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Theatre Uncut at Paines Plough’s Roundabout at Summerhall, as part of 
Edinburgh Festival Fringe 2024. Following this, the production toured 
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Movement Director & Choreographer – Aline David
Associate Director – Natalie Simone
Production Manager – Liz Barker
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Playfight was written by Julia Grogan and is her debut play. Playfight 
won The Experienced Theatre Practitioners Early Playwriting Award 
in 2020. In 2021, the play went on to be shortlisted for the Papatango 
Award, the Theatre Uncut Award and The Women’s Prize for Playwriting. 
The play is currently a co-production between Theatre Uncut and Grace 
Dickson Productions.
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Tour); SPLINTERED (Soho Theatre); Project Dictator (New Diorama); 
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Newsies, 101 Dalmatians, A Knight’s Tale, The Hunger Games). She is 
also a trustee of theatre charity ZooCo. Grace’s producing work has been 
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theatre for live and digital audiences across the world. They galvanise 
action and fuel debate by supporting the world’s leading playwrights and 
extraordinary new voices to create political writing that raises awareness 
on issues of social injustice. The company makes their work available for 
anyone to perform anywhere. Over 200,000 people across 26 countries 
have performed Theatre Uncut plays so far. Theatre Uncut believe that 
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CHARACTERS
KEIRA – She’s explosive and electric in her vulgarity. Her capacity for 

extreme emotion means she has an animalistic approach to love and 
loyalty. She would take on a thousand armies for her mates. Loudest 
in any room, she’s like a stand-up set on a stage that could collapse 
any second.

ZAINAB – Pragmatic, methodical and mature. She’s not a prude, she’s 
Earth.

LUCY – She’s like a cloud with legs. Receptive, eager to learn and vulnerable 
in her curiosity. Perhaps Lucy fell out of a rabbit hole, or she’s just a 
product of someone poked about by a church. Either way, she has a 
brightness. She’s Air.

SETTING
The play is set in an unidentified town in the West Midlands. Having 
said that, this could happen in any town, anywhere. It isn’t necessary for 
the actors to share a particular dialect or accent. All the action happens 
at the base of an oak tree.

AUTHOR’S NOTES
Punctuation isn’t always grammatical. 
New thoughts sometimes appear on new lines. 
/ indicates overlapping dialogue.

A gentle steer to actors: the play lives and dies on pace. Go quick! These 
girls are certain, curious and rarely sentimental.

THANKS
The production would like to thank Dianne Roberts, Joanna Kennedy, 
Rutger Bellaerts, Necessity, Bristol Old Vic, Belgrade Coventry, Soho 
Theatre, Paines Plough, Shoreditch Town Hall, Bush Theatre, Harry 
Elletson, Thread Design, Mihaela Bodlovic, Adam Jefferys, Rory Thomas-
Howes, Letty Thomas, Mark Cartwright, Runaway Entertainment, Cup 
of Ambition, SM Publicity, Borkowski PR, Hannah Price and the board 
members of Theatre Uncut.

This production is proudly supported by the Stage One Bursary for New 
Producers and public funding from Arts Council England.



FOREWORD 
This was my first play and it was an absolute bollock to write. Before 
acknowledging everyone who made it possible, I thought I’d write a bit 
about where it came from. The development of Playfight took years, but 
the first ten pages took ten minutes and have remained untouched(ish) 
since the beginning. 
The ‘sex game gone wrong defence’ was brought to my attention in 2019 
at a birthday picnic. My friend’s mum had read an article written in 
response to the death of Grace Millane. Grace had been backpacking 
around New Zealand and had been strangled to death by her Tinder date 
on the eve of her birthday. Her date had then sat in their hotel room, 
photographed her dead body and watched porn. He later put her body in 
a suitcase and buried it in the woods and was now in court claiming she 
was into rough sex and had therefore consented. 
We sang happy birthday to my friend and I went to my bar shift at the 
Royal Court. I’d been really rocked by what I’d heard. It brought up lots 
of thoughts and feelings I guess we’re conditioned to suppress as kids in 
order to be perceived as light-hearted and desirable. When I got home 
that night I wrote the first ten pages of Playfight. Later that year, when 
offered a place on the Royal Court’s introduction to playwriting group, I 
knew what I wanted to write about. 
The play doesn’t seek to land on any answers. Or to shame or blame 
anyone who safely practices breath play and kinks. The play seeks to 
wrestle with the deep trauma of expectation. How we’re tossed about 
in an education system that favours prime numbers over how to look 
after ourselves in a terrifying world. How we force our bodies into 
uncomfortable shapes like they do on the screens. How dangerously we 
drift from ourselves. I guess it’s a cry for change. What that change looks 
like I haven’t got a clue. But this is my attempt at kicking the door open 
to the conversation. 
After all that, I really hope you find moments of joy in the play. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
Playfight marks the start of a turbulent relationship with a bastard 
profession and I really could not have done it without the following 
people, who gave their thoughts and feedback. And to those that keep 
me swimming on the surface and happy. 
Susan Edwards, Susan is a barrister who sat with me opposite the 
Central Criminal Court with her heels in her handbag, and went through 
the current legislation surrounding the sex game gone wrong defence. It 
was September 2019 and she was pushing for the legislation in England 
to change. At the time I thought I would be writing a sort of courtroom 
drama. But my chat with Susan right at the start of the process convinced 



me that the social context beyond the courtroom should be the central 
focus of the play. We talked about our upbringings, about sex, porn and 
friendships. Thanks to her and others, the fifty shades sex game defence 
was abolished in England in 2020, while I was on my 50,000th draft. 
Not so in Scotland though. 
Oli Lansley, Oli, thank you so much. Oli is an amazing theatre maker/
writer and he read a very early draft of Playfight when it was just 
themes and ideas. He reminded me of the importance of story. Why are 
we meeting these characters now? What’s happened? What is going to 
happen? It’s something I come back to all the time. What is the actual 
story? The other thing Oli taught me (and it is the BEST advice for any 
writer) is: if you’re feeling stuck, walk away and FILL UP YOUR CUP. 
See friends, go to the pub, read about the subject you’re exploring, listen 
to music that sounds like the inside of the characters, go to an exhibition, 
see a film. Dance round the edges of the play’s world until your cup is 
full. Then kick it over and go again. 
Royal Court Theatre (Myah Jeffers, Ellie Fulcher, Jane Fallowfield). 
Thank you for giving me a place on your course. It gave me the confidence 
and space to make something. Thank you for reading harrowing early 
drafts. Thank you for teaching me that words can’t always say the thing. 
Sometimes a painting of a lamb giving birth to a planet gives the energy 
of a mad moment in the play. Till the words come. If they do. 
Wildcard Theatre Company: Em Stott and the Jets. Thank you for 
hosting a readthrough of Playfight. Beth Kapila, thank you for directing 
it. To George and Chris at Papatango, shortlisting me for that award 
was enough validation for a lifetime. Thank you. Neil McPherson and 
the Finborough Theatre. Winning the ETPEP Award gave me a huge 
kick start in the industry and I’m forever grateful for your support and 
encouragement. Blanche McIntyre, thank you for sitting on Zoom with 
me for five billion hours helping bring that reading to life. To Charlie 
Coulthard at Concord Theatricals, for all the checking in and support 
and for suggesting me to a writing agent. Enter: Alec Drysdale, who took 
me on after reading Playfight all those years ago. You are my biggest 
support system, I love you and Bryn Chiappe very much. To Concord 
Theatricals, thank you for publishing this. Full circle moment, eh? To all 
the actors who over the years read various drafts out loud, your insights 
and energy have kicked up sparks that helped to shape the play: Hannah 
Millward, Fanta Barrie, Nadi Kemp-Sayfi, Helen Monks, Robyn Cara, 
Libby Mai. 
Nina Cassells, Sophie Cox and Lucy Mangan - here we go! Thank you for 
breathing life into these girls. I can’t wait to see what you do with them. 
Thank you for your bravery and beauty.
The biggest thank you to Emma Callander and Grace Dickson. You 
two stuck with the play for four years. When we didn’t get funding, you 
had to make tough decisions but always protected my heart and kept 



faith. Thank you for your generosity, passion, commitment and belly 
laughs. You are very magical people. Emma, thank you for ringing me 
from the weirdest nooks of the UK and putting so much passion into 
the story. You have been the most important shaper and maker of this. I 
really cannot thank you enough. Grace, thank you for your consistency, 
curiosity and grounded energy. You are a phenomenal producer, and a 
dear friend. Thank you for everything over the years. 
To Rachel Lemon and Lydia Higman. The Dirty Hare bunnies. Making 
theatre with you both has changed my life. I love you both so much. You 
are endlessly supportive and I am always fascinated by what comes out 
of your brains and hearts. Thank you for all the half pints, petrol tanks 
and peeling walls in weird rehearsal spaces. And for reading Playfight 
and giving me your thoughts and feelings. Here’s to many more years of 
making! 
To my friends I grew up with and who have supported me while making 
this. Liv, I know living with a mopey out-of-work playwright must have 
been so fucking annoying. Thank you for filling the flat with laughs and 
roast chicken. I chose to set Playfight around the base of a tree like the 
one outside our school. Lyd for coming to read throughs and forcing 
loud laughter. You’re my rock. Oscar who gave me lots of hugs when we 
weren’t able to get the play up last year. Anna and Jess, thank you for 
walking through life with me in your purple uniforms when we all got 
heckled as ‘purple virgins’ on our way to school.
Wendy Higman for bringing this subject matter to my attention at the 
birthday picnic in 2019 and for all your wise words and baking over the 
years.
To Cheryl Prince and Lauren Dickson. I’m so proud of you both. We 
were polishing cutlery behind the bar when this was just an idea. You 
always listened and inspired me. You still do now. 
Mum, you’re the most supportive bundle of love in the world. Dad, you’re 
the best dad ever and I’m so happy to include your amazing poem about 
a tree in this play text and to my sister, Philly, you’re the most chaotic 
meteorite of wonder ever to hit the planet. 
And lastly, this play is, of course, unwaveringly dedicated to Grace 
Millane.



This ancient oak, 
Over the centuries, 

What hasn’t it heard – from those under its branches – what hasn’t 
it felt or seen?

Love it has seen a million times no doubt, 
Heard hatred too, 

And in its heart of oak felt too perhaps a million times 
our echoed doubts 
and echoed fears 

and all our echoed inner pain. 

Simon Grogan





1

(An oak tree. It’s centuries old. Seen it all. 
Even if we can only touch its trunk, we are 
aware of the oak’s roots stretching deep into 
the soil – as deep as its branches stretch 
high – into infinity.)

(ZAINAB appears from behind it.)

ZAINAB.  I’ve been thinking about time.

Every second.

I think about time. 

I think about the time it took. 

I think about the time that’s passed. 

I can’t stop thinking about the time in between. 

The ugly bits. The fuzzy bits. The bits so shameful you 
feel your knickers shimmy down your legs and bury 
themselves underground.

The spaces. Gaps in time –

I can’t stop thinking about them.

(She leans against the tree.)

So I’ll be here.

When the world’s spinning round. Swear down, I’ll be 
here.

(She looks up at the branches above.)

Where time stands still. Just for a second. And that 
second.

It’s bliss. Isn’t it?



PLAYFIGHT2

*

(The base of our tree, spring 2015.)

(Three fifteen-year-old girls in school 
uniform. KEIRA, ZAINAB, and LUCY. They 
are staring at a dead squirrel. It’s been 
strangled in the plastic rings of a six-pack  
of beer.)

LUCY.  Nasty way to go.

ZAINAB.  Wonder how long it’s been here.

LUCY.  Reckon it’s got a family?

ZAINAB.  Probably.

LUCY.  Reckon they’ll be waiting for it?

ZAINAB.  Probably.

KEIRA.  It’s a squirrel not a fucking choir boy.

LUCY.  So?

KEIRA.  So happens all the time.

LUCY.  Wonder if its soul is flying above us seeking 
vengeance on the killer.

KEIRA.  Are you taking the piss?

LUCY.  What?

KEIRA.  It’s been choked by a plastic beer pack.

LUCY.  So.

KEIRA.  It probably fancied a bevvy.

ZAINAB.  Even if it did. Didn’t ask for this, did it.

LUCY.  No something’s gone on here.

KEIRA.  Probably killed itself ’cause this school’s so peak.

LUCY.  (Gasps clutches her throat.) It couldn’t breathe.
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(Beat.)

KEIRA.  Do you want a tissue mate?

LUCY.  Oo, it’s got a tiny knob –

KEIRA.  Right, stop having a clit rub over a squirrel. It’s 
dead. In heaven. With all its little squirrelly mates 
having a booze up. Now. Do you want to hear the end 
of my story or not?

ZAINAB.  Go on then.

KEIRA.  So the bouncer was like, alright just this once, but 
if you’re not back in ten minutes, you’re not allowed 
back in. So don’t take the piss. 

LUCY.  How come he let you do that?

KEIRA.  Told him I needed ciggies and flashed him a nipple.

ZAINAB.  You’re lying.

KEIRA.  Am not. Ask Dan Miller.

ZAINAB.  How did you get in in the first place?

KEIRA.  ID. Found Miss Preston’s in the car park.

ZAINAB.  Are you taking the piss? She’s forty five.

KEIRA.  So? Wore a push-up bra.

ZAINAB.  And she’s Sri Lankan. So bollocks you got away 
with that.

KEIRA.  Honest. Just handed it over, told him I had a 
hairless vagina and passed the eleven plus.

ZAINAB.  Bollocks did that work.

KEIRA.  It did. Got a stamp to prove it, look.

(KEIRA presents her wrist, LUCY admires it.)

LUCY.  Ooh yeah. Look at that. What does it say?

KEIRA.  Cock magnet. It’s a bit smudged.
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LUCY.  Thought the club was called Smack?

KEIRA.  Yeah it is.

LUCY.  So why does it say that?

KEIRA.  Dunno. Sounds cool.

LUCY.  (Thinking…) Cock magnet. (Nods.) Yeah suppose.

KEIRA.  Had four vodka red bulls for two quid. Drank so 
many thought I was gonna have a heart attack. Just 
like explode. Then right, he came over, rubbed his knob 
against my leg –

LUCY.  Who?

KEIRA. Barack Obama, who’d you think?

LUCY.  Oh yeah.

KEIRA.  And said, do you wanna bone? And I was like, 
yeah.

ZAINAB.  Woah. Bit forward.

KEIRA.  Yeah but Dan’s eighteen so it’s different isn’t it. He’s 
mature. Got proper experience and that.

ZAINAB.  Isn’t that a bit…

KEIRA.  Bit what?

ZAINAB.  Bit weird?

KEIRA.  Why?

ZAINAB.  ’Cause you’re fifteen.

KEIRA.  Yeah but he doesn’t know that, does he.

ZAINAB.  Still. Doesn’t that make him, like, a kiddy fiddler?

LUCY.  Oh that’s a thought.

KEIRA.  What’s a thought?

LUCY.  That Dan Miller is a kiddy fiddler.

(Beat.)
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KEIRA.  Right so we were at the club…

ZAINAB.  Yeah…

KEIRA.  We left the club…

LUCY.  Yeah…

KEIRA.  And we had sex on the tennis courts.

ZAINAB.  What?

LUCY.  You never.

KEIRA.  We did. Doggy style.

LUCY.  (Wonderment.) Doggy style?

KEIRA.  Yeah. Do you wanna see?

ZAINAB.  What?

KEIRA.  I filmed it. Looked great. Apart from the awkward bit.

ZAINAB.  The awkward bit?

KEIRA.  Well. He asked to smack me in the face.

ZAINAB.  That is awkward.

KEIRA.  That’s not the awkward bit. Was awkward ’cause I 
had to say no.

LUCY.  Why did you have to say no?

KEIRA.  Everyone knows I live in a bungalow and you can’t 
say you’ve fallen down the stairs if you’ve got none?

LUCY.  Fairs.

ZAINAB.  Why did he want to hit you? Had you upset him?

KEIRA.  Nah. Just a thing isn’t it. Both just started laughing. 
My knees were really cut up. Sandy tennis floor. Savage. 
Bled all the way back to the club. Was a bit weird. 
’Cause Dan went from full on laughing to like full on 
crying. Proper howling like a wounded animal. So 
pretended I didn’t know him and just started dancing 
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again. Then right, was in the smoking area, and that 
twat Lisa Wallis came over and was like mate you’ve got 
blood running down your legs. What happened? And I 
was like fuck it, so I told her. She was like whaaaat? 
Bollocks! So I sent her the video to prove it. 

(LUCY leans forward.)

LUCY.  What did she say?

KEIRA.  She said. Welcome to the club. Bought me a tequila 
and everything.

LUCY.  Lisa Wallis bought you a tequila? That’s sick.

KEIRA.  I’m a proper woman now. Felt all holy and shit.

ZAINAB.  Being doggied on a tennis court felt holy?

KEIRA.  Yeah symbolic. Now I know why you’re in church 
so much Lucy. To see Jesus and his two incher.

LUCY.  What did it feel like?

KEIRA.  Climactic. Felt like I was a fantasy. Didn’t feel real.

LUCY.  Woah.

(Beat.)

Scares me.

KEIRA.  What?

LUCY.  Penis.

KEIRA.  Lesbian.

LUCY.  Am not.

KEIRA.  It’s not that scary. You’d be surprised how much 
you just know. Animal instincts. Well that and like the 
videos and stuff. Stick to the classics; Cream Pie Carley, 
Sasha Grey, Fake Taxi. You just sort of copy them. Like 
a dance mat.

LUCY.  I’m good on a dance mat.
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KEIRA.  Yeah you are to be fair, so you’ll be fine. Zainab 
you’re shit on the mat, so you’ll be shit in bed.

ZAINAB.  I’m dyspraxic.

KEIRA.  So?

ZAINAB.  So don’t take the piss?

KEIRA.  You two should have come out.

LUCY.  We were watching Blue Planet with Zainab’s mum.

(Beat.)

KEIRA.  Wait what?

LUCY.  What?

KEIRA.  Cheers for the invite.

ZAINAB.  Didn’t think you’d want to come.

KEIRA.  Would have been nice to be asked.

LUCY.  Oh. Sorry.

ZAINAB.  Yeah. Sorry. 

(Beat.)

KEIRA.  Whatever. Might go and bosh one out in the toilets.

ZAINAB.  Nice.

(The three girls look down at the squirrel.)

KEIRA.  Shall we lob this off into the field then?

(Beat.)

ALL.  Shotgun not.

*

LUCY.  Been trying all night. Hardly slept.
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ZAINAB.  Oh. Right. Well. Wouldn’t wind yourself up 
about it.

LUCY.  But I’ll never feel it.

ZAINAB.  Feel what?

LUCY.  The climactic stuff.

ZAINAB.  Well. What are you…like doing?

LUCY.  Two fingers either side and rubbing it round and 
round and round and round and round in circles.

ZAINAB.  Then what?

LUCY.  Then get the fuzzy feeling. Feels like I’ve drank 
a coffee or I’m being chased by a goose, like scared 
but also quite excited, start getting all breathless and 
that and it’s building and building and building and 
building – and then I think of Jesus and it just stops. 

(Beat.)

ZAINAB.  Well maybe try and think of someone else –

LUCY.  Even tried rubbing it on the clamp in DT.

ZAINAB.  And?

LUCY.  Nothing.

(Beat.)

ZAINAB.  I’m sure you’re just overthinking it. Getting 
trapped in your head. 

LUCY.  Said a prayer this morning. So that might sort 
things out.

(ZAINAB starts tight roping on a tree root.)

ZAINAB.  Got a spare one?

LUCY.  What?

ZAINAB.  Prayer.
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LUCY.  What do you need?

ZAINAB.  Decent GCSEs. Get mum off my back.

(LUCY side eyes her.)

LUCY.  What do you actually need?

(Beat.)

ZAINAB.  Remember when you used to lick my shoulder in 
primary school?

LUCY.  Uh. A bit.

(A moment passes between them.)

ZAINAB.  Weird isn’t it. That you believe in something I 
don’t.

LUCY.  Suppose. It’s all we had when my dad died. 

(LUCY shrugs.)

I like it. Being commanded. You should try it.

ZAINAB.  Nah…

(Beat.)

LUCY.  You could talk to tree!

ZAINAB.  Eh?

LUCY.  Tree. It’s just the same. Tree listens.

(She pats the trunk. Whispers –)

Sometimes think it knows all the answers.

(ZAINAB studies the back of LUCY like she’s a 
crazy imp.)

ZAINAB.  Cheers. I’ll bear that in mind –

LUCY.  You spoken to Keira?
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ZAINAB.  Not today. Why?

LUCY.  She’s been asked to see the Head. Think it’s with 
Lisa too.

ZAINAB.  Oh right.

LUCY.  Have you watched it?

ZAINAB.  No. That’s weird.

LUCY.  Yeah. Suppose.

Reckon Dan will get told off?

ZAINAB.  Doubt that. Can’t really pick on one person when 
everyone’s at it, can you.

LUCY.  Reckon they were too harsh on Ted Bundy then?

ZAINAB.  Nah Luce. He deserved that one.

(Beat.)

LUCY.  Do you ever get the fuzzy feeling?

ZAINAB.  …Yeah.

LUCY.  You cum before?

ZAINAB.  Yeah.

LUCY.  What does it feel like?

(ZAINAB looks at LUCY, shifts uncomfortably.)

ZAINAB.  Feels good. Feel all the tension squeezing my 
bones together just melt away. And when it stops, I get 
these weird shivers. Like a ghost is passing through me.

(Beat.)

(LUCY gasps in awe.)

*


