.





End of sample
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