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Real life

36 WOMAN

�4 justhelpers.co.uk

CONFESSIONS OF A CLEANER
Antoinette says most of us wouldn’t 
believe the things people leave lying 
around their homes and expect cleaners 
to clear up – items such as used 
condoms, used tampons and mucky sex 
toys. Here are some of her team’s most 
shocking discoveries.
�4 We have found lines of cocaine and 
drug paraphernalia, but we refuse to 
clear that up because it puts our safety at 
risk, so we clean around it.
�4 After cleaning up after a house-share of 
six men and their partners every two 
weeks, we decided to end the contract. It 
was disgusting. There was faeces up the 
walls of the two bathrooms, and the toilet 
was awful. There was food all over the 

kitchen floor, and, in the 
end, I felt I couldn’t ask 
one of our cleaners to 
clean this up, so I told the 
landlord, ‘we are out’.
�4 One of my cleaners rang me in 
an agitated state, whispering that she’d 
locked herself in the bathroom of the 
house she was cleaning because a man 
was walking around naked while she 
dusted. She’d knocked on the door and a 
man wearing just his underpants had let 
her in after she explained she was the 
cleaner. Later, she noticed he was 
wandering the house naked. I told her to 
stay on the phone, talk loudly to me and 
walk out of the house. She did so. We 

then found out there’d 
been a mix-up over the 

door number in a nearby 
street. She’d gone to the 

wrong house!
�4 I was asked to help a client’s 

mother declutter her home, but when 
I�arrived, I could barely get through the 
front door. It was a hoarder’s home with 
stuff there from more than 20 years ago. 
During three months, I befriended the 
lady and the job turned into a cleaning 
and low-level counselling job as we 
talked gently about what could stay and 
what could go. It was a joy and privilege 
to see the transformation and clarity 
being restored to her.
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service – it should be a place where the care, 
trust, commitment and expertise of 
cleaners is recognised as an essential and 
life-enhancing service. And it should be 
paid at its proper rate.

I now have 51 cleaners in my cleaning 
management agency working in London – 
the majority are full-time 
and 95% of the properties 
we clean are domestic.

Many approached me 
when they found out how 
well they would be treated.

My business turned over 
£1�million in 2020 and I’m 
enjoying a career I never dreamt 
of having when I was that little 
girl cleaning my foster mother’s 
house. But my main ambition is to 
make better working conditions and 
pay for cleaners across the industry. 

During the pandemic, the work of 
cleaners was vital and they continued to put 
themselves at risk of COVID-19 while 
lowering the risk for the rest of us. People 
became aware of just how important 
cleaners are, but I don’t think that 
awareness will be long-lasting.

I don’t want cleaners to go back to being 
invisible, so I plan to launch a campaign for 
the government to reduce the amount of 
VAT from 20% down to 5% to ensure better 
profit margins. This could be introduced to 
force all cleaning companies to pay a real, 
living wage – the same rule was brought in 
temporarily for the hospitality industry 
during the pandemic to protect its workers.

Better drawn-up employment contracts 
would also help. We need to put workers’ 
welfare before profit. I want to 
revolutionise the cleaning industry.

‘My ambition 
is for better 

working 
conditions’
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