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How I learned 
to live with 
imperfection
Y

ou have impossibly 
high standards and I 
don’t know how you 
can live by them.’ It 
was a good friend 
who said that to me 

more than 20 years ago. At 
the time I was taken aback 
but now I know she was 
right.

Good friends often tell you what 
you don’t want to hear. That is 
because they continue to like you 
despite your faults and imperfec
tions. My friend was gently telling 
me that my big fault was perfect
ionism.

It is only recently that I came to 
realise just how damaging perfection
ism can be. Living with someone who 
seeks perfection can be a nightmare. 
The problem is that the perfectionist 
is completely intolerant of his own 
defects and those he perceives in 
 others.

We all like order and structure in 
our lives. We all desire that deep sense 
of serenity that signals the absence of 
chaos. However, to become obsessed 
with order for its own sake is certainly 
not a pathway to peace. 

I don’t know how or when I became 
a perfectionist. What I do remember 
is my long suffering grandmother urg
ing me not to worry and to enjoy life 
while I had it. More than anyone else, 
she saw the corrosive effects of my 
compulsions.  

No one is without his little obses
sions and idiosyncrasies. In many 
ways, they constitute our charac
ter. However, in dominating a per
son,  they  become dangerous 
defects.

My compulsion was cleanliness. 
Everything had to be spotless and 
pristine. The finger smudge or the 
small stain constituted a threat to 
my serenity  and had to  be 
removed. 

If this drove my parents mad, it 
was, at first, consoling for Mrs Doo
ley. Much to our mutual delight, 
she also liked to have things neat 
and tidy. She soon discovered, how
ever, that I was in a league of my 
own.

Now, you might get the impression 
from all of this that I have fundamen
tally changed. You might think that I 
had something of a Damascene con
version and that all my compulsions 
suddenly fell way. If so, you would be 
wrong.

I am still very much a perfectionist 
who gets irritated when I fall short. I 
still worry over little things and get 
impatient with those who fail to fulfil 
my expectations. That said, I am 
slowly learning to live with imperfec
tion.  

Perhaps it is the influence of my 
children but now I can ignore things 
that once drove me to distraction. 
As I write, my desk is piled high 
with books and papers. It is chaotic 
yet it is a reminder that I have just 
finished writing a book. For me, it 

is no longer an example of disorder 
but a monument to months of hard 
work.

on my floor sits a little toy piano 
that, before settling down to work, I 
would previously have returned to 
its proper place. No longer, for now 
it forms the basis of a precious 
memory of a young child at play. As 
I glance at it, I can hear his glorious 
laughter and envision his sweet 
smile.

The black rubber gloves and red 
riding jacket flung across the banis
ters are, indeed, a terrible distraction. 
However, that is no longer because 
they disturb the harmony of the 
house. Each time I gaze at them, I am 
happily reminded that ‘Willy Wonka’ 
will soon be home. 

Even the handprints on the glass 
doors are now saturated with signifi
cance. They symbolise that this 
house has become a true home, a 
place imprinted with memories of 
mirth and love. For me, the hand
print is no longer a smudge that 
must be removed but a precious 
trace of life.

Likewise with all the chips and 
cracks in the paintwork, with all the 
blemishes here and the blotches 
there. Each one tells a little story 
and makes present those magical 
memories which otherwise might 
have been lost. They signify one 
family’s journey through the years, 
connecting us to moments and 
events that constitute the tapestry 
of time.

M
 
 
Y grandmother used 
to say that ‘the walls 
will be here after you’. 
Her point was that 
the most sacred thing 

about our homes is the life that 
dwells therein. As John Ruskin so 
beautifully put it, the greatest glory 
of a building is not in its stones but 
‘in that deep sense of voicefulness… 
which we feel in walls that have long 
been washed by the passing waves of 
humanity.’ 

That is why as I sit writing in this 
empty house, I do not feel alone. on 
each wall, door and window are living 
traces of human existence. All 
around me are little signs of the 
 merriment in the hallway, the frolics 
after Sunday dinner, the row that 
ended with two brothers embracing 
as one.

of course, the time will come when 
tidying, painting and scrubbing will 
erase all those scratches and scuffs. If 
I used to relish such times, it was 
because I could not see beyond the 
blemish. I could not see that this lit
tle mark might one day be my last 
link to someone I had cherished and 
loved. 

The fact that I can now see this with 
complete clarity proves that, yes, I 
have finally learned to live with imper
fection. 

And what is this, except proof that 
I have finally learned how to live.


