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         10

      

   


   
      
         
11
            The Band Back Together

         

         12

      

   


   
      
         
            
13
               Act One

            

         

         
            
               1

            

         

         A village hall. A keyboard, a drum kit, guitar stands, guitars. Somewhere in the space there’s a second space with a kitchen – it doesn’t matter where this is, or whether the performers have to pass through the audience to get to it. Joe enters with three coffees. He puts them down. He sits, clears his throat, plays a song, accompanying himself on the piano. Ellie enters while he plays. When he realises she’s there, he stops.

         
            Ellie Don’t stop!

            Joe Oh –

            Ellie For me. Hello.

            She opens her arms. They hug. 

            Joe You look exactly the same.

            Ellie I’m literally twice the age I was when we were last in here.

            Joe You look the same though.

            Ellie Whereas you look dreadful.

            Joe Thanks.

            Ellie No, really, what happened? God I’m incredibly nervous. Nice to see you!

            Joe And you, mate! I got you a coffee.

            Joe goes to where he put the coffees down.

            Ellie You’re nice.

            Joe That’s what everyone says, but they’re wrong. 14

            Ellie Are they?

            Joe It’s a front. When I’m alone and no one can see me I’m very cruel to animals to balance it out.

            Ellie Are you?

            Joe I boil dogs, yeah. You can have a latte or a cappuccino. I got one of each. Ross gets the other.

            Ellie Service station?

            Joe No, I got ’em in town.

            Ellie From the shop?

            Joe It’s gone downhill.

            Ellie Of course it has.

            Joe They actually literally haven’t refurbished since we left. It’s rotting around them.

            Ellie You remember the milk down the back of the fridges?

            Joe How do you even get milk down the back of a fridge?

            Ellie We managed it all the time.

            Joe But I never knew how. I quite fancy the manager now.

            Ellie Is it not Ken?

            Joe No.

            Ellie Are you serious?

            Joe Yeah.

            Ellie Are you serious?

            Joe I am.

            Ellie Are you serious? I thought that man would always be the manager. Governments would come and go, and ice caps would melt, and he would simply continue. Managing. Or whatever it was he really did. 15

            Joe He had that weed farm.

            Ellie No, it was his friend’s.

            Joe That was it.

            Ellie He was visiting his friend’s weed farm when the police raided it, and he got out the window and his friend didn’t, so he offered to run it till his friend got out in sort of solidarity.

            Joe Why did the police not shut it down?

            Ellie The weed farm?

            Joe You’d think if the police had raided the place there wouldn’t be a weed farm left to look after.

            Ellie Maybe there was more than one.

            Joe Must be it. A franchise. He runs the Jobcentre now.

            Ellie Yeah?

            Joe I went to see him.

            Ellie Why?

            Joe I dunno. I couldn’t believe it. I thought he’d never leave there either.

            Ellie Yeah.

            Joe So I went in to see him, but I walked in the door and people were so hostile to me.

            Ellie How do you mean?

            Joe They marched me back out.

            Ellie Of the Jobcentre?

            Joe You have to have appointments. I think they thought I was gonna strip off or something.

            Ellie Do an I, Daniel Blake. 16

            Joe Does he do that?

            Ellie Something like that. I haven’t seen it.

            Joe Wees all over everything.

            Ellie Something like that. So you didn’t see him?

            Joe They said he was in a meeting.

            Ellie And he doesn’t run the café any more?

            Joe No, it’s someone else.

            Ellie And you fancy her.

            Joe She’s friendly. I have this terrible affliction around people who are nice to me. Very common in men. It affects approximately one in two men. I just fall in love with anyone who’s nice to me. Can’t even help it. Someone smiles at me, I don’t sleep for weeks.

            Ellie I’ve seen that in you.

            Joe There you go.

            Ellie In my experience it’s actually probably more than one in two men, so don’t feel bad.

            Joe Okay. It’s sort of like baldness then. Comes to nearly all of us.

            Ellie Yeah, I guess it is. I’ll have the cap.

            Joe Cool.

            He gives her a coffee. She sips it. 

            Ellie That is stone cold and not in a good way.

            Joe I got here early. You don’t have to drink it.

            Ellie No, it’s all right. If you tell yourself it’s meant to taste like that it’s almost bearable.

            Joe Like life. 17

            Ellie Exactly. Thank you, Joe, I appreciate it. I go back in sometimes too.

            Joe Yeah?

            Ellie When I’m back to see Mum. It’s funny. They don’t know who I am. I feel like a spy, like I’m there incognito. And I keep getting older and they stay the same age.

            Joe Right?!

            Ellie It’s all kids in the exact same life stage we were at when we were there. It’s quite charged, really. Imagine. The same pheromones all the time in that room, just different bodies passing through and pumping them out one after the other. It’s beautiful. There must always be someone falling in love there. And someone preparing to come out to their parents. And someone saving to go round the world. And whatever other shit we did when we were young.

            Joe Blackout drinking.

            Ellie Yeah, that’s what we did. Then make beds out of bags of coffee beans in the basement and pass out down there.

            Joe I never went round the world.

            Ellie It’s overrated.

            Joe I bet it’s not.

            Ellie I was being nice. I don’t think you’d like it, to be fair.

            Joe The world?

            Ellie All the travel. You were never good at that. What?! You didn’t like buses. You wouldn’t have crisps in your bag because they rustled.

            Joe That did really annoy me, crisps in my bag.

            Ellie I know.

            Joe That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t have liked the world. 18

            Ellie Just the little trays and waiting at airports. Lots of it is actually waiting at airports.

            Joe Maybe it’s a good thing I stayed home then. And why go round India when there’s so much of Wiltshire I still haven’t seen?

            Ellie Exactly.

            Joe We’ve got as many ancient monuments as anywhere else.

            Ellie And that’s just the people who drink in the pubs!

            Joe Funny!

            Ellie I am funny, thank you! Thank you for noticing.

            They both drink their coffees. 

            Joe Nice cold coffee.

            Ellie Nice awkward silence.

            Joe Sorry.

            Ellie What for? Two to tango. How have you been?

            Joe Well. Yeah. I guess –

            Ellie Big question.

            Joe Well, it’s been a while.

            Ellie Sorry.

            Joe What for? What about you, how have you been?

            Beat. 

            Ellie You kind of have to say everything or like, two words, don’t you.

            Joe That’s it.

            Ellie So.

            Joe Yeah. 19

            Ellie Everything seems like quite a lot now I’m weighing it up.

            Joe Maybe build up to it.

            Ellie Yeah, I’ll take a run up. Not that there’s like. A big story or anything. I mean I’m fine, I’ve been fine, there’s no story. I just think the longer version takes a long time to tell. Like, we had the Olympics didn’t we, remember that? I went to some of it. In the big stadium. And then there was all the really unexpected grief I felt when David Bowie died, I’d have to tell you about that. And how I got better at budgeting. There’s been loads of stuff happened, you know? Could take ages to explain it all.

            Joe But you’re all right?

            Ellie I’m all right.

            Joe Well that’s good then.

            Ellie What a relief eh?

            Joe All the same limbs I remember so well.

            Ellie Several of the same teeth. I’ve survived this long.

            Joe And that ain’t nothin’.

            Ellie Mozart didn’t.

            Joe Kurt Cobain. I’m the same age as Lorca was when they shot him.

            Ellie In India in 1900, life expectancy was thirty-three, and we’re past that. And half of the world’s population are under twenty-five today. So that might actually make us top forty per cent. Or bottom forty per cent. But old, anyway.

            Joe We’re nailing it by every empirical measure.

            Ellie God yes! And you’re living back here?

            Joe Yeah. 20

            Ellie Me too.

            Joe Really?

            Ellie Nearly. I’m just coming back.

            Joe Oh, wow. I didn’t know.

            Ellie Me and my partner are thinking it’s time to try and pop out a sprog, you know? So we’re gonna rinse Mum for free babysitting.

            Joe Nice.

            Ellie And the schools and the life and London’s a hellhole and all the other more sincere stuff one might say if one were more emotionally intelligent and not feeling a bit shy and overwhelmed, obviously.

            Joe Obviously. Are you?

            Ellie What?

            Joe Feeling. Overwhelmed.

            Ellie Only a bit. It’ll pass.

            Joe Me too if it helps.

            Ellie Yeah? That’s good. Solidarity.

            They clink cups. 

            Joe Good to see you though.

            Ellie Yeah. Good and horrible.

            Joe Why?

            Ellie Time and stuff, innit.

            Joe Stephen Hawking’s original working title.

            Ellie I believe it was. It’s good to see you too.

            They’re not exactly drowning in things to say. 

            So I’m moving home, yeah. 21

            Joe Are we pretending we’re grown-ups in a room making conversation?

            Ellie I think so, yeah!

            Joe Have we become strangers?

            Ellie Maybe just at first.

            Joe Bloody hell.

            Ellie If we keep going it might get better.

            Joe Okay. So, are you buying somewhere?

            Ellie Edge of town. Where are you?

            Joe On Wilton Road.

            Ellie We’re gonna be on the other side, on Elm Grove?

            Joe I don’t know it.

            Ellie It’s just a little flat. We fit in it. So …

            Joe Always a plus.

            Ellie This is good pretending, isn’t it?

            Joe Yeah, we’re nailing it. Do you wanna tell me about the property prices in the area, is that what people talk about now when they’re grown-ups? Or the schools?

            Ellie A big part of me wants to shout at the top of my voice, ‘I’ve seen you naked but now it’s been years since we saw each other and for some reason that is extremely upsetting,’ but maybe we’ll get to that later, you know?

            Joe Okay.

            Ellie They found hand axes in the basement. In the building where I’m buying my flat.

            Joe Yeah?

            Ellie They’re in the Museum in the Close, you can go and look at them. If you want. You don’t have to. They’re meant 22to be three hundred thousand years old. I might have got the decimal point in the wrong place, but that’s the number in my head.

            Joe Ancient monuments.

            Ellie Right?

            Joe Good callback. That is amazing, to be fair.

            Ellie I think so actually.

            Joe Were people using axes back then?

            Ellie They were on Elm Grove, mate. Fighting off the sabre-tooth tigers of Laverstock.

            Joe Hunting the wolves of Milford Hollow. It’s not wrong.

            Ellie What?

            Joe The decimal point. It’s about ice ages. Half a million years back there were people in England. Then a few more a quarter of a million years later. And then again for the last ten thousand years. But none in between because the place was frozen.

            Ellie Oh right.

            Joe We turn up now and then.

            Ellie Fair enough.

            Joe The oldest thing anyone ever found in England was footprints dating back a million years ago. On a beach in Norfolk. Or somewhere like that. Essex, maybe, this bit of land fell in the sea and exposed these footsteps. They could tell the age from the depth or something. But they only lasted a few weeks once they were in the open. The rain got to them. Sorry, boring.

            Ellie No.

            Joe Little bit. 23

            Ellie What were you playing when I came in?

            Joe Oh, just a song.

            Ellie Really? I thought it was a game of mah-jong.

            Joe Yeah, but I’m shy.

            Ellie Not really.

            Joe Why not?

            Ellie I was five minutes late, yeah? You started playing music more or less when we were due to arrive. Now Ross still isn’t here, Ross is properly late. But we’re all grown-ups now, we all have jobs. So we’re basically likely to turn up on time because all that being chaotic, it got old, didn’t it. We can’t get away with it any more. We’re frankly not pretty enough to be excused it now we’re into the dregs of our thirties. I just got caught up at that roadworks for a minute.

            Joe Oh, yeah.

            Ellie Pointless. Why are there so many potholes now?

            Joe Like to a tenement or pelting slum.

            Ellie What?

            Joe Don’t worry.

            Ellie But here’s the thing. Every bar you played of your song made it more likely I’d come in and hear you while you were singing. Me or Ross. Cos one of us was always gonna be basically on time. So you’re not shy. You wanted someone to hear you. So tell me about your song.

            Joe It’s just a song. I just got anxious. Like you have a party and you think no one’ll come.

            Ellie Were you that child?

            Joe No. 24

            Ellie I bet you were that child.

            Joe You weren’t.

            Ellie I threw legendary parties. Still do.

            Joe Thanks for the invites.

            Ellie You’ll get some now I’m coming home. I’m gonna stop drinking this now, it’s so horrible.

            Joe Sorry.

            Ellie No, I appreciate the gesture. I’ll chuck it down the sink. You done with yours?

            Joe Sure.

            Ellie One sec.

            Ellie exits with both cups. Joe goes to the piano, looks at it, looks up at where Ellie left, then doesn’t play it. He gets out his phone and starts texting. Ellie comes back in. 

            You texting him?

            Joe Just in case there’s a problem.

            Ellie He’ll be coming down from town will he?

            Joe I guess so.

            Ellie Is he staying with his parents?

            Joe He didn’t say really. I think so.

            Ellie They had a nice bloody house. Have you been sick in his downstairs loo?

            Joe Yeah.

            Ellie I reckon half of Salisbury’s been sick in his downstairs loo, they let him have so many parties. Happy days.

            Joe Yeah.

            Ellie They will never come again. 25

            Joe Oh.

            Ellie We’ll have a different sort of happy now with less throwing up.

            Joe Oh, yeah.

            Ellie Living with anyone?

            Joe No, just me.

            Ellie Seeing anyone?

            Joe Not at the moment.

            Ellie Boring!

            Joe Sorry.

            Ellie You have to feed me gossip!

            Joe I haven’t got a lot.

            Ellie Working in town?

            Joe Don’t laugh, right?

            Ellie Go on.

            Joe I actually work at Games Workshop.

            Ellie Are you joking?

            Joe I tried to deny it for years, but I love it, El. I really love making little model men. And I know that’s sad, and implies some kind of tragic extended adolescence, and a failure to engage with the actual world. But I reached an age when life felt too short for me to pretend I don’t love little model men any more. And they advertised for an assistant manager and I thought, I actually think that’s me. I think that’s who I actually am. So now I paint little model men all day, and train other people to paint little model men, and then at night I go home and play with my train set, which is not a joke, it’s not even a euphemism, I have a magnificent train set, and I am so bloody madly happy I don’t even care that I’m 26basically undateable. Because I’ve got my little model trains and my little model men. When I was growing up me and my brother had loads of it. Little orcs and all that. And then one day when I’d joined the band, I thought to myself, you have to cut this out. If you ever want to have friends and be normal, there cannot be wizards. You must cut out this part of your life and then bury it. And me and my brother, we threw it all away. Hundreds of quid of orcs and goblins. Hundreds of hours with the radio playing while we painted them all different shades of green. All in the bin like it never happened. But that was the real me. And I’m taking him back.

            Ellie You’ve dug up the body.

            Joe I’ve sewn the arm back on.

            Ellie Well now I have a dilemma, don’t I.

            Joe Yeah?

            Ellie Cos that screams cry for help. I’m just being honest. That is absolutely tragic. But we’re all meant to encourage our friends to be their true selves, aren’t we. Battle re-enactments? You go girl! Drinking while pregnant? Live your best life! So maybe while you’re clearly in need of an intervention, conventional wisdom currently requires that instead of literally sectioning you right now, I politely ask if you have any photos of your favourite little model men?

            Joe I do actually.

            Ellie Of course you do.

            Joe I’m in some pretty competitive WhatsApp groups.

            Ellie Do you send each other photos of your little model men?

            Joe Living my best life like you said.

            Ellie Do you find quite a lot of your friendship group are also male and single? 27

            Joe It’s weird that, isn’t it?

            Ellie It really is.

            Joe Do you actually want to see any of my –

            Ellie I’d rather you sent me a dick pic, Joe.

            Joe I don’t think people do that any more.

            Ellie No?

            Joe I think that was just men getting excited when the camera phone first got invented.

            Ellie That’s how men show their excitement the world over, isn’t it. Knob out, bit of helicoptering. Half of Wembley stadium does it whenever England score, I’m led to believe. The main stand at Cheltenham’s a sight on Gold Cup day.

            Joe It’s how we show joy.

            Ellie That’s why I’ve always got my tits out.

            Joe You see? You understand!

            Ellie We’ve got a lot of love to give.

            Joe Speaking of which.

            Ellie Yeah?

            Joe You’re gonna have a baby?

            Ellie Well, that’s the plan, yeah. That’s the idea. Sort of just starting to hit ‘now or never’ time, aren’t we. Well I am. You’ve clearly already chosen never with your little model men.

            Joe It’s mad, isn’t it.

            Ellie If we’d had a kid they’d be eighteen now.

            Joe Bloody hell. Isn’t that amazing? 28

            Ellie It’s a different life. I’m not sure it would be a worse one.

            Joe If you and I had had a kid?

            Ellie Maybe not us specifically. But I don’t feel old now. I’ve got life left in me. Imagine if the parenting was basically done, and I was just about to get back to free living! Maybe that would have been the better way round. Except I’d have had to have a baby with you.

            Joe We’d have been all right.

            Ellie Yeah, we would probably.

            Joe Or we’d have separated and I’d have been a weekend dad.

            Ellie Taking some resentful little snot to the zoo who went home and wrote poems about how he hated you. Do you want kids?

            Joe Oh.

            Ellie Sorry, is that –

            Joe No, you just caught me off balance.

            Ellie So?

            Joe Do I want kids?

            Ellie Yeah.

            Joe I don’t know. It feels like an abstract question.

            Ellie Because you’re single?

            Joe Maybe, yeah. God, it’s weird isn’t it. Five years ago I never had this conversation. Now we’ve been stood here ten minutes and we’re already into it.

            Ellie Sorry!

            Joe No, it’s interesting. It’s a ‘life stage’ thing. 29

            Ellie Costa was all about sexual positions. These days we’re all about fertility cycles.

            Joe You can have both.

            Ellie You can have both.

            Joe checks his phone. 

            Joe Ross hasn’t texted back.

            Ellie Too soon to talk about sexual positions?

            Joe Apparently. I don’t know when I got this shy.

            Ellie You were always this shy. I liked that about you. I like that about you, present tense.

            Joe Thanks. I like your lifelong ability to make me feel uncomfortable.

            Ellie Why?

            Joe There are different layers of us, aren’t there? So at the same time as I’m feeling shy and checking my phone now, there’s another me sort of watching that from above, and laughing, because that’s exactly how we worked. Always, all along, that was us. You were much less scared of things than me. And we used to be in love, and now we haven’t seen each other in ten years, and it’s weirdly upsetting to meet again, but I don’t mind actually because I do like you.

            Ellie Gimme a hug.

            They hug. 

            I missed you. Play me something.

            Joe El.

            Ellie That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?

            Joe When he gets here.

            Ellie He might not come. 30

            Joe He’d tell me if he’d cancelled.

            Ellie Do you think he would?

            Joe You play me something.

            Ellie I can’t play the piano. I was Stevie Nicks, remember? Me and my tambourine. Girls weren’t really allowed in the bands. That was problematic. Like having to play hockey instead of football. And Home Ec. And you not having Home Ec. Our childhoods were entirely problematic.

            Joe You can play something, surely?

            Ellie Probably not, mate. I haven’t picked up one of those in years. Go on. Play what you were playing.

            Joe I haven’t warmed up.

            Ellie Then this is your warm-up.

            Joe All right.

            Joe plays a song. 

            There you go.

            Ellie Hated it.

            Joe Thanks.

            Ellie I could tell you hadn’t warmed up. No, it’s nice.

            Joe Thanks.

            Ellie You still sound like you.

            Joe I am me. More or less.

            Ellie Are you?

            Joe I think so.

            Ellie I don’t know whether I am. It’s sort of lovely to be here and listening to you again.

            Joe Yeah. It’s emotional. 31

            Ellie Yeah, it sort of is. Have you really booked an actual gig then?

            Joe We can always bail if we can’t play in time.

            Ellie Will anyone come?

            Joe I dunno. I hope so.

            Ellie Where is it?

            Joe Here.

            Ellie Here?

            Joe Like we used to.

            Ellie No one will come, Joe.

            Joe I think the local community’s supportive.

            Ellie Yeah, of like, good stuff. Bric-a-brac sales and choral singing and local elections and swingers’ parties, not you and me messing about with a drum kit.

            Joe You and me and Ross. And Ross is famous.

            Ellie He’s not famous.

            Joe Because of that advert.

            Ellie Do you think that advert’s famous?

            Joe Ross is like the Scottish Widow. He’s the most famous person in my phone.

            Ellie No he’s not.

            Beat. 

            He might be actually.

            Joe Isn’t he?

            Ellie He might be. God that’s depressing.

            Joe Why? 32

            Ellie When I was a kid here I felt so disconnected from the big wide world and everything in it. And I went to London and I was so certain that I was going to get out of this oxbow lake, and join society, and be a real person. But Ross might still be the most famous person in my phone.

            Joe You never leave Salisbury.

            Ellie Apparently not.

            Joe Feet to the rising and setting may run, they always beat on the same small stone.

            Ellie What?

            Joe Don’t worry.

            Ellie So members of the public will come here to hear us perform music we make with our mouths and hands?

            Joe In theory. It’s for charity.

            Ellie Is it? What charity?

            Joe It’s a novichok benefit.

            Ellie Is it?

            Joe That’s why I first suggested it, remember?

            Ellie Yeah, but, Joe, that was years ago now.

            Joe Yeah. We delayed it cos of Covid. And cos Ross wouldn’t play live cos he was anti-vax.

            Ellie Is that why we didn’t do it last year?

            Joe Yeah.

            Ellie Is he still anti-vax?

            Joe I think he got over it. He went on the marches though.

            Ellie Really?

            Joe He said it was just to see what they were like. But I think he took a placard just to see what that was like, too. 33

            Ellie What did it say?

            Joe ‘My body, my choice.’

            Beat. 

            Ellie Well that could be worse.

            Joe It could, to be fair.

            Ellie Everyone went mental didn’t they.

            Joe He did.

            Ellie If he talks about big pharma or conspiracies I’m leaving.

            Joe (unconvinced) He won’t talk about big pharma or conspiracies.

            Beat. 

            Would you actually leave?

            Ellie Just – not anti-Semitism. He can do a bit on big pharma if he absolutely has to. But no anti-Semitism. That’s my line.

            Joe I mean, it’s a good line.

            Ellie I think so, thank you. So this is a novichok benefit gig?

            Joe Yeah.

            Ellie Will anyone remember it?

            Joe Novichok? Of course. The war in Ukraine started here in Salisbury.

            Ellie Well, it didn’t.

            Joe You know what I mean though.

            Ellie What charity are we fundraising for?

            Joe I don’t know yet. I looked up novichok charities in the area and it turns out there isn’t one really. 34

            Ellie Cos everyone forgot about it.

            Joe No. I reckon there probably would have been one. People just got distracted by everything else.

            Ellie Twenty-twenty.

            Joe It’s so disappointing because that was the best-named year.

            Ellie It was.

            Joe I was looking forward to it so much. The football season was gonna be called the twenty-twenty twenty-twenty-one season. How good is that? Twenty-twenty twenty-twenty-one. But I didn’t enjoy it. Yet another thing that Covid took from me.

            Ellie ‘Two examiners were locked in a debate over whether a particular sentence required “had” or “had had” in order to correctly convey its meaning. The chief examiner, while her colleague had had “had”, had had “had had”; “had had” had had the exam board’s approval.’

            Joe What’s that?

            Ellie If you like repeating words.

            Joe That was meant to be a joke?

            Ellie It’s a sentence with the same word in it eleven times in a row!

            Joe Should I laugh or clap, or –?

            Ellie I thought you’d like it!

            Joe It is quite cool actually.

            Ellie It’s better than twenty-twenty twenty-twenty-one.

            Joe It’s not.

            Ellie Eleven beats four. 35

            Joe But yours isn’t real. Roy Keane was gonna have to say mine again and again for a whole year. That’s better than something you made up.

            Ellie I don’t know who Roy Keane is, Joe.

            Joe Seriously?

            Ellie Football’s worse than Warhammer.
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