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Summer of the Seventeenth Doll was first produced by the Union 
Theatre Repertory Company at the Union Theatre, Melbourne, on  
28 November 1955, with the following cast:

PEARL Roma Johnston
BUBBA Fenella Maguire
OLIVE June Jago
BARNEY Ray Lawler
EMMA Carmel Dunn
ROO Noel Ferrier
JOHNNIE Malcolm Billings

Director, John Sumner
Set Designer, Anne Fraser

Ray Lawler wishes to acknowledge the Emeritus Award granted  
to him by the Literature Board of the Australia Council, which was  
a great help in developing Summer of the Seventeenth Doll into 
The Doll Trilogy.
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CHARACTERS

BUBBA RYAN, 22
PEARL CUNNINGHAM, early 40s, a widow
OLIVE LEECH, 39
EMMA LEECH, approaching 70
BARNEY IBBOT, 40
ROO WEBBER, 41
JOHNNIE DOWD, 25
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SETTING

The Leech house in Carlton, Melbourne. A Victorian two-storied 
dwelling with verandahs of the period, featuring decorative lacy 
ironwork.

There is a sitting room on the ground floor, with an archway that 
gives access to a hall containing a flight of stairs, together with a 
passage that leads in one direction to the kitchen and in the other 
to the street door. A window in the sitting room overlooks the front 
verandah, and there are also French windows leading out to a largely 
unseen side verandah, heavily laden with shrubs in pots, along with 
hanging ferns and plant baskets.

The setting in 1953 reflects Olive’s taste rather than Emma’s, and 
marks the passing of household power from mother to daughter. 
Most of the solid pieces of furniture have been retained (among them 
Emma’s piano and a chaise longue), but the dominant decorative 
features are the souvenirs from past summers. Most notable of these 
are sixteen kewpie dolls on walking sticks scattered around the 
room, stuck behind pictures on the wall, flowering in twos and threes 
from vases, and clustered in a pattern over the mantelshelf. They are 
accompanied by a collection of colourful mementos that feature a 
number of brilliantly-plumaged, stuffed North Queensland birds, 
as well as coral pieces and shells from the Great Barrier Reef, and 
picture frames backed with black velvet to which cling crowds of 
shimmering-winged tropical butterflies. A string of Christmas cards 
is looped from the mantelshelf, and a festive decorative centrepiece 
hangs from the overhead light bracket. The riot of colour disguises 
the fact that the house interior has not been renovated in recent years.

The house garden has been allowed to become a wilderness and, 
together with the overgrown ferns and shrubs on the side verandah, 
enshroud the house in a tangle of plant life. The overall effect is not 
one of gloom, however, but of a glowing interior protected from the 
drab outside world by a shifting curtain of light-filtered greenery.
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ACT ONE

SCENE ONE

It is five o’clock on a warm Sunday afternoon in early December 1953. 
The sitting room table has been set for a celebration meal.
BUBBA is busily tying wide blue ribbons to a couple of red-and-white 
striped candy walking sticks. At the same time, she is chatting with shy 
but determined authority to PEARL CUNNINGHAM, who is sitting nearby, 
smoking and ostensibly leafing her way through a fashion magazine. 
PEARL is a widow in her early forties, driven back to earning a living 
by the one job she knows well, that of barmaid. Given the choice, she 
would prefer something of a more classy nature—head saleswoman in a 
dress salon, for instance. The pub game, she feels, is rather crude. She 
is wearing what she refers to as her good black, with a double string of 
pearls. Very discreet.

BUBBA: So—I was the only one went to the wedding. Autumn it was and 
the boys were away, though of course, when Olive wrote up and told 
them, they sent down money for a present. But I was the one who had 
to buy it and take it along. Olive wouldn’t have anythin’ to do with it. 
Wouldn’t even help me pick anythin’ out.

PEARL: [a fishing expedition] The—boys—didn’t mind her getting 
married, then?

BUBBA: [frowning a little] Bound to. ’Specially Barney—must’ve been 
a shock to him—but like I say, they wouldn’t do anythin’ to stand in 
her way. That’s how they are, see. Olive was the one really kicked 
up a fuss. Wouldn’t believe, even up to the Saturday afternoon, that 
Nance’d go through with it.

PEARL: Seems to me this Nancy had her head screwed on the right way.
BUBBA: [caught, forgetting the candy sticks for a moment] She got tired 

of the waitin’, I think. Olive doesn’t mind it, she just looks forward 
to the next time, but it used to get on Nance’s nerves a bit. And of 
course, she reads a lot, and this feller, this Harry Allaway—he runs a 
bookshop, and he’d bring books into the pub for her. I s’pose that’s 
how he got around her, really. I don’t reckon Barney’s ever read a 
book in his life.
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SUMMER OF THE SEVENTEENTH DOLL2

PEARL: Mmm. [Turning a page] Well, I’m fond of a good book myself, 
now and then.

BUBBA: [tolerantly assured] You won’t need any till after April. Even 
Nancy, she only used to read in the winter time.

OLIVE’s voice is heard calling urgently from upstairs.
OLIVE: [off] Bubba?!
BUBBA: [moving to the archway] Here!
OLIVE: [off] Those earrings of mine with the green stones?
BUBBA: Haven’t seen them.
OLIVE: [off] Ooh, I’ll bet the old girl’s taken a loan of them. She knew 

I wanted to—no, it’s alright. Here they are. Couldn’t see ’em for 
looking.

BUBBA moves back into the room, smiling at PEARL with a half-
apologetic explanation.

BUBBA: Olive always gets a little rattled. Nance and me, we used to 
have to joke her out of it. And she’s prob’ly worrying a bit today on 
your account—

PEARL: [sharply] Why should she be worried my account? All I’m here 
for is a visit—and if Olive’s told you anythin’ else—

BUBBA: [hastily] Oh, she hasn’t. She’d hardly said a word.
PEARL: In that case, then, there’s no need for insinuations.
BUBBA: I wasn’t—
PEARL: Yes, you were. Very cheap and underhanded. What you said 

about not needing any books till after April was bad enough.
BUBBA: I was talking of the lay-off. I’ll bet Olive never said there was 

anythin’ cheap and underhanded about the—
PEARL: Never mind what Olive said. Strikes me you know too much of 

this place for your own good.
BUBBA: I’ve lived next door all my life. Why shouldn’t I—?
PEARL: I’m not going to argue. You just shouldn’t, that’s all.

Her tone is final enough to silence BUBBA, and it is in this hostile 
pause that OLIVE comes swiftly downstairs.

OLIVE: Hang on to your hats and mittens, kids, here I come again.
She moves into the sitting room with a determined and excited 
gaiety, wearing a crisp green-and-white summer dress that she 
displays with a brash self-mockery.
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ACT ONE 3

What d’you think this time? Snazzy enough? Mightn’t knock your 
eye out, but it’s nice and cool, and it’s the sort of thing Roo likes. 
Fresh and green, and not too got-up—

She postures for their comments, and BUBBA, still a little unsettled 
by her spat with PEARL, volunteers automatic approval.

BUBBA: Yes, it’s lovely.
OLIVE: Pearl?
PEARL: Ye-es. Not me, but it suits you.
OLIVE: Well, have to do, anyway. Haven’t time to change again. Now, 

what else is there? I know—nice cold bottle of beer.
BUBBA: [quickly] I’ll get it.
OLIVE: [after her departing figure] Would you, love? Top lot in the fridge. 

Ooh, she’s a good kid, that.
PEARL: Yes. I’d say she knows more than her prayers, just the same.
OLIVE: Bubba? Don’t be silly. Only a baby.
PEARL: Not too much of a baby. If Vera spoke to me the way she does, 

I’d put her back across my knee. And it’s more than talk, it’s the way 
she acts—

OLIVE: Oh, c’mon.
PEARL: Far too much at home.
OLIVE: Well, what d’you expect? She’s been runnin’ in and out here ever 

since she could walk—Roo and Barney, she treats ’em like they was 
uncles.

Deliberately making light of PEARL’s reservations with a head-
shaking laugh.

God, you’re a wag. Talk about Cautious Kate.
PEARL: How?
OLIVE: Look at them suitcases by the stairs. You’d think someone was 

gettin’ ready for a moonlight flit.
PEARL: Only common sense. I’ve taken my overnighter up, and I’m not 

takin’ anything else until I’m certain.
OLIVE: Wouldn’t have asked you, y’know, if I hadn’t thought it worth 

your while.
PEARL: I’ll find that out for myself, if you don’t mind.
OLIVE: Your decision. Said so from the start, no-one’s tryin’ to talk you 

into anything. Just don’t take too long mullin’ it over, that’s all.
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SUMMER OF THE SEVENTEENTH DOLL4

OLIVE dismisses these foolish quibbles for a survey of the table, 
and PEARL feels the need to make amends.

PEARL: Where’s that photograph you said you’d show me?
OLIVE: Oh, yes.

She collects a framed photograph from somewhere and takes it to 
PEARL.

You can see him much better in this one. Those others, he was always 
clownin’ around.

They study the photograph together.
It’s the four of us at Luna Park, the year before last. Roo, me, Barn—
and Nance is on the end there.

PEARL: She looks drunk.
OLIVE: She was, a bit. Right after that was taken, she got sick on the 

Ocean Wave.
PEARL: I know the type.
OLIVE: No, you don’t. Wasn’t like that really. Nance was… [a hundred 

memories] … she was a real good sport. Barney, he was pretty mad 
about her.

PEARL: ’S obvious. The way he’s holding her. Bit intimate, isn’t it? Even 
for Luna Park.

OLIVE: Look, Pearl, you’d better make up your mind. [She takes the 
photograph away to replace it.] These are a couple of canecutters 
from the tropics. Not two professors from the university.

PEARL: He’ll never lay hands on me like that in public, just the same.
OLIVE: Wouldn’t be too sure. He gets away with murder, Barney.
PEARL: I’ll believe that when I see it. Didn’t seem to stop her goin’ off 

and gettin’ married.
OLIVE: [a touch of steel] She made a mistake.
PEARL: Who says?
OLIVE: I say. Marriage is different. And Nancy knew it.
PEARL: I’ll guarantee she made herself cheap. A woman keeps her self-

respect, any man will toe the line.
OLIVE: Wouldn’t bank on that, Pearl. Not with Barney.
PEARL: Oh, I’m not anticipatin’ anything. But from what you’ve said, 

it’s time some decent woman took this feller in hand. Never heard 
of anyone with more reasons to toe the line in all my life.

OLIVE: Maybe I shouldn’t have told you?
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ACT ONE 5

PEARL: Don’t you worry, I’d have found out. I’m a mother myself—a 
thing like that, you couldn’t fool me.

OLIVE: Prob’ly tell you himself, anyway. Doesn’t make any secret of it.
BUBBA enters hurriedly, with a glass in each hand and a bottle 
of beer tucked under her arm.

BUBBA: Ooh, this beer is co–old—
OLIVE moves to relieve her of the bottle and glasses.

And we forgot the salad dressing.
OLIVE: Sugar.
BUBBA: ’S alright, I mixed some up in the little blue jug. Wasn’t any 

vinegar, though, I took a bottle from your mother’s cupboard.
OLIVE: She’ll love that. What about your walkin’ sticks?
BUBBA: All done. Bows and everything. [She moves to collect the candy 

sticks.] Only got to put them up—
PEARL: What are they in aid of ?
OLIVE: Tell her, Bub.
BUBBA: [lamely] Nothin’, really—just a bit of a joke. One’s for Roo, 

and one’s for Barney.

Helen Thomson as Pearl in the 2011 Belvoir production at the Belvoir St 
Theatre, Sydney. (Photo: Heidrun Löhr)
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SUMMER OF THE SEVENTEENTH DOLL6

OLIVE puts the bottle and glasses aside and takes over the 
narrative. Generally from a wish to involve PEARL in the ritual of 
the lay-off, but there’s also an element of defiance, daring PEARL 
to sit in judgement.

OLIVE: Started off the first year they came down here. She was only a 
little scrap of a thing—how old were you, Bub?

BUBBA: [positioning the sticks on the mantelshelf] Five.
OLIVE: She was always in and out the house, and when Roo brought me 

the first lot of presents and she saw the doll among ’em, she howled 
her eyes out. She wanted a doll on a walkin’ stick too, she said. So 
out the two of them go—after eight o’clock at night it was—tryin’ to 
bang up a shop to get her one. But all they could find were these lolly 
walkin’ sticks, and in the end that’s what they brought her back, tied 
up with coloured ribbons. Well, she was as happy as Larry, didn’t 
miss the doll a bit. So after that it got to be a habit, every year the 
boys’d bring her down these candy-striped things, all tied up with—

BUBBA: Till I was fifteen.
OLIVE: Oh yes, this is funny—listen. Didn’t seem to wake up she was 

gettin’ far too old for lolly walkin’ sticks and hair ribbons—kept on 
bringin’ ’em down, bringin’ ’em down—so in the end, Nancy put 
her up to a dodge. The year after the war, when she was fifteen, and 
they arrived with their bundles of presents, there she had a walkin’ 
stick for each of them—gussied up with blue ribbons, and sittin’ on 
the mantelpiece. Taught ’em a lesson alright. Ever since then, when 
they’ve brought me down a doll and things, they’ve always brought 
her gloves, or scent, or—somethin’ she’d appreciate.

A faint pause. PEARL is unimpressed with the story and makes 
little attempt to hide it.

PEARL: I see.
BUBBA: [a trifle shamefaced] I said it was only a bit of a joke.
OLIVE: Makes them laugh, though. Every time.
BUBBA: Anythin’ else you want me to do, Ol?
OLIVE: No, thanks, love. But you’re goin’ to stay and see them in?
BUBBA: No, no, no. I’ve got to change, and everythin’.
OLIVE: [understanding her reservation] Well—just as you please.

She walks BUBBA to the French windows, adjusting the collar of 
her dress as they go, a fond accustomed patronage.
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ACT ONE 7

Wouldn’t care to come and eat with us?
BUBBA: Better not. I’ll drop in after.
OLIVE: Right you are. But don’t leave it too long now. They’ll be looking 

for you.
BUBBA: Yes.

BUBBA hugs OLIVE briefly and goes. OLIVE glances up at the 
sunset sky.

OLIVE: That mother of mine should be home by now. Community singin’ 
must have been out hours ago.

PEARL: [consulting her wristwatch] It is gettin’ on.
OLIVE: Wouldn’t mind bettin’ she’s gone down to the terminal to meet 

them. She’ll get a fiver each out of them ’fore they know where they 
are.

PEARL: Your mother?
OLIVE: It’s the old boardin’ house thing. She shakes ’em down for all 

they’re worth the whole time that they’re here. [She moves back into 
the room.] They know what she’s up to, of course, but they don’t 
mind. ’Fact, I think Roo likes it. Sort of game between them— [She 
pauses, with a tender smile, before the framed photograph.] Good 
old Roo. Got the best-lookin’ mouth in the world, I reckon.

PEARL starts to inspect her appearance at the mantelshelf mirror.
PEARL: Certainly seems a better proposition than the other one.
OLIVE: [hastily] Oh, you can’t compare them. Different types. Roo’s the 

big man of the two, but it’s Barney makes you laugh. And like I say, 
it’s Barney that the women go for.

PEARL: Pity about the height, just the same. I don’t know why it is I 
always seem to get caught up with little men—even Wallie, he was 
shorter than me. The day we got married, I had to wear low heels.

OLIVE: Barney’s not all that short. Average, I’d say.
PEARL: Yes. Well—more to it than height, of course. How do you think 

my hair looks?
OLIVE: Great. Looks great. I thought when you arrived.
PEARL: Cut’s alright. But nobody can tell me that new girl at Renee’s 

knows a thing about my colouring—what’s the Barney stand for, 
anyway?

OLIVE: Barney’s bull, I think. His right name’s Arthur.
PEARL: Barney’s—?
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SUMMER OF THE SEVENTEENTH DOLL8

OLIVE: [running on] You know how it is with fellers like these. Always 
have the silliest nicknames. Roo—you can imagine what I thought 
the Roo stood for when we first met. Laughed his head off when I 
told him. Short, of course, for his real name—Reuben. Wouldn’t it 
kill you? Reuben.

PEARL: ’S out the Bible, Reuben.
OLIVE: Yes. I keep telling my mother. Doesn’t make the slightest 

difference—
A car horn is heard from the street and OLIVE moves swiftly to 
the front window.

Ooh, me beads—that’s not them, is it? No. Car up the road. Nearly 
died. [With an assessing look at the room] Not that there’s much more 
to do. I know—ashtrays.

She sets off for the kitchen and can be heard after a second or 
two breaking out into the half-remembered lyric of some old music 
hall song. Left to herself, a still discontented and uncertain PEARL 
moves to pick up the framed photograph. She takes it away to the 
better light by the French windows, where she subjects it to a close 
scrutiny. OLIVE re-enters with a handful of small ashtrays, talking 
as she comes.

Hey, did you hear that Charlie in the saloon bar last night? All the 
time we were cleanin’ up, he kept on whistling ‘Old Black Magic’. 
[Placing the ashtrays] Says he always knows when Roo and Barn are 
on the way. I start wearing shoes behind the bar, instead of slippers—

She becomes aware of PEARL’s concentration on the photograph.
What’s the matter?

PEARL: Nothing. Just having another look.
OLIVE: [with a half laugh] Better watch out. Or you’ll start hatin’ 

everything before they even get here.
PEARL: [still absorbed] No, I won’t. Same time, I’m not letting myself 

in for any nasty mess, either.
OLIVE: [staring] Mess? What makes you think I’d be havin’ anything to 

do with it, if there was any—?
PEARL: Doesn’t matter for you. You don’t have a daughter to think of. 

Vera’s just at that age, I’ve got to be careful. Cottons on to me doin’ 
anything wrong, she could break out the same way.
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ACT ONE 9

OLIVE: [in quick hostility] Now look, that’s one thing I’m not goin’ to 
stand for.

She whips the photograph away from a surprised PEARL.
Right from the word go.

PEARL: What?
OLIVE: You know what. That respectable wife and mother stunt. Don’t 

you try and put that over on me.
PEARL: I didn’t say a word—
OLIVE: You said ‘wrong’, didn’t you? And ‘nasty mess’? That’s enough. 

I’ve told you over and over again what this lay-off is, yet every time 
you open your mouth, you make it sound like somethin’—low and 
dirty. Well, if that’s the way you look at it, you don’t have to stay, 
y’know—you can pack your bags and clear out ’fore they even get 
here.

PEARL: Just because I don’t think it’s altogether—
OLIVE: Just because of that.
PEARL: Nobody would say it was a decent way of living—
OLIVE: Wouldn’t they? I would. I’ve seen every sort of set-up you can 

mention, and I’ve never come across anythin’ more decent in my life. 
Decency—it depends on the people. And don’t you say it doesn’t.

PEARL: I meant decent like marriage. That’s different, you said yourself 
it was—

OLIVE: [with a slight shudder] ’S different, right enough. Compared to 
all the marriages I know, what I got is— [groping with her depth of 
feeling] —five months of heaven every year. And it’s the same for 
them—seven months they spend up there killin’ themselves in the 
cane season, and then they come down here to live a little. That’s 
what the lay-off is—not just playin’ around and spendin’ a lot of 
money, but a time for livin’. You think I haven’t sized it up against 
what all those married women have? I laugh every time that they 
look down their noses at me. Even waitin’ for Roo to come back is 
more excitin’ than their little lot. [She takes the photograph to thump 
it down in its usual position.] So you make up your mind—you’re 
either goin’ to be polite to them and hang on till you get to know 
Barney well enough to decide, or you can make a move right now.

She moves to the bottle of beer, wrenches off the cap, and starts to 
pour a glass, as PEARL defends herself with an aggrieved dignity.
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SUMMER OF THE SEVENTEENTH DOLL10

PEARL: Well, I don’t know what it’ll be like living here, if you can’t even 
pass an opinion—

OLIVE snorts, but PEARL persists.
Seems to me these fellers take things far too much for granted.

OLIVE: Here—sit down and shut up, if you can’t talk sense.
She thrusts a glass of beer on PEARL and returns to pour one for 
herself.

PEARL: You said yourself, they hardly ever write you from the time they 
go ’way till the time they come back.

OLIVE: They don’t have to write me. I know where they are. Workin’ their 
way through up North.

PEARL: ’Least, they could let you know how they’re gettin’ on.
OLIVE: Cuttin’ cane—what can they say about that? Roo’s one of the top 

gangers—runs his own team—but even down here, you never get him 
yappin’ ’bout his season’s tally. That’s all his part of it.

PEARL: Well, it beats me how you stand it. I know with Wallie, I used to 
worry all the time. Even if he was late comin’ home from work, I used 
to worry.

OLIVE: With these you don’t have to. These are—
PEARL: —men. You keep tellin’ me.
OLIVE: Not the sort that we see rollin’ home to their wives every night—
PEARL: Never knew that there was any difference.
OLIVE: Well, you wouldn’t, would you? [Remembering with a defiant 

pride] Nancy used to say it was how they’d walk into the pub as if 
they owned it—even just in the way they walked, you could spot it. All 
around would be the regulars, soft city blokes havin’ their drinks and 
their little arguments, and then in would come Roo and Barney. They 
wouldn’t say anythin’—didn’t have to—there’d just be the two of them 
walkin’ in, with a wait for a second or two, and quiet. After that, without 
a word, the regulars’d stand aside to let ’em through—as if they were a 
couple of kings. She always said they made the rest of the fellers in the 
bar look like a bunch of skinned rabbits. [Softly] Poor old Nance.

PEARL: She got what she wanted, didn’t she?
OLIVE: [hungrily] I’d like to ask her. Right now, with them expected 

any minute, and her sittin’ chained up to that—book bloke—I’d like 
to ask her if she thinks it’s worth it. And I’ll bet that’s one question 
she wouldn’t be able to laugh her way out of.
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