
The Room of Lost Things by Stella Duffy 

 

 

We’re taken to the heart and soul of south London today – to Coldharbour Lane in 

Loughborough Junction. A part of London that most tourists would never visit even though 

it’s only 3 miles ( as the crow flies) from Piccadilly Circus. I used to work in Brixton and 

would drive through Loughborough Junction nearly every day. I can still see it in my 

mind’s eye – a truly multicultural neighbourhood – rather down-at-heel but with lots of 

character. Stella Duffy has captured the essence of a community with sensitivity and with a 

human touch. Somehow she has managed to make a dry-cleaners beneath a railway arch a 

fascinating place (if not, as the cover gushes, “the most magical location imaginable”). 

  

The novel opens with an image of a sofa placed at right angles to the road blocking a third 

of the footpath to the station, but not out of place or in the way. We then zoom in on 

Robert Sutton early in the morning making his journey to work … from his room upstairs 

to his dry cleaning shop below. The dry-cleaning business is his life’s work and since 

childhood, he has never lived anywhere else. Our first reaction is that he must have led a 

very boring life. But not a bit of it. He was once happily married with a daughter. He even 

loved working in the shop and found it fulfilling. As we get to know him, it is clear that he 

is now deeply sad and lonely. He is a kind and considerate man. Robert believes in helping 

his customers in lots of little ways. Yet there is a dark secret lurking in his past. 

 

At the core of The Room of Lost Things is the growing relationship between Robert and the 

young Asian man, Akeel, who is to take over the business when Robert retires. All the 

characters have to face changes in their lives. Robert more than most. He is giving up 

everything he knows, moving to a new flat and having to adjust to retirement. For a man 

like Robert with no personal life remaining, this is a major challenge. He is leaving behind 

his whole life, as he knows it. In contrast, Akeel is starting out on a new life but one that he 

wants very much. Of Pakistani background, owning his own business, being his own boss 

is a keen ambition. He and his wife are graduates, yet it is their dream to own a business – 

even a humble dry-cleaning business. We discussed how white middle class graduates 

would probably have very different ambitions. 

 

Robert spends a year training Akeel and giving him sound advice on serving customers etc. 

Their friendship develops slowly –, as is the nature of male friendship. One of us pointed 

out that men generally take a long time to trust each other – sometimes years. Their 

relationship is a mixture of father/son, teacher/pupil. They soon have genuine respect for 

each other. Both work hard and are reliable and responsible. Robert admits he has been 

rather wary of “Akeel’s lot” (i.e. Asians) but he is open minded and prepared to learn about 

Akeel’s life as a Muslim. Politics and religion figure often in their conversations while 

they fold the duvet covers. Personal matters are not so freely shared – until enough trust 

has been built up. 

 



When Akeel explains that Muslims don’t drink, and he doesn’t understand the attraction of 

alcohol. Robert can’t resist teasing him. 

 

Robert smiles. “Hated the taste of bitter at first, believe me. But I learnt to like it. Well, you 

had to, didn’t you?” 

“That’s what I don’t understand, people go on about how alcohol is an acquired taste, why 

bother sticking with something you don’t enjoy?” 

Robert considers Akeel’s question for a while, the lad has a point, and then a smile comes 

to his face. “Ah, but not all that many people have it so good first time in bed, do they? 

Doesn’t stop them trying to get used to it though, does it?” 

Akeel bursts out laughing, a barrier broken between the two men, his voice warm in the 

fluorescent-lit room. “That’s the first time anyone’s ever been able to answer the question 

so it made sense.” 

 

This moment is a turning point for them both. For three weeks they have maintained a 

polite distance, there have been no disagreements or arguments. But they have had no real 

personal contact. The ice has been broken and Akeel leaves that evening, wondering when 

Robert’s cracks are going to show. 

 

The upstairs storeroom is the scene for Robert’s first big revelation. Akeel cannot believe 

his eyes. There are boxes and boxes of lost things labelled and stored that customers have 

forgotten. Wedding speeches, love letters, shopping lists, train tickets – the contents of 

pockets that have been accumulated over the years.  

 

There is a hint that much more remains a secret. 

 

Akeel pauses, thinks about what he really wants to say, starts to speak and then shuts 

himself up. 

Robert sighs. “ Go on then, out with it.” 

“ I just wondered if maybe you feel like you’ve told me too much? Showing me what’s 

upstairs?” 

“ Haven’t told you the half of it, lad.” 

 

Key cutting is another service Robert offers to customers. When we learn of one of 

Robert’s other habits we are deeply shocked. Our impression of Robert so far is of a 

compassionate man – a person to be trusted… Then comes the bombshell: 

 

Robert had cut two copies of Patricia’s Ryan’s front-door key; and kept the extra one on 

the sideboard for a week. 

Now the key is in his pocket and he is walking up the road to her flat. 

Now Robert is where she lives…..he has no answer for why he is here, what he is doing; 

there is no answer. There is no answer when he calls out her name either. 



And so Robert, who is all alone in the world, looks out of the window at Patricia Ryan’s 

view. 

For two hours Robert Sutton breathes in someone else’s life, and sits in someone else’s 

kitchen chair. 

That night he dreams of someone else’s kitchen and is relieved to be in it. 

 

We discussed our natural curiosity about other people’s lives. We often glance through 

windows and get intriguing snapshots of other families. It’s not uncommon to look around 

a neighbour’s house when watering their plants or feeding their cat. But to enter someone’s 

house without permission is quite different. It’s a form of stalking. Robert suddenly 

appears creepy and a little threatening. We know his wife and daughter left him. We don’t 

know why. He had not been unfaithful. What could he have done that was so unforgivable? 

Could he perhaps have abused his daughter? 

 

When we discover the source of Robert’s deep sadness it is heartbreaking. As we hoped, 

he is not a cruel man, rather one who is too helpful. He assists his mother in ending her life 

but it all goes badly wrong. Instead of his mother dying peacefully, she chokes horrifically 

on the painkillers he administers and he runs away. He even honestly admits that part of 

his motive was selfish. Alice, his mother, was becoming very difficult to live with. He was 

trying to protect his family as well as help his mother. But his teenage daughter Katie 

cannot accept or forgive his actions. His wife chooses to leave with Katie and Robert is left 

with the guilt, the pain and loss, and an aching loneliness. 

 

One flaw we identified in the story is Katie’s total break with her father. Although we all 

know of families where permanent splits have occurred and lasted a lifetime; we felt that 

when Katie became ill with cancer, she would have found it in her heart to forgive him and 

see him at least once before she died.. A teenager’s reactions tend to be judgmental – 

seeing everything in black or white. But she would have matured and surely have learnt 

that choices are not always as clear cut as right or wrong.   

 

The scene where Robert goes to his daughter’s funeral is very moving. 

 

The dead woman’s father, sitting alone at the back of the hall. Robert says goodbye to his 

daughter Katie and nobody hears the farewell 

 

That night he has a corned beef sandwich for his tea, thick with butter, on doorsteps of 

white bread, and he raises a can of lager to Katie’s memory, glad he made the trip to see 

her off, and  sorry, as he always is. 

 

The Room of Lost Things is so rich in characters that it is impossible here to do justice to 

all of them. Duffy weaves a colourful patchwork of local life through the lives of Robert’s 

customers. Challenging our perceptions heightens our awareness of the multicultural 

community. Clare, the high achieving mother, we assume at first to be white. Her job, 



helping less fortunate children than her own, leads us to believe she is white and middle 

class. Stefan, the dancing teacher, proves to be gay and black - which we don’t expect. 

Marylin, the health visitor named after the very blonde Marilyn Monroe, is mixed-race. 

And health visitors are rarely featured in literature. 

 

Marylin knows she is under-represented, actively hidden more often than not, but she 

wonders too if perhaps her white colleagues think of her too often as a “black woman.” 

Can’t she just have an opinion as Marylin? Or can’t they imagine? If they get it wrong, 

how bad would it be? They’d made a mistake. So what? 

 

Patricia Ryan, a geriatric nurse for fifty years, daily faces her own advancing symptoms of 

dementia. She is aware of what is happening and is powerless to prevent her increasing 

loss of memory. 

  

Dan and Charlie, companions on the sofa under the arch, represent the homeless. Highly 

educated, Dan speaks several languages – he once had a secure lifestyle. But he lost his job 

and then his wife, his house and his beloved allotment. Together Dan and Charlie, beer 

cans in their hands, comment on the state of the world like  Beckett’s Vladimir and 

Estragon. A poet lives on the 345 bus – he makes the journey from Peckham to South 

Kensington sometimes twice, three times in one day. 

 

The bus that travels from black to white to black to brown to white to white and back again, 

brown again. black again, crossing the lost river Peck and the enclosed Effra, touching 

estates and trees and looking over fences into lawns and car yards and parks and the fast 

dirty Thames and the new apartments and the old old flats and poor men wanting and 

credit card havens waiting. 

 

Our least favourite character is Dean - the local drug dealer - a necessary part of the 

patchwork - but an unpleasant one. Helen, the Australian nanny, is looking after other 

people’s children and sleeping with her employer’s husband, under the same roof. Not a 

recipe for happiness.  

 

There is so much  more that I could have highlighted – I have had to be selective.  

 

e.g.s of humour. e.g. Robert and Jean’s wedding feast is very amusing. see Page 81. And I 

haven’t focused on Robert’s relationship with his mother in as much depth as it deserves. 

Or at Robert’s childhood. Or at Akeel’s Muslim wedding and his visits to Pakistan.( It is 

important that Akeel feels he is a Londoner- he was born in London - and is perceived as 

an outsider in Pakistan and in his home-town.) When he is called  Paki it is hurtful and 

offensive. See page 186. He shows some sympathy with how terrorists feel. There is also a 

fascinating description of London’s parks – showing the role of local parks – especially 

Ruskin Park. See page 128.  . 

 



When Robert’s final day at the shop arrives we’d love to imagine that he and  

Akeel will keep in contact. But it is unlikely. We asked - will Robert cope with his entirely 

new life? Duffy tantalisingly gives us alternative endings. As in life, Robert has choices, to 

either be positive and make a fresh start or to give up. The optimists in the groups believe 

he chooses to live well and to embrace the change. The pessimists think he is more likely 

to throw himself into the Thames. Either way, Robert’s old life is over. 

 

And as one of us pointed out – we will move on ourselves – to read about the lives of new 

characters in our next book. We’re not so very different from Robert - we like to 

experience other people’s lives. We just do it in a more acceptable way. 

 

Highly Recommended – one of the most popular books discussed in the groups. A book 

of great sensitivity and passion – The Room of Lost Things brings alive an ordinary part of 

contemporary south London which is often forgotten or misunderstood. A tender portrayal 

of an unlikely friendship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


