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Introduction

    Andrew Sheridan, 2025



    When I told my careers teacher that I wanted to be an actor or a writer, he laughed and told me to join the army. I considered it for a bit. Growing up in eighties Manchester, the lofty idea of going into something so alien as theatre or writing felt impossible. No one did it round my way. Those kids who passed their 11-plus and went to the grammar schools, more often than not went on to university. Those of us who failed were herded through secondary modern schools until we were jettisoned out at the age of sixteen. If you were lucky, you got an apprenticeship at British Gas, saved up for a house, got married, had a couple of kids, and went on holiday to Spain once a year. Creative aspirations were encouraged to be hidden.


    But Manchester was going through a renaissance when I was a teenager. Manchester had a new religion, other than Manchester United. Music. And a new cathedral had been built. The Hacienda. Suddenly town was a cauldron of working-class kids making stuff, expressing themselves. The Happy Mondays, The Stone Roses, Inspiral Carpets, James, 808 State were the cultural vanguard leading the way for all of us closeted creatives. If they could do it, so could we. We found our voices. We sang. We played guitars. And some of us picked up our pens and began to write. For a time, anything felt possible. We were the makers. The movers and shakers. The top had been taken off the bottle – and we weren’t going to be put back in.


    I auditioned and got a place at drama school. Left Manchester Piccadilly station at seventeen and moved to London. There I trained to be an actor. Just before the turn of the millennium I graduated and started working solidly as an actor. I was always drawn to new writing rather than the classics – their immediacy seemed to resonate more with me. I could almost touch them. Sarah Kane had just taken her own life. Though I never got to see Blasted when it was first staged at the Royal Court, her work and words always seemed to sit inside me along with those of Edward Bond.


    But Manchester always called me home. It was my city; it runs through my DNA. My work brought me back home to Manchester. I was in the first play at the new Royal Exchange Studio. Little did I know then, that would start a creative relationship with the Exchange that has spanned twenty-five years. It was here that I met two writers that would change my life – Simon Stephens and later Robert Holman. They cast me in their plays. Firstly, Billy Keats in Simon’s seminal play Port. Then Simon introduced me to Robert. Robert became my closest friend, my mentor, my loudest advocate. He encouraged me to write. This is where Winterlong came from. If it weren’t for either of these giants, I would never have written my first play that won the Bruntwood Prize in 2011. I can still vividly remember the day I won and feeling both their hands on my shoulder. I’m blessed to have had both of them in my life. Sadly, Robert died in 2021. I miss him every day. I miss his voice down the phone. I miss everything about him. I feel him over my shoulder whenever I’m on stage or whenever I’m writing. I owe him everything.


    Winterlong follows Oscar across fifteen years – a boy abandoned by his young mother, raised by emotionally distant grandparents in a world of predators and broken adults. Oscar navigates his love-starved life through this landscape of decay until he finds a glimpse of connection with a stranger. It’s about recognising that love, however frail and hidden, always exists inside us. Somewhere. Perhaps I wrote about Oscar because I understood his search.


    Winning the prize didn’t make me a writer. I don’t really know what being a writer is. It still feels too lofty, too self-congratulatory, too alien. But I write. The stuff I write gets performed around the world by amazing actors. I’m lucky. Very lucky. And while sometimes I still wonder about that different path – the army would’ve made a good play, after all – I know I’m more of a person for doing what I do: write and act.

  



    
      
    


    Author’s Note


    I would like to thank Sarah Frankcom, everyone at the Royal Exchange, as well as Mike Oglesby and Bruntwood.


    I would also like to offer heartfelt thanks to Robert Holman, David Eldridge and Simon Stephens, who I will be forever indebted to for their support, belief and inspiration. Three great men. Three great friends.


    A.S.

  


  
    
      
    


    Characters


    BOY, eight


    HELEN, fifteen to twenty-six


    JOHN, fifty-five to sixty-seven


    MALCOLM


    JEAN, fifty-six to sixty-five


    NEIL OSCAR, six (offstage) to fifteen


    PHILIP


    GIRL, fifteen


    
      Setting and Time


      The play takes place in and around Manchester, though this isn’t strictly important. The action spans fifteen years of Oscar’s life. It could take place anywhere and in any time.


      The set should be non-naturalistic and should be evoked by space, detail, lighting and sound rather than realism.


      Some characters could be played by the same actor with the exception of John, Jean, and Oscar.


      Punctuation is used to indicate delivery, not to conform to the rules of grammar.

    

  


  
    
      
    


    
      Scene One


      Bonfire Night. A wall by a canal. A broken street lamp.


      It is nearly dark.


      The odd firework explodes.


      Bonfire mist and the smell of sulphur.


      The sound of a fire engine in the distance.


      Moonlight falls on the hard outline of a pregnant schoolgirl sat on the wall.


      It is HELEN (fifteen). She has two cut knees.


      A plastic carrier bag of shopping lies at her feet.


      She strikes a match on the wall.


      She lights a cigarette and her face is brightened by the flame.


      She lets the whole match burn.


      She throws it in the canal.


      She smokes the cigarette.


      She rubs her stomach.


      The street lamp starts to buzz and flicker. It casts intermittent orange light over the canal and falls on the shape of a BOY standing underneath.


      He is silent and still.


      He watches HELEN.


      She doesn’t see him.


      HELEN (singing). Two dead dogs sitting on a wall,


      Two dead dogs sitting on a wall,


      And if one dead dog should accidentally fall,


      There’ll be one dead dog sitting on a wall.


      The street lamp settles.


      The BOY is soaking wet and wearing white underpants and vest.


      He holds a pair of red wellington boots in his hands.


      HELEN becomes aware of his presence. She hardens. She doesn’t look at him.


      BOY. You shouldn’t smoke. Give your baby cancer. Make it all small and poisoned. Might come out with no head. Might come out with no head no arms no legs. Just a body. Not even nipples. Not even a belly button. Just a pale body like a bag of milk.


      He turns the two wellington boots upside down and water pours from them onto the floor. It forms a puddle at his feet.


      The BOY puts the wellington boots on.


      He kicks and stamps the puddle.


      Give us a bit of that cig.


      HELEN. Too young to smoke.


      BOY. You better give us some.


      HELEN. Or what?


      BOY. Or I’ll come over there and punch that rat in your fat ugly stomach so hard it comes out of your mouth and dies in the dirt. That’s what.


      Pause.


      I’ll do it. I touched a tramp’s hand this morning. She had shit under her fingernails and I still did it. If I can do that I can do anything.


      HELEN. Told you.


      BOY. Fuck off you slag.


      The BOY picks up a stone from the floor and throws it at HELEN.


      I said fuck off you slag you deaf cunt.


      HELEN spits at the BOY.


      (Wounded and wiping the spit off himself.) Fuck off. Mong head.


      HELEN. Why do you swear so much?


      The BOY gives her the finger and mouths ‘fuck off’ silently.


      He looks at the floor.


      Pause.


      BOY. I saw three dead cats in there today. They just floated past my face when I was swimming. People fling them in there all the time. They just melt and fall to bits. I’d kill all the cats in the world if it was up to me. That’s what I’d do if I was fucking God.


      Pause.


      Please can I have a bit?


      HELEN. Give you cancer.


      BOY. I’m not scared.


      HELEN. You will be when your balls drop off.


      BOY. I won’t be. I don’t believe in cancer. I don’t believe in anything me. I want to see the whole world burn down.


      Screaming fireworks explode and wail.


      HELEN goes to leave.


      (Stopping her.) It’s my birthday. That’s what it is. Today.


      The BOY sits on the wall.


      HELEN stops.


      She returns to the wall and gives the BOY the cigarette.


      HELEN. Happy birthday.


      The BOY goes to smoke the cigarette but stamps on it instead.


      BOY. Shouldn’t fucking smoke.


      HELEN slaps the BOY hard across the face.


      The BOY tries to shield himself.


      As the attack escalates the smacks become full-on punches. It is brutal and ugly and painful.


      HELEN (smacking). You.


      (Smacking.) Stink.


      (Smacking.) Of.


      (Smacking.) Dog.


      (Smacking.) Shit.


      (Punching.) You.


      (Punching.) Skinny.


      (Punching.) Fucking.


      (Punching.) Pig.


      (Punching.) Baby.


      What you crying for?


      Why you crying?


      That was my last one.


      Stop it.


      Pause.


      I hate people crying.


      HELEN gets a loaf of bread and a jar of jam from the carrier bag on the floor.


      She takes a slice of bread and puts it on her knee.


      She opens the jam jar and dips her fingers into it and scoops out some jam.


      She puts the jam on the slice of bread and folds it in half.


      She offers the jam sandwich to the BOY.


      Here.


      The BOY wipes his nose on his knee and takes the sandwich.


      He begins to eat it a corner at a time.


      HELEN puts her fingers in her mouth and sucks the jam off them.


      She puts the lid on the jam jar and puts it and the loaf of bread back into the carrier bag.


      HELEN looks at her reflection in the canal.


      It begins to snow.


      BOY. See that bike? I’d never throw it in there if it was mine. I’d polish it every day. Been trying to get it out for weeks. Keep running out of breath. Wish I was a fish sometimes. I could stay down there for ever then.


      The BOY shivers.


      HELEN. It’s too cold to be swimming in the canal. You’ll die you you know. I’ve seen it happen loads of times. When you’re under the water it’ll freeze over and you’ll be trapped in there for ever. They’ll find you in hundreds of years. Defrost you and put you in a museum in a glass case. All brown and shrivelled with a giant head.


      HELEN takes her coat off.


      You should put my coat on.


      BOY. I don’t feel the cold me.


      The BOY shivers.


      HELEN throws the coat toward the BOY.


      It lands on the floor between them.


      The BOY hesitates before putting the coat on.


      I’m only putting it on because you want me to.


      The BOY shivers.


      How did you do that? Your knee?


      Beat.


      HELEN. Don’t know.


      The BOY puts his hand in the canal.


      He cleans HELEN’s knee with the water.


      He takes one plaster from his own knee and puts it on HELEN’s cut knee.


      HELEN rubs her pregnant stomach.


      The BOY watches.


      BOY. Can I have a go?


      Beat.


      HELEN. Dry your hands off.


      The BOY dries his hands.


      Warm your hands up then. Rub them together.


      The BOY rubs his hands together.


      HELEN takes his hand and puts it on her stomach.


      Can you feel its foot sticking out?


      BOY. Yes.


      HELEN. When I’m in the bath you can see it sometimes. Sticking right out. Like a doll inside a balloon.


      BOY. Can I listen?


      HELEN hesitates but lets the BOY put his ear to her stomach.


      HELEN puts her hand on the BOY’s head and strokes his hair.


      I wish I was him inside your stomach. I don’t think I’d ever come out. I think I’d stay in there for ever. Hanging on to your insides. You’re going to be the best mum in the world. I think that you should know that.


      A firework explodes overhead, showering them both with an incredible illumination that hangs above them as the moment freezes in time.


      They both look at each other and don’t look away.


      You could call him Oscar. That’s my name. I think he’d like it.


      HELEN. Might not be an him.


      BOY. It is.


      HELEN. How do you know?


      BOY. I know everything me.


      HELEN. Can I have my coat back? I’m going to miss my bus. My mum will kill me if I lose that one. Lost about three already. Not even Christmas yet. Always losing everything me.


      The BOY takes the coat off and offers it back to HELEN.


      She puts it on.


      BOY (singing). One dead dog sitting on the wall,

	  One dead dog sitting on the wall,

	  And if that dead dog should accidentally fall,

	  There’ll be no dead dog sitting on the wall.


      HELEN (as he sings). I hope my baby’s just like you. I think I could love him for ever. I’d hold his hand and never let him go.


      Another firework explodes with a deafening bang and a blinding flash.


      Darkness.


      The BOY disappears.


      Moonlight.


      HELEN’s waters have broken. It steams as it hits the floor.


      HELEN is left in the moonlight giving birth to her son, OSCAR.

    


    
      
Scene Two



      Two years later. February. A secluded part of a bus station.


      It is three o’clock in the morning.


      Darkness gives way to oppressive fluorescent lighting.


      The sound of plastic seats flapping in the wind.


      Hard rain batters the metal roof.


      The rain drips and collects in small puddles on the floor.


      Somewhere in a different part of the station, a woman howls. It echoes through the space and dies suddenly.


      JOHN (fifty-five) is perched on a tall plastic waiting seat. Next to him is OSCAR (two) in a pram.


      He takes out a flask and pours himself a cup of coffee.


      He sips it.


      MALCOLM enters carrying a cardboard box.


      He is dressed in a black suit. The trousers of which are hitched up with bicycle clips.


      He doesn’t have a bike.


      MALCOLM. I’ve been to a funeral.


      Pause.


      I said I’ve been to a funeral.


      Pause.


      That’s where I’ve been. To a funeral. It’s been a particularly difficult day. You know. Emotionally.


      Pause.


      Life. It can be such an anti-climax don’t you think? I say funeral. It was a cremation.


      Pause.


      I don’t suppose you would be interested in sharing that flask? I wouldn’t normally be so forward. I wouldn’t normally request the company of a stranger. But I’ve had somewhat of a lonely day and beggars can’t be choosers. Not thirty-seven minutes past three and eighteen seconds in the morning. I’m not a scrounger. I’ve got some Bourbon Creams. We could do a swap.


      JOHN pours MALCOLM a cup of coffee from the flask.


      He offers MALCOLM the cup.


      MALCOLM takes a packet of Bourbon Creams from his coat pocket.


      MALCOLM offers them to JOHN.


      They both exchange their offerings.


      I always carry a fresh packet of biscuits and a clean handkerchief. You never know when they might come in handy.


      MALCOLM whistles a long continuous note until his breath runs out.


      I hope you don’t mind me admitting that asking you to share your coffee is the bravest act of connection I’ve ever attempted in my life.


      JOHN smiles.


      MALCOLM dunks a Bourbon Cream into his coffee and eats it.


      My name is Malcolm by the way.


      JOHN nods.


      Do you mind me asking who’s in the pram?


      Pause.


      The pram. Who’s in the pram?


      JOHN looks at MALCOLM.


      Sorry. I’ve overstepped the mark haven’t I? I should learn to walk before I can run.


      JOHN. He has trouble sleeping.


      MALCOLM. Really?


      JOHN. So do I.


      MALCOLM. Really?


      JOHN. A walk in the night seems to help.


      MALCOLM. Yes.


      What’s he called?


      JOHN is silent.


      I’ve had two teeth out. Two molars.


      MALCOLM shows JOHN.


      JOHN doesn’t really want to see.


      JOHN. Yes.


      MALCOLM. My gums were bleeding for hours. I had to put toilet paper in the holes where my teeth had been.


      MALCOLM shows JOHN.


      JOHN doesn’t want to see.


      JOHN. It’s my grandson. Oscar.


      MALCOLM. Oscar. I don’t think I’ve ever met an Oscar. I collect names.


      Beat.


      Do you think I could sneak a peek?


      JOHN nods.


      MALCOLM goes over to the pram and looks in.


      He’s tiny. Still looks like a proper baby.


      JOHN. He’s two.


      Beat.


      He’s not disabled.


      MALCOLM. That’s good.


      Pause.


      He has a very distinct odour. I have a very astute sense of smell. Always have done. I can smell a fox a mile off. It’s a talent I inherited from my mother.


      Pause.


      He looks like you. Same ears. He must make you feel very happy. Fulfilled even.


      JOHN. He does. I am.


      MALCOLM. I’d like to be a granddad one day. I’d have to be a father first I suppose. I’m not really a woman sort of man though.
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