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For Marcia and Kate





I must go down to the seas again, to the lonely sea and the sky,
And all I ask is a tall ship and a star to steer her by …

—John Masefield






Introduction

HONEY, YOU’RE THE THIRD TIM CURRY TO CALL TODAY,” she said, and hung up the phone.

It was the spring of 1976. By an extraordinary coincidence, I had recently moved into a great apartment right behind the Waverly cinema, in New York’s Greenwich Village. The Waverly was the flagship of several key venues that were experiencing success with a little film called The Rocky Horror Picture Show, whose new life had only just taken off.

I’d been in the stage adaptation, and we’d had an extraordinary run in London and Los Angeles. But when the film was released in 1975, it had bombed rather spectacularly. Less than a year later, it was going through a sort of renaissance, due to some genius marketing and raucous audience participation.

Naturally, I was curious, however hesitant, about this new incarnation. I’d called a day ahead of time, to let them know that I was a member of the cast and to ask if they would be so kind as to reserve a few tickets for my friends and me.

“And who are you?” the woman asked. Her accent was rather aggressive and I caught the distinct whiff of exaggerated boredom in her tone.

“This is Tim Curry.”

That was when I was informed of the previous two Tims. The receiver dinged, and the line went dead.

I stared at the phone, both bemused and irate by her response. Ultimately, my friends and I showed up anyway (with identification). We didn’t wear special costumes or anything like that—I’m not inclined to do so unless it’s required or earned. Luckily, as much renewed success as the show was now having, it wasn’t terribly difficult to get tickets. We went in and sat toward the back of the theater. I was far more interested in viewing the spectacle than in participating, and the crowd’s engagement was a true delight to behold.

Before long, people started noticing me. A group of girls came up to my seat, giggling, touched my arm or leg, then tittered as they dispersed. It was all rather surreal, especially with the film, the fevered audience participation, and the all-too-familiar music carrying on in the background.

Unintentionally, I’d created a stir among the already animated audience. About a half hour into the film, the woman from the ticket booth of the Waverly—a slightly bedraggled, very unlikely blonde—hustled down the aisle and pulled me out of my seat.

“You are an imposter,” she hissed. “You must leave. You’re a nightmare! And you are not Tim Curry at all—you don’t even look like him!” She pointed at the screen, her long red fingernail trembling with emphasis.

I stood up slowly and, with a mixture of embarrassment and triumph (neither of which were particularly founded), I handed her my passport.

She snatched it, squinted at the photo, looked back at my face, then back at the passport. In the flickering light, I watched her haughty expression collapse. Speechless, she seemed to sort of melt in front of me, evoking a wicked witch who had been assaulted by a bucket of water.

Aware I was now on a stage of sorts, I steadied myself and waited for her response.

“Ohhh my God. Oh, Mr. Curry. I didn’t … Please just … please sit down.”

I took my passport back and gestured to my friends.

“I wouldn’t dream of it!” I said, and promptly strode out of the cinema.

[image: ]

By definition—as one who has professionally pretended or masqueraded onstage, onscreen, and into a microphone—there is an argument to be made that I have been a career imposter for most of my life.

But if you ask me, there’s a much better word for my vocation and identity, a word that carries me back to my earliest days.

Vagabond.

Vagabonds rove. We travel about and pick up work wherever we go. We wander, drift, stagger, wink. Reluctant to be pinned down, we’re enticed by risk, restless if we linger, fueled by curiosity and a sense of wonder.

Vagabonds learn, often from a young age, that indeed time is fleeting. As is fame—a fairly worthless pursuit, really. We are less startled by life’s unpredictable shifts than those who choose to remain safe and settled. We often practice our trade in varied locations.

Those of us with itinerant upbringings or similar proclivities often have no choice but to adapt and reinvent ourselves. Over and over and over again. We rely on charming exteriors and don’t mind saying so, leading us to project an inflated sense of self-confidence. We feel deeply but are perhaps less inclined to express our true selves to others—because our relationships so often prove to be ephemeral.

Of course, these qualities don’t apply to all vagabonds. I’m not sure they’ll apply to me tomorrow. But it feels about right today.

In Shakespearean times, people of the stage were considered rogues and vagabonds. I always rather liked that. I presume that such labels came about because of actors assuming manifold identities, traveling from one town to the next in pursuit of new audiences and a bit of coin here and there. How can you trust somebody, or truly know somebody, who appears as a king one day and a jester the next? What does it mean when neither role is the true identity of the person, and when that very person might be gone the next day? These entertainers with ever-changing faces and varied costumes were presumed to be scoundrels, not regarded as honorable or honest members of society.

That part doesn’t define me, of course.

I’m very trustworthy.

You believe me, don’t you?

[image: ]

Over the course of my life, my vagabond blues, hopes, and highs have found their way into varied channels of expression, different creative boxes from which flashes of my real self could emerge. Through my songs. Delivered upon the stage. Exhibited on screens. Cultivated in my homes and gardens. Re-envisioned, attached to, and filtered through more voices and personas than I can recall.

Much of this book has involved returning to those characters, the ones who defined my professional life. As there is a piece of me who either exists in or understands each of the roles we’ll be revisiting, surveying them together will hopefully yield a colorful, curious mosaic of who I am, beneath the cosmetics and costumes.

Looking in the rearview mirror is neither my instinct nor my preferred way of being. I’d rather get on with it and keep moving forward. I have never been one to dwell on past performances any more than is required. I do not snatch memorabilia from my films to keep it displayed around my house like glistening ashes. I find little reward lingering in nostalgia. Living gig to gig for the better (and worse) part of half a century, I have grown accustomed to appreciating and accepting lessons offered, then looking forward to the next challenge.

That’s the vagabond’s way.

And yet, it hasn’t escaped my notice that others have jumped at the opportunity to make their own assumptions. I have been described as everything from a confounding sex symbol, to a home designer, to a rock ’n’ roll singer, to an imposter, to the prince of Halloween, to a paralyzed tragic case, to a dead legend.

Contrary to village gossip, I am still very much alive.

So, while that remains the case, I believe it’s my turn—and my privilege—to malign my own reputation.

[image: ]

Why expose myself now? After all, I’m quite comfortable in the shade, and it would be easy enough to remain there. But with time, the thought of sharing my story stayed on my mind and felt just risky enough to intrigue me as a creative pursuit. I’ve also developed increasing respect for the characters I’ve played over the course of my life, characters about whom I’ve spent no small amount of time answering (and avoiding) questions.

More than anything, the challenges presented to me by being alive, by the pandemic, and by sundry health issues have offered an appalling amount of time to reflect. Strewn amid those reflections has been a recurring fantastical notion: Maybe it’s time to write my story. Before I could even finish musing about what that might mean, self-doubt had persistently reared up, chuckling malevolently: You’ve got a nerve.

I’m prone to heed that voice, which has so often intervened, posing the deceptively simple question: Who do you think you are?

However, as loud and obstructive as that voice has been throughout my life, generations of you (yes, you) have continued to flatter me with curiosity and kind attention. In doing so, you have given me permission to mute my self-deprecating instincts—or at least to hold them at bay.

Today, I am physically unable to take you on a vigorous vagabond’s adventure, due to a stroke I endured in 2012 that has limited my capacity as an active tour guide. But my mind and most of my memories have remained intact, and within them exist a multitude of journeys perhaps worth sharing. Before I can no longer be bothered to recount them, I humbly invite you into my stories of living across various environments: seaside living, country living, city living; on the road, on the stage, crossing borders and blurring them, ever in a vagabond state. I’ve loved inhabiting most of those settings, and—with some notable exceptions—enjoy remembering the times I’ve had.

You should know what you’re in for, however.

I’d hate to leave you dissatisfied.

Before we raise the curtains, before the elevator descends, know this:

This will not be a master class. I have stories to impart, not explicit lessons to teach. You may glean profound takeaways from where I’ve been, how I got there, whom I’ve met, what I’ve done, or how I finagled my way into repeatedly being cast as an irresistible villain. Even so, my words are not meant to serve as instructions on how to act, sing, become a voiceover artist, or remain resilient in the face of unforeseen physical hardship. In part, because I do not believe that I have mastered any of those things. Furthermore, since I was a young boy, I’ve been dubious of anyone who claims to be an authority. Far be it from me to adopt an expert’s stance now.

I must also warn (or assure) you that while there are scraps of my nature in all of my characters, I am none of them. That sentence feels too ludicrously obvious to put in writing, but the distinctions between who I really am and who I’ve pretended to be as an actor have proven to be a source of great disappointment to some audiences. It has not caused me much personal distress, beyond the periodic necessity to deter stalkers.

Nor will this be a juicy Hollywood tell-all. Not because my moral compass won’t allow it, or because I haven’t had ample run-ins with juicy celebrities—but simply because I find such books immensely dull and highly susceptible to gathering dust.

I also won’t be dishing out lurid details of my love affairs. I guarantee you, if it matters, that I have experienced true love, true heartbreak, and everything in between, including no small amount of wreckage. Which, naturally, helps inform who I am. I have loved and been loved and I hope you have, too. But I’m not interested in your romances. And specifics about my affairs of the heart or the bedroom are—respectfully—none of your fucking business.

With those caveats taken care of, I sincerely hope you enjoy the escapades, illusions, and contradictions I’ve collected recklessly over the course of my vagabond days.

I trust you’re now shivering with antici—I’ll play along; I’ll SAY IT—pation …

Let’s get on with it.






CHAPTER ONE

Setting the Stage

BY ALL ACCOUNTS (MATHEMATICALLY CONFIRMED), I WAS conceived in South Africa, which bears no relevance to my life other than to add to the tally of countries my parents referred to as “home.” My mother and father met in Malta, my older sister, Judy, was born in Port Said (near Cairo), and I was born in Grappenhall, a village in Cheshire, England, on April 19, 1946. Within a year of my birth, we had moved again, this time to Hong Kong.

While there, significantly before I had the capacity to protest, my mother took me to a commercial photographer, who submitted my image to a newspaper competition for the “Most Beautiful Baby in Hong Kong.” I was rather cherubic at the time, with blond, wavy hair and inordinately large, blue eyes. I must have appealed to enough of the people who would vote for such a wretched contest, because I won. My mother later told me, without the slightest uptick of enthusiasm, of this ghastly honor that had been bestowed upon me. There was no reward.

We remained there for about two years. I don’t have the faintest flash of memory about my tenure as the most beautiful baby in Hong Kong, nor did my sister, though she was four years older. Before long, we returned to England and slowly etched our way around the border of the isle, moving from seaside town to seaside town for the first dozen years of my life, due to my father’s position in the Royal Navy.

[image: ]

Born immediately after World War II, I grew up during a very dull, strange time, an era of lingering tensions and rationing of everything from onions to stockings to expressions of joy. Even sweets were rationed, which was a devastating scarcity for a child of five or six. Postwar England, far from feeling triumphant, was a dreary place to be. I was very lucky, however, because my father’s position meant that we were always deposited by the sea.

Living by the water had a huge effect on me. I believe it contributed to my craving to always live on the edge—at the cliffs and crags of the world. Being beside the sea has always stoked my imagination and fueled my curiosity about what lies beyond.

Lest you think my childhood idyllic, I did not grow up in the type of family that enjoyed jolly holidays together. But the proximity to the ocean meant that we occasionally visited places like the Isle of Wight, in the middle of the English Channel. We went there one summer, and my sister and I dressed up and performed some sort of little play that my parents were forced to endure. I remember that time specifically because my tummy became a little upset, so I was given my first long sip of Coca-Cola—a transformative sensation that I can still taste. (It’s always better out of the bottle, but my mother would have put it in a glass. To her, drinking straight from a bottle would seem common. She was a snob, with very little right to be. Neither my sister nor I were, and perhaps the fact that my dad was not one was among the reasons we both adored him.)

We lived for short bursts of time in places like Lee-on-Solent and Portsmouth, the latter being a quite distinguished naval port. In Portsmouth, for a while we were placed in a housing development that had been funded by the navy. I liked that a lot because there were a few other kids hanging about. It was quite a bustling scene. During that time, when I was probably about eight or nine years old, I roller-skated everywhere, and that included my daily glide down the road, where a friend and I liked to play Monopoly. But then we moved again, and eventually settled in a quiet home on a quiet street in Plymouth.

We were partly there because my grandfather lived nearby and my mother had spent some time there growing up. We lived in a rather dull and slightly desolate flat. It had a scullery, which I had never heard of before. Our flat was on the second floor of a slightly old house. Judy had a bedroom at the far end, and I slept in what might have originally been a dining room but had later been cobbled together as a bedroom.

There was nothing on the walls, and nothing to keep one from feeling quite isolated there. My time in that home was a sad and lonely time, when I dwelled too much on feeling that this particular turn in my life was quite unfair. Judy was rarely there—she had left for boarding school when she was about twelve—and I missed her terribly.

As for the town itself, Sir Francis Drake famously spotted the Spanish Armada while playing bowls—which is a bit like bocce ball—in Plymouth. Its coast was also the launching point for the Mayflower, which set off with about a hundred vagabonds aboard, uncertain what they would find but eager for a new world. The town’s historical importance drew regular tourists, yet never managed to capture my imagination as a young boy. (Or as an adult, for that matter.)
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My family was not worldly by any stretch, but their movements were global. My parents—separately, then as a family—lived all over the world. To be clear, Mum and Dad were not fancy-free vagabonds in their own right. Their travels were bound up in wars and strife; any globe-trotting was driven out of professional responsibilities or duty to their country.

Nevertheless, growing up as a military BRAT (derived from being a British Regiment Attached Traveler) helped cultivate certain vagabond tendencies in me. For one thing, I learned never to presume that I was settled. Until I was eleven years old, we moved every eighteen months, roughly, so mutability felt like a part of my DNA. It seemed that anytime I would start to feel at home, we would receive word that my father—a benevolent navy chaplain—had been stationed elsewhere. It’s challenging to create deep or lasting friendships beneath a constant, looming anticipation of departure. For me, it meant that my childhood was a time for harvesting a strong relationship with myself and with the scope and powers of my own imagination.

Fortunately, that left me with a great deal to explore.

I attribute much of my nature to the first decade of my life, and to the lifelong presumption that I would not remain anywhere for long. Lacking a strong sense of place and becoming so reliant on instability was a mixed bag. It prepared me for a life of independence and travel, while likely fostering a risky disregard for consequences, which are more easily ignored—or at least carry less weight—when you don’t consider yourself bound to anything, or any one place, or any one person. A fearless mentality can serve you very well as an artist. It also makes it easy to lose control.

Ever since those days, I acutely sense when departure is near, but not with apprehension or dread. Quite the opposite. I long for its pull, forever beleaguered by the question: “Where to next?”
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My maternal grandfather, grandmother, mother, and aunt left the UK and arrived at Ellis Island on a merchant navy ship in the 1920s. Grandpa was described in the ship’s manifest as a greaser. I still don’t know precisely what that means he did on board—presumably that he worked in the engine room and got his hands dirty.

This is not a coming-to-America story. No dreams were satiated; no bootstrap success or new-world transformation occurred. In fact, my grandmother left shortly after the family arrived. And though my grandfather and the girls remained, I wouldn’t say that they ever wholeheartedly immigrated to America, either. The main reason they went was because my two great-aunts had gone ahead of them and done very well for themselves. One of them invited my grandfather to make the journey over and manage a factory. He gave it a few years, but it never amounted to much, and I gather it was quite a struggle for the family, especially since he was raising two daughters on his own. My grandfather was more than happy to return to the life they knew back in England, even though reconciliation with my grandmother was not on the table. After my grandparents’ divorce was settled, the girls rarely saw their mother again, apart from an uncomfortable visit here and there.

I adored the rare occasion when I would get to hear my mum speak about her time in America. I would beg her to use that twangy accent, which she was quite good at imitating. She was highly unwilling, for reasons unknown, to indulge my questions about living there. But I knew that they’d practically lived in Harlem, it was so far uptown on the West Side. I suppose that’s all they could afford at the time. Despite that reticence, every once in a while, she would surprise me and drop in a sentence, or just a few words, in a thick New York accent, and I would listen, rapt. I thought it was so dramatic and kind of singular that she had that capacity to sound like a different person. Her accent was good enough that, after imitating her, I could vaguely pull off sounding like a New Yorker well before I ever visited the city or dreamed of one day calling it home.

I could also turn it around and occasionally make my mother laugh with my own accents—though after a brief chuckle she would be enraged with me. That was my mother for you. When I was an adolescent boy, I used to tease her by going to the door and pretending to be Mr. Standitch, the local grocer. He was always very flattering: “Mrs. Curry, you are looking very beautiful today. Is it beans that you want?” or whatever. I would creep outside, knock on our door, lower my voice, and announce that I had a delivery. My mother would go to the mirror and make sure she looked as lovely as possible, then open the door with the type of smile I was never privy to. She laughed with surprise the first time she realized I had fooled her—but that laughter quickly transformed into a deep fury that I had raised her hopes, only to disappoint her with my presence.

By the time I was sent on my own to go visit with her father (the greaser), he had been living alone for some time—having separated from my grandmother, who I suspect was not altogether sane. Grandpa was economical with his words and rather sharp-tongued, though not in a mean-spirited way. He called it as he saw it, that’s for sure—which I always found amusing. Grandpa came from a long lineage of farmers but had deviated from that tradition to become a seafarer and something of an amateur rugby hero for Devon, Plymouth, and later the navy. He was a scrum half. We had similar physiques, but the comparisons between us ended there—and I was never any good at rugby.

I would have adored for him to be more of a storyteller and did try to get him to share tales of his life at sea and abroad, though he was never anxious to fulfill those requests. He was, however, always prepared to recount his rugby stories, and I listened to those closely. I would even refer back to the cadence of those stories many years later, when I adopted his practically pure Devonshire accent to scrum with the Muppets in my role as Long John Silver.

I almost certainly met my grandmother but was never informed of who she was or that we were even related. An elderly woman lived nearby, and Mum once took me to see her when I was around eight or nine years old. Judy was not included. I had actually seen her around a few times, because she would often be waiting at the bus stop near our home. She only acknowledged me once. Other than that, she would just wait at the bus stop—I presume for a glimpse at her grandchildren.

One day, she stopped Judy and me in the street and said, “Hello. I’m your grandmother.”

“You can’t be,” Judy replied. “Both of our grandmothers are dead.” This is what we had been told, after all.

“No, I’m your mother’s mother,” she insisted. It was quite a surreal moment and my sister and I just stood there, unsure of what to do.

“Here,” she muttered, digging through her purse. “Go and buy yourselves an ice cream.” She gave us half a crown (which was two shilling and six pence). So we took it, and we did. When we informed our mother afterward, she brushed it off, telling us, “Well, it sounds like that woman wasn’t very well, because that’s nonsense.” But we later learned that my mother checked in on this woman with some regularity, a revelation that, years later, would upset my aunt very much: my grandmother had been cold or absent for most of their lives, and had apparently treated Grandpa very poorly, in addition to leaving him with two young girls to raise.

I learned of my grandmother’s death one day in quite a dramatic, Dickensian manner. I was about ten years old, and Mum was out at the shop. A stern older woman knocked on our front door. When I answered it, she looked down at me without a hint of a smile on her lips or a flicker of kindness in her eyes.

“Is your mother home?” she asked flatly.

“No, she’s out.”

“Well, just tell her that her mother’s dead,” she instructed, then walked away swiftly.

When Mum returned home, I relayed the message in equally stark terms. She didn’t betray any emotion in response, not even a flinch. She simply turned away from me and went to phone her sister, who arrived within a matter of days. At some point during that visit, the two of them went to the flat where my grandmother had apparently lived, which was just a short walk away. Other than the anonymous visit, neither my sister nor I had been offered any knowledge of her existence, let alone proximity.

A note had been left for Mum and my aunt, presumably by the same woman who had knocked on our door to deliver the news to me so abruptly.

“I’ve taken everything of any value,” it read, “because you two don’t deserve anything.”

She told me about the note a bit later in my life, just as a matter of fact. But she maintained her refusal to acknowledge that it was her mother. Which, to me, demonstrates how far my mother was prepared to detach from the reality of their incredibly strained relationship. How it might have affected Judy or me, as a result, never seemed to factor into her calculation of how much—or how little—she was willing to share.




CHAPTER TWO

The Calm

THROUGHOUT MY MOTHER’S CHILDHOOD, MY GRANDFATHER worked in dockyards and merchant ships all over Europe, including Malta—which is where Mum later met my father, Jim, who was working as a chaplain at the Maltese naval base.

They were a rather odd, highly unlikely pair, my parents. In many ways I find it astonishing that they were the forces that created me, but between my father’s empathy and my mother’s intensity I can find traces of their influence within the crucial roles I’ve played and the relationships I’ve held in my life.

I’m honestly not sure what drew them to each other; such conversations were not shared around the kitchen table, so I can only presume. When they met, my mother was working as a secretary for the British American Tobacco Company along with her sister. Whether out of boredom or intrigue, they started making regular Sunday visits to the Methodist services on base, even though neither of them was remotely religious. Grandpa had nothing against religion, but was certainly never the type of father who would have put his daughters in their Sunday best to take them to church.

My father was not unusually good-looking or wildly charismatic or dynamic, but he was a damn good preacher. He had a definitive style and a clarity in that capacity. There was no doubt about it—he could hold a room. Perhaps Mum was impressed by the way he did that, the way he commanded a service. But he was far more down-to-earth than she was, and perhaps instead it was his simplicity of expression and stability that made him seem like an attractive option for her. For somebody living an uncertain life, he might have been the anchor she craved.

This is all conjecture, of course.

More than anything, I’d wager she was anxious for marriage. And it gave her some kind of stature to be the minister’s wife. In time, she learned to play that role convincingly enough (not that she would adapt into becoming pious or a gracious host or anything like that).

In terms of what he saw in her, I can only surmise that my father found my mother stimulating. If you could get a grip on her … well, she was never boring, that’s for sure. She had a certain kind of vivacity, really. She could be quite charming if she wanted to be—maybe she was even fun at that time.

They dated briefly, then were married about two years later.

Their wedding was a small, efficient gathering—I don’t think her parents even showed up for it. All I really know has been telegraphed to me through the few images I’ve seen. There’s a picture of them outside the church. Dad is in a sharper suit but looks slight and serious, as he does in most photographs. My mother appears to be wearing an enormous, ornate wedding cake on her head. Anecdotally I know that they honeymooned in Bethlehem, which at the time was a bit of a busman’s holiday (though it sounds rather on the nose for a minister’s holiday, really), and soon after, they left Malta together.

My father was not strikingly handsome; my mother not particularly beautiful. I look more like her, particularly through my eyes. I would have liked to have had his body, which was tall and thin. But my sister Judy got most of those genes.

Photographs reveal my father was an adorable, chubby, happy little boy before growing into the slender young man I knew him to be. His parents, Tom and Gladys, never played a massive role in my life, nor was I ever given ample opportunity to develop a relationship with my aunt Agnes, Dad’s sister. But she adored her brother and extended that kindness and care to me when I went to visit her “weeeaaaaayyy up” in the deep northeast of England. I was far from the norm up there, when I went to visit as a public-school boy. But she was great to me, and I loved her for it.

Many years later she would come down to London when I was in Travesties, a play by Tom Stoppard. Agnes was fascinated by Soho, and walked through the neighborhood slowly, as though she had woken up in a foreign, unexpected land filled with a sophistication she wasn’t sure she could trust. She claimed that she wanted to see me onstage because she was an amateur actress herself, which I had known nothing about and which, given what I knew of her, strikes me as amusing.

I got tickets for my mother and her to see the show. I’m not sure how much of the play she actually watched, however, because shortly after taking their seats, Ava Gardner sat down in front of her. Agnes was beside herself straight on through dinner, where she continued banging on about it. “Ava Gardner. Ayva Gahrdner! Ava blooudy Gardner. You could’ve knocked me down with a feather!” I recall Mother smiling thinly, probably worried that Agnes’s enthusiasm might translate into my feeling overly pleased with myself.

[image: ]

My father’s eldest brother, Uncle Willie, went to Australia and traveled around on horseback helping to build Methodist churches. But I never met him until decades on, when I made a film there. After we wrapped, I got on the plane to Adelaide, where he lived with my aunt and cousins. He picked me up and I sat in the car behind him. While we were driving, I scanned the vast surrounding land where he had made his life, then turned my gaze forward and was kind of shocked by the back of his neck: It was just like my father’s. The backs of men’s necks in the 1950s and the ’60s were usually very short-clipped. I can’t pinpoint why the back of his neck startled me so much. It likely just came down to a distinct kind of barbering, I suppose. But it provoked a fleeting moment of longing.

All told, my father was nothing like his amateur actress sister, nothing like Uncle Willie, and nothing like my mother. He was remarkably level, with a gentle sense of self even as—perhaps due to his lineage from miners and builders—he was inclined to encourage grit and a steel spine. From all the interactions I can recall, however, he exhibited profound, enduring kindness.

His father was what the Methodist church calls a lay preacher. The congregation is encouraged, if they feel compelled, to get up and preach—even if they’re not in the ministry. I guess my grandfather heard that call, and would rise to spread the good word, which in turn is what inspired my father to become a Methodist minister rather than a builder.

Some of my earliest memories bring me back to singing at Dad’s church services. It felt like a duty, but one that I was very proud to fulfill, and basically assumed that my little six-year-old voice in the choir was offering people something similar to what my father was providing through an entire sermon.

Judy never joined, though she had a good voice. She would have been mortified to get up there and be scrutinized, as she lacked confidence, whereas I was quite happy standing and entertaining the crowd. And, if I’m being immodest, I probably sounded better than she did.

Singing in the choir usually entailed standing beside a buxom lady sailor and delivering on the high notes. It was a tad precocious and a curious thing to be so young, capturing the attention of a congregation, but I did. And let’s be honest: I loved it. The fact that people were offering me attention and admiring my performance was no doubt part of its appeal to me then.

If being praised for my voice made my parents even slightly proud-ish, they never revealed as much to me. That just wasn’t the mindset. British parents don’t really express pride. Which is a preposterously sweeping diagnosis, I know, so I’ll just revise this to say that mine never did. Instead, I perceived from early on that my parents, particularly my mother, disliked it when children put their heads above the parapet. But I don’t blame her for that (much). Generally speaking, Brits don’t aspire for their kids to be singular in the way American parents seem to—or at least they didn’t back then. In fact, they’re rather embarrassed if they are singled out. And ambition isn’t admired in the same way. I don’t entirely subscribe to that, nor do I believe that ambition is a vulgar trait, but I’ve lived in the United States for a while. Point being, there was not a lot of applause or affirmations trumpeting out from the Curry household. Ever.

That’s not to say my father was cold or distant; I adored him and eagerly sponged up any lessons he could pass on to me. Perhaps that was partly because I was sent to boarding school when I was ten years old, which is brutally early. But it teaches you to be self-reliant, God knows. Kingswood was a liberal arts school started by John Wesley, who founded Methodism and helped establish the school. That was more of a commercial operation, but they retained a few scholarships for the sons of Methodist ministers, and I received one, which took some of the burden off my mother in terms of schooling and childcare.

The first level was a prep school at Prior’s Court, which was a rather grand country house set out by an American army base left over from World War II. I remember at night, I’d often hear the B-52s roaring overhead, wishing I was on one. The school was run by a very eccentric, almost cartoonish Englishman. He was rather smart, if unadventurous, and wholly dedicated to his role. He’d often take groups of boys out to shoot crows on the grounds (they were prevalent in the area), but he’d also take us out to museums and such, hoping to foster in us an interest in art and history and all that. Our headmaster was very merry, very jolly, very judgmental—and married to a mountainous wife. She was a big girl, voluble and steady, and I think she ran the ship. But in truth, they were as eccentric as each other, and they took our education quite seriously.

Still, when it came to life skills, Dad taught me all the basics, whether it was swimming or riding a bicycle. I was especially excited when I got my bicycle for Christmas, but perhaps not for the reasons young boys are typically jazzed about bicycles. Rather, it was because I had developed a fascination with church architecture, particularly the beautiful Saxon and Norman churches in the west of England. As soon as I could ride, I would set off to find and explore them. My curiosity was boundless and I loved pedaling around Plymouth and into the countryside, wandering as far as my legs could carry me. I never got bored of it.

Though Dad handled the archetypal father-and-son lessons, we connected most profoundly when we used to take walks by the sea. We would talk a bit, mostly about general philosophy, and it was the closest we ever were, I think. Mainly, we just strolled and looked out on the horizon together, which is always positive. Whenever you have the chance, go and find a horizon. It opens up the brain.

My father didn’t share much about his personal or internal world. I think both cultural and generational factors influenced his lack of inclination to go into details about his life with me. Even when opportunities presented themselves, he didn’t fill in
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