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            Author’s Note

         

         Between 2016 and 2020, several difficult things happened to me, just as my life as a storyteller was supposedly beginning. It is not an exaggeration to say that, as a result, there were times when I did not know who I was any more.

         One day I had the idea of working out this problem by writing down my own story, and piecing together the things which made up ‘me’.

         The result is a study of the people whose lives led to mine. I share it with a kind of defiance, as a way of insisting that, yes, life is worthwhile as I have experienced it thus far, because love like this can be found in the course of it. I am proud to be able to answer in the affirmative, having tested the matter to something approaching destruction.

         Perhaps I ought to say for legal reasons that any resemblances to real persons, living or dead, are purely coincidental; but that would be dishonest. These are my parents and grandparents. My rendering of them may well vary wildly from who they really are, or were, because this is a play about memory, not reality. I was only present at three of these scenes, and some of the others never exactly happened – they’re true stories in a slightly different way. But to me they’re still true stories.

         My brother and I stopped talking for several years because we disagreed over the ethics of telling. When my father remarried a few years ago, he chose for a reading ‘There is no remembrance of former things’. Still, here I am, a former thing remembering, because even if some of my family wish I wouldn’t, it’s the only way I know to say I love them, and that I am grateful to them for having brought me to this place, and for having kept the sparrow in the feasting hall over the course of the last few years.6

         I’d like to thank Leyla, Mehmet, Emma, Jack, Michael, Lucy and everyone at Arcola Theatre; Dinah, Jodi and all at Faber and Faber; Rachel, Iain and everyone at the Lyric Hammersmith; Helen Baxendale, Simon Beresford, Hayley Bowman, Frankie Bradshaw, Susan Brown, Jude Christian, Emily Compton, Hasan Dixon, Anthony O’Donnell, Timmy Fisher, Kara Fitzpatrick, Barbara Flynn, Ian Gelder, Bethany Gupwell, Beth Lawson, Jamie Lu, Megan Lucas, Lily Nichol, Naomi Petersen, Rebecca Pitt, David Ricardo-Pearce, Kirris Riviere, Robin Soans, George Taylor, Josephine Tremelling, Sam Troughton, Sue Wallace, Liv Ward, Josh Zaré; and my family, pictured herein.

         Barney Norris

April 2022

      

   


   
      
         7

         
            i.m. Iris Bellis

My grandmother

Who died the night before we started rehearsals8
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        Premiere Production
      

         

         We Started to Sing was first performed at Arcola Theatre, London, on 19 May 2022, with the following cast:

         
             

         

         David  David Ricardo-Pearce

         Peggy  Barbara Flynn

         Bert  Robin Soans

         Fiona  Naomi Petersen

         Rob  George Taylor

         
             

         

         Director  Barney Norris

         Set and Costume Designer  Frankie Bradshaw

         Lighting Designer  Bethany Gupwell

         Musical Arranger  Timmy Fisher

         Sound Designer  Jamie Lu

         Costume Supervisor  Olivia Ward

         Production Manager  Josephine Tremelling

         Stage Manager on Book  Hayley Bowman

         Assistant Stage Manager  Emily Compton

         ASM Student Placement  Elsie O’Rourke

         Dialect Consultant  Mary Howland10
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            Characters

         

         
            
        David
      

            
        Peggy
      

            
        Bert
      

            
        Fiona
      

            
        Rob
        12
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            WE STARTED TO SING

            ‘Down their carved names the rain-drop ploughs.’

            Thomas Hardy, ‘During Wind and Rain’
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            Note

         

         This story spans three decades, and the characters age significantly. They should nonetheless be played by the same actor in each scene.
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               Act One

            

         

         
            
               Scene 1

            

         

         A piano and chairs. Projections across the space.

         David sits down at the piano. He plays the initial piano sketch for Elgar’s Cello Concerto. Then the lights go down, and …

         The light of evening. There is a bottle of wine and four glasses. Peggy is seated. Bert is coming back in from the loo. David stands with his arm up behind his back as if he’s in a half-nelson. Then sits down as Bert comes in.

         
            Bert They’ll be out like lights.

            David Let’s hope so.

            Bert Up late.

            David To celebrate you, Bert.

            Peggy And isn’t that lovely.

            David And they did go to bed on time, it’s just they woke up.

            Bert has sat down.

            Bert They’ll be back off soon enough.

            Peggy Wasn’t it a lovely dinner?

            Bert Oh, yes. Fantastic day, Dave.

            David I’m glad you enjoyed it.

            Bert Oh yeah. Your boys.

            Peggy They’re great, aren’t they.

            David They are.

            Peggy Enjoying themselves.16

            Bert Makes you feel young again.

            Peggy laughs.

            Peggy If only.

            Bert On your seventieth.

            Peggy Your seventieth, I’m only sixty-eight.

            Bert And it’s not actually my birthday, either.

            David All right, Dad.

            Bert Close enough. And those two are –

            David Yeah.

            Peggy What did they call that tree they liked on the walk, the dancing tree?

            Beat. Bert gets up, speaking without moving away from the chair again. He stands with his arm up behind his back as if he’s in a half-nelson.

            Bert They’ll be out like lights.

            David Let’s hope so.

            Bert Up late.

            David To celebrate you, Bert.

            Peggy And isn’t that lovely.

            David And they did go to bed on time, it’s just they woke up.

            Bert sits down.

            Bert They’ll be back off soon enough.

            Peggy Wasn’t it a lovely dinner?

            Bert Oh, yes. Fantastic day, Dave.

            David I’m glad you enjoyed it.

            Bert Oh yeah. Your boys.17

            Peggy They’re great, aren’t they.

            David They are.

            Peggy Enjoying themselves.

            Bert Makes you feel young again.

            Peggy laughs.

            Peggy If only.

            Bert On your seventieth.

            Peggy Your seventieth, I’m only sixty-eight.

            Bert And it’s not actually my birthday, either.

            David All right, Dad.

            Bert Close enough. And those two are –

            David Yeah.

            Peggy They liked that tree on the walk, the dancing tree.

            Bert German.

            David Tanzlinden. I think Iris named it. Or Fiona named it while her mum was here. But that’s what they call it anyway.

            Bert Tanzlinden means dancing tree.

            David Big thing over there. Bit like the maypole. And some places they climb up in them, platforms and rooms, like The Faraway Tree.

            Peggy Spoonface.

            Bert I don’t know much about Germany.

            Peggy You know about Leipzig.

            David Oh, Leipzig.

            Bert That was beautiful, wasn’t it. Only place we didn’t bomb flat, that’s why. Only place they didn’t have to start all over again.18

            Peggy You’ve been back since, haven’t you.

            David A few times, for concerts.

            Peggy I loved that holiday very much.

            Bert I got some good film on the camera today.

            David Yes?

            Bert I’ll have to bring it next time we come down and we can have a look.

            David Great.

            Bert Or we’ll watch it next time you come home.

            Enter Fiona. Peggy stands. She stands with her arm up behind her back as if she’s in a half-nelson.

            Fiona They’re down!

            Peggy Oh, well done.

            David Well done, love. Drink?

            Fiona sits.

            Fiona Thank you.

            Bert I got some good film on the camera today.

            David Yes?

            Bert I’ll have to bring it next time we come down and we can have a look.

            David Great.

            Bert Or we’ll watch it next time you come home.

            Fiona They’re down!

            Peggy Oh, well done.

            David Well done, love. Drink?

            Fiona Thank you.19

            Bert Here you go, mate.

            Bert pushes the wine bottle over to David.

            David Thanks, Bert.

            David stands and circles the table with the wine, refills Fiona’s glass first, then tops up Peggy and Bert’s.

            Peggy What did you read them?

            Fiona Hand, Hand, Fingers, Thumb.

            Peggy Oh, yes.

            Bert I never heard that, I don’t think.

            Peggy Good one.

            Fiona Dr Seuss.

            Peggy recites a line from the book.

            David Cat in the Hat.

            Bert I know that one.

            David Famous one, that.

            Peggy recites another line from the book, then she and Fiona recite a line together.

            Bert Cheers.

            Fiona clinks glasses with Bert. Bert has a drink. David sits.

            That’s lovely, that.

            Peggy You’ll have a sore head tomorrow.

            Bert Probably will.

            Fiona I didn’t think you drank.

            Bert I don’t much.

            Peggy But special occasions.

            David Which is what this is.20

            Bert Well.

            Peggy Bert.

            Fiona We are sorry we weren’t there on the day.

            Peggy Oh –

            Fiona Just the boys, and the move, you know.

            Peggy We know what it’s like, we had boys too, remember.

            Bert And how could you have known when my birthday was? Tell you what I ought to do, I should have it the same day every year, then it’d be easier to keep track of.

            Fiona Oh, Bert.

            Bert Only joking.

            David We didn’t know you were having a party.

            Bert I’m joking. Just a funny day to book the moving van, that’s all.

            David We didn’t know about the party.

            Bert We’d have helped. Helped you move.

            David We didn’t want to impose.

            Bert Certainly didn’t do that.

            Peggy You shut up, Bert Norris, stop trying to start a fight.

            Bert Oh, sorry. Only a joke. Sorry, Fiona. Dave.

            Fiona No, we’re sorry.

            Peggy All right then.

            Bert Call us next time you want any help though.

            David We didn’t know you were having a party.

            Bert I’m joking. Just a funny day to book the moving van, that’s all.21

            David We didn’t know about the party.

            Bert We’d have helped. Helped you move.

            David We didn’t want to impose.

            Bert Certainly didn’t do that.

            Peggy You shut up, Bert Norris, and stop trying to start a fight.

            Bert Oh, sorry. Only a joke. Sorry, Fiona. Dave.

            Fiona No, we’re sorry.

            Peggy All right then.

            Bert Call us next time you want any help though.

            Peggy Barnaby’s very good at his reading now, isn’t he?

            Fiona Oh, yeah.

            Bert A prodigy!

            Peggy He is a prodigy.

            David Well.

            Fiona There are kids in his class can’t read at all yet.

            Peggy You’re putting the work in. Josiah will be the same.

            Fiona Hopefully.

            David Not that we’re measuring them against each other.

            Peggy No, of course. I just mean you’re doing it all so well.

            Fiona Thank you.

            Fiona stands with her arm up behind her back as if she’s in a half-nelson.

            Bert We had less than this to drink on our wedding day.

            David gets up, clears away the high chair.

            Peggy That’s true.22

            Fiona Really?

            David One bottle of sherry on your wedding day.

            Bert Between thirteen.

            Fiona Really?

            Peggy The middle of the war. We’ve told you this story.

            Fiona I don’t know.

            David You probably have.

            Fiona I don’t think you have.

            David Walked into that one.

            Bert We were married while I was on leave. That’s why it was Christmas Day, I had shore leave for Christmas and never another bloody day in the year. So I wrote ahead to say I was coming, and how about tying the knot and that, and on Christmas Eve I got the train up to Long Buckby Wharf, and walked the last six miles to my dad’s house, and for dinner I had the rice pudding he’d left out for the dogs. Next morning we were married in the Baptist chapel, and for the breakfast there was a bottle of sherry.

            Peggy Between thirteen.

            David Some people wouldn’t have sat down at that table.

            Peggy Unlucky number.

            Bert Then the next morning we heard everyone was getting an extra day’s leave, but had to report to the train station so it’d be known we hadn’t buggered off. And Peggy said she’d come along with me to check in.

            Peggy I did.

            Bert I had a friend was a taxi driver, and he gave us a lift, except his petrol ration ran out on the way, so we had to walk the last couple of miles.23

            David And when you got there –

            Bert And when we got there, the bloke told me it was only army had an extra day, and I had to get on the train and go back for that evening! So I gave her a kiss on the platform, didn’t I, and it was three years before we saw one another again.

            Peggy There’s a way to start a marriage.

            Bert Peace and quiet.

            Peggy Quite.

            Fiona Three years?

            David sits down again.

            Peggy That’s right. Even when we did meet next, it was only chance. I was working in London. Secretarial work. And I’d bought this carpet, for my digs. I was living on Frognal, up in Finchley, see, and a bomb had come down over the road and we’d lost all the glass from our windows, and I was working to make it nice again. So I’d got this carpet and I had it on my shoulder, but it was too heavy for me, a great big thing. And I was struggling along the platform at Waterloo station when I heard this voice saying, ‘Can I help you with that?’ And that was Bert.

            Fiona No.

            Bert I’d just got back in the country.

            Fiona Question is, Bert, did you know it was Peggy or did you used to say that to all the pretty girls?

            Bert Oh, you know me.

            Peggy Yes, we do.

            Bert It seems unbelievable doesn’t it, but these things did happen. In the war they happened a lot, I used to think. I met your brother on a beach in Malaysia.24

            Peggy You did.

            Bert Saw this ship coming into port and thought to myself I know that ship, I think Ted might be on that. And sure enough, I found him on the beach an hour later. Other side of the bloody world. And there’s my brother Harold, in the first war, my half-brother.

            Fiona Oh?

            Bert Harold was travelling by train to the south coast for deployment, after training. And on the way down he passed through Buckby. And he wrote a postcard to his parents, my dad and his first wife, and he threw it out the train window as the train went through. And do you know, someone found it, and brought it to my father? And it was the last thing they ever heard from him, he died of wounds in France.

            Fiona How sad.

            Bert These things somehow happen in a war. I was on shore leave from the Hood when the Hood was sunk, and that was a kind of miracle as well. There were only three survivors from the Hood. Those who were actually on the ship, I mean.

            Peggy I was with him that day.

            Fiona Were you?

            Peggy We were in a hotel by the sea up in the north-east, was it Hull, was it … Whitby? I’d travelled up to see him while he had leave.

            Bert I don’t remember where it was.

            Peggy We went for a walk after breakfast, and Bert wore his uniform, and his cap said HMS Hood, you know. And a man came up to us and said excuse me, are you on the Hood? And Bert said yes, and he said your ship’s sunk, mate. We hardly believed him.25

            Bert A lot of the ships I served on sunk. We were holed in Scapa Flow, we were bombed in Narvik. I won the Croix de Guerre for Narvik. I was with the Free French by that time. I’d volunteered for submarine duty, I was tired of the ships I was on getting sunk.

            Peggy Even though submarines were more dangerous really.

            Bert But you get sent to whatever special duties they need men for, so I ended up in the French Resistance.

            David stands.

            David I’ll just go to the loo.

            Fiona Okay.

            David exits.

            Peggy You’ve upset him.

            Bert It was meant to be a joke, we don’t mind really.

            Fiona We are sorry.

            Peggy It’s nicer to be able to do it like this. All those candles you put on the cake!

            Bert We blaze brighter as we go on!

            Peggy Apologise to him properly when he comes back.

            Bert I’d only rake it up again, he’s fine.

            Fiona I’m sure he’s fine. He’s just embarrassed.

            Bert I think so. Just tired. Busy day today.

            Peggy Too much to drink.

            Bert Well yes.

            Peggy We should go to bed really.

            Fiona It’s all right.

            Bert We probably should though.26

            Fiona Are you all right about the caravan? I’m worried about you out there.

            Peggy Oh, we love it. Nicer than indoors.

            Bert Holidays were always caravans for us. Makes us feel at home. Take the caravan to Devon or to Wales on the back of the car, strap the boats to it, get the boys in the water.

            Fiona Did you have boats?

            Peggy Bert made kayaks.

            Fiona You made them?

            Bert My woodworking.

            Fiona Boats!

            Bert They’re quite simple really.

            Fiona I suppose it seems impressive because they have to float.

            Bert I’ll have to make some for your boys.

            Fiona Would you?

            Bert Course. Dave’s not going to, is he. Not so good with his hands.

            Peggy Well he is good with his hands, he’s a professional concert pianist.

            Bert Yeah. He is good. Just a different kind of – you know.

            Enter David. He doesn’t sit down.

            David Hello.

            Bert I was just going to tell your good lady about my adventure in the Congo!

            David Oh yeah?

            Fiona The Congo?27

            David Bert got shipwrecked. It might not have been the Congo.

            Bert Africa, anyway.

            Fiona You were shipwrecked?

            Bert Ran aground, yeah. And the ship went down. Had to swim to shore.

            Peggy This tribal village took him in.

            Fiona Really?

            Bert Me and a dozen others who survived. Like something out of a book. The women had no tops on.

            Peggy Bert.

            Bert We slept in these huts with fires in the middle. But then after a week or so I got the impression the tribal elders were trying to marry me off to one of the local girls, and I was already married of course, I didn’t much like that. So I swapped my leather jacket for a coracle with this bloke I’d got friendly with, and me and my mate went to the coast and waited till we saw a ship passing, and we paddled out to it and got a lift home. A lot of the crew of that ship drowned.
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