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			Praise for The Last Wilderness:

			‘A gem of a book, an extraordinary tale. Ansell’s rich prose will transport you to a real life Narnian world that C.S. Lewis would have envied. Find your deepest, most comfortable armchair and get away from it all’ Countryfile

			‘Ansell’s beautiful memoir of his walks through the Scottish wilderness makes the case for being truly a part of nature rather than outside of it’ Observer

			‘[A] captivating memoir . . . vivid as photographs, yet sketched with something more profound than simple reportage. Beneath the measured, knowledgeable, unfussy voice is a meaningful, and even important record: not just of a changing landscape, but of a man such places have shaped’ The Herald

			‘Touching. Through Ansell’s charming and thoroughly detailed stories of run-ins with red kites, curlews, sparrowhawks, jays and ravens, we see him lose himself . . . in the rhythms and rituals of life in the British wilderness’ Financial Times

			‘Beautiful . . . a testimony to reticent courage’ Daily Mail

			‘Beautifully charts the challenges and solaces of being alone and part of nature’ Bookseller

			‘Ansell has the rare skill of combining vividly the intimacy of detail and the astonishing grandeur of this North West coastline of Scotland. Through his keen eyes we look again at the familiar with a sense of wondrous revelation’ Madeleine Bunting
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			About the Book

			From a 2018 Wainwright Prize shortlisted author, THE CIRCLING SKY is part childhood memoir, blended with exquisite nature observation, and the story of one man’s journey over a year to one of the UK’s key natural habitats, the New Forest of Hampshire.

			In the form of several journeys, beginning in January 2019, Neil Ansell returns for solitary walks to the New Forest in Hampshire, close to where he was born. With beautiful sightings and observations of birds, trees, butterflies, insects and landscape, this is also a reflective memoir on childhood, on the history of one of the most ancient and important natural habitats in the United Kingdom, and on the Gypsies who lived there for centuries – and were subsequently expelled to neighbouring cities. It is also part polemic on our collective and individual responsibility for the land and world in which we live, and how we care for it.

			As Neil Ansell concludes so eloquently, ‘Evolution has no choice in what it does, but we do, as a species, if not always as individuals’.

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			Root and Branch

		

	
		
			April 2020

			It is perhaps wise to wait until a book is finished before writing the introduction. Only then do you really have much idea of just what it is that you are introducing. Books have a tendency to take their own routes to the final destination, and lead you down unexpected byways. This is notoriously true of fiction, but it can also be the case with memoir, especially memoir that is written while the events it describes are still unfolding. Life is full of surprises, and the future is not easy to anticipate.

			I write these introductory notes from a time of lockdown, when the future seems more unpredictable than ever. Just a few short months ago, our current situation would have seemed almost beyond our imaginings. It is striking how, in these uncertain times, people seem to have turned to nature to find solace. It helps, perhaps, that it is springtime, and the world is filled with new life; a kind of rebirth. People turn their focus to every new marker: the first spring flowers, the first butterflies and bumblebees, the return of our migrant birds, one by one by one. They seem to give us a measure of reassurance that the world is still turning.

			Living on a very short leash perhaps urges us towards a greater appreciation of what we have, of what is on our doorstep. In my case, living without a garden, my local patch is a small unlovely area of chalk down and urban wasteland overlooking the sea. It is scrubby with sycamore and bramble and ivy, it is litter-strewn, criss-crossed by trails made by dog-walkers, full of dens and rope swings left by children, and with abandoned camps made by homeless people among the undergrowth. It is surrounded by council estates on all sides, but for now it is all I have. Hitherto I have largely ignored it, but now I find myself taking the short walk there almost every day. Last week I stood on the hilltop and watched my first swallows of the year heading north, just flown in from across the sea, coming to the end of a journey that had taken them halfway across the world. Today, a buzzard was circling overhead, and the bluebells and a patchwork of other wild flowers were in bloom. A robin pinged onto a nearby twig, its beak stuffed full of insects, then disappeared into the tangle of ivy at the foot of a twisted ash tree. It is raising young early this year, encouraged by the fine weather. Among the spring butterflies were the very first holly blues, newly emerged.

			I can only hope that when we finally, hopefully, also emerge and get back to a semblance of normality, blinking into the light, we will do so with a greater appreciation of just how much the natural world means to us, and with a renewed sense of the urgency of keeping it safe.

			Much of my previous writing has been set in the wilder reaches of the British Isles, or even further afield, but my childhood was spent on the south coast of England, in Hampshire, and it was here that I learned most of what I know now as a naturalist. It felt that the time was long overdue that I finally revisited the places that formed me, for better and for worse. My love of nature was forged on those chalk downs, on those coastal marshes, and perhaps most of all in the New Forest, which always seemed to me like a kind of promised land, a place where I could see so many things that I never saw around my home, and where one side of my family had their roots. In the decades since I left the place of my birth, I had seldom had cause to return. I tell myself that it was not that I was running away, but that I was running towards; moving ever onwards, in search of greater adventures. But perhaps when we tell ourselves the story of our lives, we always try to put the most positive spin possible upon it, and imagine our lives as a kind of hero’s journey in which we are destined for greatness, when the reality is that the course of our lives is most likely determined by random events over which we have little or no control, and by bad choices that we retrospectively justify to ourselves as having been inevitable.

			Having decided that it was time to return to the places I remembered from my childhood, it was the New Forest that called to me most insistently, in a voice I could no longer ignore. I would have to go back repeatedly, I determined, for at least a year. Any less than a year would seem like a snapshot, I thought. You need to see a place in every season, every weather, in order to begin to get its true measure. It was time to walk those woods again at last, even if I would perhaps find them haunted by the ghost of my childhood self. It was time to examine the familiar with the same enthusiasm that I have always sought out the new. And perhaps it would give me some insight into some of those questions that hover, unanswered, in the backs of our minds. Who am I? What am I doing here? Where do I belong?

			The New Forest has only been a national park since 2005, but has not substantially changed since the days when I first explored it in the sixties and seventies. In fact, it has not essentially changed in a thousand years or more; that is the whole point of it. Its unique blend of ancient woodland, of lowland heath and valley mire has maintained, through what is almost a fluke of history, a continuity that is missing almost everywhere else in the country. This patchwork landscape extends over more than two hundred square miles, and is still home to many plants and animals with specialised habitat requirements, some of which have survived almost nowhere else in Britain. It continues to be largely managed as a working common, a way of living with the land that has died out, or more accurately been killed off, just about everywhere else in the country.

			This landscape may look wild and beautiful, but in truth I would never be far from other people; the national park supposedly absorbs some fifteen million visitors every year, although many will stay in the vicinity of the villages and car parks at established beauty spots. I have dedicated much of my life to seeking out some of the wildest and most unpopulated areas of the earth, so it would take some adjustment on my part to be so often reminded that I was in a shared space. That said, it is still perhaps possible to lose yourself in these woods. You just need to get away from the roads and the designated cycle paths, step off the beaten track, and perhaps be prepared to get your feet wet. My purpose in coming here now was different, anyway, for it was not so much about trying to isolate myself and constantly break new ground as it was about going back to my beginnings; roots rather than branches.

			A few years ago, when my father died, I was clearing out the beachfront bungalow that he had retired to when I came upon three of my childhood diaries buried in a bottom drawer. To be honest, I was surprised that he had kept them. They covered the period from when I was twelve to fifteen, and made me smile to remember just how single-minded I was as a youngster. Home life, school life, friends; all got barely a mention. These were just a backdrop, a frame to the real business of my life, which was wandering alone in the woods, watching and studying the natural world. Perhaps because this was a solitary, private love, it never really became a matter of competition. It wasn’t about checklists and milestones. It is a pleasure to see in those diaries that while I might be delighted to come upon something rare or new, I was just as happy recording the comings and goings of the commonplace. The diaries are full of little maps, showing, for example, the flight paths of the local pair of kestrels, or the locations and counts of various orchid species, or where certain birds were nesting that year, and charts of my studies of small mammals caught in live traps; wood mice and yellow-necked mice, and bank voles and field voles. These diaries contain a record of my reading too: from Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species and Gilbert White’s The Natural History of Selborne to field guides covering just about every class of life on earth, from fossils to ferns, from mosses to mammals. I think it is fair to say that my interest was close to being obsessive and all-encompassing. I can see from these diaries that, over the course of those three years, I visited the New Forest perhaps fifteen times or so in all, whenever I could, including a couple of school camping expeditions.

			I wonder just how many budding naturalists were inspired in part by childhood visits to the New Forest. In his book Wildwood, Roger Deakin describes the influence of repeated school camping trips here, and how the surveys his schoolmaster conducted developed his interest in botany in particular, and nature more generally. Another naturalist who found his inspiration here was the conservationist Colin Tubbs, author of the definitive works on the natural history and ecology of the forest. He was a Pompey lad like me, born and raised in Portsmouth, and like me too, he would spend his winters watching birds on the marshes in Langstone Harbour and his summers going on trips to the forest. Unlike me, he never left the area, and spent most of his life living and working in the New Forest.

			As I grew up I became a little less single-minded in my interests. In the last of those three diaries, while there was no let-up in the daily sightings of birds and animals and the lists of all the nature books that I was poring over, other interests began to show their first signs of intruding on my life: bands seen, records bought, even girls met. I was perhaps inevitably beginning to become more attuned to the social concerns of a normal teenage boy. And then I set out into the world without much of a plan, to just see where it would lead me. It led me to a lot of places, but never back home, at least not for more than a flying visit. But still, whenever I found myself surrounded by nature, I soon discovered that the boy in the woods was never far away. The decades have passed, and in all those years I have only returned to this forest a scant handful of times. Yet now, after all this time, I feel my past calling me back. As I have become older, I am able to recognise more and more of the person that I have become in those childhood diaries; it is as if I am reverting to type. I want to see what has changed and what has stayed the same, what is lost and gone and what is holding strong; in the forest and in myself.

		

	
		
			ONE

			Remembrance Day

		

	
		
			January 2019

			It is a clear, cold January morning in the forest, and I am revisiting my childhood haunts. A chill wind is blowing hard across the heath at Shatterford, setting my eyes streaming, and some of the more sheltered boggy pools are coated with a thin skin of ice. The winter sun glints and sparks from the surface, and I hunker down to shelter from the blast of cold air and give one of these frozen pools some more focused attention. The ice has not formed a clear pane but is wrinkled and patterned with a filigree of frost. It has formed slowly overnight while the temperatures fell, growing incrementally, fractally, until it resembles nothing so much as a fossil bed of petrified ferns. It is beautiful, complex, like a kind of inorganic life. At first the heath seems bereft of birds, but then a pair of hardy stonechats emerge and scold me from the heather tops, a little flash of orange among the dun browns of the winter heath. And then I hear the croaking call of a raven. As is so often the case, I can hear it long before I can see it, so I pause and wait until it soars into view over the treetops.

			I never once saw a raven here as a child; could not have done, for they had been persecuted to the point of eradication, and were absent from the entire county for over a century. But in recent years they have begun to return, although they have not been universally welcomed; like birds of prey, the crow family are often treated with suspicion. It feels like a good omen, to see one so soon after my arrival. I don’t really believe in omens, but if any bird could be ominous, then it would have to be the raven. So much of my life has been spent among them that it almost feels as though I have brought this bird with me, carried back into my past. For all those years that they were missing, ravens lived on in the forest in name only, in Ravens Nest Inclosure, a wood planted in 1775 to provide oak for shipbuilding. It is good to think that this wood could once again echo to the calls of a real live raven, rather than just the memory of one.

			The trail leads me across the heath and into the woods. The trees are bare and last year’s leaves and the dried-out husks of beech mast crunch beneath my feet; there is dead wood everywhere, both standing and fallen, much of it riddled with woodpecker holes as if it has been infested with giant woodworm. A few ponies are just visible far off between the tree trunks, sheltering under the scanty cover. I pause to sit on a fallen bough, and although as I arrive the wood seems entirely still the little woodland birds soon begin to materialise around me, and I discover that I am actually surrounded by life. I soon set off again, for it is too cold to stay still, skirting the edge of the woods, passing clear shallow streams that reflect the hard blue sky. Though there are some winter birds that I would particularly like to see, I am careful not to raise my hopes. It is wiser to just go out with eyes wide open, to fully appreciate what is actually there, rather than ending up regretting what is absent.

			Out across the heath is a larger, flooded and brilliant blue unfrozen pool backed by a copse of pine and birch trees that are reflected in the waters below, and I am tempted to leave the trail and approach closer, for purely aesthetic reasons, for it strikes me as a spot of particular beauty. And then I see it, perched atop a dead birch right at the water’s edge. Pale grey back and long tail, black eye-mask and hooked bill. A great grey shrike.

			Only fifty or so of these birds arrive in Britain each winter from their breeding sites in Scandinavia, so the chances of stumbling across one by accident are not great. But they are solitary birds, and establish large winter territories, which may be used year after year, and I knew that this area was one of their favoured sites. My pleasure in coming upon one is not really related to its rarity. It has an elegance, a vitality, about it; the spark of life burns brightly in this bird. It has charisma, though such a quality cannot be entirely intrinsic to the bird itself, but must be related to my perception of it, the thoughts and feelings it evokes in me. I last saw shrikes in the forest in 1971, before I was even a teenager, though that was not this wintering bird but its smaller and more colourful cousin, the red-backed shrike. The red-back is a ferocious predator, sometimes known as the butcher bird for its habit of storing a larder of its prey impaled on the spikes of a thorn bush, but it is barely bigger than a sparrow. Although they were already in steep decline, I had the good fortune to come upon a pair of these beautiful little birds at their nesting site in the straggle of gorse by a winding stream in a valley bottom, somewhere a few miles north-west of here. A year later I returned to the same spot to look for them again, but there was no sign of them. It is possible that this was one of the very last pairs to breed in the forest, for they have not returned since. Occasionally, a pair will turn up somewhere in Britain, but this is not even an annual event, and they are effectively extinct as a British breeding bird. The reasons for birds’ rapid contractions or expansions in range, and their sudden population declines, are not always immediately obvious. They may be living their lives on more of a knife-edge than we could ever imagine.

			It is not just me who has noticed the great grey shrike on the heath. A buzzard comes wheeling in, flies in tight circles over the copse, and crashes down into a nearby pine. The shrike flushes, taking off across the heath, rising and falling, bounding in flight like a woodpecker, and is lost to view.

			I stand at the woodland edge and look out onto the heath. There are some generous thickets of gorse bushes, scattered with bright yellow flowers even now in January, a welcome splash of colour among the winter drabs. There is a sturdy oak among the dead bracken, its branches twisting in a maze of zigzags, as if it could never quite make up its mind where it was going next, rather like myself. This is characteristic of the oak; in a wood, where it is fighting for the light, it may grow straight and true, but out in the open it will often end up like this, all elbows and knees.

			It is an utterly distinctive landscape; in all my travels I have not come upon another place that looked quite like it, although I suppose that could be said of anywhere, if you just look close enough. Still, if you were to blindfold me and drop me anywhere in the New Forest, I suspect I would know instantly where I had landed. A couple of hundred square miles of mostly unenclosed common land, about half of it ancient semi-natural wood pasture grazed by free-roaming cattle and ponies and wild deer, grazing that gives it an unexpected open quality. I am not used to having such long views when I am in a wood. Most of the rest of the forest is lowland heath, a vanishingly rare habitat both nationally and internationally. It looks, if anything, like a kind of temperate savannah. While the vast majority of our lowland heaths have been lost – and by ‘lost’ I mean destroyed – the little that remains still constitutes about a fifth of the entire world supply. Most of it is dry heathland, but in the valley bottoms are boggy mires filled with sphagnum mosses and sundews and rare flowering plants. These valley mires are even more of a local speciality; according to the National Park authority there are a hundred and twenty of them all told in north-western Europe, and ninety of them are in the New Forest, three quarters of the total. And there are large grassy clearings in the woods, grazed to within an inch of their lives by the ponies that gather there, that look like nothing so much as golf courses and are known as ‘lawns’.

			It is this patchwork of scarce habitats that makes the place so exceptional, a place of last resort for so many specialised and endangered plants and animals that you are unlikely to come across elsewhere, and some of which are found only here, their last hold-out in these depleted isles. Some of these species are particularly scarce and elusive, thinly distributed across the wide ranges of the forest, and so not at all easy to find, but it does mean that you never know quite what you are going to come across next, that there is always the possibility of discovering the unexpected. If I was a different kind of person, I could contact experts and specialist groups of botanical or entomological enthusiasts, and get them to lead the way, make proper use of their hard-won wisdom. But that has never really been my approach. As a child I wasn’t ever much of a joiner, and that has not changed, really. My natural inclination has always been to just wander out alone, and see what I see, and miss what I miss. The Annie Dillard school of nature writing: to go and write about whatever I come upon, rather than deciding in advance what I want to see, and what I want to write about, and devising plans to best make it happen. Because one of the greatest joys of the natural world is its unpredictability.

			Winding across the heath is a mounded ditch, several miles long, known as Bishop’s Dyke, which roughly encloses some five hundred acres of boggy ground known as the Bishop of Winchester’s Purlieu. John Wise, who wrote perhaps the first major study of the forest in 1863 – The New Forest: Its History and Its Scenery – makes mention of this dyke. He said that local peasants related that the bishop had been allocated a grant of as much land as he could crawl around on his hands and knees in a day. I’m not sure that, even then, John Wise didn’t suspect that he was having his leg pulled. It does sound an awful lot like the kind of tall tale that locals enjoy telling gullible anthropologists. But it does summon a compelling image, of a bishop in mitre and vestments, grovelling in the dirt, driven ever onward by his insatiable greed.

			I was brought up about twenty miles away near Portsmouth, so this was never quite my local patch; coming to the forest always felt like I was coming somewhere special. We never had family holidays, only day trips, and this was always my favourite place to visit. It felt exotic to me, or at least what passed for exotic from within the curtailed purview of my childhood, which saw me almost never even leaving the county in which I had been born. It was the wide-open spaces that made it for me, great expanses without a fence in sight; that enabled me to run free, to follow my whims and wander pathless. It felt very different from everywhere else I knew, less controlled, less domesticated. By the time I got to my teens I would come and camp here when I could, but as soon as I was old enough my most urgent goal was to leave home and live elsewhere. There was a whole world to explore.

			My early years were spent living in a bungalow in the village of Cowplain, a few miles inland from Portsmouth, though the succession of villages along the main London Road out of town – the A3 – had already begun to bleed into one another to become a semi-rural suburb that formed a commuter belt for the city’s workers. Cowplain was situated in another former royal hunting forest, the Forest of Bere, though all that remained were a few isolated copses and enclosures. We lived on a road called Latchmore Forest Grove, no doubt named after a long-gone grove in a long-gone forest.

			I don’t really remember all that much before the fire. Early memories are vague, evanescent things, slipping and shifting through time and space. It is perhaps not surprising that some of my earliest memories relate to wildlife. There was a neighbour who had a tawny owl, a rescue bird, living in an aviary in his garden, and I recall the excitement of being allowed to visit. And I recall going to the garden of another neighbour, after dark, with torches in hand. We shone them underneath the garden shed, and lots of little eyes glinted back at us. I was jealous; I wished that we had a shed sheltering hedgehogs.

			I can’t picture the layout of our home at all, not even the bedroom that I shared with my older brother. It is perhaps easier to recall incidents that happened just once than the day-to-day background. One-off events stand out from the usual run of things, and so are more likely to stick with you. Although I can barely recall the house itself, I can picture the garden a little. Even then I was more of an outdoor child. The garden seemed remarkably big for such a small bungalow; there was an apple tree where wood pigeons cooed, there were rhododendrons and hydrangeas, and a scratchy clump of pampas grass. But these are fragmentary images; I can picture myself seeing them but I cannot turn my head to left or right, cannot place them in their proper context. It is like picking things out through a fog.

			The fire changed all that. From that day on, my memories are clearer, harder, and are located in space and time. They form a sequence, a narrative, a story. There are moments in life that are full of such high drama that they stay with you for ever; close your eyes and you can summon them instantly, in every last detail, as if they are screened on the insides of your eyelids. Yet studies show that even these intensely remembered flashbulb memories cannot be entirely trusted; they can mutate over time according to our point of view. Memories are not stored intact in our minds just waiting to be fetched out; we have to reconstruct them from their constituent parts, piece by piece, every time.

			I was woken by my mother in the hours of darkness, wrapped in a blanket, and carried through a burning building. At the door, the neighbours were all gathering. Arms reached out, and voices called: Here, here. I was handed to someone, carried out into the road. Two fire engines were just pulling up, their blue lights strobing, so that all the people milling about in the dark seemed to move in jerks, their backlit shadows dancing. The air was filled with the acrid smell of smoke. I looked back at the house and saw the flames coming from the roof, flames as high as the house itself. They looked strangely beautiful. That, that was the moment I can summon up in an instant in seemingly perfect detail. It was the moment at which life as I had known it came to a sudden stop, and a new one began.

			The house did not stand much of a chance. It was a flimsy prefabricated structure made of lath and plaster over corrugated iron. I don’t know if it had been constructed during the great wave of prefabs that were built immediately after the Second World War to help accommodate the displaced, or if it dated from earlier times, but this was the end of days for that house and almost everything in it.

			My brother and I were taken home by neighbours, and placed on their sofa. My mother was there too, shell-shocked. My father arrived later, after he had been restrained by the firemen to stop him going back into the burning building to rescue some of our possessions. His eyes were blazing. He clapped his hands together and said: It’s exciting, isn’t it? And then he started laughing, a great bellowing laugh – and he couldn’t stop.

			It was Remembrance Sunday. The service was being screened on the late-night news. Surely it must have been a black-and-white TV, but I can distinctly remember a shower of blood-red poppies floating across the screen. This was 1966, the year that England won the World Cup. I can recall that day too, not because I had any particular interest in football but because it clashed with my uncle’s wedding. The men in their cheap suits were all in one room, shouting at a TV set, while the women in their posh frocks were all in another, nibbling on canapōs. And I, well, I didn’t know quite where I should be.

			Remembrance Sunday, 1966. Number one in the charts was the Four Tops singing ‘Reach Out (I’ll be There)’. Three days later would be the first broadcast of Cathy Come Home, written by Jeremy Sandford and directed by Ken Loach, which provoked a huge public outcry about the plight of homeless families. It was watched that night by twelve million people, a quarter of the population, but not by us; our TV had melted. Less than a month before the fire, a colliery spoil heap in the Welsh valleys had collapsed onto the village of Aberfan, inundating the village’s primary school and killing well over a hundred children. These were the times.

			So here is the story behind my own small personal drama, such as it is, as it has been passed down to me. Late that evening, after the kids were in bed, my father had climbed into the loft to investigate the source of a mysterious buzzing sound that had hovered above us for a week now, apparently coming from his self-installed central heating system. While up there, he trod on a loose wire, and a spark flew into the polystyrene loft insulation. For the record, polystyrene is not a good insulating material; it is highly flammable, liquifying as it burns. My father stuck his head out of the loft hatch and called to my mother to fetch a bucket of water. When she got back with it, he said: Too late. Get the boys out.

			We moved into an abandoned house nearby, in the same street. The older couple who had lived there had recently died, one after the other, in quick succession. We mostly lived in one room, almost empty of furnishings. We had a single paraffin heater, and my mother would cook over a camping stove. I remember the overpowering stink of paraffin. I remember the bare brick walls, the darkness, and most of all the bitter cold of a house that felt haunted by its losses. We had Christmas there, we even had a Christmas tree, but it was not a place of celebration. I can’t recall if we had running water, but we certainly had no hot water, for Friday night was bath night, and we would all troop off to the home of the family who had rescued us on the night of the fire, to take turns in their tub.

			It was a pivotal moment in the life of our family. Things would never be the same again. There are unexpected forks in the road that can lead into a new and wholly unexpected landscape. Sometimes it has felt that I have been forged by fire, that so much of who I am today, and the choices I have made along the way, can be traced back to that moment. I have had little interest in possessions, for I know that they can be lost in an instant. I have seldom even begun to let myself feel at home, and have rather treated everywhere I lived as just a stopover, for I know that all it takes is a spark. I have not sought out security, for I know that security is an illusion; and I have sought out emotional and practical self-sufficiency, for I know that ultimately the only person you can rely on is yourself. For much of my younger life, I kept no more belongings than could fit in a single bag, so that, whenever it suited, I could just get up and walk away. An option I took more times than I care to think about.

			But I wonder now if this can really be true. For, if I had chosen a very different life, a life of security and stability, settled and rooted, I could just as easily turn around and say, of course I have chosen this life, it is a natural reaction to the insecurity I experienced as a child. Perhaps we just are the way that we are. Worse things happen. Everyone has something in their life, some pivotal moment that they see as a turning point, a key event in the story of their lives. We create a narrative of who we are, and why we are. This, therefore that. Perhaps if it hadn’t been the fire, it would have been something else, and I would be sitting here now, exactly the same person, looking at a quite different route that led me to the same destination.

			I recall, a few years after the fire, having a sudden shock of recognition the first time I heard the radio playing Peggy Lee’s version of the Leiber and Stoller song, ‘Is That All There Is?’ The first verse, spoken rather than sung, seemed to be a near-perfect rendition of my own life experience. That song itself is based on a short story, ‘Disillusionment’, by Thomas Mann. It depicts someone talking about the transformative moments of their life, both good and bad, and feeling disappointed that they remain, nonetheless, fundamentally unchanged and unmoved.

			The elements are all there: the family home, childhood, fire, night-time, and also, I think, the sense of powerlessness in the face of the random events of life. History repeats itself, as story, as song, as memoir. Is that all there is?

			Perhaps because the story I tell myself about who I am is so grounded in this dramatic moment, I have at various stages in my life tried to give an account of this episode; thirty years ago, twenty years ago, ten years ago. It is as though I cannot quite leave it alone; time and time again I have found myself once again picking over the ruins. Every time the facts remain the same, and the memories too, for the most part. What I have struggled with has always been the meaning of that day, its meaning to me, how it may have shaped me, that moment that seemed to turn my life into a before and after. But I like to think that I have found my peace now, and am prepared to live with creative ambiguity.
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