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Me (Sicily webfest); Tunnel Rat (Malthouse Theatre); Viet Kieu (Melbourne
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the Humour Foundation and Melbourne Playback Theatre Company. You can
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Diana Nguyen (left) and Petra Kalive in rehearsals for the Melbourne
Theatre Company production of Laurinda. Photo: Sarah Walker.
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Foreword
Laurinda had been sitting on the shelf for a while at Melbourne Theatre
Company. While several people had wanted to realise it, for some reason
it hadn’t happened. Then, the first Melbourne lockdown hit in 2020 and,
being new to the company with the energy for something to sink her
teeth into, Petra grabbed it with both hands. Diana immediately popped
into her mind as a collaborator on this work—there was a sensibility to
Diana’s humour and perspective that Petra thought married well with
the essence of Alice’s novel. Diana’s work had also featured in Alice’s
anthology Growing Up Asian in Australia—and we were both huge
fans of Alice’s writing.
We had worked together years previously in an improvisational
company and knew our values centred around collaboration, the advancing
and extending of offers, deep listening, the use of metaphor, the drive to
find the ‘heart’ of a moment, and the humour—always humour.
So, during that first lockdown, we began developing this work over
Zoom (and sometimes phone when the internet connection was dodgy)
and had a series of workshops (live and virtual) with actors. These
workshops were invaluable. Developing the work with the support of
so many Asian-Australian actors and creatives has made the work what
it is. We could not have articulated the nuance of experience, nor been
so bold, without their challenges and generosity. We thank them from
the very bottom of our hearts.
We could not be more grateful to Alice Pung. Not only for her trust
in us to translate her coming-of-age story but also for her generosity
in the way she has allowed us to adapt the work so it speaks to a
whole new audience. While so many reviews of the book categorise
Laurinda as ‘charming’, ‘relatable’, ‘important’ and ‘insightful’, what
sits underneath their positive statements is a diminishing of the power
of what we have uncovered through Alice’s work. She has written an
honest, uncomfortable and exposing investigation of the negotiation
necessary to walk between cultures. She effortlessly and with humour
communicates the internal trauma that is carried intergenerationally
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Clockwise from front left: Chi Nguyen, Ngoc Phan, Roy Phung, Gemma
Chua-Tran and Jenny Zhou in rehearsals for the Melbourne Theatre
Company production of Laurinda. Photo: Sarah Walker.
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and the strength and self-love that is required to simply exist. The
magnificence of what Alice has achieved is that she makes this
complex and difficult existence relatable and charming, important and
insightful, while exposing structural, casual and internalised racism.
Perhaps her book was ahead of its time. Although set in a high school,
what was clear to us from the beginning was that this was a coming-ofage story that isn’t only experienced at fifteen years old. It is comingof-age for every age because reconciling the constant and unrelenting
negotiation that the dominant (white) culture demands is unceasing.
So we decided to set Laurinda deliberately in 1997 and 2021—two
periods of intense and visible Asian-hate in Australia. In 1997, Pauline
Hanson formed the One Nation Party and her maiden speech railed
against Indigenous rights, so-called ‘political correctness’ and ‘reverseracism’, and called for the halting of migration to Australia because she
feared that Australia was being ‘swamped by Asians’. She contributed
to shaping the cultural conversation about racism and normalising
xenophobia. In 2020, with the arrival of Covid-19, like many other
parts of the world, anti-Asian hate crime soared, following news that
the virus originated in Wuhan, China. While in the intervening years,
conversation about Asian-focused racism was not front and centre, what
the coronavirus event demonstrated was how close to the surface the
racist sentiment was in Australia. It revealed how much work there is
still to do. While we were experiencing the real-life events of 2020, it
was impossible to interrogate a book set prior to the advent of Google
and not engage with complex conversations about how far we’ve come
as a society, how far we have still to go and where the pressure points
are on the individual who experiences prejudice, bigotry, and bias. It
is for this reason that we made the character of Lucy begin the play as
a woman in her late 30s, living today, reliving her fifteen-year-old self
through the lens of her adulthood. We took inspiration from the comingof-age classic Freaky Friday. Lucy is transformed into her own body, 25
years younger. This form allows us to stay true to the comedy and light
touch of Alice Pung’s novel, but layers in a dramatic tension that gives
the play momentum.
We also deliberately centralised this family home of Vietnamese
refugees. We both have lived experience of growing up secondgeneration Australians and felt it was important to articulate the specific
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pressures on a young Vietnamese-Australian woman. It was very
important for Diana to see a production on the mainstage articulate the
nuance of a refugee family fleeing war for a better life. We would like to
thank Chi Nguyen for her Vietnamese translation, which we feel really
grounds this family arc of the story and authentically communicates a
Vietnamese sensibility.
Returning to the 1990s allowed us to revel in nineties music. We
have had the best time reliving our teenage years and injecting the
play with references you will only get if you lived it. Relooking at the
1990s through a post-2020 lens offers the opportunity to play, reframe,
cringe and laugh at what we were, to better understand where we find
ourselves today.
What we have endeavoured to do in adapting Laurinda is reveal
current ideas about representation and appropriation, and deep dive
into who gets to tell what stories. We know that the stories that we
tell have a cultural ‘ripple effect’. Alice Pung’s novel has already
made significant impact. We hope that by adapting it for the stage, we
continue the conversation she started with a whole new audience. We
hope to improve connection, empathy and understanding, and if we’re
lucky generate discussion and debate about where we are headed as a
culture.
A big thank you to MTC’s NEXT STAGE program. We couldn’t
have done it without the support. We need ongoing investment in
Australian stories and storytellers, so that the cultural identity on our
stages is as rich and complex as the Australia we live in.
Big love. And thank you.
Diana and Petra
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CHARACTERS
LUCY,

15 years old. Year 10, model Asian.
LUCY 37, 37 years old. Teacher, model Asian—Lucy can be heard
by everyone.
LINH, only the audience and Lucy can hear Linh.
Stanley
MUM, Quyen Thi Lam, doesn’t feel confident speaking English.
DAD, Hung Lam, wants success for his daughter.
TULLY, has more As than a box of batteries. Eyes like small
desperate fires.
CHARLOTTE, student 2021.
Laurinda
The Cabinet—students who rule the school:
BRODIE, a natural leader—steely, ambitious, competitive, but
desperate to be seen as ‘good’.
AMBER, wants to be seen.
CHELSEA, trying to keep it cool, when all she wants to do is
scream.
Teachers
MRS GREY,

principal—don’t mess with her.
DR VANDERWERP, young History teacher, brilliant mind.
MRS LESLIE, Amber’s mum, Literacy Coordinator, Asian
obsession.
Students
KATIE, talks a mile a minute, honest to a fault.
TRISHA, genius pianist, great ears.
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From left: Petra Kalive, Chi Nguyen, Fiona Choi, Ngoc Phan, Xanthe
Beesley, Jenny Zhou, and Roy Phung in rehearsals for the Melbourne
Theatre Company production of Laurinda. Photo: Sarah Walker.
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The Cabinet’s mothers
MRS WHITE, Chelsea’s mum—age has been cruel, wine helps.
MRS NEWBERRY, Brodie’s mum—does ‘good’, doesn’t suffer
fools, will always play for power.
NOTES
All roles should be cast with actors of colour.
Lucy, Linh, Mum and Dad are of Vietnamese heritage. Dad is
Teochew.
Can be played with a cast of 7 (6F/1M)
Scenes at home to be spoken in Vietnamese.
/ indicates point of next line beginning
— indicates cut-off line
SETTING
Stanley is a fictional suburb in Melbourne.
Laurinda is an exclusive private girls’ school in the inner east of
Melbourne.
This is a memory play. Lucy is 37 years old (LUCY 37) and 15
years old (LUCY). The actor playing Lucy needs to play both ages
in some scenes. This is indicated by the change in her character
designation (LUCY or LUCY 37).
Present time 2021.
Past 1997.

This play text went to press before the end of rehearsals and may
differ from the play as performed.
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Chi Nguyen in rehearsals for the Melbourne Theatre Company production
of Laurinda. Photo: Sarah Walker.

Georgina Naidu (left) and Fiona Choi in rehearsals for the Melbourne
Theatre Company production of Laurinda. Photo: Sarah Walker.
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It is evening.
LUCY 37 stands at the basin of a school toilet, panicking.
LUCY 37:

Breathe. Breathe.
You’re gonna be okay …
Why?! Brodie Newberry? Why??
Calm down Lucy. Calm down.
You got this. Go up there, accept the bloody award. Smile. Make
the speech and get on with your life. She probably won’t even
remember you.
No. I can’t do this. I can’t do this.
WHY?! Why?? Her?? Of all people.
By this time LUCY 37 is on the ground in the foetal position,
holding her eye.
There is a call from her dad, which she rejects.
LINH

appears in a banana suit.

Not now!

LINH: What are you doing?
LUCY 37: Oh. Crap. Sorry. I didn’t realise anyone else was in here.
LINH: Are you okay?
LUCY 37: Yeah … I mean … I’m fine. Just a bit … nervous … I guess …

were you here the / whole time?

LINH: Big night. Big speech. Everyone’s talking about it.
LUCY 37: Yeah … sorry do I know you?
LINH: [imitating Gwen Stefani] This shit is bananas—b a n a n a s. This

shit is bananas. / B a n a n a s.
Okay. So.
You doing something for drama? Is there a performance tonight?
LINH: Nah, I have a friend whose not peeling well, why are you squinting?
LUCY 37: My eye’s twitching. What are you—
LINH: Annoying. Nerves. Usually born of paranoia, the need to control.
LUCY 37: Excuse me?
LINH: You know, you have no control over the way people see you.
Like Brodie Newberry.
LUCY 37:
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LUCY 37: I’m not sure I … ?
LINH: I guess she is the chief

justice. Big job. Important. / Powerful.
Meaningful work. Such impact.
LUCY 37: I know. I know I know I know I know.
LINH: Aren’t they waiting for you?
LUCY 37: I’ve got some time. They’ve got a whole video about my
teaching career to show first. I do not need to watch it. Doesn’t
feel particularly groundbreaking. I’m just doing my job. Like every
other teacher here. Help students feel excited about learning. So
embarrassing to sit there with everyone watching. So I thought I’d
take a moment. I’m not sure why I’m telling you that.
LINH: Five minutes. That should be enough time.
LUCY 37’s

phone rings.

LUCY 37:

Um.
This has been great, but I’m gonna, I should probably … this has
been … weird.
[Answering the phone] Hi. Khong khong khong. Yeah I can.
How’s Mum? I know. Yup. I’ve got her stuff in the car. I have to
do this speech thing and then … Dad, don’t stress me out okay. I
know—I’ll be there soon. They’re taking good care of her aren’t
they? … Okay. Toothbrush! Okay! I’ll get it. Bye.
LINH: Everything okay?
LUCY 37: Fine. Sorry. Are you in my Year Ten literature class? Sorry it’s
hard to tell, through the …
LINH: I know you. You know me.
LUCY 37: [realising] Oh no, it’s you!
LINH: Tada …
LUCY 37: How did you?
I’m … oh my God … I’m having a psychological breakdown
minutes before one of the biggest … Great. So great. Of course …
it’s you … now … why?!
LUCY 37

squeezes her eyes shut.

Breathe. Lucy. You’re okay. Breathe. You can just leave now and
get on with your mediocre life. Linh is not here. She’s not here.
She’s not here.
LUCY 37
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You’re still here.

LINH: You’re not mediocre.
LUCY 37: I don’t …
LINH: You’re award winning.
LUCY 37: Mum’s in hospital.

I have to give a speech in what? Five
minutes? I have a bunch of students who I need to … I can’t be
everything, let alone B-two to your B-one!
LINH: I have a spare suit.
LUCY 37: No no no.
LINH: We have to do this now.
LUCY 37: This isn’t the right time.
LINH: We can’t miss this opportunity.
LUCY 37: Piss off. This is none of your business.
LINH: You’ve been good. So good. Such a good teacher. Such a good
person. Good. Good good good good good good. But you’re better
than good. You can show you how to do it better.
LUCY 37: I’m fine. Thank you.
LINH: No you’re not. I just found you on the floor in the foetal position.
So she became the youngest chief justice in the history of chief
justices and you became a teacher. So what?
LUCY 37: She … I … I mean.
LINH: You need to go back to go forward.
LUCY 37: I will go back out there—just give me a few minutes.
LINH: That’s all we need. To go back to school.
LUCY 37: Linh. I don’t have time for this.
LINH: Actually you do. You ready to go back to Laurinda?!
clicks and suddenly LUCY 37 can’t move. ‘Pump Up the
Jam’ begins softly …
LINH

LUCY 37: What? I don’t … Oh my God! I. CAN’T. MOVE. I’m having

a stroke.
LINH: No you’re not. Just stop blinking—leave your eyes open. OPEN
YOUR EYES!!
LUCY 37: What is happening? My legs.
LINH: Calm down. You’re okay. I mean you’re not okay, you kicked
me out of your life. But it’s time to sort that mess out. We’re going
back to the nineties.
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LUCY 37: I don’t want to do that. I don’t understand / what’s happening?
LINH: It’s now or never Lucy Lam. I can’t watch you like this anymore!
LUCY 37: I really am going bananas.
LINH: Nah, that happened a long time ago. We’re just picking up some

much needed advice from a very smart fifteen-year-old. In the nineties!
LINH sings

along to ‘Pump Up the Jam’.

LUCY 37: Why?
LINH: I’m actually

pumped. This is gonna be fun, remember the
nineties, how / you would—
LUCY 37: I am dying.
LINH

slaps or zaps LUCY 37.

LINH:

Stop. Seriously. Shut up and listen for once. If we don’t do this,
you’re never gonna be happy. This needs to happen NOW.
LUCY 37: Nah nah nah / nah nah.
LINH: You are remembering—the / bus …
LUCY 37: There’s so much I haven’t done.
LINH: My point exactly. The four-oh-six bus. The Victory Carpet
Factory? Travelling through Sunray to Stanley? Remember?
The world begins to shift.
LUCY 37: Holy shit, what is happening?
LINH: We’re remembering Stanley—the

strip of seven shops. Covered
in graffiti?
LUCY 37: Everything is moving?!
LINH: Would you just calm down!
The milk bar! With faded packets of instant noodles and tins of
soup. Samboy chips, Red Skins, Seven-Ups.
LUCY 37: Stanley?
LINH: Just go with it. Stanley Spirits. Busiest shop in the strip. Famous
for its VB—like most men in the area—bitter.
LUCY 37: Can you smell that?
LINH: That’s right! Stanley. Wet cardboard. / Overripe fruit—
LUCY 37: Diesel. Yeah. I can smell that!
LINH: Good. You lived in the only blue house in Stanley—
LUCY 37: Yeah a blue house full of boxes—floor to ceiling of fabric and
the latest fast-fashion. Why do I feel like I’m there?
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LINH: You loved how it stood out; it was the kind of house a kid would

draw, a rectangle in blue and a triangle in red.
LINH

conjures DAD looking at the fruit tree.

LUCY 37: Dad?
LINH: Dad’s watering the plum tree at the front.
DAD: Tưới làm gì cho tốn nước. Rain will water

water. Let the rain take care of it.)

tree. (It’s a waste of

MUM appears at her sewing machine—she is dressed in
fluorescent pants, Esprit T-shirt and plastic sandals.
LUCY 37: Mum?!
LINH: There she

is, sewing—Remember she only goes out to shop,
collect the mail, or attend church.
MUM: Làm xong homework đi rồi ra phụ mẹ khâu mấy cái button nha
con. (Finish your homework and come help me with these buttons.)
DAD: Có đứa nào ném đá qua window trước nhà mình nè. (They just
threw this rock through our front window.)
LUCY 37: They look so young.
LINH: Shhh. They can hear you!
DAD: Where we live is not a place where good stories begin.
LUCY 37: Can they hear you?
LINH: Nope. Listen to this.
We hear nineties music and Pauline Hanson’s maiden speech,
and we are transported to 1997.
LUCY 37: This is hell, isn’t it?
LINH: We’re back now. You are fifteen. You are about to be in Year Ten.

And you will respond as you did back then. They are the rules.

LUCY 37: Wait. What? What’s going on?
LINH: You’re gonna relive it—and I’m out—for
LINH

now! Pouf!

disappears.

LUCY 37: Linh? Hang on a sec. What’s happening? Where am I? I don’t

want to do this!

Laurinda appears. LUCY 37 unfreezes.
TULLY: Wooohoooo.

So glad that’s over. Take that, Laurinda!

She gives the building the finger.
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LUCY 37: Tully! Wait, did we just finish the scholarship exam? How did

I get here?

TULLY: I know, right? We travelled to zone one for that?
LUCY 37: [remembering] Yeah, we did. The city from this

So green.

perspective.

TULLY: I can’t believe it. That was actually so much easier than I thought.

It’s like I paid for them to have that final question in there. I figured
I might get a bonus credit if we knew about Amnesty International
and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. I mean, was that
too much? It was one of my practice essays. I remembered as much
as I could.
LUCY 37: I’ve watched you train for this moment your whole life.
TULLY: ‘The Equal Access Scholarship for Youth will ensure your
child’s future.’
LUCY: ‘At Laurinda we promise success.’
TULLY: The E.A.S.Y. Scholarship—Easy?! Ha!
LUCY: Nothing EASY about that.
Lights shift. Vietnamese SBS radio. MUM gives LUCY a letter.
LUCY exists in both memories at the same time.
LUCY 37: What’s this?
MUM: Mẹ không biết. (I don’t know!)
TULLY: You don’t need to study, you’re just smart.
LUCY: ‘Dr Tully Cho—chief heart surgeon at the largest private hospital

in Australia!’
[imitating her mother] ‘But not of the world! Wahhhhh my
daughter is such a disappointment!’

TULLY:

They both laugh.
Over three hundred students and only one farking spot!

LUCY: [imitating her mother] ‘Troi oi, sixty-five bucks down the drain!’

(OMG, sixty-five bucks down the drain!)
Promise me whatever happens, nothing changes?
TULLY: Friends for life. But I really really really really really want it
and I promise not to look down on you when I get it.
LUCY: Bitch.
TULLY: Scrag.
LUCY: Nerd

Laurinda_INT_FIN.indd 6

21/07/2022 11:32:29 AM

