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Preface

The Art of Not Having it All

When I started writing a column called ‘Real Life’ in the Spectator magazine five years ago I had no idea there was anyone else out there remotely like me. Nearly every other woman I knew seemed to be heroically juggling work and family life in a way that was so inspiring it was only a matter of time before someone made a film starring a Sex and the City actress about each and every one of them. And while it looked tricky, running an investment bank from the kitchen table whilst stopping a toddler crawling across the floor to eat from the dog’s bowl, my friends seemed to be really enjoying this having-it-all business. I, meanwhile, was having none of it. Once I’d put all the energy I had into my career there was literally nothing left over to achieve anything else. It was all I could do to work out how to park the car and not get a ticket. Or put the bins out without getting a warning letter from the council. I felt like I was the only woman in the world who was struggling to keep one ball in the air, and dropping that most of the time.

It felt as though, in the fluttering mass of yellow Post-it notes on my fridge there was one that read, ‘Don’t forget to get married and have kids’, which had got covered in shopping lists, dry-cleaner receipts and Lambeth Council bulky waste collection schedules. Even Bridget Jones remembered to get married by the time she was thirty-four. What sort of fool was I?

I felt like a total freak. And I’m not convinced I wasn’t right. OK, so a few of you wrote in to say you sympathized with me out of what I assumed was pity. But most of you just wrote to say, ‘Dear Ms Kite, How come you are constitutionally incapable of crossing the street without having a catastrophe of some sort, usually to do with a man? Have you thought about taking out some sort of public liability insurance?’

Some of you made up stories to make it seem like you identified with me, and although I found it touching at the time, I’m not sure it helped in the long run. For example, I once wrote a column about my agoraphobic tropical fish getting stuck in the ornamental log of its tank. People wrote to me in droves to say how much they identified with my panic-stricken journey to Travis Perkins to buy a hand saw that could slice through polyester resin.

Some even claimed that they, too, had called an ex-fiancé and affected a temporary, fake reconciliation, during which they casually dropped into the conversation the words, ‘By the way, the angel fish is stuck in the log,’ so they could get him to saw while they held the thing under water.

I appreciate it, I really do. But I have a sneaking suspicion you might be lying to make me feel better. Either that or there really are legions of single women out there struggling like me. In which case, shouldn’t someone be taking us seriously? Shouldn’t the government be coming up with some sort of half-baked policy aimed at countering our alienation from society?

When it comes to some of life’s more mainstream frustrations, I am prepared to believe you have suffered as I have. Unfair motoring fines, parking tickets, pay-by-phone meters, refuse rules stipulating the precise latitude and longitude coordinates at which I must place my wheelie bin . . . I cannot claim to be the only one who has been driven to the point of suicide by these things. Nor can I claim to have the monopoly on minor strokes caused by negotiating automated telephone systems with recorded options that require you to input your blood group before you can pay your gas bill.

We all know how that feels, because somehow, at some unspecified point in the past few years, we went from being one of the world’s great democracies to being a tin-pot dictatorship where citizens who fail to press the star key on their keypad twice are now treated more harshly than axe murderers. On these issues, I share your pain.

I can’t promise to do anything about it, however. I did once promise to do something about it in a rather foolish column where I got a bit ahead of myself and pledged to fight a parking ticket all the way to the European Court of Human Rights on behalf of taxpayers everywhere. Unfortunately, the council then threatened to double the fine, so I paid up. Sorry, and all that.

To be totally honest with you from the beginning, this book is not about how to find love, or how to be a woman, or how to juggle work and family life, or anything useful like that. As I said, I can’t tell you how to have it all, or even most of it. I think I had a bit of it once, but I’m pretty sure I’ve never had anywhere near all of it, and I’m positive I’ve never had all of it together at any one time. I am aware, however, that a book should offer its readers some important information that might enrich their lives, so at some point in these pages I will include my Italian mother’s recipe for spaghetti bolognese. I will also be giving you my ten handy hints for getting yourself home from a foreign holiday when your super-high-powered City boyfriend has gone mad, and there will be a chapter with broader emergency travel advice, which can be used to evacuate yourself to safety when you’ve fallen out with your girlfriends in, for example, St Tropez.

At no extra cost, I will throw in my definitive take on the oft asked but seldom answered question, How much Nando’s chicken is it safe for a miserable person to eat in one week? And do the leftover bits ever go off if you refrigerate them? Because they really don’t seem to, do they? Those cold Nando’s chicken legs just seem to get better and better. I’m not saying where these gems of enlightenment will occur, exactly, so you’ll just have to keep reading. There will be beauty tips, too. Friends often ask me, ‘How do you manage to look so young?’ And I say to them, ‘Mess up your love life, forget to have children, put a huge wall around your emotions and you too can look this good at forty!’ It’s true. I am living proof that there is no anti-ageing cream or diet regime on the market that will give you the edge the way not growing up and taking on normal responsibilities will.

Unlike those smug juggler women who have it all, I can tell you how to be economical and make a little bit of it go a long way, which might be useful if you’re thinking of jacking in the having-it-all business to become obsessed with doing one thing at a time like me. There’s no glory in being mono-preoccupied (that’s a technical term I’ve just invented because no one else thinks up fancy words to describe single people, unless you count ‘selfish cow’, which is just one of the many prejudices we encounter). People will not lionize you the way they will if you wedge a toddler on your hip whilst dumping bad stock. Contrary to what Beyoncé would have you believe, if you shout out, ‘All the single ladies!’ and whoop in the street you will be greeted by the sound of tumbleweed, which your e-book should play now, unless it’s malfunctioning. If you’re reading this book in an old-format analogue 3D paper manual page-turning version – and good for you, by the way! – you’ll just have to make do with imagining what wind whistling around a graveyard sounds like, which is a little more labour intensive, but then you’re used to that if you’re turning pages.

Lastly, I would like to say in my defence that being single, lonely and at the cutting edge of the ‘having a bit of it’ generation is not a bad way of life, all told. At heart, I’m still the carefree seven-year-old in this picture. I’m balancing cheese puffs in my eyes to get a cheap laugh. I still do that, by the way.
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