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Chapter One

A Journey of a Thousand Miles
 

Forget explanations. Just do ritual. All will become clear. 
Malidoma Patrice Somé 

    

I was in my late thirties when I finally stumbled into the world of 
ritual. Close to burnout, I had been working in the gaming industry 
for twenty years, since losing my childhood home in Hertfordshire 

and drifting down to London. Mildly dyslexic, and still a teenager, I had 
applied for a job as a courier and ended up as a croupier in one of London’s 
newly legalised casinos. 

“Why d’you wanna work for us?” asked the manager.
“Well, I’ve always wanted to travel,” I said, innocently enough. 
“Okay, smart-ass. Show me your hands.” 
I put out my hands, which showed him that I didn’t bite my nails – you 

can’t deal Blackjack if you bite your nails – and, too embarrassed to explain 
my mistake, I stuck around, and learned to deal cards. Then I got paid – an 
astonishing amount of money for an eighteen year old – and found myself 
working in Soho, which in those days was still London’s red-light district; 
a fascinating world of low-lifes, and arab princes, gamblers and gangsters, 
pimps and hookers. Like other young drifters, I settled into this world and 
promised myself that I would move on soon enough. I didn’t. It was safe 
and anonymous and it allowed me to quietly opt out of my life. 

Thus, like a half-grown salmon, swimming out into the Atlantic, 
I entered the long years of my gaming career, moving from Soho on to 
Chelsea, and then up to Mayfair and Knightsbridge. After more than twenty 
years of aimlessness and drift, I knew that my life was bleeding away. I’d 
been writing plays in my free time with the occasional little success, and 
one transfer to London, but even that had brought me little joy. By my late 
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thirties I was lost and depressed, emotionally numb and spiritually empty. 
One quiet summer’s evening, while I was working a double shift in the 

casino, I fell into conversation with a sprightly old lady who used to haunt 
the Blackjack pit where we’d both washed up. I had a soft spot for her and 
felt that her Jewish humour and direct way of speaking were familiar to 
me. This particular evening she was talking about where her family came 
from. I suddenly realised who she reminded me of – it was Ivy Isaacs.

Ivy Isaacs was a local hairdresser when I was a lad, a hard-headed, 
successful Jewish businesswoman in the nearest town who had taken me 
under her wing, having seen something worth nurturing in the lonely, 
dysfunctional teenager that I had become. For my part, I was fascinated 
by Ivy; everyone seemed to admire her strength and acumen but they were 
wary of her too. Her directness scared people. I was mesmerised by her 
wicked sense of humour and her deliciously shocking use of language. I 
used to hang around at the end of the day, sweeping up in her salon, waiting 
for her next gloriously foulmouthed outburst while she ‘titivated’ herself 
by adjusting her teeteringly baroque hair-dos, and what she called her war 
paint: a make-up so weirdly and wildly applied that it made me think of the 
clowns at Bertram Mills Circus, or Dusty Springfield in a tribal mask.

I hadn’t thought of Ivy for years and I was ashamed. How could I have 
forgotten this extraordinary woman: her laughter, her fierceness, her 
dogged sense of survival, her kindness and her generosity? How could I 
possibly have blocked her out of my life? 

Walking home from the casino, through St James’s Park and over 
Westminster Bridge, I worried at her memory, pulling at it, fleshing out 
odd incidents as they arose. By the time I had curved my way round the 
deserted South Bank and on to Borough, I had put together a mosaic of 
forgotten fragments, snippets of language and memories. It was as if a door 
had creaked and swung open. 

As I approached the square where I lived, other faces began swimming 
up out of my past: faces from my teens and schooldays, images from 
my time at boarding school, a hundred occurrences and dozens of long-
forgotten faces. And then, as from the bottom of a well, I became aware 
of a circle of elderly faces from my childhood village: old men and women, 
mainly maiden ladies as they were called back then – a group at first, then 
individual faces – each one smiling sadly, silently asking to be remembered. 
At home, I sat for what felt like hours as they visited me, these sweet gentle 
old people, and I slowly began to realise why I had shut them out of my life. 
I couldn’t bear the pain. 



23

Most of the time, I was the only child in the village I lived in. As I grew 
up, I was surrounded by a tragedy common to hundreds of villages across 
Europe. Nearly all the men of my village had been killed during the First 
World War. Wiped out, almost to a man, on the Western Front. They had 
left behind a shattered circle of women: widows and fiancés, mothers, 
sweethearts and sisters, most of whom were in their sixties by the time 
that I turned up – a solitary, golden-haired boy who loved to listen to their 
stories. I absorbed their infinite sadness as they filled me with tea and 
biscuits, and treated me like Sunny Jim, a miraculous little demi-god, upon 
whom they could shower all the love and affection they had been unable to 
find a home for. I seemed to be the perfect audience. 

It started to rain outside, and I remembered a miserable, wet, winter 
afternoon with Ivy Isaacs. I had popped in to see her but, by her own 
estimation, she was poor company. The plate-glass window of her salon 
was steamed up and dripping, shutting out the town and giving the place 
a closed-in, steamy, oppressive feeling. Ivy perched on her plastic-covered 
barstool behind the reception desk, her hair still plain and as yet unadorned. 
Sensing her mood, I leant on the reception desk and watched her intently 
as she stared at the condensation, which ran down her weeping window. I 
waited. 

“They’re all gone,” she said at last, very quietly. “Mama, Papa, Zayde and 
Bubbe … aunts, uncles, cousins … all gone. Only my brother survived. 
He left me here and went on to Israel, but he was killed in ’48. He’s buried 
in Jerusalem. He’s the only one of us that has a grave. One day, I’ll go to 
Jerusalem, and when I do, I’ll place a stone for him. I’ll place a stone for 
every one of them. Every single one.” 

Ivy turned and looked at me as I shifted uncomfortably, staring down 
at the huge diamond rings on her claw-like fingers. She lifted my head 
and placed a tender hand on my cheek. “We have to remember – or we are 
nothing.” 

~

I remembered those stones as I walked up through the woods towards the 
Hertfordshire village where I spent my childhood. At thirty eight, I had 
no real understanding of what I was doing, but looking back, I can see that 
I was instinctively reaching for ritual as a way of dealing with something 
– something that was haunting me – long after it should have been laid to 
rest. There was something I had to do that day.
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By the spring, where the brook gushes out, I clambered down into a 
steep-sided gully, where I straddled the bed of the once familiar stream. I 
started to look for treasure, as I used to as a boy. A careful climb down the 
gully soon brought me to a fallen tree trunk and beneath it a sandy bank. 
I ran my hands through the wet silt, relishing the chill of the water, and 
dredged up what I had been looking for – a handful of polished pebbles, 
glistening wet, their colours and shadows clear and bright. I rinsed them off 
and made my selection: little planets of orange-veined marble, darker blues 
that may once have been flints, and gobs of chert with their iron-stained 
and roughened peel. I sat back on the bank and listened to the silence. 

I climbed out of the gully, cupping the pebbles, like a boy holding birds’ 
eggs against my belly, I reached the path again, turned left and headed 
uphill. As I walked along, I took the pebbles one by one: rolling them 
between my fingers, polishing them against my trouser leg as their rich 
colours faded and they dried to a common dullness. I walked on, head down 
and pensive, close to an emotion that I was not yet able to name. For weeks 
I had been nursing an indeterminate feeling, a pain somewhere between 
guilt and shame (I hadn’t yet learned how to distinguish the two) and 
something much deeper than my habitual gloom – a nameless, shapeless, 
bottomless ache. 

The Welsh have a word, which has no equivalent in English. Hiraeth 
speaks of a yearning, a deep nostalgia for place. Not so much a homesickness, 
as something deeper, layered with grief, rooted in the loss of those we have 
loved; composted and enriched with deposits of sadness; a deep and abiding 
melancholy, fed by a particular soil and its ancient, ever-present dead. 

This was the feeling that had brought me back, though I’d yet to find a 
name for it, still less acknowledge it as truly mine. Like a blind and tired 
salmon, I was sliding up the pebbled stream of my belonging, seeking out 
the one shaded pool that birthed me, the village that grew me, the place 
that I’d carried, hidden in my heart, ever since I was exiled as a lad. 

~

So here I am with my pockets full of drying pebbles, walking towards the 
village that I left twenty-odd years before. Coming out of the woods, I feel 
the sun hot on my face as I cross the service road and walk over the bridge 
that leads to the village green. Below me six lanes of tarmac carry hundreds 
of cars between London and the North. Their roar fills the canyon gouged 
out of the hill. Midway across the bridge I feel a momentary vertigo, but 
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I am soon past it and walking onto the village green for the first time in 
years. The sudden quiet envelops me and I pause. It is as if nothing has 
changed. 

To my left, a long wall is flanked by a number of horse chestnut trees. 
Their dense shade and carpet of brown leaves used to be the territory of a 
tribe of fierce little bantams. Ruled by a fearless Old English Game cockerel, 
who would face down any curious pet dog who strayed over onto his turf. 
But they are all gone. 

The place seems real enough but some essential core seems to be 
missing. The trees – stag-headed oaks for the most part – are still there but 
everything seems that much tidier. The pond is less of a watering trough 
for passing cattle and more of a ‘feature’ within a landscaped garden, with 
water-lilies from a garden centre and reeds planted for effect. The grass 
verges are clipped and manicured, the cottages and houses immaculately 
maintained, extended or restored, with new windows and conservatories. 
I feel a hard unmanageable lump within me that I’ve occasionally felt but 
never acknowledged before. It feels like it could choke me.  

I am a stranger here now. I walk on unnoticed and unwelcomed, moving 
through the village like a ghost; past the old farm and the gamekeeper’s 
cottage, past the sawmill which smells of freshly sawn cedar, and on, uphill 
again between high hedges, towards the village church. Finally, I turn into 
the churchyard. I know why I am here now. I know what the stones are for. 

That said, I don’t know how to proceed. The lump inside me has grown 
and grown. I’m finding it hard to manage the intensity of feeling that 
walking through the village has stirred up in me. I sit down on the grass 
verge by the war memorial. 

I know that they must be here but I don’t know exactly where. My 
mother has told me of odd deaths over the years, and sent me the occasional 
notice cut out of a local paper, but I’ve never added them all together. I 
am suddenly, shockingly aware that nearly all of my childhood friends are 
going to be in this graveyard. It’s one thing to pick pocketfuls of pebbles 
at a distance with a vague idea in your head, but quite another to confront 
your losses and make an act of remembrance by placing stones on a dozen 
or more graves. As I sit, a robin trills from a nearby gravestone. The liquid 
beauty of his song grabs my attention and somehow galvanises me. I make 
a decision and let the robin be my guide. He flits away as I approach and I 
see that he is perched on Peter Mardley’s headstone.

Peter Mardley was the only other kid in the village, though he was 
slightly older than me. We played together before he went off to boarding 
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school and I envied him his huge and elaborate train set which his father 
had put together, up in the roof of their home, Brock’s Cottage. I can see 
Brock’s Cottage now, over the fields, as I stand by Peter’s grave. I remember 
my sudden anger on hearing that he had come home one day, and hanged 
himself, in the barn where we used to swing for hours on an old length 
of rope that was always hanging from a beam. Today, anger long-spent, I 
kneel by his headstone and place a first stone in remembrance. 

I stand and cross the churchyard, seeking the cooling shade of the yew 
trees. Behind the church, I look down and see the grave of Jabez Dudley. 
Jabez was in his late eighties by the time I left the village. A real old 
Hertfordshire Hedgehog, as Hertfordshire men used to call themselves, he 
had been a gamekeeper and sniper during the First World War and one of 
the very few surviving men who came back whole. He taught me to shoot 
on an old double-barrelled .410, which had been given to him by the late 
King George the Sixth, whom he had also taught to shoot when he was a 
lad. Jabez had taken me out hunting woodpigeon for the pot, filling me with 
terrifying tales of snipers in no man’s land, sharing his deep understanding 
of the woods and the seasons. His respectful way of paying attention, and 
his soft, slow Hertfordshire way of speaking had stayed with me over the 
years. He used the old Hertfordshire dialect address of ‘old’n’, as in “old boy”. 
I choose a perfectly spherical piece of chert – like an old lead shot – and 
place it on top of his headstone, hearing his voice as I turn away, “Now 
there’s a kindness, old’n …”   

And so my unplanned ritual unfolds, from grave to grave, sometimes 
following the robin, sometimes just wandering down the rows of graves. 
Farmer Warboys, and the Misses Farr; Miss Greatorex with her cage of 
chattering finches; Mrs Savage and Mrs Saul with their Hertfordshire 
stories and lardy cake; and tiny Gwen Hossack whose annual trip to the 
grave of Anna Pavlova, the great ballerina, sweetened her for a fortnight, 
every year.

And then I find Lawrie, quite by chance, tucked into the grave of a brother 
or a cousin – “Also Ellen Lawrence” – almost an afterthought. Lawrie, with 
her tidy grey bun and her sensible shoes, her lilac-sprig frock and her scent 
of lavender. Lawrie whom I fled to, whose simple ritual was the endless 
offering of love. Lawrie who had gently kissed me when I went away to 
boarding school, but whose cottage was boarded up when I came home. 
Lawrie whom I loved, and who had somehow slipped away. 

At the churchyard gate I look back and see a dozen or more pebbles 
dotted among the headstones – each one reminding me of the meetings 
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and the quiet village rituals I had witnessed as a child: from beating for 
the shoot, and storing apples, to chill November mornings with the whole 
village gathered by the war memorial.

Ivy! With a jolt I remember Ivy Isaacs, and her family. She must be long 
dead by now. I imagine her buried in Golders Green, where she lived, or 
maybe, just maybe in Jerusalem. I feel in my pockets, where there are still a 
few small pebbles left, and I cross to the war memorial. One by one I place 
a row of individual stones – one for Ivy, one for her brother, one for her 
parents, one for her grandparents, and another – quietly, delicately – for 
her unknown relatives lost in the horror of the Shoah. Their namelessness 
really bothers me. 

I have one pebble left, a piece of grey-blue stone, ground and polished to 
oval perfection. I pop it in my mouth, wetting it with saliva so that when 
I take it out it glistens like a tiny blue planet. Slowly, I place it on the top 
step of the memorial. For Ivy and her dead; for the dead behind the names; 
for forgotten people everywhere; and for my own troubled dead, who are 
buried elsewhere. 

“We have to remember – or we are nothing.” 

~

This impromptu visit to my old village reconnected me to myself, through 
ritual, in profound ways, but there were no tears. Like many men I was still 
too shut down to actually weep, though I re-discovered a natural solemnity 
that spoke of a deeper grief that was still waiting to happen. As it evolved 
then, this was not a grief ritual – I hadn’t yet discovered that there was such 
a thing – nor a cathartic purging of feelings. It was about reconnection, 
about owning my unacknowledged debt to these forgotten people; of 
speaking their names quietly in the afternoon stillness and making my 
peace with the ground that held them. 

In doing the ritual, my soul, or psyche if you prefer, had come to accept 
that, despite the loss of the people, I still somehow belonged here. It was 
about reaffirming my identity, not staking a claim; it was about who I was 
and where I came from. I had run away from myself, trying to avoid my 
history, and in doing so had become an empty suit. In London, I had lived 
a series of roles – croupier, writer, helper, friend – but they all felt false. 
They were false. By going back to my village and ritualising the process 
of return, by smelling its sawdust and seeing its battered landscape, I had 
stepped onto my own turf again. I had come home.
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By the time I got back into the woods, I was tingling with a sense of 
aliveness. My perception seemed to have changed by doing the ritual. I was 
lighter if not happier. I was taking more in. I began to assimilate some of 
these new experiences. Did a robin actually speak to me? I doubted it, but 
the experience in the moment was enough to lead me from grave to grave, 
and take me to the heart of the matter. Also – and this was real enough 
to stay with me – the robin’s attention had made me feel less alone in a 
place of extreme loneliness. I began to remember other robins perched on 
spades, accompanying my elderly friends as they worked in their gardens. 
I began to see, in a simple village way, how connected we humans are with 
the world of nature, and how disconnected I had become. 
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Chapter Two

Sometimes Just to be Here is a Victory 

This is what rituals are for ... to create a safe resting place 
for our most complicated feelings of joy or trauma, 

so that we don’t have to haul those feelings around with us forever. 
Elizabeth Gilbert, Eat, Pray, Love 

In a better world, my parents would never have married. They were 
thrown together at the de Havilland aircraft factory during the Second 
World War. She was painfully thin, having overcome tuberculosis, 

while he was an orphan and a divorcé, a sensitive man who never discovered 
his art. He was also an alcoholic. 

After the war they took a pub, and it was all downhill from there. The 
first winter he broke his back in a drunken car crash and became a semi-
invalid. She then lost a baby who survived eight days and died of a hole in 
the heart. Such was the wisdom of the day that she was told to get over it 
by having another baby. I was therefore born to a mother who had yet to 
grieve the loss of her firstborn and to a father who was drowning in grief. 
To make matters worse, I was born without a roof to my mouth, without 
a soft palate, which meant that when my mother fed me, the milk ran out 
through my nose. I was lucky in that I was taken to Great Ormond Street 
Hospital for Sick Children, where I was given a series of operations by 
a surgeon who was an expert in the new and rapidly evolving discipline 
of plastic surgery. This involved grafts, which built up a soft palate. The 
downside was that my parents were told by the plastic surgeon that I would 
never speak properly and that I would never, ever, sing. 

As with most operations there was a degree of ‘collateral damage’: 
invisible side effects that only became apparent later. In my case my hands 
were tied to my cot to prevent me putting them in my mouth. The result 
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of this was that I had inexplicable nightmares until my mid-forties, waking 
exhausted, with my arms above my head. The other, more lethal effect 
of the operation was that my mother, who had been kept away from the 
hospital by work, was, through no fault of her own, unable to pick me up 
and hold me when I needed to bond with her. As her underlying sense of 
shame and failure kicked in, she was unable to express the love that she may 
well have felt for me. It was to take me forty-five years of often desperate 
chasing to learn that I was never going to get the love that I needed from 
my mother. 

What happened was that my father filled the gap. Having buried my 
sister before me and seen me operated upon, he was determined that I 
would confound the surgeon’s prediction and, one day, speak the Queen’s 
English impeccably. Baby-talk was banished from the home and, despite 
having a kind of dyslexia, I was taught to read long before I started school. 
By the age of four, I would stand at the end of my father’s sick-bed reading 
aloud to him as he lay there in the metal corset he had to wear. He coached 
me, teaching me to repeat the stories he was always making up for me. 
On slow afternoon walks around our village, he encouraged me to name 
things out loud – not just a tree, but an oak tree, or an elm, a sycamore or a 
rhododendron. The cows in the local fields were given names, as were the 
pigs, and the chickens. By the age of nine I was speaking with a cut-glass 
accent and singing my heart out at every opportunity. 

One winter’s evening, when I was about ten years old, I sang the opening 
solo at my prep school’s carol concert: “Once in Royal David’s City”. As I stood 
in the transept of the ancient country church where the service was being 
held, I was nervous and excited, and acutely aware that I was a vital cog in 
some vast ceremonial mechanism. As I sang, I saw my father reaching out 
and holding my mother’s hand, something I’d hardly ever seen them do 
before. I also became acutely, embarrassingly aware of my father crying, as 
tears streamed down his face.  

In many ways my father was a remarkable man. He was just unlucky. 
He’d once studied for the priesthood and had been a student of mysticism 
back in the 1930s. His mother had died giving birth to him and he went to 
a string of boarding schools that left him ever more damaged. By the time I 
came along, he was a deeply hurt and needy man in his forties, desperate for 
some kind of love, and already in thrall to the alcohol that was to kill him. 

As the darkness gathered and my mother was shut out, the scene was 
set for something approaching a tragedy. Slowly, inexorably, the alcohol 
overwhelmed us all. Boundaries were blurred and, at first, under the guise 
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of medical examinations and procedures, lines were crossed that should 
never have been crossed. 

I’ve heard it said that anything less than nurture is abuse. In that case I 
was clearly an abused and neglected child. My father didn’t set out to hurt 
me, but the cruel truth is that I was a victim of what came to be called the 
Chosen Child Syndrome. As the sole focus for my father’s love, I became 
a kind of surrogate spouse, providing the intimacy and attention that he 
had yearned for from the cradle, and the wholehearted adoration that my 
mother was unable to provide. In a way the sexual aspect was secondary – it 
was love he craved – but as time passed and the drink clouded everything, 
the line was crossed and the harm was done. From the vantage point of 
fifty-odd years, the physical hurt was less damaging than the invasion of my 
will and spirit (though it took a lifetime to come to terms with that). I was 
never raped, nor violently used, but there are infinite gradations of sexual 
abuse, from inappropriate speech and unacceptable exposure to invasive 
touch and acting out, all of which can do irreparable damage. Either way I 
was left traumatised, and very much alone. I was also left horribly, toxically 
ashamed.

Despite everything, of course, I still adored him. In a home that was 
riven by inexplicable angers and jealousies, and later by vicious arguments, 
he was my one and only source of love. My mother, taking refuge herself in 
workaholism, withdrew resentfully, blaming me as much as my father. My 
only attempt to ask for her help was brushed aside impatiently. There was 
nowhere else to go. 

The saving myth was that I was stupid. At some level my father knew 
what he was doing and he hated himself for it. So it was decided that I 
wasn’t learning anything at the village primary school and should be sent 
away to a boarding school. At the age of nine, I was duly dispatched to a 
prep school and stayed there until the money ran out. At this point I took 
the Eleven Plus examination and, having passed despite my stupidity, was 
brought back into the home and sent to a grammar school.

The full Greek tragedy kicked in at this point. I was now an increasingly 
plump and unhappy kid and my father needed to distance himself from me 
to avoid any repetition of what had happened earlier. The way he managed 
this was to get drunk, call me into his room, and order me to strip. He would 
then verbally excoriate me – by which I mean he’d stalk me, walk around 
me in a circle, snarling, becoming ever more irate, eventually yelling at me, 
spitting abuse at my fat, pubescent body. Literally unable to defend myself, 
I stood there, frozen in shame, as he poured the vitriol of his scorn over 
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my young frame. Again and again, while my mother supposedly slept, this 
travesty of a ritual was played out. In short, I was skinned alive as my father 
blamed me for what he had done.

And so we became a family of strangers, bound together by shame, but 
torn apart and shredded beyond all mending. By my fifteenth year the 
quarrelling was constant, cruel and exhausting. Things began falling apart. 
My schooling was a disaster and with both my parents drinking, the family 
business was going down the pan. Eventually, as is the way of tragedy, 
things came to a head. My mother left home. The week before my father 
was due to be declared bankrupt, he discovered he had a heart condition and 
wrote to my mother. She came home. 

That night we had a terrible three-way argument. My mother, having 
vented her bitterness, stormed off to bed, leaving my father and I to turn 
on each other. I was just old enough to fight back, and for only the second 
time in his life, my father lashed out and hit me, knocking me to the floor. 
I went off to my bedroom, and brooded until I heard him on the stairs. He 
stood at the door. “I’m sorry I hit you,” he said. “Let’s make it up, old son.”

I’ve looked back on this moment for nearly fifty years. I’ve talked about 
it, written about it, and discussed it in therapy. I’ve approached it in plays 
and poems, and articles, but I’ve never been able to wash it away. There 
are moments in life that feel like fate, when the weight of our inheritance 
inexorably crushes us, changing our shape and defining our journey. I’ve 
wanted it to be different and I’ve wanted to feel less guilty, but I know that 
in the circumstances, I couldn’t have said or done anything else. As my 
father stood there, broken and vulnerable, I gathered all the shame of my 
fifteen years and balled it up into a single word. “Never!” 

My father left me without a word and went off to bed. Later, in the 
middle of the night, my mother woke me, having heard strange noises 
coming from his room. She wanted me to go and see if he was alright. I told 
her to wait and went in alone. He was sprawled across the bed, eyes wide 
open, top lip curled and snarling in death. He’d died of a heart attack and his 
long nails had clawed at his chest. I tidied him up and told my mother - and 
the rest of my life began.

~

My father had been the tenant of the pub where I grew up, which meant 
that, on the day he died, my mother was given a year’s notice. At sixteen, I 
was on my own. There was no money, so my mother got a job behind a bar 
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and arranged for me to take a room in the local town. We packed up a few 
belongings and left with what we could carry. 

What do you do in a moment like this, when your world is imploding 
and you’re on your own? What do you do when you’ve just lost everything 
– house and family, integrity and self respect – when you’re unable to put a 
name to what you’re feeling, yet trapped in an iron cage of shame and guilt? 
What I did was automatic. I reached for a symbol, something that would 
mark what was happening to me, and ground the moment in my reality. 
For the first time in my life, without words or even feelings, I knew what I 
had to do. Without giving it the name, I created a ritual.

At the back of the pub there was a flat area where we used to burn off 
cardboard boxes and garden refuse. I cleared a space and built a pyre of 
kindling and childhood objects that I’d thrown away: a cowboy hat, a model 
boat, and my cigarette card collection. I half filled a milk bottle with petrol 
from the mower. I did all this with unforced solemnity: no veteran by the 
cenotaph could have held a better silence. 

When all was ready, I went to my miserable suitcase and took out my 
old teddy bear. Fluff was actually a koala bear, made from rabbit fur by an 
elderly relative. I held him up, and looked him over, running back through 
the movie of our life together. He’d comforted me through a host of losses, 
from Great Ormond Street to the shattering of everything. He was bald 
now, and far from pretty, with one eye missing and a dislocated leg, but 
I loved him dearly and I always would. He’d been the one constant thing 
in my chaotic life. When parents and family had let me down, when old 
friends had died and others moved away, he had remained, unchanging and 
faithful, as true and dependable as any pet, or friend, or brother. 

I took him and silently laid him on the pyre. There were no words to say, 
no prayers to recite – anything like that would be have been ‘pretending’. 
Instead I trickled the petrol over him, dribbled a long trail, and carefully, 
respectfully, deliberately lit it. I watched my childhood burn down to 
nothing. Then I turned and walked away. 

~

Ironically, my father had imbued me with a deep if unconscious sense of 
ritual. Apart from his flirtations with religion and mysticism, he’d been 
a freemason, which he took extremely seriously. He had also served in 
the Navy before the war and had an ex-servicemen’s sense of ceremonial. 
Because of all this, he had acquired the habit of investing things with 
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meaning and significance: whether the preparation of a special punch at 
Christmas, or changing a barrel, or watering the geraniums in the window-
boxes, he gave his actions space and dignity – an importance that stayed in 
the mind. 

For instance, whenever he cleaned the beer engines that pumped the ale 
up from the cellar, my father would invite Harry Palmer, one of the old men 
of the village, into the public bar to “test the pumps”. Having drawn off the 
cleaning fluid and the water he used to rinse the pipes, he would empty his 
bucket of slops, then wipe his hands and return to the beer engines. While 
toothless old Harry watched, licking his lips and beaming, my father would 
deliberately draw off a long glass of Benskin’s best mild ale. He made an 
initial half-pull on the polished pump-handle, and then another to catch 
the full pint, which squirted and splashed into the glass leaving a foamy 
white head. This offering would then be passed over to the waiting Harry 
who would lift it to the light, take a mouthful and close his eyes before 
passing an opinion. 

To a kid like me the wait was intolerable. Would the ale pass muster? 
Would Harry give it ten out of ten? Would my father have to start all over 
and clean the beer engines again? I waited on tenterhooks and hardly 
noticed the twinkle in Harry’s eye as he sank the rest of the pint and placed 
the glass reverently on the polished wooden counter. “That’s what I call a 
pint o’ mild. That’ll do nicely.” 

Looking back on events like these, on Harvest Homes and Christmas 
lunches, on the formal hours spent reading out loud, and on the precision 
of every ceremonial action, I can see that it was my father who unwittingly 
instilled in me the core spirit of ritual. He taught me the value and power of 
tradition and ceremony, and the deep binding principle of joint intention. 
But more than that, he gave me a sense of the importance of slowing things 
down, of creating ritual space out of everyday moments. My father may 
have hurt me, and ultimately lost me, but he also gave me a priceless gift. 

~

There’s a solid body of evidence that points to adolescent boys being unable 
to weep1. It’s not that they are callous or unfeeling – they can certainly feel 
– but they are simply unable to cry because their bodies are awash with 
testosterone. Out on my own at sixteen, I was just such a kid. I needed to 
grieve, to express my rage, to purge the hurt that I’d unquestionably endured. 
Above all I needed to break down the wall of shame that surrounded me. 
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Unable to deal with what had happened to me, I simply shut down. Dry-
eyed and shocked out of my body, I did what many boys do – I went numb 
and denied everything that had happened. In some ways I find it surprising 
that I didn’t take to drugs or kill myself in some adolescent self-initiation, 
but I survived by a series of flukes and turnings that kept me connected, 
albeit at the edge. 

Firstly, I was blessed by the benign attention of two of my teachers at 
school. David Shaw and Wendy Carey saw something in me and, quite 
independently, invited me into their homes. They gave me the odd meal 
and a sense of tranquillity amidst the storms of my life. The simple rite 
of breaking bread, of sitting at an evening table in peace and harmony 
(without any attendant emotional bloodshed) somehow opened up a 
road of possibilities. It certainly re-established some of my battered trust 
in humanity. Secondly, they both, in their different ways, introduced 
me to a world of wide-ranging and intelligent conversation. They talked 
about travelling to the Greek Islands, or to Russia, and about history and 
literature. They introduced me to comedians and music, to new authors 
and life-changing books. Most of all they kept my love of the theatre alive. 

I had always been in love with the theatre. At six I had discovered 
pantomime, and from then on all I wanted was to become an actor. 
Everything seemed to propel me towards the stage. It was the focused 
attention, and the creativity of theatrical performance as much as the 
glitz that captivated me. As a child, looking up at the adults around me 
in the audience, I noticed a shift from distracted absence to rapt attention 
and I was fascinated. I quickly grasped that something astonishing was 
happening, and later understood that I was witness to the very thing that 
people seemed to hope for but rarely find in church. There was something 
magical in the depth of the silence and in the flood of emotion that came at 
the end of a performance when something vital was resolved and the whole 
audience exhaled in one mighty rush of relief, or joy, or satisfaction. 

I took to performance with ease. School plays, trips to Stratford and the 
West End, and amateur dramatics convinced me, and those around me, that 
the theatre was where my life would be lived. By my teens I was beginning 
to see that I could actually become an actor, maybe a good one. The more 
arts-minded teachers at school encouraged me to think about the theatre 
as a career path. And later, while my life was disintegrating, my love for the 
theatre kept me focused on what could have been an ideal life. I yearned for 
it, I prepared for it, I worked my socks off. It just didn’t happen. 

Circumstance pointed me down a different road. I vanished into the 
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world of casinos where, within a couple of years, I was frustrated enough to 
be flexing my muscles as a playwright. Inventing things came easily to me; 
I’d been practicing denial for most of my life. Writing in the afternoons and 
going off to the casino in the evenings, I lived in hope of entering what I 
now knew to be Peter Brook’s Holy Theatre, that semi-sacred, liminal space 
where mysteries took place and magic actually happened. The odd Sunday 
night performance at the Royal Court, a classy West End agent, and some 
charming entanglements with theatrical knights left me convinced that I 
could become a dramatist. The cap looked cool and faintly glamorous, so I 
wore it. 

Fourteen years of unremitting effort and a stack of unproduced plays later, 
after a year spent on the ‘hippy trail’ exploring sacred sites from Jerusalem 
to Varanasi, I found myself commissioned to write a one-man play for the 
actor Tim Pigott-Smith who had just had a big success in the lead role of 
a television series called The Jewel in the Crown. The play was called Bengal 
Lancer and followed the spiritual awakening of a young subaltern in the 
Indian Army before, during and after the First World War. The play went 
on in Leicester before transferring to London. This was clearly the high 
watermark of my life to date – the opening of my first play in London – 
but on the opening night something happened that altered my life, and it 
wasn’t for the better. 

In a very real sense I had arrived that night. There would be reviews 
on television and in the national papers. Doors would start opening and 
projects would be offered. Yet as I sat in the audience on that first night, 
surrounded by successful people and in the buzz of anticipation, my world 
started to implode again. When I shut my eyes, it felt like I was falling.

This particular tumble involved a descent into clinical depression that 
lasted more than five years. I hid in the casinos, and even got promoted to 
Pit Boss. I unsuccessfully flirted with drink, and tried unhappily to write 
my way out of it. I withdrew from my friends, and failed to form anything 
remotely approaching a healthy relationship. In the hamster cage of my 
depression I went round and round, increasingly isolated and filled with 
self-loathing. I hadn’t done anything to shift the grief and shame of my 
childhood experience and it was catching up with me. I got so far down the 
path of depression that I determined to kill myself. 

Some psychologists say that depression is anger turned inwards. I 
wouldn’t argue with that, though I’d add that it is also about an inability to 
grieve. What professionals tend not to talk about in regard to depression is 
shame. Long term, chronic or toxic shame paralyses you. It binds up your 
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feelings of rage and sorrow, and freezes you to the spot. It colours your 
whole life to the point where you don’t even know you’re in it. The effects 
of shame are so similar to depression that many of us aren’t able to make 
the distinction. When you are depressed you cease to move, nothing works 
for you and you grind to a halt. So it can be with shame. My depression or 
my shame was so pervasive that it filled my whole horizon. Ironically, it 
was shame that saved my life. 

The night I decided to kill myself I was at home in the flat I rented off 
Borough High Street in Southwark. I had gone through the usual suicide’s 
list of options and decided upon a hot bath and a razor blade as the ideal way 
to end things. At this point I unconsciously slipped into ritual mode. I went 
into the bathroom, prepared to lay things out like some kind of Roman 
patrician. But then I noticed that the room was dirty – not just untidy but 
really quite grubby. I’d been depressed for so long that I’d not been looking 
after myself, or my flat. My in-built ritual sensibilities were offended and 
I prickled with shame. I wondered what would happen when the police 
broke down the front door. In my mind’s eye, I saw a kindly, middle-aged 
sergeant standing in the hall and distinctly heard the pity and contempt in 
his voice: “Poor bastard. He lived like a pig.” 

I felt myself blushing, and hurriedly picked up a cloth and a squeegee 
bottle of bathroom cleaner. I scrubbed the bath and the sink until they 
shone, polished the taps and the mirror and took the cleaning equipment 
out to the kitchen. It looked even worse, so I started to clean the kitchen 
as well, then the lounge, and then my study. I was just finishing off the 
bedroom when the telephone rang. It was my shy and rather charming 
neighbour from the flat upstairs. “For God’s sake!” she shouted. “Turn that 
bloody hoover off. It’s three o’clock in the morning!” 

The flat was now as shiny as a new pin. I made myself a cup of tea, and 
sat down on a stool at the squeaky-clean breakfast bar. Sheepishly, I realised 
that I no longer wanted to kill myself.

~

The following week I took the walk up to my old village, and, soon after 
that, my frozen life began to thaw. I began to see that I needed to change, 
that I had a past that I’d somehow hidden from myself. My worn out life 
of denial and isolation was beginning to crumble but I hadn’t yet found the 
tools to construct a new one. 

The one thing I knew was that something had stayed with me. It had 
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been there through the darkest moments with my father; in my reciting 
and my singing; in my love and exploration of what lay at the very heart 
of theatre. It was an integral part of me and had even been there when I’d 
contemplated suicide. It made me feel better and less alone, and it helped 
me to make sense of my muddle of a life. I needed to find out more about 

it. I needed to learn.


