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INTRODUCTION





A writer isn’t the best person to analyse his or her work or to detect and detail its preoccupations. Still, I can see that in various stage and television plays – The Insurance Man (1985), Kafka’s Dick (1986), 102 Boulevard Haussmann (1991) and The Lady in the Van (1999) – I have been preoccupied with the writer’s approach to his material.


Kafka said that to write is to do the work of the devil. I take this to mean that anyone who dispassionately observes the sufferings of his or her fellows rather than straightforwardly trying to alleviate such sufferings is collaborating in the pain. Kafka died in 1922, fairly early in the history of news photography, where the dilemma is more crucially posed and where the first instinct to assist often has to take second place to the professional need to depict. Still, it’s the same dilemma as made Philip Roth, watching at his father’s death bed, deplore his unseemly profession which, while sanctioning grief, at the same time required a degree of dispassionate observation, since this was material he would one day be able to use.


In the first play in this collection, Our Winnie, the photography student Liz sees the obliging but mentally handicapped Winnie as an ideal subject for her project and doesn’t perceive there is a dilemma here. And nowadays ‘I don’t have a problem with that’ is how she would describe it if she did.


In Our Winnie it’s a straightforward case of exploitation, with the not very likeable student tricking Winnie’s mother into letting her take photographs and, if excuse were necessary, presumably telling herself she is an artist or a professional and sheltering behind the privileges such designations are thought to confer.


What writers tell themselves I’m not sure (which is presumably why I keep writing about it).


The way the question most often poses itself, to me at any rate, is how fitting it is, how appropriate, how excusable to use one’s own family background, parents, relatives and such as a resource, a memory bank from which to draw material. My parents were both shy people, so it’s not simply a case of not presenting them in an unfavourable light, which I’ve never had reason to do; but presenting them at all would, if they knew of it, seem to them a violation. But that seems to me a part of the obligation of a writer and I take refuge in the remark of Flannery O’Connor, who said that anyone who has survived their childhood has enough information about life to last them the rest of their days. What is a writer to use but what comes to hand … though it’s not always what first comes to hand, and certainly wasn’t with me, as to begin with I saw nothing in my very ordinary life worth recording.


I was not alone in finding childhood dull and my parents not the stuff of literature. My Leeds contemporary Tony Harrison writes:




Life … as I lived it, didn’t seem to be the stuff that literature could be made of … We didn’t have books in the house, so that my love of language and books always seemed to be a different thing from the life that I actually lived at home. Once I’d found a way of writing about that life, it all came back to me in the richest detail.





Like Harrison, it took me a while to realise that home was something I could write about, so my first plays were nothing to do with the north or with my family. It took me time to focus in on anything that had happened to me as a subject worth recording, so my first stage plays come out of reading and the imagination, with actual experience nowhere.


This question ought also to relate to the last play in this volume, Intensive Care. But I’m not sure that it does. Filmed in Airedale Hospital, near Keighley, in 1982, Intensive Care is the story of Hopkins, a shy, mild-mannered schoolteacher, easily mistakeable for me, whose father has had a heart attack and is in a coma. The son, whose relations with his father have never been wholly satisfactory, watches by his father’s hospital bedside in the hope that his presence there when his father dies will make up for all his shortcomings and the ways he has failed his father in the past.


Always an awkward character, the father doesn’t, of course, die to order but lingers and takes so long about going that when he actually does die Hopkins isn’t at his bedside at all but tucked up with a night nurse on her afternoon off. He rushes to the bedside to find his father dead but with a smile on his face, a sign that in this, his last battle with his son, he has triumphed … and in injury time, too (Injury Time would have been another possible title).


The film was mostly shot in the same hospital in which my father died some eight years before. Like the father in the film, my father, too, died of a heart attack. And other similarities multiply. I myself played Hopkins in the film, though somewhat unwillingly. The house where my father was supposed to have lived was in Wortley, not far from where my father had once lived. The place names, names of characters and snatches of dialogue – particularly that in the mouth of Aunty Kitty (Thora Hird) – were all part of my own childhood.


But, all these similarities notwithstanding, I know that this is not my story and that my father in the film is not my father as he was. One is my father, the other (to put it pretentiously) is my child. And the central situation, a man’s father dying while the son is having sex, was suggested by an episode in the life of someone quite remote from the Bennett family, namely Mahatma Gandhi.


The passage from Life to Art is neither as short or as direct as the reader or the viewer imagines, and seldom in my experience does anyone cross that border undisguised and with their belongings intact. And included in those belongings I would put age, gender, appearance, character … there is nothing that life does not surrender or art transform.


‘I am not I,’ wrote Evelyn Waugh of Brideshead Revisited, ‘thou art not he or she; they are not they.’


All Day on the Sands is another visit to Morecambe. Sunset Across the Bay was to do with a retired couple living in Morecambe at the end of their lives; All Day on the Sands, while ostensibly set in the present, recalls some of the boarding houses where we used to stay in the forties. We seldom went in for full board, such as is on offer at the Miramar, instead taking our week’s provisions in a cardboard box tied up with string, a receptacle which at the time I felt to be deeply embarrassing (I found it only too easy to find things to be embarrassed about all through my childhood). The landlady was generally regarded as an inimical figure by my parents, and the landlady’s husband as a figure of fun, a music-hall view of the relationship that seemed not unrelated to reality and to the couple in the play.


In the dining room we always spoke in whispers, and even in the bedroom, too. What recalls those holidays vividly to me still is the smell of methylated spirits, used by my mother to dampen a small silver-cased pad on which she heated her curling tongs.


Boarding houses were cheerless places then, out of bounds to boarders except at meal times, so in Morecambe’s often bitter weather we and dozens of families like us could be found tramping the streets or huddled in a shelter on the front. Given a fine day, we occasionally paddled or made sandcastles, though the sand at Morecambe, while superficially golden and attractive, at six inches down turns (a metaphor here) into mud.


Morecambe’s enduring asset is the view, not that I ever recall noticing it as a boy. Across the sands of the bay one sees the Lakeland hills, snowcapped still in early spring when we filmed. It is a panorama that anywhere else in Europe would assure it of prosperity. But not here, and nowadays the town, once the ‘Naples of the North’, is even more run down than it was in 1978 when we filmed, the boarding houses taken over by students at the nearby University of Lancaster or the families of the unemployed and dispossessed living on benefit who these days tend to take refuge in English seaside resorts.


A liking for bare stages and empty sets partly explains the unrented office block which is the setting for One Fine Day. The play is a flight from clutter, both materially and emotionally, with Phillips, the discontented estate agent, taking up residence on the top floor of an empty tower block that he is trying unsuccessfully to lease. Looking for such a building briefly reconciled me to some of the unfeeling and mediocre architecture that was going up all over the country in the sixties and seventies.


When we found a suitable location it was in Wood Green, the building not particularly pleasing but, with or without Puccini, which plays pretty continuously through the film, I found it, particularly on summer evenings, a setting as compelling and evocative as Fountains Abbey had been in A Day Out.


Marks was slightly skewed in production because, though a naturalistic play, it was designed and shot in an almost experimental fashion with strong colours, jagged outlines and none of the understated working-class interiors I was used to and comfortable with. It was a deliberate experiment by the director and the designer, perhaps, though, reflecting a lack of confidence in the interest of the text. I went along with it, though I thought it confusing and unhelpful.


There was never any open disagreement as perhaps there should have been, but it is often the case that by the time a writer sees the projected design, often on the day of shooting itself, it’s too late to do much about it, particularly if you’re as timorous as I am. In my experience – and this applies to stage as well as television – authors are seldom given much credit for visual sense, the setting one carries in one’s head when writing not being thought to be of much relevance when it comes to the design. To my mind, though, it’s as pertinent as the words themselves.


Like Me, I’m Afraid of Virginia Woolf, Marks turns out in the final minutes to have been a gay play, though nobody noticed it at the time. It didn’t exorcise my dislike for tattoos, which crop up several times in Talking Heads, generally as a class indicator or shorthand for someone being common. Never having liked these ornamental bruises, I still used to find their style of Fairground Primitive not unpleasing, with designs of flags and busty maidens a nice branch of folk art. Nowadays the style has changed to spiders and barbed wire, so even that compensation has gone.


The first series of Talking Heads ended with A Cream Cracker under the Settee, in which Thora Hird had a great success. At the time I had my doubts about the script, submitting it rather diffidently to Innes Lloyd, feeling that it covered old ground and that I’d said much of it already. Innes reassured me and of course it was well received and rightly taken as the peak of Thora’s career. What I’d been worried about, though, was that several of the elements in Cream Cracker featured in an earlier play, Say Something Happened, in which a young social worker visits an oldish couple. As in Cream Cracker there turns out to be a child that is not spoken of, though whereas in Cream Cracker it is stillborn, in Say Something Happened it is retarded and living in a council home.


The sense of social isolation and the accident that lays Doris low in the monologue are here prefigured in the anxious warnings of the young social worker, played by Julie Walters. And though no one has ever compared the two plays, I did feel I was perhaps repeating myself. Not that a television audience minds that, or a theatrical audience either; as in other areas of human endeavour, it pays to repeat yourself: the public always like to know what they are getting.


Rolling Home, like Intensive Care, concerns an old man on the way out, the manner of both their exits shamingly similar. Just as in Intensive Care Mr Hopkins Sr. expires as his son is making out with the night nurse, so in Rolling Home it’s while Donald the male nurse and his girlfriend are getting it together in the orderly room that Mr Wyman decides to go on his fatal walkabout. This was supposed to be taking place at night and the orderly room, since it was just off the ward, was meant to be the setting for a pretty discreet sort of coupling; no need to wake the patients after all. But Donald was played by David Threlfall, who, excellent though he was in other respects, had not been at the RSC for nothing. He managed to position his partner up against a metal hospital locker so that the latter stages of intercourse sounded like a troop of cavalry crossing an iron bridge, and not at all the stealthy knee-tremble I had had in mind.


We shot the film in a derelict hospital in Richmond, one of several such institutions I filmed in at this time (with another in Intensive Care), the availability and decrepitude of such locations I suppose saying something about what was happening to the NHS in the seventies and eighties.


As I am putting together this introduction comes the news of the death of Thora Hird at the age of ninety-one. Apart from her two Talking Heads monologues, these two volumes include all the plays on which we worked together. She did, of course, a great deal besides, but I count myself lucky that our paths crossed and that over twenty-five years she brought so much that I had written to vivid life.


Thora was a writer’s dream, an actor who took the text seriously, never paraphrasing or diverging from it in the slightest degree. She said what you had written, trusting you as the author to know what you were doing, her reverence for the text nurtured in her early days watching and working on the plays of Harold Brighouse and Walter Greenwood. I am proud to have been of that company.


The last time I saw her it was to record a song from Our Miss Gibbs: ‘I’m so silly when the moon comes out’. Though she was confined to a wheelchair, she still knew all the steps, her feet tapping away under the blanket as she sang the words and la-la’d the orchestral accompaniment. She had sung it first on stage at the Winter Gardens, Morecambe, when she was sixteen, and seventy-five years later she was still, as always, word-perfect.
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INT. SUBURBAN LIVING ROOM. DAY.


A middle-aged girl in ankle socks, long coat and woollen gloves stands expressionless in a room. Her shoes are too young for her. There is no movement in her face. Her name is Winnie. She stands immobile long enough for it to seem odd, then a woman in her sixties comes in: her name is Cora. She is dressed, like Winnie, ready to go out. She opens Winnie’s coat and hitches the girl’s skirt up.


CORA   Fasten your buttons. Come on. This button.


Winnie fastens it with great concentration.


This button.


Winnie fastens it.


This button.


Winnie fastens it.


And this button.


Winnie fastens it.


There. You can look really nice if you want to. It’s done well has this coat. (Cora pulls the flaps out from the pockets.) Your hair’ll want cutting in a bit.


She turns to go out of the room and Winnie sits down.


Don’t sit down, Winnie. We’re all ready. You don’t sit down when we’re all ready. (Cora puts on her hat and makes up her face.) We don’t want to keep your Aunty Ida stood waiting. She likes us there on the dot.


Cora goes out. Winnie remains standing until Cora returns with a bunch of carnations.


If you’re good you can carry the flowers.


They go out and we hear the outside door closed and locked.


Now – wait at the gate – Winnie.


The empty room. The sideboard. A wedding photograph of Cora and Frank, her husband. A later photograph of them with a baby.


EXT. STREET. DAY.


Cora and Winnie walk down various suburban avenues of nice semi-detached houses. 


CORA   Mind where you’re treading.


Cora has to keep stopping for Winnie, who tends to stare in at gates.


Winnie! Keep up.


Winnie keeps up, and then draws ahead.


And don’t take such big strides. Either racing on in front, else lagging behind. You never get it right. I don’t think you concentrate.


Winnie stops and stares at people, and Cora, catching her up, smiles apologetically as she takes her hand and bustles her on.


Watch where you’re walking. This is where Doctor Handley used to live. He delivered you. Flats now. His wife died. Right refined woman. Always used to speak. Kept that garden lovely. Somebody’s chucked a mattress out. It’s a right tip now.


Winnie has started to pick some flowers, which she puts with the carnations.


See, Winnie! (Cora takes the flowers Winnie has picked and throws them away.) Dogs go in there, and all sorts. Look at your nice gloves. It’s really disheartening. Keep in. They go mad round this corner. Now then. You run on and see if you can see your Aunty. Only think on, don’t cross over.


Winnie runs on, as Cora calls after her:


And mind them carnations.


EXT. ERIC’S STREET. DAY.


Winnie runs heavily down the street, and we see a woman waiting at the corner, the same age as Cora but more spinsterly. This is Ida. Winnie throws her arms round her with extravagant affection as Cora catches them up.


IDA   I think she’s losing her knickers.


CORA   Oh. (Cora undoes Winnie’s coat and hoists them up.) You wouldn’t lose your knickers if you were sensible and walked properly. Stand up straight.


They walk down another street. More semi-detached houses.


IDA   I thought you said your Eric was going to his Sub-Aqua. He’s in their garden.


CORA   No.


IDA   He is. He’s just bobbed down.


We see Winnie bent over the gate of a house, looking behind a hedge. Cut to the garden of the house, where a young man is crouched behind the hedge, being watched by Winnie.


ERIC   Go away. Go on. Sod off.


CORA’S VOICE   Eric. Eric?


Eric stands up shamefacedly. He has been cutting the hedge.


ERIC   Hello, Aunty.


CORA   Have you not gone to your Sub-Aqua?


ERIC   Christine just thought I could dispose of the hedge first. (He looks apprehensively back at the house.) I’m sorry I can’t run you up there.


A car stands in the drive.


CORA   Never heed. It’s only a bus ride. We don’t mind, do we, Ida?


IDA   Where’d you do it?


ERIC   What?


IDA   Your Sub-Aqua.


ERIC   Down at the Sports Centre.


CORA   One of them torpedo things on your back?


ERIC   We haven’t actually got into the water yet. To date it’s all been theory.


IDA   Oh. I thought you’d have been a fully qualified frogman by now.


ERIC   These things take time.


IDA   Put paid to our little jaunts anyway. It was nice, the Capri. Breath of fresh air.


Cora ignores this.


CORA   What will you do with it when you’ve got it, the Sub-Aqua?


ERIC   Well … (He is at a loss.)


IDA   Another string to his bow.


CORA   There’s all sorts gets chucked in the canal. Prams and what not. You could use it for that. You know, the environment.


IDA   (drily) And folks are always drowning.


CORA   Come away from that bell, Winnie.


Winnie has gone up to the front door and is twizzling the bell. The three of them go off down the street as Christine opens the door and looks crossly after them. Eric catches her eye and attacks the hedge again.


ANOTHER STREET. DAY.


IDA   It wasn’t as if we didn’t chip in for the petrol. We were very scrupulous about that. We even put in a bit for wear and tear on the car. Well, we were no wear and tear, I’m sure. Then suddenly it’s Sub-Aqua.


CORA   It’s Christine. She’ll have put her spoke in.


IDA   Sub-Aqua!


CORA   He’s young.


IDA   Last year it was all Hang-Gliding. He went off that. It was just an excuse. He never liked taking us, that was the trouble. There was always some excuse. What was it the time he was supposed to be taking us out to Bolton Abbey? I know. That ox-roasting affair.


CORA   It’s her. She rules him.


IDA   That’s his fault.


CORA   You don’t know, Ida. You’ve never experienced it.


IDA   What?


CORA   Marriage.


Cora suddenly trips over Winnie, who has bent down to look at the pavement.


I’ll give you such a clatter in a minute, young lady.


IDA   Never mind, love. Come hold your aunty’s hand.


Cora looks aggravated. The three of them walk on, Winnie happily holding Ida’s hand.


CORA   Young. Able to drive Heavy Goods Vehicles. You had the ball at your feet, Ida, if you’d only known.


IDA   What’s that supposed to mean?


CORA   The war. You could have got a man then. It was all in the melting pot then.


IDA   I didn’t want a man.


CORA   Well, you have to say that.


IDA   I didn’t. It’s something you’ve never understood, you.


CORA   Frank used to say: she’d have made a grand wife for somebody, would Ida. Frank liked you, Ida.


IDA   I liked Frank.


CORA   We had some grand times, the three of us. Real pals. Even after Winnie came along.


We see them approach a bus stop, where a young woman with a clipboard in hand steps out to meet them.


INTERVIEWER   I wonder if you’d object to answering one or two questions. It’s a survey.


IDA   What sort of survey?


CORA   A girl in Lewis’s last week gave me a bit of experimental cheese. Got up as a Dutch girl.


INTERVIEWER   It’s a survey of public transport for the Corporation.


CORA   Well, it wants surveying. You can be stood half an hour some times. (to Ida) Bonny little face. Mind you, we wouldn’t ordinarily be using this bus. My nephew used to run us up.


IDA   He’s gone overboard for this Sub-Aqua.


CORA   Shut up about Sub-Aqua. We live in the modern world. It’s only a phase.


INTERVIEWER   This is a random sample anyway. You don’t have to be regular users.


CORA   The eleven’s better than the fourteen. The fourteen’s very spasmodic.


Winnie is looking at a boy and girl, also waiting for the bus, who are leaning up against the wall, necking. Ida notices this, takes Winnie’s hand and pulls her away.


INTERVIEWER   Now, you’re three?


CORA   Two really. You’d better not put Winnie down. We never do. She’s not right.


INTERVIEWER   She’s a passenger unit. She counts from a statistical point of view.


CORA   She doesn’t have a vote.


INTERVIEWER   Now, you say you have access to a car?


CORA   Yes.


IDA   No, we don’t. Not since he started doing this silly diving thing.


CORA   It’ll pass. The Sub-Aqua will pass. The Hang-Gliding passed. He’s like that is our Eric. Very volatile. Put down ‘occasionally’.


IDA   Very occasionally.


CORA   I wouldn’t care, but Ida used to drive. She was a lorry driver. During the war. ATS. Heavy lorries. You wouldn’t think so to look at her now.


IDA   I couldn’t do it now.


CORA   You should have kept it up. A skill like that.


IDA   I’d look a bit silly driving lorries now.


CORA   She could dismantle an engine in thirty minutes flat.


IDA   Well, the Queen was the same. She was in the ATS. I bet she hasn’t kept it up.


CORA   Yes, but you’ve more reason.


INTERVIEWER   What’s your starting point?


CORA   How do you mean?


INTERVIEWER   Where did your journey commence?


CORA   Here. Amberley Road.


INTERVIEWER   And what’s your destination?


CORA   Heywood. The cemetery.


EXT. CEMETERY GATES. DAY.


We see the three of them getting off a bus. The bus goes, and they walk towards some large gates. It is a cemetery-cum-crematorium on the outskirts of the city.


CORA   All that’s come in these last few years, surveys, asking folk what they think. Consultation’s the keynote.


IDA   I reckon nothing to it. It’s these computers, wanting feeding. They install them, so they have got to give them something to do.


CORA   No. I think they realise now. It’s like these phone-in things. People matter. Now, Winnie, we don’t want you running off. This is not a playground. See. (She takes back the carnations from Winnie.) Would you credit it? Twenty-five pence a bloom!


IDA   Shocking.


INT. A ROOM IN THE CREMATORIUM OFFICES. DAY.


A public room, with seats round and in the centre a glass case in which is kept the Book of Remembrance. It is open and we see a list of names of those who have died on this particular day. A girl, a student named Liz, is looking at the book. She has a camera. Outside the room an Attendant waits, dressed in dark-blue uniform. Another Attendant sits at the side of the room, watching. The door opens and the Attendant comes in. Steps up to the case, unlocks it, lifts the lid, turns over a page of the book, closes the case and goes to the door again, where he stops and waits.


LIZ   Is that what you usually do?


FIRST ATTENDANT   Yes. I come in. I open the case. I turn the page over. I shut the case.


SECOND ATTENDANT   Better turn it back. You turned it forward. It’s been turned once today.


FIRST ATTENDANT   All right, all right. (He does this, rather crossly.)


SECOND ATTENDANT   He does it reverently. You do it reverently.


FIRST ATTENDANT   Course I do it reverently. I’m not doing it reverently now because there’s nobody here. If it’s just me I come in and do it. I don’t make a big performance of it. Only if there are any bereaved about I make it a bit more ceremonial. A bit more … military.


LIZ   Try that then.


As he goes back to the door, Liz takes out her camera.


More … formally.


First Attendant comes in as before, but more smartly; gets to the case and stops.


FIRST ATTENDANT   Do you want me to pause?


LIZ   Would you pause?


FIRST ATTENDANT   No, I mean besides that. Won’t it blur?


SECOND ATTENDANT   Blur? How do you mean blur? It won’t blur. If you come in like Sebastian Coe it won’t blur. It’s one of these Japanese jobs. They don’t blur. (to Liz) You should have asked me. I understand what you’re on about.


FIRST ATTENDANT   It’s my day on.


SECOND ATTENDANT   Yes, and any other day you’d be bellyaching.


FIRST ATTENDANT   I’ll start again.


SECOND ATTENDANT   Blur!


The First Attendant comes in through the door and goes through the routine again. Liz snaps him at various points.


LIZ   Would you do it again?


FIRST ATTENDANT   Again? What am I doing wrong?


SECOND ATTENDANT   Well, I don’t mind doing it if you don’t want to.


FIRST ATTENDANT   No. I’m quite happy.


The First Attendant repeats the process, and is almost at the case when he is interrupted.


SECOND ATTENDANT   And you’ll have to turn the page back this time, remember.


The First Attendant stops, very cross.


FIRST ATTENDANT   You’ve put me off. He’s put me off.


He is furious with the Second Attendant, and Liz snaps him at this point.


Don’t. That’s not what I do. I thought you wanted an accurate picture. (He goes out again, comes in, goes through the whole routine, gets to the Book of Remembrance and can’t remember whether to turn the page forwards or back.) Oh sod it.


LIZ   Never mind. In any case the background’s a bit dead. I really want somebody else in the picture.


SECOND ATTENDANT   Your own fault, love, for coming on a Monday. Sundays you can’t move. I’ll go and get Ivy. She’ll welcome the excitement.


He goes out. The First Attendant looks at the Book of Remembrance.


FIRST ATTENDANT   This is what they call an illuminated manuscript. The monks invented it. This … it’s a work of art.


Liz looks sceptical. It’s plainly not what she’d call a work of art.


EXT. CEMETERY. DAY.


Cora, Winnie and Ida are walking up a drive lined with laurels and rhododendrons.


IDA   Keep in, Winnie. We don’t want running over.


CORA   Well, if we were they wouldn’t have far to take us.


They laugh, just as a hearse passes.


IDA   We shouldn’t be laughing.


CORA   It’s all done with split-second timing, this. Fast as one comes out there’s another ready to go in. No slump here. They’re not on short time, undertakers. This is where we cut through.


IDA   No, it is further up.


CORA   Ida, he was my husband: we cut through here.


Ida shrugs and they cut through into the cemetery.


INT. OFFICE. CREMATORIUM. DAY.


Liz is looking out of the window and she sees Cora, Ida and Winnie go by en route for Frank’s grave. Liz is watching them when the Second Attendant returns with Ivy, who is resentful and morose. Bereavement is her bread and butter and some of it has obviously rubbed off.


FIRST ATTENDANT   (from outside) Ready?


IVY   Mondays is when I like to break the back of my correspondence. Sad?


LIZ   No. Just look.


IVY   I would look sad, though, wouldn’t I? Under the circumstances.


SECOND ATTENDANT   You might not have liked them.


IVY   Who?


SECOND ATTENDANT   The deceased.


IVY   Why did I bother to come up, then?


FIRST ATTENDANT   (from outside) Can we get on with it?


LIZ   OK.


As the First Attendant marches in to turn the page, Ivy clutches her bosom in a parody of grief. Liz is not happy and takes no picture.


LIZ   I don’t want you to feel anything.


IVY   You’re too young, you. You’ve never lost a loved one, probably.


LIZ   Try talking.


IVY   What about?


LIZ   Chat.


IVY   I wouldn’t chat, would I, if I were bereaved? The bereaved don’t chat.


SECOND ATTENDANT   Some do. Some gab their heads off.


There is a strained pause.


IVY   I got the thumbs-down this morning.


First Attendant says nothing.


I said I got the thumbs-down.


FIRST ATTENDANT   Sorry, I thought you were just … chatting … you know, for her. For the camera.


IVY   Well, if I were I wouldn’t say that, would I? ‘I got the thumbs-down this morning.’ If someone tells you to chat you don’t suddenly say ‘I got the thumbs-down this morning’ out of the blue. You say something like ‘Haven’t we been having some weather?’ I’m carrying on a real conversation. I got the thumbs-down. Over the trouser suit.


SECOND ATTENDANT   She’s been trying to persuade them to let her come in a trouser suit.


IVY   Let me tell her. I’m supposed to be the one who’s supposed to be chatting.


SECOND ATTENDANT   What’d he say?


IVY   He said it smacked too much of leisure wear. Said, what was the matter with a plainish frock? I said I was fed up with plainish frocks. I said, if it’s genuine grief it doesn’t matter a toss what I wear.


FIRST ATTENDANT   You didn’t say that?


IVY   I did. More or less.


SECOND ATTENDANT   What did he say?


IVY   Gave it the thumbs-down. Said we were treading a thin line. How much longer is this going to go on? It’s eroding my morning is this.


She looks at her watch. Liz snaps her.


LIZ   That was good.


FIRST ATTENDANT   What did you do?


IVY   Nothing.


SECOND ATTENDANT   I’m getting it. I see what it is you’re after. It’s life, isn’t it? The genuine article. The camera cannot lie.


First Attendant glances through the open door.


FIRST ATTENDANT   Ivy. You’ve got somebody waiting.


IVY   Oh, blood and sand! (She hurries out.) They’ve come for some ashes and I haven’t done the documentation.


LIZ   Sorry. Look, is there anywhere else we could go?


EXT. CEMETERY. DAY.


Cora and Ida are walking along a path. We see Winnie, who is behind them, run off among the graves.


CORA   I don’t remember there being this path.


IDA   We cut through too early.


CORA   This is where I’ve always cut through.


IDA   No. We cut through further up.


CORA   You always have to be right, don’t you?


IDA   These are old graves.


CORA   Some are and some aren’t. They’re that fast for room, they put new ones amongst the old ones. They have to budge up. Land, it’s at a premium. He’s next to somebody called Eastlake. It’s near a seat. (She looks round.) Where’s Winnie? Oh, hell and damnation! Winnie! Winnie! Winnie!


They set off looking, and pass a student, Charles, sat on a gravestone, drawing.


Have you seen a big girl go past in a fawn coat?


CHARLES   I’m sorry. I haven’t been looking. I’ve been drawing.


CORA   (to Ida) You go that way. (She goes off, calling ‘Winnie’.)


IDA   (to the boy) She’s not right, you see. Winnie!


Cora searches the cemetery. We see other students dotted about. sketching. Cora sees Winnie stood among the graves.


CORA   Winnie! (Calls.) Ida! I’ve found her. She’s here. (She runs through the graves to Winnie.) You’ve no business wandering off. Your mam’s going to smack you.


Cora hits the back of Winnie’s legs, as we see behind Winnie the name Eastlake. Winnie starts crying.


It’s for your own good, love. You don’t understand. There’s all sorts of fellers about.


The student Charles is sitting not far away, and sees all this. Ida comes up as Winnie is still crying.


IDA   Is she all right?


CORA   Yes. (She wipes Winnie’s face.)


IDA   It’s all right, love. Your mam and me are here. You’re not lost.


CORA   No. I gave her a smack.


Ida looks round.


IDA   Well, she’s found it. The grave.


Cora sees her husband’s grave.


She knew where it was. And there’s the seat.


Cora is mortified.


CORA   Oh, Winnie. I’m sorry, love. Your mam’s sorry. Give your mam a kiss. It was your mam’s mistake. They’ve cut down that tree, that’s what confused me. You can smack me if you want. Go on. Give your mam a smack.


She bends over, inviting Winnie to smack her bum. Winnie giggles, but doesn’t.


IDA   You’re a clever girl, Winnie.


CORA   (pointing to the next grave) Yes, you see: Eastlake.


IDA   It was your mam’s fault.


CORA   All right, Ida. It was a genuine mistake.


She starts snipping at the grass on the grave with some household scissors she has brought.


EXT. A COLONNADE OUTSIDE THE CHAPEL. DAY.


The colonnade is lined with plaques, recording the names of the dead. There is the sound of singing from the nearby chapel as the Second Attendant lays out some wreaths. Liz hovers with her camera.


LIZ   Talk, if you want.


SECOND ATTENDANT   There’s a service going on. (Pause.) They’ll let you study aught now, students. Projects. We never went on projects. It’s a hobby in my book, photography. It’s pleasure.


The First Attendant arrives with more flowers. He is about to put his cigarette out but Liz, anxious to get a shot of him laying out the wreaths with a fag in his mouth, stops him.


LIZ   No, don’t put your cig out.


FIRST ATTENDANT   No smoking in the chapel precincts. You’ll have me sacked.


LIZ   Nobody gets sacked these days. Do they? (She is talking for the sake of talking, to distract attention while she is photographing them.)


FIRST ATTENDANT   It’s not nice for the relatives.


LIZ   Try leaning against the wall. No, keep the wreath.


SECOND ATTENDANT   You’ll have to be sharp. They’ll be coming out in a minute or two.


LIZ   They’ve only just gone in.


SECOND ATTENDANT   It doesn’t take long. It’s only a formality after all.


Pause.


LIZ   Talk – chat –


FIRST ATTENDANT   Chat. Chat. We wouldn’t chat here anyway, would we? The procedure is, we disembark the flowers, lay them out, then hop it. The bereaved don’t like to see the staff.


LIZ   Why’s that? (again, keeping them talking)


FIRST ATTENDANT   Why is it? Well, why is it, Harry?


SECOND ATTENDANT   I don’t know why. But I’m off.


FIRST ATTENDANT   You were wanting to be in on it when she was taking me.


SECOND ATTENDANT   Aye, but once you’ve had one or two goes it gets boring.


FIRST ATTENDANT   Like everything else.


Liz, pissed off, waits as the doors of the chapel open and the mourners come out to look at the wreaths. Some bend over, looking at the names on the wreaths.


EXT. THE GRAVE.


Cora talks to Charles, who is sketching a statue on a grave.


CORA   You’ve got her nose wrong. My husband could draw a bit. He was very good at horses. Horses are quite hard to draw, but they just happened to be his strong point. Can you draw horses?


CHARLES   I haven’t tried.


CORA   Is that next term?


They both laugh, and he goes on drawing.


Will you get marked on it?


CHARLES   Yes. And not so well either.


CORA   Is that my fault? I’m not disturbing you?


CHARLES   No.


EXT. COLONNADE. DAY.


Mourners. Liz quite discreetly snaps them. The undertaker notes this. He edges over to her without looking at her and says:


UNDERTAKER   Are you official?


LIZ   Yes.


UNDERTAKER   In pink trousers? You never are. Out, lady, sharp. It’s not a wedding. These are grief-stricken people.


LIZ   I’m a student. We have got permission.


UNDERTAKER   Not from me. Get lost.


Liz walks disconsolately away from the chapel, with her gear. She has a folded-up tripod as well as her camera.


EXT. CEMETERY. TAP. DAY.


Ida and Winnie are walking through the graves, Winnie with some dead flowers, Ida with a vase. Liz, Ida and Winnie are plainly on a collision course.


IDA   Here’s the bin. Throw them in. There’s a clever girl.


Winnie holds the vase while Ida mans the tap. Together they fill the vase. Liz has spotted them and is desperately focusing her camera. Then she finds she is out of film.


LIZ   Shit.


By the time she has got another roll in Ida and Winnie are slowly going back towards the grave.


EXT. CEMETERY. DAY.


Charles sketches while Cora chats.


CORA   Your hair’s nice and short. That’s all come in again, short hair. I’d just got used to it being long, and now they’ve started with it short again. My forte was composition.


CHARLES   Composition? Music?


CORA   No! English. ‘My holidays.’ Composition was what it was called. I used to have to stand up and read mine out many a time. It’s whether you have imagination or not. Course it’s all altered now. I was asking this little kiddy next door what she liked best and she said Environmental Studies. I was staggered, she’s only nine. Then she talks about it – turns out she means Nature Study. Here comes my party.


Ida and Winnie are approaching, trailed at a distance by Liz, camera at the ready. Winnie has been allowed to carry the vase, which she is doing with exaggerated care. Cora takes it from her.


That was a risk. It’s her best coat.


IDA   (indulgently) Well.


CORA   Winnie, look at your new shoes. All plastered up. Oh, you are a mucklump. Go and sit on that seat. Go on.


Winnie goes and sits on the seat. Cora arranges the carnations in the vase.


IDA   You expect too much of her.


CORA   She knows more than you think.


IDA   You ought to give her responsibility, not take it away. They all say that nowadays.


CORA   Who?


IDA   Television.


CORA   You don’t know what it’s like, day in, day out.


IDA   She’s company.


CORA   She is and she isn’t.


IDA   It’s a person. Someone there, choose what you say. You’ve two plates to put out. Two cups. Someone to follow.


CORA   You’ve no right to complain. It’s what I say. You should have got wed.


Ida says nothing, just stands looking at the grave. Liz stands by Charles, watching.


CHARLES   You can’t. She’s retarded. It’s not fair.


LIZ   It doesn’t matter. Does it?


Charles goes on drawing, looks furtively now and again as we see Liz go up to Cora and Ida and start talking. Cut to the graveside.


LIZ   Can I take your photograph?


CORA   What do you think?


IDA   I take a terrible picture.


CORA   We’ve been interviewed once today. Now we’re going to have our picture taken. You students, I don’t know.


IDA   They get it all done for them now.


CORA   We were born too soon, you and me, Ida. We should have been students.


LIZ   I could be taking some now while you’re talking.


CORA   Oh no. I want to look nice.


Winnie has come over.


Winnie, what did I say? Go sit on that seat. Your shoes are all daubed up as it is. Your Aunty Ida and me are having our pictures taken.


LIZ   Can’t I take you all together?


CORA   No. Winnie doesn’t want her picture taking. She never has her picture taken. Her dad wouldn’t have liked it.


IDA   Nay, Cora, go on. Frank wouldn’t have minded.


CORA   Ida. She’s my daughter.


Liz nearly snaps this exchange, but doesn’t. Meanwhile Cora has taken out her powder compact and is just putting on a bit of make-up.


Just doll myself up a bit.


Ida waits as Cora puts on her make-up and Winnie stares straight at the camera. Liz takes a photograph.


You little monkey! I’m not ready. And I told you, I didn’t want our Winnie’s picture taking.


LIZ   It wasn’t a picture. I’m just focusing. You have to get the exposure right.


Charles hears most of this and looks fed up.


CORA   We’re not up in the mechanics of it. Anyway, Winnie, you’ve been told. Go and sit down.


Liz poses them, Ida on one side, Cora on the other. She takes out her tripod.


Oh, legs! Look, Ida, legs!


LIZ   Talk.


They don’t, but she takes one or two snaps. In the background Winnie sits on the seat, looking miserable.


CORA   Easier for you than your friend.


LIZ   What?


CORA   Just clicking. Easier than your friend. Drawing. She’s using a lot of pictures. Our Eric’ll make a film last months.


IDA   What’s matter with Winnie? What is it, love?


Winnie is crying.


She wants her picture taking.


CORA   No. I’m thinking of Frank.


IDA   Go on, let her. Pretend. Don’t click it.


Cora is uncertain.


CORA   If she promises.


LIZ   All right.


IDA   Put it on the legs. She’ll want it on the legs, like ours. (Ida does Winnie’s hair and tidies her up.) Sit up, love. That’s it. Big smile for your Aunty Ida!


Winnie smiles. Liz takes her photograph.


EXT. GRAVE. DAY.


Cora, Ida and Winnie have gone. Liz has her tripod set up. She has just taken a still photograph of the grave with its vase of carnations. Charles walks over as Liz packs her gear.


LIZ   You’d draw her. Wouldn’t you?


CHARLES   It’s not the same.


LIZ   Why?


CHARLES   I don’t know.


LIZ   You attend to people, that’s all it is. You photograph people, you attend to them.


It’s not enough of an explanation for Charles, who senses also that Liz’s photograph will be better than his drawing. He screws up the drawing and chucks it in a waste basket.


Attention, these days, it’s what people want.


INT. CORA’S HOME.


Tea is set out. Ida is looking at a photograph album as Cora comes in with the tea tray. There is a plate of cream cakes and Ida gives Winnie one, which she eats messily throughout this scene.


CORA   That was taken in Leeds. We were just walking down Boar Lane and Frank says, ‘Look out, this feller’s taking our photograph.’


IDA   You can just see him saying it. I can see him in Winnie so clear sometimes.


Cora pours out some tea.


CORA   We haven’t done so bad today. We’ve been interviewed vis-à-vis the bus service. We’ve come into contact with the younger generation and we’ve had our photographs taken. They’re quite nice, some young people now, whatever you read in the papers. Those two were all right.


IDA   Eric’s two are demons. They look straight through you. You get the feeling you don’t exist.


CORA   (looks at Winnie) They don’t know they’re born, some of them. (Cora goes back to the album.) Redcar. Just after we were married. Cleethorpes. I won that doll. That’s Winnie when she was little. That’s you when you were little, Win. I don’t think we can quite have known then. I think I realised first, only I didn’t let on. Then I found he hadn’t been letting on either. It turned out we both knew.


IDA   I knew. He told me.


CORA   He blamed himself. Putting it off till we got a house. We left it too late.


IDA   You’re not to know these things.


CORA   We put her in for the Evening Post Bonny Babies competition. Sent her pictures in. I can’t bear to think of it still. And people used to stop me with the pram and say what a grand baby.


Winnie’s face is smeared with cream. Cora spits on her hanky and cleans her up.


Oh Win, you are a mucky trollop.


IDA   Never mind. She’s my friend, aren’t you, love?


CORA   Once we knew for certain, I didn’t go out. Didn’t go anywhere. I wouldn’t take her out. Dad had it all to do. Dad and you. The housework. The shopping. Everything. It was long enough before I came round. Still, life has to go on, I suppose. Folks stare. They look at her and they don’t realise. Then when they do realise, they look away. You don’t want them to stare, and yet you don’t want them to look away either. I don’t know.


IDA   It’s a good job there’s love.


INT. ART COLLEGE. EXHIBITION ROOM. DAY.


The camera tracks along a gallery, past various paintings and drawings of the cemetery done by the students, ending up on the photograph taken at the grave: Cora is putting on some lipstick, Ida stands looking into the distance, and Winnie stares directly into the  camera. It is a heartless photograph, but a striking one. It is also the one Liz said she had not taken, and it has won a prize. The final shot is of another photograph, the one Liz promised was only a pretend picture, of Winnie, sat on a seat, smiling vacantly.
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