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    Foreword




    Synergy commissions new plays to provide fresh insights on criminal justice, challenge the public perception of prisoners and further the public debate on issues beyond the headlines.




    The care and treatment of older prisoners offers a mirror to our ageing population – both are growing and come with significant challenges around who is responsible for care up to the end of life. We hope that Lifers provides a window into the experiences of people who will age like us and our parents but find themselves within a system that was designed to punish and contain rather than care.




    Esther Baker


    Artistic Director, Synergy Theatre Project


  




  

    

      

    




    Characters




    LENNY, seventies




    NORTON, seventies




    BAXTER, seventies




    MARK, thirties




    SONYA, forties




    WELLS, played by the same actor as Sonya




    SIMIAN, played by the same actor as Mark




    

      
A Note on Punctuation





      A dash ( – ) is a cut-off, sometimes of one’s own thought with a different thought (not a pause or beat).




      An ellipsis ( … ) is a loss or search for words.




      A lack of punctuation at the end of a line means the next line comes right in.




      / marks the point in a line where the following line interrupts or overlaps.




      [ ] indicates words that are not spoken, but there to clarify a line’s meaning.




      Lifers was developed with the support of the Royal Society of Literature’s Literature Matters Award.




      his ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.


    


  




  

    

      

    




    




    

      
Scene One





      BAXTER, NORTON and LENNY are in the midst of a game of Texas Hold’Em Poker. All three men are in their seventies. NORTON smokes roll-ups.




      BAXTER. All in.




      NORTON. No, don’t be doing that shit.




      BAXTER. When you got the cards, you got the cards.




      NORTON. You don’t have shit.




      LENNY. I’m out.




      NORTON. He’s bluffing.




      BAXTER. No bluff.




      NORTON. Wot you got, old-timer?




      BAXTER. You gonna have to pay to find out.




      NORTON. What you think, Lenny, Baxter here got pocket jakes?




      LENNY. Not getting involved.




      NORTON throws his cards in.




      NORTON. Hope you’re happy.




      BAXTER. I am.




      LENNY. Can you blow that somewhere else




      Stuff’s painting my lungs




      BAXTER. Norton was born with lungs painted black.




      NORTON. Dad smoked a pipe every day and he lived til he was ninety.




      LENNY. Why don’t you vape?




      NORTON. I dunno what’s in that crap.




      They done any tests?




      BAXTER. Here we go.




      NORTON. No not joking around




      People sticking all kinds of shit into their bodies




      BAXTER. Seriously, Norton




      NORTON. I’m not talking about COVID, okay, not talking about vaccines




      I’m talking basic stuff




      BAXTER. You’re big blind.




      NORTON. Baby formula, make-up, food, factory-generated fruit.




      BAXTER. You in?




      NORTON puts in chips. (Or whatever they’re using in place of chips.)




      LENNY. What the hell’s factory-generated fruit?




      NORTON. Avocados




      BAXTER deals the flop.




      LENNY. The hell you talking about avocados?




      BAXTER. The flop be hopping today.




      LENNY. I’m out.




      BAXTER. What you mean you’re out? Might get a free pass, don’t need to put nothing in.




      LENNY. Yeah but you’re gonna raise it, so I’m out.




      BAXTER. You don’t know what I’m doing, Lenny.




      LENNY. You’re an open book, Bax.




      Fine.




      He knocks/checks.




      NORTON. You ever had avocado as a kid?




      LENNY. Didn’t know what one was.




      NORTON. Exactly. Exactly.




      BAXTER. What you doing here, Norton?




      NORTON knocks.




      NORTON. But suddenly can’t move for the places serving avocado on toast. That not suspicious to you?




      BAXTER. I raise you five.




      LENNY. I’m out.




      NORTON. Wasn’t such a thing as avocado and suddenly




      Anybody know what that shit’s doing to their body?




      BAXTER. What you doing, Norton?




      NORTON puts five in.




      NORTON. You notice how the only places who seem to have them is all the places with young people, mums with pushchairs, y’know?




      LENNY. I don’t know what you’re talking about.




      BAXTER deals the turn.




      BAXTER. The turn.




      NORTON. What I’m talking about is population control. The planet, the country has too many people on it, right? And now you got all these young people feeding on avocado toast.




      LENNY. You think avocado is the government’s way of population control?




      NORTON. I’m saying we don’t know, we don’t know, do we? And all these young people just scooping that green shit up and don’t have a clue its long-term effects.




      LENNY. And all this is your ad for smoking, yeah?




      NORTON. Because who knows what that vape shit is doing – again, young people, see the pattern – but this I know what it’s doing. You see what I’m saying?




      LENNY. You’re saying your hearing aids are tuned in to Batshit Crazy.




      I gotta piss.




      NORTON. No, no breaks.




      LENNY. I gotta piss.




      NORTON. We said no breaks till the blinds go up.




      BAXTER. What you doing Norton?




      NORTON knocks.




      Raise you two.




      NORTON pays it. BAXTER deals the river.




      Ooh the river she’s flowing tonight.




      NORTON knocks.




      Another two.




      NORTON. You’re a terrible liar, Baxter.




      Go on, let’s see them titties.




      BAXTER shows his cards.




      Deuce?




      BAXTER. Pair of deuces.




      NORTON. You did all that for deuces?




      BAXTER. Since you only got a high card, yeah.




      NORTON. How you know that?




      BAXTER. Cos you, my friend, are the terrible liar.




      NORTON tosses his cards in.




      Lenny?




      LENNY. Yeah.




      BAXTER. Your deal.




      NORTON. What you keep looking at that for?




      BAXTER. Crib sheet.




      NORTON. You counting cards.




      BAXTER. No. Just tips. My daughter brought them. She’s been playing on the internet, you know. Watches these videos.




      NORTON. I thought your daughter was having a baby.




      LENNY deals them each three cards.




      BAXTER. She did. Picked up internet poker while breastfeeding.




      Hey, what you doin, Lenny? Only two cards.




      LENNY. Shit, sorry.




      LENNY collects to re-deal.




      NORTON. What’s the kid’s name?




      BAXTER. Beatrice.




      NORTON. Beatrice? Beatrice?




      BAXTER. Don’t be laughing at my granddaughter.




      NORTON. Your son-in-law, he white?




      BAXTER. Wot?




      NORTON. No way some Black man let his daughter be called Beatrice?




      BAXTER. The hell you know




      NORTON. I don’t know any Black people called Beatrice.




      BAXTER. When I came on the Windrush –




      LENNY. You got him started now.




      NORTON. Alright I’m sorry, don’t wanna hear it.




      BAXTER. My parents came here, courtesy of Her Majesty’s Government, so that their kids –




      NORTON. You weren’t on the Windrush, Baxter.




      BAXTER. The hell you know where I was.




      NORTON. Cos I ate some of that rank birthday cake for your seventieth last month and the Windrush were in 1948. Was pretty shit at maths but…




      BAXTER. Maybe the lie is how old I am, ever think about that.




      LENNY. Blinds.




      They all put their two chips in.




      BAXTER. Point is my parents worked hard so their kids could have the best opportunities –




      NORTON. – Like breaking and entering?




      LENNY deals the flop.




      BAXTER. And so if they wanted to give their child the name of a princess they damn well could and they damn well deserved it.




      NORTON. Flop. Never understood how can you be such a royalist after –




      BAXTER. Don’t say after what they did to my people. Wanna know what they did to my people – shook their hands.




      When my brother, god rest his soul, was dying of AIDS, you know who shook his hand? Not his friends, not even my father, but Princess fucking Diana.




      NORTON. You for real?




      BAXTER. All in.




      LENNY folds.




      NORTON. What you doing that for?




      BAXTER. When you got truth on your side there’s nothing to fear.




      NORTON (throws in cards). Take it, motherfucker.




      BAXTER. Thank you, thank you.




      NORTON. Should get your son to write up soothsayer’s stories over here.




      LENNY. Huh?




      NORTON. He’s a writer isn’t he, your son?




      LENNY. They’re more blueprints. For building stuff and the like.




      NORTON. Maybe he could build a new boat and Windrush over here can re-live the memories of his childhood.




      BAXTER. You’re just trying to throw me off my game.




      LENNY. He’s got a promotion. Simian, my son. Doing well for himself. More than I can say for his old man.




      NORTON. What’s the promotion then?




      LENNY. Said he’ll tell me about it when he comes round next week. More money, I guess.




      NORTON. That’s the important part.




      Beep of a stopwatch.




      And money’s up, my boys.




      LENNY. I gotta piss.




      BAXTER and NORTON help LENNY get up, get his Zimmer frame over to help him.




      Clear friendship here, familiar.




      LENNY starts gathering his poker chips and puts them in his pocket.




      NORTON. The fuck you doing?




      That’s insulting, Len.




      LENNY. Rather you were insulted than me bent over.




      LENNY goes. As soon as he’s gone, NORTON starts rigging the deck of cards.




      BAXTER. What you doin?




      NORTON. ’S it look like?




      BAXTER. You know I don’t like it when you do this.




      NORTON. I don’t like it when you go all in but – what was it that lady on the course said – ‘we learn to live with differences’.




      BAXTER. What was that with his dealing?




      NORTON. See, he’s trying it on too.




      BAXTER. No that was something else.




      We can’t both win.




      NORTON. I will. And I’m gonna share it with you later.




      BAXTER. Hmm.




      NORTON. You don’t trust me?




      BAXTER. Nope.




      NORTON. Fine. You’ll win, alright?




      Cos I trust you




      BAXTER. Cos I’m a trustworthy person.




      NORTON. Look. He’s gonna have pocket aces. So he’ll def stay in. And on the river – lucky boy – a third ace. So he’s bound to go all in. But what he won’t realise is that Windrush here has got a straight.




      BAXTER. Can’t predict his behaviour.




      NORTON. Course I can, like Pavlov’s fucking dog. Why I’m here. To make sure the bell rings and his tail goes wagging.




      BAXTER. And what you gonna have?




      NORTON. Don’t matter what I have.




      BAXTER. Matters to me.




      NORTON. I’ll have shit. What matters is he’s got three aces. You’ve got a straight.




      BAXTER. Hmm.




      NORTON. Just think what you can buy Baby Beatrice.




      BAXTER. You just jealous your kid got his balls snipped and only thing you a grandad to is your dandruff.




      NORTON. Trust me, you use the shampoo, you’d have the same problem. Hey, hey.




      LENNY’s back.




      BAXTER. Lenny, you good?




      LENNY. Yeah.




      Yeah. Course.




      BAXTER deals the cards.




      NORTON. Blinds are up.




      BAXTER. Three.




      LENNY. Three it is.




      (Of cards.) Hmm.




      NORTON. Hm – listen to him, Bax, Lenny here thinks he’s gonna get the keys to the McLaren. Less he’s bluffing. I reckon so.




      BAXTER. Let’s just play.




      LENNY checks/knocks.




      NORTON. Really? Checking, Lenny? He’s playing it safe.




      LENNY. You know [if] I wanted a narration, I’d have gotten an audiobook from the library.




      NORTON checks. BAXTER too.




      NORTON. Really, B? You sure?




      BAXTER turns over the Turn.




      The Turn. A three, not much use to anyone, is it.




      LENNY. Wish we could turn you off.




      Check.




      NORTON does the same. Then so does BAXTER.




      NORTON (pointed). Not like you, B. Normally raising all the time.




      BAXTER ignores. Flips the river.




      Ace on the river! Fuck me.




      Over to you, Lenny.




      Beat.




      LENNY. Check.




      NORTON. Know this is the last time you can raise.




      LENNY. Been playing for two hours, think I know.




      NORTON. Alright alright.




      I’m all in. What you sayin, B?




      BAXTER. Uh… yeah. Yeah. Guess I’m… all in too.




      NORTON. Now it’s getting sexy. What you think, Len? You joining the threesome?




      Pause.




      LENNY. Alright.




      NORTON. So let’s see ’em, ladies.




      LENNY. Nope. Paid to see your cards.




      NORTON (bad acting). Fuck. I got nothing. So.




      Baxter?




      BAXTER.… I have three aces.




      NORTON. You wot now?




      LENNY. Wow.




      NORTON. You got three aces.




      LENNY. I have a straight.




      Guess that means I won.




      NORTON. Funny that. You got a straight and Baxter got three aces.




      LENNY. Good game, gents.




      Beat.




      NORTON. Now hang on hang on. ’Member we said we were playing Dutch rules.




      LENNY. Wot’s he on about?




      NORTON. Was you said it, Lenny. Little Dutch courage and Dutch rules you said. Three of a kind beats a straight. In Dutch. Was your idea, weren’t it? Don’t be a bastard and tell me you don’t remember, were only an hour ago.




      A beat. LENNY clearly doesn’t remember something that didn’t happen. But wants to save face in his confusion.




      LENNY. Yeah course. Course I remember.




      Just having a laugh.




      Here you go, Baxter.




      That’s me done then.




      BAXTER. Guess that’s time for me to go home too.




      MARK enters.




      MARK. Gents.




      NORTON. Just in time, my Uber driver’s here.




      MARK. Who won then?




      BAXTER.…I did.




      MARK. Don’t look so happy about it.




      NORTON. Three aces.




      MARK. Oh yeah?




      NORTON. Dutch rules.




      MARK. What’s Dutch rules?




      NORTON. Never you mind.




      LENNY. How do I get home?




      They all laugh, kindly. Think it’s a joke.




      MARK (kindly). Order an Uber X for you too, shall I? One of them fancy ones. A BMW or something.




      Come on, gents.




      Bang up.




      As MARK, NORTON and BAXTER make their way out, metal bars appear. The light changes. Clinking and clanging. And we realise we’re in fact in a prison cell. And MARK is the prison officer, the three old men are prisoners.




      LENNY seems as confused as us. He’s left alone.
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