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Prologue

Shakespeare calls memory “the warder of the brain” and despite the fact that it is Lady Macbeth who brings up this idea while bulldozing her husband into murdering their current house guest, I find it very comforting.

The notion that my increasingly spotty reminiscences of tumbling through life will somehow protect me, like a cerebral condom, from repeating old, negative patterns or embarking on perilous new ones that my gung ho, adolescent brain would otherwise have dived straight into has, for me, colored the Bard’s fiend-like queen with an Oprah-like hue.

It makes sense that what we have experienced in the past, and how we have analyzed and grown from it enables, or at least helps us, to have better judgment. Right? That’s what we call the benefit of hindsight. But what if your memory isn’t so accurate? What if the stuff supposedly protecting your brain is actually deluding you into making the same mistakes again and again? Even a cerebral condom can break, right? I know I have, on several occasions throughout my life, repeated the exact same patterns of behavior that previously made me unhappy to the point of despair. So much for the warder of the brain, huh?!

Every day more experiences and lessons are poured into our memory banks, rearranging and augmenting our views and actions. And if we accept that sometimes we simply choose to ignore our memory’s lessons, then we must also agree that memory itself, not just our relationship to it, is ever shifting.

Have you ever wondered if you remember an incident from your childhood because you actually recall it or merely because you’ve heard others talk about it, or seen a photograph of it? My first memory is of a leaf falling down from a tree and landing beside me in my pram. I do genuinely remember seeing that happen but did it really?! Do I perhaps remember it because my mum once mentioned something about a leaf landing in my pram, or I remember seeing an old photo of me sitting in my pram beneath a tree on an autumn day? But did what I recall actually happen? Did my mum really once talk of it? Was there ever such a photo? Truly, how reliable can any of our memories be?

One single memory can never be a true touchstone, and perhaps even a collection of remembrances of the same event—both ours and others’, as faulty and varied as they all may be—is not the true function of memory, either. Rather it is what we do with those memories, how we let them accumulate then process through our minds so we can learn from them. Isn’t that really what memory is, or should be? Not just for recall but for growth? The repetition of memory is wisdom, but how we act upon that wisdom is the making or undoing of a good life.

Nowadays I see memory differently: it’s not something to be dragged out of the past and dropped at my feet like some subconscious carcass. Now I look forward to meeting up with people I haven’t seen in decades and reminiscing, for I know that they will unlock doors in my mind, and I will relive moments we had together that I otherwise might never have accessed again. I have learned that memory is collective and now memories are a gift awaiting me in the future, not the past. Each time a new one is coaxed into the light from the unchartered mists of my mind, I am buoyed and fascinated. Even the bad ones are another piece of the jigsaw of the life I inhabit. I welcome them all.

Here’s how I think about memory today: Picture some spaghetti cooking in a pot of boiling water and imagine the entire contents of that pot are my life experiences. Now picture the spaghetti being drained through a colander, and that colander is my brain. What is left, the drained spaghetti, is my memory.

Yes, huge swaths of what we’ve lived just drain away, but I like to think they’re the boring bits, the routine, the day-to-day minutiae or the stuff we just didn’t register all that much at the time. What’s left—the spaghetti—are the remarkable bits, the bits that arrested us. And what makes life interesting is that we all get arrested for different reasons, by different things.

This gratuitous culinary metaphor also functions as a disclaimer to remind you that perhaps not every detail of what I am about to tell you will be completely and utterly accurate. But how could it be? My head’s full of spaghetti!
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Elementary

Whenever anyone asks me how I am, I always reply, “Still alive!”

Each day is a prize for me. Not a gift, mind you. A gift is given but a prize must be won.

There is absolutely no logical reason why I am here—in this life, in this house, in this country, writing this book, having been asked to write this book. None. The life trajectory my nationality, class, and circumstances portended for me was not even remotely close to the one I now navigate. But logic is a science and living is an art.

For years people would tell me I was brave or courageous, thank me for having inspired them or making them felt heard or seen. What they meant was that by living an open life as a queer man—and a famous one—I was somehow empowering them. I felt fraudulent being so vaunted for merely enjoying living my life, but I began to comprehend the utter thirst so many have to feel represented, especially when they do not have the option to express their true selves. And I could relate, for I too had a secret.

My first memoir was written without guile and out of utter need to tell my tale, to be heard, to be seen. I wrote of my experiences as a little boy dealing with a very disturbed and dangerous adult man whose splintered psyche rained down such physical and emotional violence it startled even me as I recounted its horror on the page. That man was my father. But the title of the book, Not My Father’s Son, was a gesture of succor, an assurance that I had not only managed to transcend those early days but indeed, in spite of them, bloom.

Writing compounded my healing and learning. Setting experiences down meant I had to analyze and quantify them. It was the ultimate breaking of a cycle, for in sharing the breaking of mine, I have empowered others to shatter theirs: every single day still, so many years later, I hear from people that my words galvanized them—to confront their abusers, to confront their memories, to reveal and reckon with what had been their shame. I learned the power of my words. I was reminded of the absolute duty of authenticity. That in telling my story, by being fully and openly me in all areas of my life, I could empower so many was initially frightening, like a wildfire I had started but could not control. But if the utter liberation I felt in telling my truth could be manifested in others’ lives, I felt at peace. I felt, in fact, I had found my calling.

However, there was one gnawing downside to the wave of positivity that washed over me, and one I hope this book will help redress. After the publication of my memoir, everywhere I turned I saw myself held up as an example of having triumphed. I had overcome my demons. The nervous breakdown was long behind me. I had beaten back the tide of childhood despair. I had conquered my father and he was gone, never to return like some banished ogre in my fairy-tale life.

Nothing could be further from the truth. I may have transcended and bloomed, but I have not won. There is no prize there.

I had thought, foolishly perhaps, that writing about my abusive father would somehow conclude and resolve the troubled legacy he left me. By discussing him I found peace, but not closure. Instead, he was brought crashing back into my life and is now much more present than at any time since those dark days of my childhood. And that is as it should be. He is my father, after all. He is half the reason I exist. He will forever be a looming tower in my psyche, but now he merely provides shade, or is the occasional storm cloud in the clear sky I look up to.

The difference is he is here now on my terms, not his.

I dream of him often. One particular dream centers on the sawmill yard that lay behind the house I grew up in, on the country estate where my father was head forester. The sawmill is surrounded by great stacks of tree trunks awaiting their slicing, and pallets of posts and other cut lumber. There are store sheds full of chain saws and strange tools hanging from the rafters and other buildings housing tractors and machinery. In the center of it all is the Celcure plant.

Celcure is a compound of copper and other chemicals that, when saturated into wood, makes it impervious to fungus, insects, and the vagaries of weather, and thereby destined for a longer, stronger life. The Celcure plant is a sparkling new addition to the yard and—unlike me, permeable and weak me—is my father’s pride and joy.

The Celcure plant is a large open-ended cylinder in the middle of the yard with little railway-like tracks leading into it, on which a series of trolleys are packed with posts and other cut wood, locked in place with metal chains. The whole caravan is pushed by a forklift into the depths of the cylinder, the door is closed, and vacuum sealed by pulling down a huge lever. Then all the air is sucked from the cylinder, the green coppery liquid fills the chamber, the pressure inside is increased, and the Celcure pervades the wood.

In my dream, though, something has gone wrong. I see the lever of the pressure lock being pulled open by one of the men who works for my father, but the forklift cannot pull out the carriages packed with the dripping green wood because some of the posts inside the cylinder have slipped their chains and fallen off the carts, causing a blockage. Another worker is called over who tries to reach along inside the green, slimy dripping side of the cylinder but the offending posts are out of his reach. My father is summoned. I see him walking up the yard towards us, a charismatic figure, the tacks in the soles of his work boots clacking on the tarmacadam. He spits without breaking his stride. The men tell him what has happened, and I see him bridling his annoyance. He shines a flashlight down inside the dank tube and surveys the damage. And then he turns to me.

I realize my father needs me. I am suddenly and unusually valuable to him. I am small, the smallest boy, always, and it is now my job to crawl along the space between the edge of the cylinder and the wood and pass out the posts that have slid out from their stack. My father is kind to me. Kind in that he treats me like one of his workers, explaining to me what I have to do but without anger or telling me I am worthless, as is his norm. I feel bathed in his approval and I want to perform well for him.

The space I have to crawl along is very small. On one side there is the curved wall of the cylinder, with its cold brown-and-green sludge. On the other, to my right, the stacked wood is wet, and the smell of the chemicals stings my eyes. I am scared and I ask if I really have to go inside this dark tunnel. My father tells me not to be scared and yes, I have to as I am the only one who can save the situation. He makes me feel special.

Just as I begin to clamber along the cramped sliver of the cylinder, I think of something. I strain my head back to look at my father and ask him to please promise not to close the huge vacuum-sealed door on me. I have had nightmares about him doing so, switching on the Celcure plant machine and then I die a gruesome death: the air sucked from my body before being drowned in a sea of toxic green. But I do not tell him about the nightmares, as I know he will mock me. He scoffs and assures me he will not shut the door. I believe him and continue propelling my little body into the wet dark. All the time my father’s flashlight is weaving across the tunnel and I hear his shouts of encouragement as though he were cheering me on from the sidelines at a school football match.

The copper-green sludge gets in my hair and my mouth, but I persevere. I will perform this task with aplomb, and he will never hit me again. I reach the fallen posts, but they are jammed too tightly, and I am too weak to move them. My father’s tone changes. He begins to sound like his old self. He calls me a sissy.

I realize what is going to happen and I start to slither manically backwards towards the opening of the cylinder, but it is useless. The daylight is already starting to ebb and then everything goes dark and deathly quiet, except for some dull faint laughter that I recognize as my father’s. He is joking with the other men about having broken his promise and closed the door of the Celcure plant on me. He is disposing of his useless son once and for all. And then I wake up.

The thing about this dream is that it actually happened.

He opened the door again, of course, after just long enough to ensure I became hysterical with panic. The sting of his words, “Do you not know how to take a joke?” was followed quickly by the stinging of my ear and head as his hand made contact, and through the dizziness that followed I heard my orders barked over his shoulder as he walked away.

I spent the rest of the day taking every single post off the carts by hand, hunching over as I progressed farther inside the cylinder, darting a look fearfully behind me every time in case he appeared and shut the door on me once more.

* * *

No one ever fully recovers from their past. There is no cure for it. You just learn to manage and prioritize it. I believe the second you feel you have triumphed or overcome something, anything—an abuse, an injury to the body or the mind, an addiction, a character flaw, a habit, a person—you have merely decided to stop being vigilant and embraced denial as your modus operandi.

And that is what this book is about, and for: to remind you not to buy in to the Hollywood ending. At some of my greatest career highs I have been my most unhappy and confused. At my most celebrated I have felt the lowest self-esteem. I am a survivor, but I am not cured. And as much as I espouse and propagate the notion that anything could happen as a mischievous and exciting mantra to live by, I also accept that it therefore must follow that anything could happen again. I could go under. My life could fall apart. That is why I see each day as a prize.

In the chapters that follow I will share with you the shape my life has taken as I’ve learned to live with my baggage. This is a book about my career, my struggles with mental health, my many forays into love and sexuality and everything in between. Ultimately it is a story between two marriages and how I’ve navigated and found peace with the journey life has taken me on.

But like the proverbial onion, there are many more layers beneath, years of unravelling the detritus of a prescribed life. I may have broken the cycle, I may have stopped taking my prescription, but I still have some residual virus in my system. And the best way to heal it is to admit it will always be there. I have great access to darkness, but I choose to stand in the light. Life is pain management and a slow march towards death, but here’s to having fun while we’re marching! Talking of which . . .

I have been coupled, consciously, for the majority of my adult life. I’ve been engaged, domestic partnered, I’ve worn rings and even been tattooed to represent the pledgings of my troth. And every time I thought it would be forever, at the time, for a time.

I’ve also been married twice, and those unions are the bookends of this tome: the collapse of my first, the ascension to my second. But despite the proliferation of alliances in these pages, I don’t look back at any of my previous relationships as failures—though some of them were nothing short of disastrous and caused lasting damage that was hard to measure. Some, though, have evolved into beautiful, lifelong friendships. Indeed, even some of my very short-term dalliances have gone that way. But we shouldn’t be surprised if a one-night stand should yield a lifelong intimate friendship, for what is a dalliance but an alliance that begins with a big D?!

No, I choose to see this proliferation as a sign of optimism and hope. Even after being beaten down lower than I thought possible, I always bounced back. I still looked for love again.

I am a completely different person in the opening pages of this book to the one when the story closes, and more different today as I write it all down. One of the great things about getting older is recognizing patterns: in circumstances, in your behavior and choices, and in those of others. It’s all just the same show with different costumes but the great thing is you get to change parts. You even get to change the ending. Unlike Cleopatra, age may have slightly withered me, but like Jacques in As You Like It, I have gained my experience.

And ultimately—something that Hollywood did get right—it is all about love, actually. Just make sure you find the right kind for you, with the right rules. And make sure they’re kind. Above all, make sure you’re heard, and seen. And be vigilant: nothing is forever, so enjoy it while you can.
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Suspensory

It was early in the spring of 1994. I was twenty-nine and on top of the world. That world was about to fall apart.

I had been married (to my wife) for nearly eight years. The previous summer we had bought a big house in north London with a garden and many empty rooms that we hoped would soon be filled with our progeny.

I’d recently played Hamlet in London’s West End to great acclaim, followed immediately by the Master of Ceremonies in Cabaret (save your applause, this will keep happening). I was showered with plaudits and awards and gushing profiles in the Sunday supplements. I was the new, shiny, Scottish wunderkind.

I was also desperate, empty, anorexic, and on the verge of a debilitating nervous breakdown.

A daze had enveloped me for the previous half a year. A haze that had descended when I began to contemplate becoming a father. A maze of wrong turns and blocked paths that obfuscated the answer to my burning question: What kind of father would I be?

By spring something had stirred deep within me and answered that question—that I must never become a father. That startled me. It certainly startled my wife, with whom I’d been frantically trying to get pregnant for the previous six months. And when I say frantically trying, it was the whole nine yards: no drinking to enable the strongest sperm; rushing home to fornicate—and hopefully procreate—at the merest hint of ovulation; legs up against the wall afterwards (hers, not mine, though I did in solidarity; I’ve always been a yoga man).

And there was more, worse: I stopped eating. Enough, anyway. I got worryingly skinny and it was the only thing that gave me any pleasure because it was the only thing in my life I felt I could control. It makes sense. It’s sadly quite logical.

I had been far from well for quite some time. I was definitely depressed, that was for sure. Deciding what to wear each day could be an insurmountable task, and then my shame and guilt at my ineptitude would reduce me to prolonged, stinging tears—and all that before I’d even got downstairs to the kitchen and began negotiating breakfast. I was totally exhausted. Hamlet and the Master of Ceremonies are not the ideal roles to do back to back, unless, of course, you are actively trying to have a nervous breakdown, and then the combination of youthful Danish torpor, betrayal, and suicide combined with drug addiction and the rise of Nazism is just the ticket. I actually rehearsed Cabaret during the days while performing Hamlet at night in the same theatre. I think the two performances may have borrowed from each other a little too much.

My marriage was suffering, to say the least. Aside from dealing with my volte-face in the fatherhood department, my wife now found herself shackled to a lachrymose zombie with an eating disorder, not the man she married. She needed answers and I just didn’t have them. Her understandable frustration and anger made me recoil ever deeper into my thinner and thinner shell. Something was obviously going to have to give, and that something was obviously going to have to be me. But not quite yet, for something extraordinary happened.

Hollywood called.

Yes, Hollywood called, and kind of saved me, though I didn’t realize it at the time. I didn’t even realize it was Hollywood at the time. Circle of Friends was indeed a Hollywood movie in that it was financed by a studio in Los Angeles, but at the time it felt very much like a small, European film. For my screen test I had to go to the BBC studios in West London on my day off from Cabaret. Riding the tube from Finsbury Park to White City on a rainy London Sunday is hardly the same as being discovered at the lunch counter of Canter’s Deli, so forgive me if you think I was naïve or am being disingenuous about my career trajectory.

A week after Cabaret closed at the Donmar Warehouse, I left London and flew to Ireland. And it was a flight. It was a prison break.

In the film I played Sean Walsh, a creepy clothing shop clerk with designs on his boss’s daughter, played by Minnie Driver, who in turn had the hots for Chris O’Donnell’s all-American Irish boy. Chris, fresh from the success of Scent of a Woman with Al Pacino and The Three Musketeers, was being pitched as the new Tom Cruise. Minnie was making her feature film debut, though we had met the previous year when we starred together as goofy star-crossed lovers in the short film That Sunday. Although Chris and Minnie were the leads, Circle of Friends was very much an ensemble film, with Geraldine O’Rawe and Saffron Burrows playing Minnie’s convent school friends, and Aidan Gillen and Colin Firth as their suitors. There was also a supporting cast of some of Ireland’s most beloved actors. The atmosphere on set was egalitarian and fun and devoid of the usual hierarchy that can abound. For all of us it was a really special experience.

We shot mostly in County Kilkenny, and I was billeted with some other cast members in an old, allegedly haunted, converted abbey in the little village of Thomastown. We’d meet in someone’s room at night and drink wine and tell stories and play games, or maybe go to the local pub and sing and dance with the locals. Once or twice I even bashed on a bodhran, badly.

Playing Sean was the first time I realized the joy it is for an actor to come to work and be made to look worse than you already do! Normally it’s the other way round. Way, way round!

Once, many years later, I went to a lawyer’s office to sign the papers for a new apartment I’d bought. At the time I was appearing in The Good Wife, the CBS TV show centered on a legal firm, and I was amazed how the glass-walled offices I was visiting were so like our onscreen version. But there was something different. I couldn’t put my finger on it at first but soon it dawned on me: the people! Their clothes were less stylish, their hair frizzier, they had shadows under their eyes. In short, they looked like real people. None of them had ever seemingly seen a lint roller, let alone an under-eye mask! I’d forgotten that real life on TV is a very different thing to real life in real life. Another time Valerie Jarrett, special adviser to President Obama, came on to The Good Wife to play herself. Because of her real job, she had Secret Service protection, so there were four actors hired to play her officers in the scene. They were tall, athletic, and handsome, bedecked in black Armani and very well groomed. Standing off to the side were her real special agents—shorter, flabbier, paler—and looking rather cowed by their fictional counterparts.

Sean Walsh had greasy hair, brown teeth, and dark circles under his eyes. Conversely, I couldn’t remember when I’d felt more relaxed or healthy. I was eating more, sleeping more, enjoying the fresh Irish air. One day I even heard someone singing and realized it was me. That hadn’t happened for a while. But I knew in my heart this was all a mirage. Outside the bubble of the movie, my life was still in tatters. Here on location I was safe. The bonhomie and the positivity that surrounded me I used as nutrition for my sick soul, sustenance for the inevitable reckoning when I returned to London.

I started a journal and tried to commit my feelings to paper, an attempt to unravel why I’d been so unhappy and confused. I was utterly exhausted from my recent theatre marathon and I knew that must have taken a toll on my psyche. Playing Hamlet had also triggered many long-dormant feelings for me, and the new level of media interest that had engulfed me of late left me anxious and self-doubting. Being probed about my upbringing and my family and my personal life made me incredibly uncomfortable but, paradoxically, overly candid, too. Michael Church in The Times wrote:


He spent his childhood on a remote Perthshire estate, where his father was a forester, and his elder brother “Laertes to my Hamlet” was better at everything than he was. He roamed the woods at night, addressing imaginary multitudes, with just his dog for company. He despaired of ever measuring up to the prevailing macho standards.

More pertinently, he grew up amid parental strife, a state of war in which he still takes sides (with his mother). He now finds himself harboring Hamlet-like feelings about his mother’s new companion. He doesn’t buy the full-blown Freudian line on Shakespeare’s closet scene, but he does observe, in the throw-away manner with which he delivers important thoughts, that his current job is “cheap therapy.”

Meanwhile, the part of Ophelia in this production is played by Hilary Lyon, who just happens to be Cumming’s wife. The savage intensity of the “get thee to a nunnery” scene, and this Hamlet’s piercing grief over Ophelia’s corpse, might suggest some therapy is going on here too. “Well, it is upsetting, it is not just Ophelia in the grave. And the fact that I have been horrible to her . . .”



And then I had gone on to Cabaret, where I dug deep into my well of untapped desires to create the character of the Master of Ceremonies. Was that fusion of sexual freedom and bacchanalia I embodied in Cabaret so soon after delving into my damaged familial past the reason I now doubted so much—fathering a child, even staying in my marriage at all?

I was also not far off thirty. Perhaps this was just my Saturn returning and the resulting jangling in the spheres was instigating the reassessment of the future I had allowed to be paved out in front of me.

Still, I knew there was more. There was something else. But I wasn’t ready yet. I wasn’t strong enough to go there. I didn’t know it at the time, but I had blocked out large swaths of my childhood. I knew bad things had happened but there were few specifics. I was walking down the corridor of my adult life and they were hidden in a room I’d long ago vacated and closed the door behind me. Not locked, as it turned out, but the DO NOT DISTURB sign was definitely on.

It would be several months before I’d begin to remember specific details of the violence and abuse I had endured at the hands of my father. At the moment he was just a black cloud hanging around me, unfocused and vague.

What I did begin to see, tentatively and definitely unaccustomedly, was that I was okay. Of course, I clearly wasn’t okay, but I accepted that it was okay for me not to be okay. I didn’t have the answers. I didn’t know why, suddenly, my seemingly perfect life no longer made me happy, why everything about the future in that life actually repelled me. But I also saw that if I needed to take some time to find out why and how I had come to feel that way, I should be allowed to take it. I had lived my whole life trying to avoid inflaming those close to me. It began with my father, of course, and as I entered adulthood, I continued the practice by making others’ needs and happiness paramount. My happiness, my worth was predicated on my success at appeasement. I was a life chameleon, a walking emotional spirit level. It was my familiar. But it meant that at twenty-nine I was so devoid of introspection I did not even have the vocabulary to ask for what I needed most: some time for myself.

And then Hollywood called again!
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Emergency

I wasn’t fully conscious the first time I set foot on American soil. Also, I got there by horse.

Okay, first of all, I was actually conscious. I’d had a few glasses of wine, but I was functioning. I just wasn’t fully there, you know?

And as much as I would have enjoyed hurtling through the Rockies at the reins of a four-steed stagecoach or hanging on to a burly gaucho as we barebacked across the Rio Grande, I did not in fact actually travel by horse. But the reason for my trip was indeed an equine one.

Not just any old horse, though, but none other than Black Beauty, the eponymous hero of Anna Sewell’s 1877 novel as well as the 1994 Warner Bros. live-action movie version, for which I was now being asked to supply his voice! Yes, that was me. I am Beauty. Or at least, I was. The film was being faithful to the book in having the horse narrate the story. Everything had been shot the summer before and now I was to add my voice to the nearly completed cut in a mixing stage at Pinewood Studios, on a break from shooting Circle of Friends.

I had never done anything like this before. I mean, I had done plenty of voice work—audiobooks and stories on the radio for the BBC—but Black Beauty was certainly the first live animal I had ever voiced. He would certainly not be my last—oh no! I have since voiced a cat named Persnikitty in Garfield: The Movie, a Yorkshire terrier named Dante in Show Dogs, to say nothing of my animated-animal oeuvre: a goat opposite Sean Connery, a koala bear, the White Rabbit in an Alice in Wonderland–themed musical episode of Dora the Explorer opposite Jewel and Mel Brooks (together at last!), a spider in Michael Jackson’s Halloween (as weird as it sounds), a bear for the BBC, and a poodle in an episode of Arthur (for which I was nominated for a Daytime Emmy. Robbed!). I’ve also voiced a Bog King for George Lucas, a Smurf (twice), Hitler, the Devil, Prince George’s valet, and a lecherous and foul-mouthed HIV+ man in a wheelchair. (It has not escaped my notice that I seem so much in demand for roles predicated on my not being seen.)

Back in Ireland, across from the converted abbey in Thomastown where we were filming, was a field where a few horses grazed. A couple of times I’d tried to woo them to come over and be petted, but they, like Minnie’s character in Circle of Friends, were immune to my charms. But the day after I returned from London and the Black Beauty recordings, I saw, standing alone in that field, a black horse. Not only that, a black horse with a white mark on its forehead, just like you know who. I hadn’t noticed him before. And now here he was, shuffling across the grass towards me, and in an instant I was nuzzling my very own black beauty. What did it mean? Was it a sign? Of what? That a black horse would play a more portentous role in my life than a few days recording in a darkened studio?

When Circle of Friends wrapped, I returned to my life and wife in London and faced the music. It was obvious to me that I was not ready to pretend everything was all right. I felt stronger, yes, but I also felt a storm was coming. I had to prepare for it.

I told my agents I was taking a few months off work and worked up the courage to tell my wife I wanted to move out of our home, rent a flat somewhere, and just wait for whatever it was that needed to happen. I didn’t know if I would ever go back, but I knew I had to go. It felt like I was in one of those horror films where the hero goes off into the woods to lure out the creature for the final showdown. Except the woods for me was a dark bedsit in Primrose Hill and the creature turned out to be a tide of awful childhood memories.

Before all this could happen, however, I had to fulfill one more work commitment: Butter, a short film that would mark my directorial debut. It was the story of a successful woman with an eating disorder having a bit of a breakdown. Would you believe that I also wrote it?! And that it was to star none other than my wife! It’s all in the timing, as they say.

I’d written Butter originally as a monologue a few years before when I was a member of the Royal Shakespeare Company, and my castmate Jane Maud performed it as part of the RSC fringe festival. It was inspired by something Jane had said to me that became a line in the finished film, bemoaning the feast of delicacies she was now saddled with since the paramour whose visit she had bought them for had stood her up at the last minute:

Butter! Do you have any idea how long it is since I last tasted butter? Months! Literally, months!

My friend Dixie Linder, a then up-and-coming film producer, encouraged me to turn the monologue into a screenplay that she could produce. So as soon as I got back from Ireland, we got started. Dix had assembled an amazingly experienced and talented crew; Kenneth Branagh let us into his Frankenstein editing room to cut our little film in their downtime on a new, digital system called Lightworks (a system destined, alas, to become the Betamax to the AVID system’s VHS but which was cutting-edge at that moment); the supporting cast included my Cabaret costar Jane Horrocks, Helena Bonham Carter, and Richard E. Grant. It was a dream come true for any director, let alone a first-timer.

Butter is only fifteen minutes, but it is packed with portent and significance for me. I was clearly screaming for help in writing about a successful person with an eating disorder and huge self-worth issues. It is also my final collaboration with my wife. We had worked together many times—most recently she had played Ophelia to my Hamlet—and had known each other since our days at Carnoustie High School, though there only tangentially. We were sometimes dubbed “high school sweethearts” in the British press but that was far from true. She was four years older than me, and during high school that is a lifetime. But I knew who she was. She was the star of our high school opera, and then later when I went to drama school, she was the star again—sophisticated, experienced, having been to university but now studying acting. She was daring, too, baring her boobs as Lady Macbeth in her final year in drama school, and destined for great things. I was seventeen, tucking my sweater into my jeans and my jeans into my suede Tukka boots. If we hadn’t both been to the same high school, I don’t think she would have given me the time of day. We didn’t start going out until a couple of years later, after she had graduated and we’d ended up together in a show at the Edinburgh Festival fringe called, rather prophetically, Off the Rails. That was in 1984. Several lifetimes ago. It was now 1994. The dynamic had changed.

Most couples have a power dynamic. We either inhabit or play roles that are familiar to us in our unions. Of course, these are not rigid: hopefully we evolve, we grow. Through time and circumstance our once-perceived roles can shift seismically. My wife and mine did almost immediately. Within a few months of us being together I was the student allowed out of drama school to make my professional debut in a play, then a film. I was no longer just the pretty boy with the worldly, older girlfriend. I became the star. The phone rang for me. Before long she was Alan Cumming’s girlfriend. Then Alan Cumming’s wife. With Butter, I was closing the circle and bringing our dynamic back to how it had first been when we got together a decade before: she was again the star.

* * *

The release date of Black Beauty was fast approaching and the picture about to be locked, but there were a few last-minute changes to Beauty’s dialogue, so I was summoned to Hollywood to perform them. Nowadays, of course, there would be no need for such opulence. A quick trip to a studio in the center of London and a half hour’s read via satellite to Tinseltown would suffice. I’d probably be able to do it on my iPhone. Several times recently I have lain under the quilt in my bedroom and said a few lines into my phone that magically appeared on television a few days later.

But this was 1994. Internet was still in its infancy. So on Monday, June 27, 1994, a week after Butter wrapped, off I went, like Pip in Great Expectations, to the big, bad City of Angels.

As I walked down the jetway of the LA-bound Virgin Atlantic plane, for the first time in my life I turned left into first class. Just then, I heard someone call my name and turned to see Ruby Wax, the American comedienne and talk show host much beloved in the United Kingdom, beaming her megawatt smile, curious to know to where and why I was traveling. She was en route to California to interview Tammy Faye Bakker for her show Ruby Wax Meets, but as it was on the BBC and publicly funded, the budget did not stretch to first class. Ruby was turning right.

To my utter delight I was plied with champagne and hors d’oeuvres, sleeping suits and amenity kits, and asked if I’d like a shoulder massage or manicure—all before we had left the ground! And once we were airborne my table was set for a delicious silver service lunch. Soon I was supping and scoffing my way across the Atlantic.

It felt like a fever dream where I had been swooped up into a luxurious bubble—a magical suspension of my earthly life where every turn portended despair. Here I was, light, giddy even, definitely slightly squiffy, on a journey into the unknown. Everything took on an enchanted hue. My glasses of water and wine were refilled religiously. Out of the window I marveled at the glistening beauty and the closeness of the ice floes. This is the life, I thought.

But then I began to ponder if transatlantic planes always flew so low. My reverie was broken by the captain announcing we were about to make an emergency landing in Reykjavík as someone on board needed urgent medical attention. Dream deferred.

Suddenly I was in a disaster film. The tension in the cabin was palpable. My tray of delicacies—as well as my delicious wine—was snatched away and soon we were on the ground. Medics rushed on board and, in a whirl of gurneys and oxygen machines, someone was removed, alive or dead I couldn’t tell. Next, we were told we too must temporarily deplane. I think that was the first time I had ever heard the word “deplane.” I didn’t like it. It has not grown on me. We don’t ask people to detrain or debus or decar, do we?

But as I did so I ran into Ruby, her eyes darting over my shoulders to the forbidden palace of the upper-class cabin.

“You may be in first,” she said slyly, “but I got a picture of the stiff!”

She proffered a Polaroid (remember, it was the nineties) of an elderly man strapped to a stretcher, clearly snapped as he was wheeled past her on his way off the plane. She went on to show me an array of sneaky pictures of other passengers sleeping, mouths agape, heads lolling. This is why Ruby was so popular in the United Kingdom. She said, and in this case did, all the things British people wanted to but would never dare. But when a brash Yank did it on their behalf they could laugh with impunity and at the same time slightly scoff at her gaucheness.

Ruby wasted no time in making lemonade out of our situation and instructed her film crew to follow us as we whiled away the time in the various gift shops of the Reykjavík airport. The footage never saw the light of day, thankfully, but I distinctly remember us cracking up at souvenir fossilized seagull poop on a plinth. Yes, really.

Eventually we were instructed to return to the aircraft—or would that be “replane”?—but told that due to the regulations concerning the number of hours pilots can fly, we wouldn’t be able to make it to Los Angeles that day and instead would touch down in Portland, Maine, where we’d spend the night before continuing on to LA the following afternoon. I was thrown into a panic. This was Monday. I was supposed to be recording in a Warner Bros. soundstage on Tuesday as Black Beauty had to be locked by Thursday, whereupon I would be deposited back on a plane home to Blighty. But now I wouldn’t arrive in California until late on Tuesday and so would not be able to work until Wednesday! Also, where in the hell was Portland, Maine?

When we landed, we deplaned once again and were guided to buses bound for our various hotels, each one corresponding to our class of onboard travel. It was very the last days of the Raj. I got chatting to the boys from Ruby’s crew and in all the hullabaloo, and also perhaps because of the heavy pouring of the flight attendants on the Reykjavík/Portland leg of our epic journey, I got on the wrong bus, the bus headed for the budget accommodation instead of the presumably swanky digs I had been destined for. Ruby, strangely, was missing in action and somehow found herself on the bus that was bound for my hotel, where she ensconced herself in a night of luxury that originally had my name on it.

So, there I was on the wrong coast, in the wrong city, on the wrong bus going to the wrong hotel! Even in my Chablis-infused glow I couldn’t help feeling it was all a metaphor for my life at that moment. My entrée into the land of moviemaking was turning pear-shaped. I began to spiral. The studio would have to abandon my last-minute vocal changes and my failure to appear would be deemed negligence on my part, which would naturally lead them to charge me for the massive cost of this swanky flight and the hotel room in a place called Studio City I would not be sleeping in tonight. It’s funny now to think there was a time in my life where I would think that way, that everything was my fault. But just as my worst-case scenario started to crescendo—probably to my death after bankruptcy and public humiliation—I had a moment of clarity, a kind of clarity that has thankfully revisited me many times over the years when I’ve found myself in similar situations:

There’s nothing I can do, I thought. I have no way of letting the Black Beauty people in Hollywood know. I can’t get there any faster, so I may as well enjoy myself in this moment and hope for the best.

Now one glance at my smartphone would provide a plethora of contact numbers I could call for help, or one press of a button could send a voice text to my agent or manager or assistant and any number of people who would probably not only be aware my flight had been delayed but already have emailed alternative arrangements to my inbox. But that is now, and this was then. I had no cell phone and believe it or not, I had no contact numbers. It seems a rather cavalier way to travel, but why would they have given me contact numbers when I couldn’t contact them anyway? That’s how it was
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