Media Questions & Answers for Astrid 

Q & A previously posed to Astrid by the media… 


11.
Five on the side


12.
You planned your wedding and the publication of your book at the same time?  How did you manage that?


23.
You’ve done it all: from building three dot.com startups to working in management consulting and media. How did you go from investment banking to publishing your own novel?


34.
How much of Emma's experiences are based on your own?


35.
What made you decide to use investment banking as a backdrop to your novel?


36.
How did you come up with the title?


47.
Is there a message in your novel that you want readers to grasp?


48.
You're currently busy writing your second novel. Tell us a little about it.


59.
What was the hardest part of writing White Knights?


510.
When you're not writing your own books, what books are you reading?


511.
How do you choose what you read?


512.
What do you most love about reading and writing?


613.
Any advice for aspiring authors?


614.
You’ve travelled in 27 countries and lived in London, New York, Jozi and Cape Town. Which city is the most exciting?


615.
How can we (who are based in the UK) get our hands on White Knights?




1. Five on the side

Nothing tastes better than…my husband’s cooking! He wooed me with it and I am utterly addicted.

I wasn’t a particularly good… camper! I’m miserable in a tent. 

I couldn’t live without…. my family, friends and puppy Greta! 

My worst habit is… those enormous piles of paper that never seem to diminish on my desk! 

I think kids are funny because… they’re utterly genuine and make us real! I’ve laughed the hardest at what kids say, and how we react to them!

2. You planned your wedding and the publication of your book at the same time?  How did you manage that? 

Looking back it’s hard to believe that we actually did it and managed to keep the surprise. 

The story about getting White Knights published is quite fabulous and romantic. In December 2008, I got married to Andrew. In the lead up to our wedding, all Andrew knew was that I was planning a surprise. What he didn’t know, was that in those many many hours on my yoga mat (I was also doing an intensive yoga teacher’s training course… but more about the yoga another time!) I was trying to come up with an appropriate way of saying thank you to our wonderful fabulous amazing friends and family for… well… EVERYTHING!

Because it wasn’t just about the fact that our guests flew from all around the world, gave up sacred vacation days, drove North for five hours braving wandering cattle and potholes to share the weekend with us! It was about everything that came before as well. The support, care, love, laughter, shoulders, reprimands, wine, tequila, dancing, crying, commiserating, reading, writing, giggling… it was for a lifetime of just being there! And then there was my darling Andrew, who has stepped so wonderfully into my life and offered all the above for the remainder of my lifetime! Clearly loads of yoga was needed to think through a thank you that was massive enough! It also needed to be personal, something that was incredibly important to me, which mattered more than anything else. And so I dedicated White Knights, my first novel, to Andrew and gave each guest a copy at the wedding. 

Only my parents, brother and production team knew the secret… and what a fabulous team! Not only did we do the most fabulous job but we did it under extreme pressure. It takes approximately a year to get a manuscript into published form and we did it in 7 weeks. So it was the talent, dedication, inspiration and fabulousness of this exceptional team that got White Knights laid out, edited, proof read, printed and delivered in time for the wedding. Magic! 

3. You’ve done it all: from building three dot.com startups to working in management consulting and media. How did you go from investment banking to publishing your own novel?

There is no way to answer that question without referring to passion. For although I studied finance and became a suits and stilettos chick, it is words, storytelling, reading and writing that I’m completely passionate about. Words have been my constant solace and complete indulgence. So while I was bouncing around, enjoying the multitude of challenges, experiences, countries and colleagues of my salaried endeavours, I was always writing. Journals, letters, short stories, group emails and chapters after chapter! Writing for me is imperative, cathartic, a way of making sense of the chaos of our world. Writing allows me the distance to interpret the world around me. But most importantly, writing makes my soul sing. And so after seven years in New York, I’d saved enough money. I quit my job, returned home and finished my novel. I basically stood on tiptoes and reached for my dreams… which is really, I believe, the only way! 

4. How much of Emma's experiences are based on your own?

Well, you can’t write a story about the reality behind the opulent facades and original art, the suits and stilettos unless you’ve been there. You can’t write a story with authentic characters without understanding the personality types of people in that environment. You can’t write about living in New York, without having done so. You can’t write about being a woman in a man’s world, without having experienced it. And you can’t possibly write about surviving so many all nighters in a row, leaving the office at 7 am, showering at the gym across the road, buying a clean shirt at the Banana Republic on the corner and heading back to the office for another long day, without having done it! Because you can’t fudge the emotions…so yes, my emotions are laid bare in the novel. 

And are certain bits of the story true? Absolutely. There was backstabbing and politics. There were all nighters, midnight walks and private jets. There was brunching, dancing and gay boys. There were see-and-be-seen parties, designer sample sales and high-end cocktailing. And yes, delighted to admit that in 2003, I gatecrashed the Grammy’s. It was the most fabulous, amazing, mind blowing experience… but you’ll need to read the book to see how we did it. Grin. 

5. What made you decide to use investment banking as a backdrop to your novel?

How can one not? Nobody leaves investment banking to write books… it simply doesn’t pay! The world of investment banking, Mergers and Acquisitions in particular, was the highest paying career in the world. It attracted the best and brightest from all around the world. And it was hardcore. It was understood that to graduate into the ranks of those bankers earning million-dollar bonuses, you needed to prove that you were hungry enough to want it. What more fabulous a setting than the dog-eat-dog boys club that is investment banking, where women needed to work twice as hard to get half as far, female solidarity didn’t exist... and if there was a bus, and nobody was looking, you can be sure as hell some colleague would shove sideways and - oops! - you’d be under it! It was a backdrop too fabulous to ignore! 

6. How did you come up with the title?

Ironically, the conception of White Knights didn’t take place in New York but in Africa. 

In typical Wall Street fashion, I was in suits and stilettos, frantically rushing for a deadline when I got a cheeky email from my brother suggesting I joined him and some friends on an overland trip through Africa. It was a trip I’d been dreaming of for years! A month later, I was in a Landrover with five read books, weeks of journey ahead and only the African bush stretching into the distance. What’s a chick to do? Well, I started plotting White Knights, which ironically is the original name. 

The title “White Knights” has three distinct interpretations and the novel has three distinct parts, which correlate to Emma’s story. Of course everything is interlinked…which is what happens when you’ve got hours on the road in Africa and no books to read! 

The principle references the novel draws on are: 

· White Knights is financial jargon and refers to a person or company that rescues the targeted company from a hostile takeover bid, by making a successful counter offer. It also refers to a person that comes to the rescue, a saviour and knight in shining armour… essentially an idealised chivalrous man. 

· white nights refers to a night when it is never properly dark, as in high latitudes in summer. It also refers to a sleepless night and is an informal interpretation for an all-nighter, a night spent working under fluorescent lights.

· knight of the road is an informal reference to a person who frequents the roads, for example an itinerant homeless person. It also refers to an outsider, a person who is unsure where to call home and in certain cases, a tart.

7. Is there a message in your novel that you want readers to grasp?

Not a message, just a reminder. We need to remember to dream wildly, believe in ourselves, create magic and stand on tiptoes as we reach for the stars.

8. How can we (who are based in the UK) get our hands on White Knights?

White Knights is available at Daunt Books (www.dauntbooks.co.uk) in London for GBP 12.99. 

9. You're currently busy writing your second novel. Tell us a little about it.

Oh I’m having so much fun with the next fabulous novel… it’s modern, set in the converging worlds of Jozi, London and New York and is all about the perceptions, money and power which drive decisions in the new scramble for Africa. Because really, how can a chick live in such a thriving, gorgeous, multidimensional city and not write about it? How can one not record the deal making, schmoozing, politicking, wangling, networking, socializing and backstabbing of the wanna-be’s? And the love affairs! Whew! The book is going to be fabulous. It’s all about the seen and the unseen. And society crashing into itself, interacting, sorting itself out and carrying on again. The novel weaves between different people, their lifestyles, their choices and the masks they wear. For behind these masks, it the personal experiences, values and goals that dictate the decisions they make when their worlds start disintegrating. Which is precisely what happens when a love affair ends, a government meddles and someone disappears…

(Which is probably saying too much already, grin)

10. What was the hardest part of writing White Knights?

Everything about writing is difficult. It’s difficult to start (will I ever be good enough?), difficult to keep going (will I ever finish?), difficult to discuss with friends (oh no, that character’s long gone but…), difficult to let go (what, you want me to edit out chapter 12?) and difficult to start writing again (will I ever be able to do it again?) The whole process is relentlessly difficult but absolutely wonderful. It takes a certain kind of madness and loads of tenacity! 

11. When you're not writing your own books, what books are you reading?

I love all books but novels are my ultimate indulgence. I adore the absolute escapism of inhabiting another world and being gently led by authors on the emotional journey of their characters.

I believe that books, like people, come into your lives at different stages, for different reasons, to teach you different things. Major impact books have hit a personal nerve because of where I have been as a person. Books I love include: The Unbearable Lightness of Being by Milan Kundera; An Equal Music by Vikram Seth; The Line of Beauty by Alan Hollinghurst; What I Loved by Siri Husvedt; Alice in Wonderful by Lewis Carroll, Fury by Salman Rushdie; Small Island by Andrea Levy and The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupery.

12. How do you choose what you read?

Quirky interest, the cover (grin!), books recommended by people who know me. I read voraciously, anything and everything. I always check the writing style and language, it’s totally personal but imperative to me. I love the diversity of books.

13. What do you most love about reading and writing?

Words are my constant solace and complete indulgence. Writing for me is imperative, cathartic, a way of making sense of the chaos of our world. Writing allows me the distance to interpret the world around me. But most importantly, writing makes my soul sing.

14. Any advice for aspiring authors?

Keep going, believe in yourself, stand on your tiptoes and reach for the stars! 
15. You’ve travelled in 27 countries and lived in London, New York, Jozi and Cape Town. Which city is the most exciting?

Paris for its style and shopping! New York for its culture and attitude! London for its pubs and parks! Rio for its partying and playing! Cape Town for its laidback lifestyle and wine routing! 

16. What is your power (life) principle?

Whatever you can do, or dream you can, begin it! Believe in yourself and be committed. Boldness has genius, magic and power. 
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