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  The Comeback was developed by Sonia Friedman Productions and first performed at the Noël Coward Theatre, London, on 8 December 2020, with the following cast:
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        Ben Ashenden


      

    




    

      	

        ALEX/JIMMY


      



      	

        Alex Owen


      

    




    

      	

        BEN/SID DOUBLE


      



      	

        Alex Mackeith


      

    




    

      	

        ALEX/JIMMY DOUBLE


      



      	

        Barney Fishwick


      

    




    

      	

        COSTA


      



      	

        Barney Fishwick/Alex Mackeith


      

    




    

      	

        OLD MAN


      



      	

        Robert Moore/Drew Paterson


      

    




    

      	

        Director


      



      	

        Emily Burns


      

    




    

      	

        Set and Costume Designer


      



      	

        Rosanna Vize


      

    




    

      	

        Lighting Designer


      



      	

        Prema Mehta
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        Giles Thomas


      

    


  




  It was produced in the West End by Sonia Friedman Productions and Tulchin Bartner Productions in association with Playing Field, Eilene Davidson Productions, Rupert Gavin/Mallory Factor and David Mirvish.




  Thanks to Alex Aitken, Mary Ashenden, Roger Ashenden, Will Attenborough, Helen Bailey, Joe Bannister, James Bierman, Patrick Bone, Jack Bradley, Imogen Brodie, Sam Bryant, Ian Burns, Karen Burns, Rob Carter, Ben Chamberlain, Jack Chisnall, Alex Constantin, Alex Cooke, Heather Cryan, David Evans, Equity, Chris Farrar, Johnny Flynn, Sonia Friedman, Emma Hall, David Herman, Katya Herman, Susie Herman, Patricia Hodge, Iona Inglesby, Rupert Majendie, Emma-Louise Merritt, Fran Miller, David Nock, Alice Orr Ewing, Oxford House, Ella Saunders, Scott Skelton, Soho Theatre, Ryan Taylor, Spencer Tiney, The New Diorama Theatre, The Pleasance Theatre, Matt Trueman, Dominic Twose, WAC Arts, David Walliams, Jamie Wallwork, Paul Wanklin, Jake Wood, William Wood, Simon Woolley and Writers’ Guild of Great Britain.




  

    

  




  Characters




  ALEX


  also plays JIMMY




  BEN


  also plays SID




  Plus COSTA (the stage manager), CELEBRITY GUEST, BODY DOUBLES and OLD MAN




  Notes on Performance




  The doubling of Alex/Jimmy and Ben/Sid is an important aspect of the show, and casting four actors would be inadvisable.




  In the original production, the roles of Alex/Jimmy and Ben/Sid were played by thirty-year-old men, but they could happily be played by people of any age or gender. Applications to adjust the characters’ names or pronouns to suit the cast are welcomed by the publishers.




  The ‘celebrity guest’ certainly does not need to be a ‘celebrity’ per se. Their role might be taken by anyone in the community associated with performance, public speaking, or high status, or indeed just by someone pulled up from the audience at random.




  The sequence where Alex passes props to Ben from backstage requires the assistance of stage management or the doubles behind the curtain.




  This text went to press before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




  

    

  




  ACT ONE




  Scene One




  We are onstage in the Didlington Arts Theatre. Once a handsome Victorian music hall, now a shabby D-list tour stop. A red curtain is lit by footlights. As the announcer’s voice filters into the auditorium, the house lights fade, and the stage lights illuminate a narrow performance space.




  ANNOUNCER (voice-over). Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome to the stage your warm-ups for this evening… Alex and Ben!




  Two men in their thirties bound on from behind the curtain, stage-right, beaming smiles at the audience: ALEX, an ebullient and impressionable optimist, and BEN, a stern and blunt misanthrope.




  BEN. Hello, everyone, hello! Thanks for coming. Before we begin I should tell you guys about a new system we are trialling tonight to stop us talking over each other, which has been a bit of a problem on tour –




  ALEX. Yeah it’s been a bit of an issue –




  BEN. Well let me just explain the system and –




  ALEX. Yeah, yeah.




  BEN. It’s called the conch system.




  BEN pulls out a shell.




  Basic rule is: when you’re holding a shell you can speak –




  ALEX pulls out his own shell.




  ALEX. And when you’re not, you can’t.




  BEN. No. Why have you got one?




  ALEX. Oh, the shell guy did an incredible deal.




  BEN snatches ALEX’s shell away. ALEX is still all smiles to the audience.




  BEN. Gimme that. The system is based on logic. I think Aristotle said if two competing forces –




  ALEX pulls out yet another shell.




  ALEX. It was an unbelievable deal –




  BEN furiously snatches that away too, bristling with irritation.




  BEN. Forget it. I’m going to get rid of these, and then we’ll start properly.




  BEN exits round the curtain, stage-right. ALEX gets a cheeky idea.




  ALEX.…Ooh! Chance for a little prank: when Ben comes back on, I’ll ask him if he says either or i-ther. And then, if he says either, I’ll say, ‘Ooh okay so you just say i-ther.’ Hahaha! And then he’ll say, ‘No I just told you I say either.’ And I’ll say, ‘That’s what I’m saying, you just say i-ther,’ and he’ll say ‘Noo…’ and it’ll go on and on and really wind him up!




  BEN re-enters.




  BEN. Okay, guys, so:




  ALEX. Ben, quick question, mate. Do you say either or i-ther?




  BEN.…er… I just vary between the two.




  ALEX’s smile fades. What now?




  You okay?




  ALEX gestures for BEN to carry on.




  Alright, third time lucky! Welcome to the show, I’m Ben, and a bit about me: before I was a comedian I was actually a teacher, so be warned, if you don’t laugh…




  BEN wags a finger warningly as if to say ‘you’ll be in trouble’.




  ALEX. He’ll have to go back to that.




  BEN. I’m not going back to that.




  ALEX. No, sorry.




  BEN. If I went back to anything it’d be my charity work. I actually volunteered for Greenpeace for the best part of last year.




  ALEX.…Christmas Day?




  BEN. Best part.




  ALEX. Right, yep.




  BEN (to audience). You must be so excited, ladies and gents, to see your main act tonight, the comedy legends, Jimmy and Sid.




  ALEX. And we’ll be getting them on very shortly, but first, here’s a sketch…




  They begin the sketch: a film-noir-style private-investigator scene. The INVESTIGATOR (BEN), mimes smoking a cigarette, and stares severely into the distance. The client, MR BANLEY (ALEX), shudders under the weight of his paranoia.




  MR BANLEY (ALEX). ‘Please. I need to know. I’ve suspected her for months, and I’ve come to you out of desperation, so tell me… is she cheating on me?’




  The INVESTIGATOR takes a long drag on his cigarette and slowly turns, relishing his power.




  INVESTIGATOR (BEN). ‘…No.’




  MR BANLEY. ‘Oh, thank God! And you’re sure?’




  INVESTIGATOR. ‘I’m a private investigator, Mr Banley, it’s my job to be sure.’




  MR BANLEY. ‘Of course.’




  INVESTIGATOR. ‘Which is why what I’ve got to say next might come as quite a shock.’




  MR BANLEY. ‘What is it?’




  The INVESTIGATOR toys with MR BANLEY, enjoying a tantalising pause…




  INVESTIGATOR. ‘I’m afraid, Mr Banley, that she’s… your mother.’




  Beat.




  MR BANLEY. ‘Which Mrs Banley did you investigate?’




  The INVESTIGATOR realises his mistake and the shameful hubris of it all hits him hard.




  INVESTIGATOR. ‘…I’ve wasted a great deal of our time.’




  The sketch is over. ALEX and BEN turn out to the audience.




  ALEX and BEN. Thank you, thank you!




  ALEX. There’s actually a funny backstory to that sketch, cos amazingly we saw that play out in real life!




  BEN. Literally word for word, we didn’t have to change anything.




  ALEX. Yeah, we were watching, cracking up, and just immediately went, ‘Well that’s going straight in the act!’




  BEN. It was, what, last year?




  ALEX. Yeah we saw it happen in a, er… sketch show.




  BEN. So big thanks to The League of Gentlemen. (Seems to get distracted.) Alex, I like your shoes by the way.




  ALEX. Thanks. There’s actually a funny backstory about these shoes. I got them… from a mysterious Arab boy…




  Beguiling exotic music plays as the boys theatrically swap sides in preparation for a new scene. The music finishes.




  BEN (not going into a scene). Well they’re very nice.




  ALEX. Thank you.




  BEN. In this next sketch Alex plays a character called Martin… which becomes apparent almost immediately.




  They begin the sketch: GAV (BEN) and MARTIN (ALEX) stand beside each other, awkwardly.




  GAV (BEN). ‘Martin, can I – ’




  BEN nods to the audience: the ‘Martin’ information really does come very quickly. He returns to the sketch…




  ‘Martin, can I ask you a… potentially embarrassing question?’




  MARTIN (ALEX). ‘Sure, what’s up?’




  GAV. ‘Well… it’s… er… alright, I’ll just say it. Basically, Martin… my wife and I would really… we would really like a threesome?’




  MARTIN is blindsided. GAV regrets asking.




  MARTIN. ‘Er… oh.’




  GAV. ‘Sorry, I know that’s a bit…’




  MARTIN. ‘A threesome. Right. So… so you want me to get out of the bed?’




  GAV. ‘We just think four is too many.’




  MARTIN. ‘Nice to meet you, Sarah – ’




  GAV. ‘Just go.’




  GAV gestures to ‘other people’ who are apparently in the room with them, and MARTIN mimes holding sheets. We realise they’re in bed. MARTIN ‘rolls’ out.




  BEN. Thank you, ladies and gentleman, now –




  ALEX. This next sketch is called ‘The Funny King’!




  ALEX picks up a crown from behind the curtain, stage-right. BEN looks perturbed.




  BEN.…We’re doing ‘The Funny King’?




  ALEX. Yeah yeah yeah!




  The atmosphere shifts. The act clearly isn’t on train tracks.




  BEN. I’m not sure that…




  ALEX (to audience). Haha, enjoy!




  BEN. Well hang on, don’t I wear the crown?




  ALEX. No, no, I wear the crown.




  BEN. You sure?




  ALEX (to audience). Sorry, guys, a bit of housekeeping. (To BEN.) Yeah I wear the crown, mate.




  BEN. Okay. Maybe…




  ALEX. Maybe? Definitely. Yeah, yeah for ‘Funny King’. I wear the crown. Definitely. Definitely.




  ALEX is enjoying being in the right.




  BEN. Okay. Just thought it was…




  ALEX. You thought…? What, sorry?




  ALEX is showing BEN up in front of the crowd.




  BEN. No I was just saying, I thought I wore the crown.




  ALEX (smug). Yeah I think we all know you thought you wear the crown, mate. Okay, guys, ‘The Funny King’.




  BEN (in character). ‘Enter! Enter!’




  ALEX. ‘Many thanks, Your Majesty – ’




  (Drops character.) No it is you.




  With the sketch properly derailed, BEN is cross, taking ALEX upstage briefly for a firm word. ALEX is apologising profusely – his Icarus wings burned to a pathetic crisp.




  Remonstrations over, ALEX turns back to the audience with a smile.




  ALEX. Sorry, ladies and gents, from the top, ‘The Funny King’!




  They restart the sketch.




  BEN. ‘Enter, enter!’




  ALEX. ‘Many thanks, Your Majesty.’




  BEN. ‘“Your Majesty”? What a funny joke from a funny, funny King – ’




  ALEX (drops character). So it is me?




  BEN. I don’t want to do this any more. I’m just gonna see if Jimmy and Sid are ready, can you do the ‘no phones’ stuff?




  ALEX. Oh, really?




  BEN marches angrily around the curtain, stage-right.




  Okay, guys, before we get Jimmy and Sid on, do remember to turn your…




  (Now that BEN’s gone…) Okay, perfect! This gives me a chance to fill you guys in on a little surprise I’ve got lined up for Ben! Bit of background: Ben’s always telling me to be a better whistler. He’s always saying, ‘Alex you’re so bad at whistling, you’re such a bad whistler!’ So, I’ve been on a twelve-week-long whistling course. ‘Ooh, Alex?’ ‘Yeah?’ ‘Did the course improve your whistling?’ ‘Er lemme think about that, yeah I think a four-grand whistling course tends to improve your whistling!’ So get excited, guys, Ben’s gonna absolutely love this – ooh here he comes! –
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