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  Introduction


  Ian Hallard




  Saturday 6th April 1974 was a pretty special day for me. That spring evening saw a sequin-strewn Swedish quartet make their debut on the international stage, as they swept to victory at the Eurovision Song Contest with their glam-rock inspired banger ‘Waterloo’. I don’t have any specific memories of that night. Indeed, it would be rather strange if I had, as I hadn’t yet been born. My mother, however, tuned in, as she did every year, and as she was a couple of months pregnant with me at the time, who knows? Maybe some kind of musical osmosis occurred…




  Whatever the source of my obsession, ABBA have been the soundtrack to my life: no doubt about it! As a child, I would dance around our living room to ABBA LPs, pretending to be Agnetha, in a pair of yellow woollen plaits my mum had made for me. My teenage years coincided with the dark period in the eighties when ABBA became so deeply unfashionable, only the bravest or most foolhardy admitted to enjoying their music. And now, here we are in the present day, their genius finally acknowledged, with their popularity maybe even greater than it was in their 1970s heyday.




  Why do I adore them so? It’s hard to quantify precisely. It’s Benny’s infuriatingly catchy melodies, beautifully arranged with an apparent simplicity that belies the intricacy that lies beneath them. It’s Frida’s honey-smooth, mellifluous mezzo voice, and the way it both complements and contrasts with Agnetha’s piercing pop soprano. And it’s all tied together by business mastermind Björn’s acumen and, increasingly, as the years progressed, astute lyrics. Their success in some ways could not be more mainstream, and yet they’ve always held a special place in the hearts of LGBTQ+ people. Which is ironic given that their initial image could not have been more heterosexual. Are they camp? Undoubtedly so at times. It’s there in the two women’s knowing winks and eyelash fluttering in the video for ‘Take a Chance On Me’, in Frida’s Cabaret-style delivery of ‘Money, Money, Money’, and in Agnetha’s devastating performance in ‘The Winner Takes It All’: all dishevelled perm and abundant blue eyeshadow. But that’s not to say that they shouldn’t be taken seriously. After all, my ultra-macho, karate black-belt wielding Uncle Mick was reduced to weeping when he heard ‘Slipping Through My Fingers’ for the first time. Anyway, it’s pointless trying to analyse why they touch my soul in the way they do. They just do.




  In the summer of 2019, I sat down to try and write my first play. They say to write what you know, and so I thought, well, why not write about ABBA? Extensive googling confirmed to me that nearly thirty years since Björn Again had first tottered on stage in their platform boots, nobody had ever thought of putting a cross-dressing twist on an ABBA tribute band, and that was that. I was off! Admittedly, I did have to clarify to a selection of excited friends who, when I told them what I was doing, mistakenly thought that I was actually setting up a drag ABBA tribute band, rather than just writing a play about one.




  I wanted to write a role for myself, and so the character of Peter – a Brummie on the ‘rainbow spectrum’ and a devotee of ABBA – was born. He’s certainly not a million miles away from the real-life me, although I should add that none of the major events in the play are autobiographical. For better or worse, I have never become romantically entangled with a gorgeous but Machiavellian Australian photographer. Having said that, one Saturday afternoon in June 2016, when I first watched the footage of Frida and Agnetha’s unexpected onstage reunion at Berns restaurant in Stockholm, my husband came in from walking the dog to find me sobbing at my laptop, and was genuinely alarmed that something terrible had happened. Oh, and I did cry when my parents took me to see ABBA: The Movie because I didn’t want it to end. And the first time I watched ABBA: A Video Documentary, when it got to 1982 and they split up, I cried then as well. So, basically all the crying bits are absolutely inspired by real-life events.




  Once I’d had the initial idea, I wrote like a demon and got a first draft down within a week. How did that differ from the text you have in your hands, you may wonder? Well, the eccentric, glossary-loving, Palin-skeptic Mrs Campbell sadly did not feature in that initial version, whereas an extended flashback sequence which dramatised Edward and Peter’s schooldays did. (I quickly realised this was just backstory and did not need to be included. Plus, the sight of two forty-something actors playing thirteen-year-olds threatened to take the play dangerously into Blood Brothers territory…)




  I liked the idea that the audience never see the band performing, so it’s left to one’s imagination how good (or bad) the act actually is. I also knew that the structure of the play had to lead up to a final scene where Peter and Edward sing the title song to each other; and that the final scene would take place on the night when ABBA’s new recordings were finally revealed to the world. It’s strange to think that when I wrote the play’s final line – ‘I Still Have Faith in You’ – I had no idea what that song would sound like or when that night might be.




  The Way Old Friends Do is about friendship, love, obsession; being queer, being middle-aged, being a fan. In short, it’s about devotion, desire and ‘Dancing Queens’. Elements of the dynamic between the characters of Edward and Peter are based on my relationship with my dear friend and sometime colleague, Matthew Baldwin. I am indebted to him for his ongoing generosity, kindness and inspiration. This play simply wouldn’t have happened without him.




  As I write this, we’re in the midst of rehearsals for the show’s first production. I’m delighted and honoured to be working with a company of supremely talented comic actors who are bringing my play to life. If our audiences experience even a fraction of the fun and laughter we’re having in the rehearsal room, then they’re in for a good time. It feels scary to be putting something out there that is so uniquely personal to me. I can only hope that audiences will enjoy it, and that, in these somewhat scary and uncertain times, it will put a smile on people’s faces. And for you, reading the play, I hope you enjoy it too. You don’t have to be an ABBA fan to enjoy it, but I think it will help!




  Who’d have thought that, forty-five years on, that little boy in the woollen yellow plaits, dancing around his living room to ‘Take a Chance On Me’, would grow up to do pretty much the same thing, but this time, professionally and on the stage at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre? It’s a crazy world…
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  A Note for Amateur Companies




  The business of music licensing is complex, so I knew when I wrote the very first draft of this play, that there was no guarantee we’d get permission to perform any ABBA songs in the show. That’s at least part of the reason why the play’s focus remains very much on the backstage events in the turbulent career of Head Over Heels.




  If you are mounting your own production, fortunately, a venue’s PRS licence should cover you for permission for all the music that connects one scene to the next, and your production will therefore be able to include some ABBA songs. As long as the track is transitional or in the background, and the characters neither perform, refer to, or interact with the song in question, no specific additional licence is required.




  There are two exceptions to this in the play. The first occurs in Act One, Scene Six, when Edward performs his dance solo. We used specially composed music for this moment, and did not seek to license the live recording of ‘Gimme! Gimme! Gimme!’




  The second occasion is when Peter and Edward sing the title song to one another in Act Two, Scene Nine. We were fortunate that the lovely people at Universal Music granted permission for us to perform one verse of ‘The Way Old Friends Do’. There’s nothing to stop you seeking similar permission, although bear in mind there will be a licensing fee to pay.




  However, if you are not able to include the song, the following dialogue can be substituted in its place:




  EDWARD. So, this evening. What made you get in touch? After all this time?




  PETER. You know how the song goes, Edward.




  EDWARD. Which song?




  PETER. ‘The Way Old Friends Do’.




  He pauses. He looks at EDWARD hopefully. He takes a deep breath and starts to sing.




  ‘You – ’




  EDWARD. No! Please. I beg of you. Don’t sing. I can’t bear it. It’s too cheesy.




  PETER. Okay. Then answer me this. Can we face it together?




  EDWARD. Yes. Of course we can.




  PETER smiles.




  It hasn’t ruined it for you then? What happened with Head Over Heels. You still listen to the music?




  





  


  

  The Way Old Friends Do was first performed at the Birmingham Rep Studio Theatre on 17 February 2023, before touring to Sheffield Theatres; Park Theatre, London; Yvonne Arnaud Theatre, Guildford; Northcott Theatre, Exeter; Theatre Royal Brighton; Everyman Theatre, Cheltenham; Oxford Playhouse; The Lowry, Salford; Theatre Royal Bath and York Theatre Royal. The cast and creative team was as follows:
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