Empress of the Moon was produced in 2010 as the inaugural production of Iron Age Theatre’s Special Operations Executive:  a division of the Philadelphia-area theater devoted to exploring new technologies and new approaches to theater.  The play was live-streamed on speculative-fiction website io9.com, and was well-received among Philadelphia critics.  It has not been produced subsequently.

Synopsis:

Aphra, in her role as the Narrator of the play, describes the events of her life that resulted in her becoming the first woman to make her living as a writer.  The first act describes her (possibly apocryphal) time in Surinam, and reveals it as the source material for her short novel Oronooko.  The second act describes her (definite) time in Flanders, and reveals it as the source material for her play The Rover.  The final act is Aphra in debtor’s prison, struggling against the political and religious authorities that have stifled her.

While the play is technically broken into three acts, in fact, it can be performed as two, as the third act is fairly short.
Character Breakdown:

This is complicated, as the actresses in the play all play multiple roles, and those roles (and the number of actresses) is not necessarily fixed.  In the first production, the characters were broken down as such:

Act I

The Narrator:  Aphra as herself in debtor’s prison, describing her past.

Aphra:  Aphra as a young girl in Surinam, a spy.

Franny:  Her sister.

The Reverend Adis:  A good-natured but ineffectual doctor.

Mr. Scot:  A dashing hero and experienced spy.

Lord Willoughby:  A dirty, but manipulative and clever old man.

Oronoko:  An African slave, who was once a prince.

Act II 

Aphra:  Aphra in Flanders, now a swordswoman of substantial prowess.

Valeria:  A highly-regarded and beautiful courtesan.

Maria:  A young woman, pressed into a marriage she abhors.

Mr. Scot:  A drunken, debauched rogue.

Tarquini:  A dirty old man, who is also very stupid.

Various Bravos:  Some local hoodlums.

Act III

Aphra:  Herself, at long last.

A priest:  A terrible and lascivious authority.

Additional characters from Aphra’s fantasy:  Cyrano, Scot, Maria, the Emperor of the Moon.

The combinations of characters is complex.  In the first production, the Narrator in the first and second act, and Aphra in the third act, were played by the same person.  The actress who played Oronoko in the first act played Aphra in the second act (as she reimagined herself as a hero from her own past, for instance).
There is little set, and what set exists is patently artificial.  Flats, perhaps, blocks maybe, trees or buildings made out of paper.  Characters wear masks that sometimes reveal themselves, and sometimes match those of other characters.  The Narrator wears the same mask as Aphra.
NARRATOR

Oh, my sweet, honey-candy audience, I beg you please, your indulgence for these next hours.  I know how you’ve been hurt before, by lying men and their dramatic bombast, who swore to give you truth and instead deceived you, pilfering your heart with their studied prevarications.  But you mustn’t let this betrayal make you mistrust us all forever.  A heart, though wounded, must still sometime open.  Put your faith in me, and I will swear to relate to you a story that is, without question or equivocation, absolutely and entirely the unvarnished truth.  No flights of fancy, no crass deceptions, nothing you will see on this stage tonight will be anything other than precisely what occurred, in as plain and clear a fashion as I am able to deliver.  I know it’s hard for you to love again, after so much betrayal, but you must trust in me.

Part one:  Surinam. 

FRANNY, Aphra’s younger, happier, sillier sister enters first, twirling.  She is overcome with the beauty of Surinam.

FRANNY

Wasn’t he amazing, Eaffrey?  In his uniform with his bright epaulets and those tights.  Do you suppose all the men here are so handsome?

NARRATOR

This is NOT me.  I like to think that, even in my younger days, I was a little more mature than this.

APHRA enters, young and “fresh off the boat” as it were.  She is awed by Surinam, but determined not to let it show.

APHRA

I told you not to call me Eaffrey, here.  I’m Astra.

FRANNY

Ohhh, Astra.  I forgot.  You have a secret code-name now, Astra.  We have to protect your secret identity Astra.

APHRA

Would you stop?  Please?  And no, I don’t think all the men here are handsome.  I suspect that they’re mostly sweaty and homely.  Generally speaking, I don’t think handsome men get discharged to the most distant corners of the earth.

FRANNY

Do you suppose we’ll get to see a buffalo?  Mr. Scot said that there might be buffalo.

SCOT enters; he is dashing, dressed like Scaramouche—long nose, maybe a cape.  He is followed by the REVEREND DR. ADIS.  When she sees SCOT, FRANNY immediately swoons.  

ADIS

And so you see, the natives can hardly be said to be innocent.  They’re as sinful as any other people, but ignorant of their fallen nature—

SCOT

Ah, ladies.  Yes, reverend, thank you.  Ladies, I’m so glad to see you here.  I was just speaking with the good reverend about arranging a tour of the colony for you.  Doctor Adis, why don’t you show Mrs. Franny the buffalo I mentioned?

FRANNY

Eeee!

ADIS

Well.  Oh, well, of course.  (to FRANNY)  Mrs. Johnson.  (to Aphra)  Mrs. Johnson, if you’d care to join me?

SCOT

We’ll catch up with you in a minute.

ADIS

Oh, now, I’m not sure I can…Mrs. Johnson requires a chaperone…

FRANNY

Oh, yes, please Mr. Scot, you must come with us—

SCOT

We won’t be more than two minutes, my dear, I promise.  The reverend will take good care of you, I’m sure, and I hardly think two minutes is enough time to be gored by a buffalo.

ADIS

No, I meant…Mrs. Johnson…

APHRA

Just one moment, reverend.  Franny.  Please?

FRANNY looks forlorn, but moves to go.  ADIS, after a moment’s hesitation, follows her.

APHRA

You’re my contact, aren’t you?  Celadon.

SCOT

Yes, Celadon.  You must be “Astra” then.  My god, who picked these names?  They sound like something from a French romance.

APHRA

I…don’t.  I’m sure I don’t know.  Whitehall assigned them, they just told me, “You’re Astrea, now, go to Surinam.”  And so here I am, ready to work.  It’s something to do, I think with shepherds, in a pastoral paradise.  

FRANNY peels through the scene, ADIS following along behind her.

FRANNY

Oh, my goodness!  Look at the colors on these beetles, they look like little flowers!

ADIS

Interestingly, there are more than a hundred kinds of beetle identified in Surinam…

APHRA

The names, I mean, not the work I’m here for.  I don’t know what work that is, exactly, because you’re supposed to tell me.  But the names…anyway.

SCOT

Yes, well, it’s better than taking everything from Marlowe.  So, Kiligrew’s sent you here for me.  (he looks at her appraisingly)  I suppose you’ll do.  You’re a little on the lean side; Lord Willoughby likes his women broad.

APHRA

What?

SCOT

It’s a euphemism, I’m being kind.  His last mistress could barely walk on her own, spent her time being carted around in a palanquin, hauled about by some of the local Indians.

APHRA

Mistress?

SCOT

Yes.  Well, I can’t be sure of what they actually did together, mind you; I should imagine there was more than a little challenge involved in the consummation, if you understand me.

FRANNY and ADIS come through again.

FRANNY

Look at the little monkey!  He’s got hands just like a person!

ADIS

It’s actually a marmoset, a species which, I am told, is quite friendly to humans…

APHRA

Is that…why I’m here?

SCOT

…yes.  Well, yes.  What did you think you were here for?

APHRA

To get close to Lord Willoughby, I had assumed.

SCOT

Yes.  By becoming his mistress.  You didn’t imagine you’d be climbing into windows and sneaking into his office, or something, did you?

APHRA

No.  Obviously not.  Naturally, a woman is best suited to apply her own native charms in the service of her country.  Naturally.

SCOT

Yes.  

FRANNY returns, followed by ADIS

FRANNY

Ohhhh…Eaffrey!  Astra, I mean, Astra, you should have seen it!  They have a snake…it was twice as long as a man!  It was so ferocious, Mr. Scot, I was afraid to approach too near.

ADIS

Well, you know I’ve heard that once they’ve eaten, the snakes are largely harmless—

SCOT

It was surely no danger to you, Mrs. Johnson, the pythons appear more ferocious than they are.

FRANNY

But, oh, Mr. Scot, I couldn’t bear to go near it by myself.

ADIS

Now, Mrs. Johnson, I was right there—

SCOT

Put your hand on my arm, my dear, and we can have a closer look at the thing.  I promise to let no harm come to you.

They move to the side of the stage.  SCOT has FRANNY against the wall; he appears sexually aggressive, she demure.

ADIS

Do you suppose…I think perhaps your sister.  Is she.  Eligible, I mean?

APHRA

What?  Oh.  Aren’t you a man of god?  I would think that concerns of the flesh would only interfere with your…otherworldly pursuits.

ADIS

Oh, no, Mrs. Johnson.  The holy pursuit of marriage, you see, is a reflection of the divine love.  It’s practically required, if you consider it closely, that a reverend should take a wife, so that he can serve as the model for a godly relationship in his community.  I should like to find someone young, I think, a reverend’s wife needs to be molded in just the proper way, you see?  There is such virtue in youth—a young girl, uncorrupted by the sinful ways of mature society, is the perfect exemplar of purity, chastity, morality.

While he speaks, SCOT and FRANNY lean down as though they are tangoing and SCOT is dipping her very deeply.

FRANNY

Oooh!

They clear the stage.  WILLOUGHBY enters, followed by SCOT.

WILLOUGHBY

And the ships?

SCOT

Arrived today, Lord Willoughby.

WILLOUGHBY

And?

SCOT

Mostly Irish.

WILLOUGHBY

Feh.  More prostitutes.  The Empire is cleaning her streets by sending us her rubbish.  Still I suppose it’s better than nothing.  And the men?  Are they content?

SCOT

The colonists are passably happy…

WILLOUGHBY

Happy now that we have wives for them, heh?

SCOT

The Negroes—

WILLOUGHBY

Bah.

SCOT

Yes.  Well, sir, if I may introduce you to Mrs. Astra Johnson?  She’s a friend of the family, she and her sister are here to see the colony…

APHRA enters, but WILLOUGHBY isn’t really paying attention.  Every time she tries to speak to him, he turns away as though by accident.  SCOT often nods encouragingly to APHRA.

APHRA

Lord Willoughby, a pleasure…

WILLOUGHBY

It’s not as bad as all that, Scot, is it?  All colonies see trouble before they get on their feet.

SCOT

These are trying times, sir, and Surinam is a trying place, but…

APHRA

I’m told that…uhm….the sugar crop is going to be excellent—

WILLOUGBY

It’s the Irish that are the worst, I think.  Heaven help me, but why would we put them all in the same place?  One Irishman is enough trouble; three is asking for a rebellion.

APHRA

…uh…the Irish…I’ve heard are not…

WILLOUGHBY

It’s driving me mad, feeling like I have to look over my shoulder all the time, as though I can’t be gone for a moment without risking a revolt.  Is it so much to ask them to be content?  We’ve given them land to work and good honest labor.  They’re paid, aren’t they?

SCOT

Well, not the slaves.

WILLOUGHBY

I just had two dozen prostitutes shipped here from their filthy homeland so they can all make respectable wives out of them.  What do they have to complain about?  God help me, but I look forward to leaving this sweltering, snake-infested pit.

APHRA

My sister saw a snake!  It was…long…

WILLOUGHBY

I shall take my summer in Canary, Mr. Scot, I’ll be leaving soon.

APHRA

Oh, now, really, I just got here, I…

ORONOKO enters.  He probably has a plain black mask without an exaggerated nose.  
APHRA

Oh, no.  This is impossible.

NARRATOR

Sorry, that’s how it has to go.

APHRA

You don’t think it’s a little contrived?  Am I supposed to fall in love WHILE I’m trying to seduce the governor?

NARRATOR

When else should it happen?  You have to fall in love, anyway, otherwise we can’t have any tragedy.

APHRA

I don’t want tragedy.

NARRATOR

Nobody wants tragedy, but you’ll need it if you’re going to be a writer.

APHRA

I’m not going to be a writer, I’m going to be a spy.

NARRATOR

Well, you need it anyway.  Everyone needs tragedy in their life.  That’s what makes it life.  If you didn’t have tragedy, you’d just be living in a play.

APHRA

Ugh.  Fine.

She fake swoons over ORONOKO.  As she does this, WILLOUGHBY sees her and, we can see, is immediately besotted.  ORNOKO remains aloof.

WILLOUGHBY

Ah, Oronoko I.  Ahm.  Ah, excuse me, Mrs….

SCOT

Johnson.

WILLOUGHBY

Yes?  Mrs. Johnson, I don’t believe we’ve met.  I am Lord Willoughby, Governor of Surinam.

APHRA

What?  Oh.  Right.  My Lord, it’s a pleasure to meet you.  I was just commenting to Mr. Scot how beautiful the colony is, with all of the…giant snakes.  And beetles.

WILLOUGHBY

Beetles?  Oh, yes, beetles, we have many beetles.  More than any place I’ve ever been to.  Perhaps I could…well, I have business to attend to, you see.  Sugar plantations don’t run themselves, you know?  But if you’d consent, my servant Oronoko could show you around, and then perhaps you could join me for dinner?  Tonight?

APHRA

I think that would probably be…marvelous.

WILLOUGHBY

Hah.  Hahah, excellent.  Yes.  Oronoko, you must show her…there’s a native village not far from here.  The natives are quite extraordinary, they go around nude.  No sense of shame at all, as though they’re born incapable of understanding civilization.  But in this heat, could you blame them?  

APHRA and ORONOKO wander away from the action.  WILLOUGHBY and SCOT fade into the background.  APHRA and ORONOKO are now strolling through the jungle.

NARRATOR

This is the way it happens in memory, because when you really love someone, you can’t remember all those days you never loved him.  Just the one when you woke up and realized you did.  Memory turns the slow birth of love into a bolt from Heaven, an imaginary cataclysm of the soul.

APHRA rolls her eyes.

ORONOKO

The natives, you see, have no understanding of deception, because it was only when Europeans arrived that they were lied to.  Before this, never. 

APHRA

Yes, that’s very fascinating.

ORONOKO

 This land was for many miles untouched before the Europeans came here.  Like the natives, unspoilt.  

APHRA

Hm.  Interesting.

ORONOKO

Do I bore you, madam?  We can return, if you like.

APHRA

No, we can’t.

ORONOKO

Why not?

APHRA

Narrative predestination.  So, please, continue with your lecture.

ORONOKO

Before your people came here, this land was like Eden.  An untrammeled Arcadia that knew neither sin nor anguish.

APHRA

Who told you about Arcadia?

ORONOKO

Does it surprise you to learn that I’ve read many of your people’s books?  They are simple things, I think, concerned with petty squabbles and weeping women, but I know them.  The Frenchman in my court would often bring les histoires, to show how clever and passionate his people were.

APHRA

You didn’t enjoy them?

ORONOKO

They are whimpering, mewling things, meant to weaken the powers of the heart with a steady river of tears.  Europeans know little of true passion.

APHRA

Oh, really.

ORONOKO

I do not mean to offend, but the minds of your people are undeveloped.  Like children, you concern yourselves with meaningless trivia, cry over stories of shepherds and princesses that pine for missing husbands.  Over books, yes?  Crying away in your chambers, crying away in your parlours, crying away on your ships, obsessed with shadows while the grown men of other nations shed tears over real things.

APHRA

And yet, it’s not my people who’ve become slaves.  It certainly takes some kind of man to be conquered by children.

ORONOKO

I was betrayed into slavery by my grandfather.  He is a king in my country.  It is given to him to take what women he likes.  I was displeased with his choice.
APHRA

Displeased, how?

ORONOKO

This is a terrible story for a lady to hear, I would not offend your virgin ears.

APHRA

Not so virginal, really.  Why don’t you try them.

ORONOKO

When I was young, I fought beside my father’s general.  We defeated many peoples, and sold them to your English slavers.  When I had just become a man, our general took an arrow….zah!...in the eye.  I took his place.  The next people we made war on…I met a woman.

APHRA

Beautiful?

ORONOKO

I would not shame her beauty by describing it.

APHRA

Witty?

ORONOKO

I would only make myself a fool to speak of it.

APHRA

Charming?

ORONOKO

The world is barren, dull, lifeless.  Every garden is the dank and rotten hold of the slaver’s ship in her absence.

APHRA

And?

ORONOKO

And I wed her.  And while I was at war, not one month after, my grandfather—old, impotent, gnarled tree-stump of a man took her for his own.

APHRA

And what happened?

ORONOKO

Do you wonder?  I was filled with fury.  Indignation at my grandfather’s crime.  She was my wife.  I waged war against him with his own army.  Finally, he surrendered, and offered her back to me.  And when I came to claim her, I was set on by your Englishmen.  Bound and brought to Surinam.

APHRA

And she?

ORONOKO

She killed herself for shame.

APHRA

How extraordinary.  Did you fear death so much that you’d prefer to live in slavery?  She was the stronger, then.  

ORONOKO

While I live, I might one day have revenge.

APHRA

This is the passion of the real world, I assume.

ORONOKO

You don’t understand.

APHRA

Enlighten me.

ORONOKO

I cannot.  You are a woman.  I can explain to you the ardor that moves through me, but these words are a pale reflection of the thing itself.  If you cannot experience it, how can you understand it?

While they speak, SCOT and FRANNY appear.  SCOT slowly pursues her around the stage, finally pinning her, despite her silent protestations.

APHRA

What makes you think I can’t experience it?

ORONOKO

Women…ah,you must understand.  It is a man’s nature to desire.  Man is the explorer, the traveler, the conquerer.  It is a woman’s nature to be desired.  Woman is the mystery that he penetrates.  A man’s soul and a woman’s soul are different vessels, of different natures, incapable of sustaining the same passions.  The fire that burns in me, the heart that beats in my chest, would break the world in half for love, if I would but let it.

APHRA

Really.

NARRATOR

There’s no distance between memories.  They don’t progress in an orderly fashion, as any sensible arrangement of recollections ought to.  I look back and there’s just one day, one shimmering wave of verdant jungle, one blazing sun above our heads.  One river like a ribbon of silver.

APHRA

Yes, that’s very fascinating.

ORONOKO

This land was for many miles untouched before the Europeans came here.  Like the natives, unspoilt.  

APHRA

Hm.  Interesting.

ORONOKO

Do I bore you, madam?  We can return, if you like.

APHRA

No, we can’t.

ORONOKO

We can return, if you like.

SCOT leaves FRANNY in the background, and steps up to APHRA.

SCOT

Astra.

ORONOKO

We can return, if you like.

APHRA

No…

SCOT

Astra.  I need you.

APHRA

What?  Where?

SCOT

In the next scene. 

He grabs her by the shoulders and yanks her away from ORONOKO.  APHRA and SCOT immediately pick up swords, and begin fencing as though they have been at it for many hours.

SCOT

Now the sixe-quatre.  Good.

APHRA

This isn’t so hard at all.  I don’t see why men make it out that way.

SCOT

Hm.  You need to stay away from Oronoko.

APHRA

What?  Whyever for?

SCOT

It’s not.  A good idea, to get personally involved.  You’re not here to get into his bed, remember.

APHRA

Please.  I don’t see why I can’t bed them both.  Willoughby’s old, I’m sure his weapon’s rusted into the scabbard, at this point.

SCOT

It’s bad form for an agent to be personally involved….

APHRA

Oh, really?  Is that what it says in the handbook?  I’ve never noticed you keeping your hands to yourself in the service of Whitehall.  Or, perhaps my sister is hiding state secrets beneath her skirts?

SCOT

That’s different.

APHRA

How?

SCOT

Men are born sinners.  We live constantly in the balance between our sinning flesh and our nobler aspirations, but we have rational minds to help distance ourselves from those passions.  For women, to lose even a tiny part of your virtue, to be moved by even the smallest spark of love, unprotected by the cold mechanisms of reason, is to be consumed utterly.

APHRA

Huh.  You say this from experience?

APHRA begins to fence more aggressively.

SCOT

Never mind where I learned it from—

APHRA

Because it seems to me that if you can expect me to seduce a man I’ve never met, you ought to be able to trust me to indulge myself.

SCOT

You’re…that’s not the point.

APHRA

I think it is.  If I’m to keep tabs on him both in and out of his bed, it’s surely a sign that I can be relied on to manage my own passions.

SCOT

You’re not—

APHRA

Not what?  Not able to keep my head?  Not able to enjoy my love and do my duty?

He loses his temper at being unable to get the better of APHRA, binds the sword and shoves her.  She falls.

SCOT

Will you stop!  Just stop!  Stay.  Away.  From him.  That is all you need to know.

APHRA

I don’t—

SCOT

There are stakes involved here that you cannot understand.  What is happening matters more than your little girl feelings.  You are here to do a job, and your job is Willoughby.  Do you understand?

APHRA

I—

SCOT

Do you understand?

APHRA

Yes.  

SCOT

Stay by his side, in his bed, wherever you have to, but your duty is to stay by Willoughby.  Can you manage that, or should I put you on a boat bound back for England?

APHRA stands, furious but dignified.

APHRA

You will find, Mr. Scot, that I am as fully capable of fulfilling my responsibilities as any of your…cool-headed, reasonable men.

SCOT

Good.  Now.  What you came here for.

WILLOUGHBY enters with ORONOKO.  APHRA and SCOT join them.

WILLOUGBY

So you see, Ms. Johnson, the economy of the world rests entirely on sugar.

APHRA

It’s extraordinary, my lord Willoughby, but for as often as I spend at it, I never cease to tire of being lectured to.

WILLOUGHBY

Ah-hah, yes.  What?

APHRA

(look at ORONOKO)

Please, good my lord, continue.  You have my rapt attention.

WILLOUGHBY

Yes.  You know, Mrs. Johnson, I was just thinking.  The house that you and your sister have been staying in.

APHRA

Yes?

WILLOUGHBY

Well, it’s hardly fit for two young ladies, is it?  You should be free to comport yourselves with a more customary style.

APHRA

Yes.

WILLOUGBY

So.  I thought it’s about time you moved into the governor’s mansion.  With me.

APHRA

Oh.  I…

She and SCOT step downstage, while the rest of the action pauses.

APHRA

I don’t want to do this.

SCOT

It’s what you’re here for.  You have to.

APHRA

I’ve changed my mind.

SCOT

You can’t change your mind.  Whitehall paid.  You’re here to do a job.  We’ve all got to do things we don’t like.

APHRA
It’s easy for you.  Especially here, where there’s no king, there’s no law.  Any man with a sword can make his way however he likes.  Just walks in and demands what’s his, and if anyone tells him no he draws and murders or he’s murdered, and either way it’s over.  He doesn’t have to suffer the eternal indignity of “no.”  No lifelong humiliation at being denied what he deserves.  But what do I deserve?  I don’t know, I only know what I’m told I deserve.  What I’m told I should want, what I’m told that deep in my heart, I truly am.  A pure vessel, a hollow pipe through the which God spews his virtue forth on earth, and if I want something, if I want someone, that’s not me—it’s the devil, got into my soul, or it’s the tropical atmosphere that’s gone to my head, or the excitement of the day that’s got my blood up.  How can I go out and take what’s mine from the world, when I can’t even have what’s inside of me?  My self isn’t mine.  I hear only “no” from the moment I start feeling, and I don’t even get the chance to murder anyone over it.  I am finished with this; I DO NOT WANT HIM.

SCOT

We’ll you’re too late for that.  This world doesn’t care about what you want.  Take him or go back to London.  Enjoy your life as the daughter of a barber.  I’m sure your father will appreciate the company in his life of filthy, crippling poverty.

WILLOUGBY

Mrs. Johnson?

ORONOKO

She doesn’t...

WILLOUGBY et al turn and stare at him.  ORONOKO is filled with a quiet rage; quivers, but remains silent.

APHRA

Of course.  Of course, I’d be pleased to, your lordship.

ORONOKO

No…no!

NARRATOR starts playing on the guitar. WILLOUGBY and ORONKO leave the playing space.

SCOT

Fool.  You’re a damned fool.  He thinks you’re married, you know.

APHRA

Who, Willoughby?  He’s not lost his wits yet.

SCOT

Oronoko.  Whatever you did—

APHRA

We didn’t—

SCOT

Whatever you did, it was enough for his heathen mind.  You’re his, you see?  And now he’s gone mad.  You need to leave.

APHRA

What?  Leave?  You’re the mad one now, Scot.  I’m finally in his bedroom—

SCOT

This has nothing to do with you.

APHRA

Nothing to do….!  You ask me to make a whore of myself, and now this is nothing to do with me?

SCOT

Take your sister and go, now, while there’s time. 

APHRA

Time for what?  Tell me what’s happening, damn you.

SCOT

This is nothing--

APHRA

You said that already.  I think it’s everything to do with me.

SCOT

Nothing.  Never.  This was never about you, you silly, stupid fool.  Did you think I needed you to write reports on Lord Willougby?  To break into his desk and steal his stationery?  You were meant to be a distraction.  Oronoko and I were fomenting a rebellion among the Irishmen, and you were supposed to keep Willougby’s eyes off of us, but you couldn’t resist, could you?  Gallivanting around with your royal slave, and now Willoughby’s made us and Oronoko’s gone mad, and the colony is going to burn by tonight.

APHRA

I’ll manage.  I’m staying.

SCOT

I’ll barely manage, Astra.  The fire is not a metaphor for unleashed passions.  They’re setting the fields ablaze right now.

APHRA

I’ll manage.

SCOT

And Franny?

APHRA

I…

FRANNY enters.

FRANNY

Oh, Mr. Scot!  The workmen…they’ve all gone mad, Mr. Scot!  All around the world has gone aflame.  Surinam has turned toward such an awful disorder, I’ve begun to fear for our lives.

SCOT

Franny, my darling, my only love, you must leave this place at once.  

ADIS

You see, I could have told you, you know.  It’s atheism.  At the root of it, atheism.  The settlers have no moral foundation—

FRANNY

But oh, I’m so afraid.  Won’t you come with us?

SCOT

My love, I wish I could, but my duty compels me to stay.  My heart breaks to be parted from you, but it breaks again at the thought of betraying my king and country.  I must stay, but let my soul rest easy knowing that you are safe.

ADIS

Well, of course, I can get her to safety, you know?  I’ll make sure she’s safe aboard the boat.  And, well, obviously, that there’s a life for her in England—

FRANNY

You’re so noble, Mr. Scot; cold nights will be warm to me, knowing what we shared together.

ADIS

What you shared?

SCOT

Go, please.  I’ll never be able to do my duty until I know that you are safe.

FRANNY and ADIS start to leave.  APHRA continues to stare.

ADIS

You know, my dear, if we are to be married, I will have to ask you to discontinue the practice of enjoying the company of other men.

SCOT

(to Aphra)

Will you leave her?  Leave her with him?

ADIS and FRANNY leave.   APHRA drifts back with them. ORONOKO enters.  

SCOT

He’s made us, Oro.  We’ve got to leave the city, now.  We can hole up with Indians upriver for a few days—

ORONOKO

No.  I’m done, Englishman.  I’m grown weary of your people’s foolishness.  Bring me your Lord Willoughby.  He’s robbed me, of my dignity first and now of her.  

SCOT

But—

ORONOKO

Enough!

APHRA

(to Narrator)

You don’t know this.  You don’t know how it happened.

The NARRATOR begins singing.

APHRA

You weren’t…I wasn’t here.  I got on the boat.

ORONOKO

I have endured much, too much, and I will have no more.  Bring him to me!  That foul, impotent, filthy little man.  

SCOT

Oro, wait, now…

ORONOKO

Do you think that because I am a slave here, I am a slave in my heart?  I was a king among my people, and I will have my honor.  Bring him to me.

APHRA

No, this isn’t…this isn’t how it happens.

SCOT

Listen to me!  He doesn’t want her, he doesn’t care about the girl!  He’s made us, Oro.  He’s baiting you, trying to trick you into—

He reaches to restrain ORONOKO.  There is a brief scuffle.  ORONOKO knocks SCOT to the ground and takes his sword.

APHRA

NO!  He flees!  He runs into the jungle and is safe!  He lives to an old age and has children with an Indian—

ORONOKO

Willoughby!  You pendulous excrescence!  You putrid waste of flesh and bone!  You are a ripe shit, dangling from the asshole of the world!  Come and face me!

APHRA

Not for me.  He never did this for me.

WILLOUGHBY enters, sword drawn, but turned away, as though he doesn’t see ORONOKO.

ORONOKO

In my country you would be dead already, fouled by the stench of goats, carved and fed to lions.  Coward, liar, thief.

APHRA

You don’t know!  You don’t know what happened!
WILLOUGHBY at once turns and stabs ORONOKO through the heart.

WILLOUGHBY

Well.  Welcome to civilization.

APHRA

No.

NARRATOR continues to sing.

NARRATOR

Part two:  the Low Countries.

Aphra, in disguise as Celadon, appears onstage.  There is a hoodlum with her.

NARRATOR

This is me.  

APHRA

Just make sure it looks good.

NARRATOR

Sh.  I’m in disguise.

APHRA

Here he comes.  Get ready.

NARRATOR

You have to understand the life of a spy.  You’re sent from place to place, hither and yon, racking up debts, wasting your credit.

APHRA

Now.

Aphra and the Hoodlum begin to fight.  The fight is clearly for show, all flourish.

NARRATOR

And does Whitehall ever send you a penny to pay your way?  Of course not.  They take, but never give, instead paying you with the noble satisfaction of having done your duty for god and country.

APHRA

Oh, sir, help!

NARRATOR

This is not a currency accepted by most publicans.

Antonio enters, looking dapper.  He is an older gentlemen, he probably wears a Pantalone mask.

APHRA

Good sir, I pray if you be a gentleman, help me!

ANTONIO

What?  What ho!  Villain!  Put up your sword at once!  What man is this, lurking in black back alleys like a coward?  Hah!  Flee you crooked villain, back home where you’ve left your balls!

He brandishes his cane and draws his sword, waving it about his head.  Aphra and the Hoodlum stop.  The Hoodlum looks at Aphra, who discreetly indicates that he should leave.  The Hoodlum flees.

APHRA

My thanks, sir, I am in your debt.

ANTONIO

By god, by god, did you see the coward run off with his dick between his legs?  He knew he faced, I’ll warrant, that.

APHRA

Good sir, I wish I could say I knew the same pleasure.

NARRATOR

This is Antonio, cousin to the Castellan of Flanders.  He is an old man known for having more wealth than sense.

ANTONIO

Eh, what’s that?

APHRA
(to narrator)

Would you please?  (to Antonio)  Your name, sir?  For, unless I am quite mistaken, such a bold…

ANTONIO

Ah!

APHRA

Audacious…

ANTONIO

Ah-ha!

APHRA

Daring gentleman could be only…the Marquis of Castel Rodrigo, late of Antwerp.

ANTONIO

Well, I…wait, what?  No!  I am…did you say the Marquis Rodrigo?

APHRA

I apologize, I only assumed.  You see I’m here to meet him.  I have a business proposal, for the good count—

ANTONIO

Good!  Could you not know that Rodrigo is my mortal enemy?

APHRA

With respect, sir, how could I know that, when I don’t even know who you are?  No, I know him only by reputation, as a bold man…

ANTONIO

Bold, certainly bold, by god, bold with other men’s wives.  Boldly thrusting himself where he doesn’t belong!  Boldly laying his hands on what isn’t his!

APHRA

Yes, that’s about what I’d heard.

ANTONIO

Sir.  I am Antonio Tarquini, and I pray you, if, as you say you are in my debt:  you have business with the Marquis de Castel Rodrigo, yes?  Tell me of your business.  I have some means, and you will find me as daring a confederate as that scoundrel Rodrigo.

APHRA

Well, I would, sir, but what I have in mind is more than a little dangerous.  I would be fearful for your welfare…

NARRATOR

A better soul than I would have misgivings at such larceny.  But what was I to do?

ANTONIO

Fearful!  Bah!  You’ve said the one thing that could convince me utterly.  A Spaniard fears nothing in this world.

APHRA

Then perhaps we can discuss this business.  I am Captain Celadon, late of the British Navy.

ANTONIO

Sir, a pleasure.  Will you dine with me, tonight?

APHRA

I would be delighted.

NARRATOR

I needed the money.

The set changes while they speak, a small table and chairs slide into place.  Aphra sits, as though the transformation is part of the scene.

ANTONIO

How much did you say this ship was worth?

APHRA

Two thousand pounds, at least.  For the cargo; the ship itself is worth at least as much.

ANTONIO

And all I have to do is write a letter declaring myself the owner?

APHRA

Well—

ANTONIO

Maria!  Maria, where is the wine?

Maria, a young, demure woman enters, carrying a tray with a carafe of wine and two glasses on it.  

What is this, eh?  So slow.

He pinches her nipple.  She winces, but says nothing.

Hah?  Will you entertain our guest?  (to Aphra) She’s a likely one, huh?  What did you say about the ship?

APHRA

In a perfect world, that would be all.  It’s being held on suspicion of smuggling by the customs house.  They think it’s an English ship.  

ANTONIO

(to Maria)
You should entertain our guest more, Maria.  Pour him a drink.

APHRA

Thank you, but…

ANTONIO

You want her to sit on your knee, huh?  She’s a lush little thing, isn’t she.

APHRA

No, I’m quite content, thank you.  Ordinarily, of course, if it were found to be owned by a gentleman—

ANTONIO

Maria, sit on his knee, sweet thing.  Show him a little pleasure.

APHRA

I—

Maria complies, but seems unwilling.

ANTONIO

Maddening woman!  Do you enjoy anything?  (to Aphra) She’s a fair soft touch on your manhood, sir, but you’re pressed to look away or she stares at you with those fish-eyes.  

APHRA

Owned, sir, by a gentleman such as yourself, it would be released.  But you know how cagey the Dutch can be.  There are expenses…

ANTONIO

By god, woman!  (he leaps up, drags Maria to her feet)  Is there nothing that excites you?  Out!  Out get out!  (he pushes her)  You dress like a nun!

Maria flees.  Antonio groans and falls to his knees.

Ah, but she torments me!  I am not yet so old that I am blind, how did I marry a corpse by mistake?  Expenses you said?  Fees?

APHRA

That.  And some officials may be mistrustful at first…

ANTONIO

Ah.  Bribes.  How much?

APHRA

Five hundred pounds.

ANTONIO

By god.

APHRA

But you see, the ship and cargo together are worth four thousand.

ANTONIO

Yes, but…well.  Well.  It’s something to consider.  I shall need a few days.

APHRA

I beg you, sir, the need is urgent.  The customs agents are eager to sell the ship off.  We haven’t got the luxury of a few days’ consideration…

SCOT

(from offstage)

Antonio, you old rake!  Where have you got to?

ANTONIO

Ah, Captain Celadon, you must stay and meet my good friend Mr. Scot.

APHRA

Scot?  

SCOT enters, dressed a little shabbier.  His nose is shorter and redder, he’s not quite as bold and handsome, but looks more like a harried, dissolute drunk.  APHRA sees him and immediately turns her back.

SCOT

Antonio you old devil, what have you got your prick into now?

ANTONIO

Oh, ho, here he is.  What, have all the whores dried out?  Have you got a rash?

SCOT

Nothing a little sack won’t make short work of.

ANTONIO

Oh, you’ll not dip your fingers in my sack.

SCOT

Never!  So, where is your little Maria?

ANTONIO

Ha!  Ahah!  You devil!  You devil!  Come in, come in.  You must meet my new friend—

APHRA

(with her back turned)

Really, actually, I must take my leave, I’m sorry—

ANTONIO

Captain Celadon. 

Aphra turns reluctantly.  Scott stares at her.

He is another Englishman!  I swear they’re as thick in Flanders as are the crabs in your trousers.

SCOT

A pleasure—(Scott recognizes her, at once) sir.  Do I know you?

APHRA

I can’t think sir, that we have met.

SCOT

No?  Are you sure?  You just look so familiar.

APHRA

I’m sure I would remember.  If you will excuse me…

SCOT

You’ve never been to Surinam?

APHRA

Never. 

SCOT

I knew a woman, there.  She claimed to be a spy. 

APHRA

Really.

SCOT

A deadly boring thing.  Could never stop talking.  Had me half convinced that Whitehall had gone mad, sending a idle chatterer like that out for espionage.  You could be her brother.  No offense.

APHRA

None taken.

ANTONIO

What is this?  You are such peculiar people, you English.

SCOT
Yes, now I think on it…I am very much mistaken.  I apologize, good Captain Celadon.  It’s a pleasure.

APHRA

Yes.  Quite.  I hope you’ll forgive me, but I must take my leave.  Mr. Tarquini, I look forward to hearing from you on that issue of which we spoke.  Mr. Scot, it was a pleasure to make you acquaintance, I do hope you’ll call on me some time.  

Aphra exits.  The scene is reconfigured to the scene in front of an affluent house in the city, where the courtesan Valeria Bianca has taken up residence.  Three Bravos lurk.  Valeria’s “picture” (really her mask) is put up on the lintel outside the door, to indicate her residency.

APHRA
What’s this?  Some infamy across the street from my own home?

FIRST BRAVO
This is the likeness of a famous courtesan—

SECOND BRAVO
Signora Valeria Bianca—

FIRST BRAVO
--to be sold here in the city.  A thousand crowns sir, if you would stay in the inn with her, and look at that beauty?  Is she not worth a thousand times a thousand?

APHRA
I see nothing so extraordinary.  A nose and eyes and mouth like any woman.

THIRD BRAVO
Oh, but if you knew what she could do with that mouth!

APHRA
Sing?  Curse at me, I suppose.

SECOND BRAVO
In France she had her teeth removed, and replaced with such a cunning facsimile that they could not be distinguished from the real thing—except that she can remove them when she likes.

APHRA
Why, what for?

THIRD BRAVO
Hahah.  A surgeon in Italy took away two of her ribs, here and here, you know, so that now she can bend herself, like this…

APHRA
What good is that?

FIRST BRAVO
The last man to be with her claimed that her pussy gripped his dick like a hand, strong enough to squeeze when she wanted, even if she moved no other muscle.

APHRA
Why, to milk it like a cow?  Get away, and get this filthy sign down.  This is no city for whores, no matter how many ribs they have.

FIRST BRAVO
What!  Do you dare disrespect Signora Bianca?

APHRA
I do, and will again.  Take this sign down and clear away, or by this hand I will drive you away.

SECOND BRAVO
Ah, look, he’s an Englishman!  Of course he is afraid of a woman’s sex too close to him.

APHRA
What did you say?

THIRD BRAVO
He said you are a pederast.  What, surprised, Englishman?  You of all people should have known.

APHRA
Enough of your boys and your postures.  If you would sully your city with such ignominy, I will not stop you.

The scene is reconfigured to her “rooms.”  She changes her Celadon mask for her Aphra mask.  She seems exhausted.   Scot enters and briefly startles her, but she regains her composure quickly.

SCOT
Mrs. Jonson.  A pleasure to see you again.

APHRA
Likewise.  And it is Mrs. Behn, now.

SCOT
Oh?  And will Mr. Behn be joining us?

APHRA
Sadly, no, he has been detained in London.

SCOT
By some business?

APHRA
By the plague.

SCOT
How dreadful.  You must miss him terribly.

APHRA
Husbands, I find, are most thoroughly appreciated in their absence.  I will manage without him.

SCOT

In any case, this is an impressive disguise.

APHRA

Really?  I think I overdid it.

SCOT

I think it’s very handsome.

APHRA

Hm.  I remembered your nose being…bolder. 

SCOT

Time makes clowns of us all, I suppose.

APHRA

And not quite as red.

SCOT

Time and gin, then.  The Dutch are murder with their gin.  What are you doing here?

APHRA
What am I doing here?  Or what am I doing here, here?  I’m in Tarquini’s house looking for money.  I’m in the Low Countries looking for you, oddly enough.

SCOT
Me.

APHRA
What are you doing here?

SCOT
Trying to seduce Tarquini’s wife, obviously.  Also, looking for money.

APHRA
Why?

SCOT
Because I need money.  Flanders isn’t cheap.

APHRA
No, I mean, why are you trying to seduce Tarquini’s wife?

SCOT
What do you mean?

APHRA
Never mind.  Whitehall’s taken an interest in you, Scot.

SCOT
Whitehall…I’m not a traitor, Aphra.

APHRA
Is it true you have a commission in the Dutch army?

SCOT
Yes, but…

APHRA
Have you been giving them information?

SCOT
For God’s sake, Aphra,  Whitehall sent me.  The colonel in my regiment, Bampfield, he’s a double agent.  They sent me to spy on him.

APHRA
And?

SCOT
And what?

APHRA
And Whitehall sent you to spy on a double agent, and what have you discovered?  What intelligence have you gathered?  What was the point of sending a drunken rogue, a rove-eyed leech to spy in Flanders if he doesn’t turn up any intelligence?

SCOT
I have intelligence.  I’ll bring it to you.  The movements of the Navy.  The people’s response to their loss in Brandaris.

APHRA
Thank you, Mr. Scot, but I can bring back the newspapers myself.

SCOT
God, you don’t understand.  How easy it is for you, to roll out your charms and every tongue is loosed, and if you’re caught, why, you can just cry and blubber and they’ll say, “Oh, poor woman, poor thing,” and you’re on the boat back to London.  But for a man, how should I get these men to confide in me?  The Dutch are cowards, to the man.  Slippery butter-eating cheesworms.  They won’t tell me anything, just string me along, while I rack up debts and debts.  And Bampfield…he knows, Aphra, I’m sure of it.  I can feel that fat slug watching me, all the time, his bloodshot, piggy little eyes raking over me.  Every morning he asks me where I’ve been, where I spent the night, what business have I been about.  He’s made me, if I try and leave he’ll have killed.

APHRA
Then let me help you.  Once I get the means I need from Tarquini, I can take you back to England.

SCOT
Hah.  Good luck getting what you need from him.  What are you doing, the ship in customs routine?  Trust me, the old lech doesn’t care about anything he can’t put his penis in.

APHRA
But it’s four thousand pounds.

ANTONIO
Yes, well, you’ll have to let me think…

APHRA
There’s so little time.  

ANTONIO
What?  Yes, hm, well, it’s just so much.

APHRA
Think of what you stand to gain.

ANTONIO
If only there was some way I could put my penis in it…

SCOT
You see?

APHRA
Well, what does he care about?

The scene switches back to Antonio’s house.

ANTONIO
You’re a man of the world, Captain Celadon, are you not?  Seen your share of women, I’m sure.

APHRA
I—

ANTONIO
Have you ever been with a whore?  I mean a really good one, not your three-penny strumpets, with their rotten teeth and their snotty babies.  A good one.  One that won’t balk at anything you suggest.

APHRA
I can’t say—

ANTONIO
I mean, anything.  If you say to her that you want to dress as a baby and suck milk from her tits, or if you say you want her to tie you to the bed and pee on you while you’ve got her underwear stuffed in your mouth, she doesn’t even raise an eyebrow.  Doesn’t give you that look, do you know the look I mean?

APHRA
I’m not sure—

ANTONIO
I hate that look.  It says, “You are perverse.”  It says, “You should be ashamed.”  She doesn’t say anything, but she knows, now, knows that you’re a secret pervert.  She’ll never look at you without thinking that she’s better than you.  No matter if I’m rich or successful, nothing.  If I killed her, she would die thinking she was better than me.  And why?  For what?  Should I be ashamed of what arouses me?

APHRA
No?

ANTONIO
No, of course not.  No man should be ashamed.  Are we not made in the image of God?  We are made in his image, and so what our bodies demand, it is ordained by God Himself.  

APHRA
So.  You’re saying that God is a secret pervert?

ANTONIO
No…ah.  Hahah.  He might be, huh?  Probably he is.  He can do anything, can’t he?  Women do anything he tells them, or they go to hell.  God is not ashamed of anything, I think.  Does he get an erection when he thinks about men and women eating his body in church?  I think he must be a secret pervert.  But look, never mind all that.  God is a secret pervert, of course, but he has to wait for the whores to die before he can get his hands on them, yes?  There is a woman, come to Antwerp.  A famous courtesan.

NARRATOR
Contrary to popular belief, there is no guiding hand, no divine intelligence that orders a life according to some foreordained plan.

ANTONIO
She is the widow of a Spanish general and now picks and chooses her lovers.  Have you heard of such a thing?  A picky whore.  Hah!  She’s spurned me twice now, not even speaking to me, just snubbing me from up in her window.

NARRATOR
When coincidence backs us into a corner, we owe it to ourselves to call it what it is.  Not fate, not providence.

ANTONIO
You get me this whore.  Woo her for me, and I will get you your money.

APHRA
You don’t mean…

NARRATOR
It’s just bad luck.

ANTONIO
Her name is Valeria Bianca.

APHRA
Oh.  Surely your wife…

ANTONIO
Ah, yes, surely my wife, surely my wife.  Maria, come out here and entertain the captain.

Maria enters, shyly.  Aphra gets up and dances  a slow waltz with her.  Scott and Antonio watch from the sides.

APHRA
She seems a virtuous girl.

ANTONIO
Surely my wife is still a maiden.  Surely her maiden virtue, which is modesty, she wraps around herself and clothes her woman’s virtues, which are due to me.  Surely my wife blushes and turns away when I see her unclothed; lies stiff and joyless in the marriage bed.  

MARIA
I should, perhaps, have instead become a nun.

APHRA
I don’t think so.  Lips as ripe as yours were never meant for kissing prayer books.

ANTONIO
It’s my own fault, I suppose.  Why should I have paid so much for virtue I never meant to use?   I was promised she’d be pristine, and so of course she’s a prude.

MARIA
Neither were they meant to waste on the gnarled lipless mouth of an old lech.  Better they should spend their lives untouched, than spent in pleasureless pasttime.

SCOT
The good castellan simply doesn’t understand her.  There’s a wickedness that streaks her heart, a joyful cruelty for seducing men.  Look at her; such beauty is meant to conquer, but rebels at being owned.

MARIA
I think I would have made a good nun.  I could sit at my prayers and watch the handsome young priests, and when I blushed they would all think I was overcome with love for God.  The church would never know a nun so adoring.

APHRA

You could be a saint, then.  The patron of sly winks and covert glances.

ANTONIO
(to Scot)

You could turn her, my good Englishman.  Teach her something, yes?  Open up her budded petals.  Ach!  She’s useless to me.  I only want a virgin for my wife.  Where is the whore for my bed?

SCOT
It’s the peril of virtue, you see, it teaches them the secret power that they grip our balls with.

APHRA
I think that virtue is something that only lives in their imaginations.  A fantasy with which they can paint the faces of their women.

MARIA
In whose imaginations?

The dance ends.

ANTONIO
Please, don’t mind me.  

MARIA
Oh.  Oh, excuse me.  I…

She leaves.

APHRA
I do beg your pardon, sir, I never meant to be so forward with your wife.  I assure you, our touch was only chaste.

ANTONIO

Eh?  What?  Oh, of course it was.  Of course it was.  She doesn’t touch anyone but chastely.  Still, it’s thrilling though, isn’t it?  A warm little frission to lay your hand on her back?  Hah?  You should feel her tits.  Here, I’ll call her back.

APHRA

Sir, I don’t—

ANTONIO
Maria!  Hah, Maria!  It’ll get your dick in an uproar, her tits will.

APHRA
I don’t think-

ANTONIO

You should have seen Scot, when I had his hand down her bodice.  Hah!  Maria!  She won’t come, now, she’s like a skittish dog.  But Scot could barely contain himself, I half thought he’d tear her dress open and just fuck her right on my couch.

APHRA
Really.  

ANTONIO
Wouldn’t that have been something, hah?  Maria!  I’d have spent money to see that.  Fah, I’ll spend my money better.  Get me my whore, Captain, here come here, I have a list of things she’ll need to do.  Are you familiar with the position called Riding the Swede?  It involves a herring, you see…

The scene shifts again, to the space outside Valeria’s apartments.  There are three Bravos there, swooning.  Valeria enters, singing her song (preferably, playing it on the guitar.  It is a rowdy song, but played with the soft charm of acoustic instrumentation.  She engages in a little bit of flirty dancing with them as she moves to her position.  APHRA stands to the side and watches.

APHRA
The boys are back, are they?  Begging for scraps from the strumpet’s table.  Begone!  She doesn’t bestow her favors on broken hearts and empty purses!

FIRST BRAVO
Another Englishman!  Away!  We’re out of boys for you to bugger.  Away!  

SECOND BRAVO
Fine ladies don’t take to limpwristed queers, Englishman.  It’s strong arms here or nothing.

APHRA
Oh, so we’re brawling for the trollop’s favors?  Well, my sword is as good as the next.

She draws.  One of the Bravos steps forward and draws.

When we’re done here, maybe I can find some time for your sisters.

The Bravo shouts and lunges.  They engage in one or two passes.

NARRATOR
It’s a reasonable question as to why so many fights in Flanders ended with drawn swords.  It was a heady time, of course.  In retrospect, I’m not sure this one even happened.

APHRA
It did.

The Bravo cuts her wrist.

Remember?

NARRATOR
Ah!

She cries in pain, looks at her wrist.  She sees the scar and is reminded of the event.

Did it?  Or are all these stories fantasies I’ve made to explain the scars I wake with every morning?

VALERIA
Enough!  An’ you love me, hold!  What is this?  You will ruin me, with you bloodied swords.  Away!  All of you, get away from here!

The Bravos leave.  Valeria addresses herself to Aphra.

You, sir.  You’re wounded?

APHRA
It’s a scratch, only.  I’ve suffered deeper wounds than this.

VALERIA
Come inside, let me wash it at least.

Aphra steps inside, in the sense that the scene is reordered to indicate that they are inside the apartments, instead of in front of them.

I know you, sir.  You’re the man that called me a whore from the street yesterday.  And the man that began this insolence.  You are impudent, my poor weatherbeaten captain.

APHRA
I am poor, yes, but not so poor of dignity that I cannot despise baseness when I see it.

VALERIA
You mean me.

APHRA
Yes.  Poor as I am, I would never sell myself, or pretend to give the favors of my heart to drunken dogs all for a few coins. Yours is a lying trade, a trade of cozeners and cheats.  And yet, though I condemn you, I am strangely charmed by you; it is not love, but the bold, leaping lusts of the heart that move me when I look on your face.  But still they move me to ask how it can be that you love yourself so little that you will fix so small a price on your worth?  A thousand pounds—who could love a woman who valued herself so low as to think it an honor to become a whore?

VALERIA
Says the man who took the king’s shilling to wage war against 
the Dutch.  Did you loot ships in the Navy, captain?  Then you’re a thief.  Did you kill men?  Then you’re a murderer and paid for it.  You’ve sold you arm at least, and made yourself a sinner for the sale.  Why should I not sell what is given to me to sell?  And a thousand pounds is a rich man’s ransom; do not your English wives pay for the privilege of their weddings?  When a man takes a wife, does he ask how clever she is, how fair, how virtuous?  Or what is her wealth, what is her dowry, what is her fortune?  I will have my mine, and never fear another man to basely swear he loves me, and baser still to leave me.  My heart is closed up tight as any banker’s vault; with that away, why shouldn’t I enjoy what pleasures life has left to offer?

APHRA
There is a better life than the life of a whore.

VALERIA
Is there, Captain?  Your world gives us precious little room to breathe.  At least I can come and go as I please.

APHRA
I—(to Narrator) What is happening here?  What am I doing?

NARRATOR
You’re seducing the courtesan, remember?  You need her to get Tarquini’s money…no, wait…

APHRA
I could have just lied.  Told him about Valeria, gotten the money that way.  He’d have never known.  Why should I help that filthy lecher, anyway?  And why should I deliver her to him?

NARRATOR
So what are you doing here?

APHRA
You tell me, it’s your story.

NARRATOR
But you’re the one that did it.  Did you want to save her?

APHRA
(to Valeria)

If you were with a man that was your equal, that loved you more than he wished to own you…

NARRATOR
To take her away from all this?

APHRA
If you went somewhere distant, away from the old, rotten cities and their crumbling conventions…

NARRATOR
Where would you go?  The Turks have invaded Arcadia.  There are no pristine pastures for fair shepherds to languish.

VALERIA
Where would I go, Captain?  Where ships and cities and whoremongers haven’t gone first?  Would you be the one to take me there?

APHRA
Do you scoff?  What if I could afford your price?

VALERIA
If your fortune were as vast as your spirit, I still would not take a penny from you.

NARRATOR
This is a dangerous game.  How many people do you plan to leave Flanders with?

APHRA
This is intoxicating.  Is it like this for all men?  Can they say whatever they want, love whoever they like?  Just do things and damn the consequences?

VALERIA
I know your kind, Captain.  You think that whores are liars, but it’s the rakes that swear and flee, leaving us empty, drained, used up again and again.

NARRATOR
Only the handsome ones.  

APHRA
Let me prove my faith. 

VALERIA
I have been too often cheated by deluding hypocrites.  I do not trust so easily.

NARRATOR
Or the rich ones.

APHRA
My sex has much to answer for, I’ll admit, but only test me and you’ll find that I am not like the others.

NARRATOR
The cruel ones and the hungry ones.  So, all of them are liars, I suppose.

APHRA
Please, you must  trust me.

NARRATOR
This is a terrible idea.

APHRA
Yes.

NARRATOR
Because you didn’t know about this.

Maria and Scot enter, while Aphra and Valeria retreat.

SCOT
Maria!  Maria, my heart, my soul.  Angel of my desires.

MARIA
Mr. Scot!  You are too forward.

SCOT
Forgive me.

MARIA
No, I will not, Mr. Scot, unless you charm me once more.

SCOT
Hah.  Once more?  I never stopped pining for you beauty.  I’m struck to the…to the soul.  Bleeding for the love…that is the…ah….the fire of your…soul.  I burn with passion.

MARIA
Your ineloquence speaks volumes.  But it’s so dangerous for you to come to me here.  Are you not afraid of my husband?  Adultery is a crime, you know.

SCOT
Never.  When crooked age are wedded to nubile youth, the youth is squandered and nature herself rebels.  Your husband is a criminal in nature’s court.  Bring him out, my sword will take him to task for his crimes!  Nothing will keep me from your side, Maria.

MARIA
Now I know you’re a liar, for are you not away from me for half the month?  Does your regiment have fairer eyes than mine?  Is your colonel Bampfield more lovely?

SCOT
Ugh.  Don’t say his name.  Don’t…don’t speak of him.  That weasel-eyed penny-pincher.  That rascal.  That clutching clerk.  He keeps his fist wrapped tight around the payroll, condemns a man for spending a late night—and aren’t our nights our own?  Don’t they last so long so that we can indulge them?—and, I am sure, has set men to following me about.

MARIA
So, leave your regiment.  Leave your low-born colonel.  Take me with you, and we’ll go—

SCOT
Yes.  We’ll leave at once.  Tonight.  We’ll go to Surinam.

MARIA
Tell me about Surinam again.


SCOT
It’s a beautiful place, a paradise on earth.  If Adam had found it in the desert, he’d never regret the loss of Eden.  Birds as bright as jewels, green trees as far as the eye can see, a river like a ribbon of silver in the moonlight…

MARIA
Is it very hot there?

SCOT
Hot?  Yes.  No.  Well, yes.  Hot, sweltering even, but there is no immodesty.  The ladies have learnt from the native Indians, and now they hardly wear any clothes at all…

MARIA
Are there biting insects?  I’ve heard there were.

SCOT
None.  God has banished biting flies from Surinam, so only the gentle touch—

MARIA
And there’s no work there except on the sugar plantations, is that true?

SCOT
The…Surinam…the climate is so mild, the country so beautiful, that nature offers up her bounty to any open hand.  We would want for nothing—

MARIA
Let us go, at once.  We’ll find a ship in the harbor…

SCOT
We can’t—

MARIA
We don’t even need luggage—

SCOT
There’s no money—

MARIA
I can sell my jewels to pay for passage—

SCOT
Not tonight, please, tonight I yearn only for the touch of your skin, the warmth of your body—

MARIA
Tonight—

SCOT
Tomorrow, Maria, please, I burn…

Maria steps away.  Scot stumbles.

MARIA
Perhaps I shall not go to Surinam, after all.

SCOT
You will, I swear, we’ll both go.

MARIA
I’m not sure I want to.  

SCOT
You…what?  Fine, then, we’ll go somewhere else.  Anywhere else, anywhere you like.  Barbados, New Amsterdam, decide tomorrow, and I will take you anywhere you like…

MARIA
Venice?

SCOT
Venice, of course…why Venice?

MARIA
Captain Caledon said he was going to Venice next.

SCOT
Caledon?  Hah.  Hahah.  You don’t think…

MARIA
Captain Caledon is a gentleman.

SCOT
Well…

MARIA
And sober.

SCOT
Hahah.  Maria, look…

APHRA
This is it, then?

NARRATOR
No.  It could have been.  All he has to say is, “Caledon is a woman in disguise and an English spy.”  Maria is betrayed…

APHRA
Why should she be betrayed?  If she loved me—

NARRATOR
Did she?

APHRA
I think so.

NARRATOR
Did you love her?

APHRA
I…I don’t see why she should feel betrayed.  Don’t we all hide parts of ourselves away?  Really, how much difference could a penis make?

NARRATOR
It doesn’t matter.  Scot still believes he’s going back to England.  He thinks he needs you.

SCOT
(to Narrator)

How do you know all this, anyway?

NARRATOR
I’m conjecturing.

SCOT
Well, if you’re conjecturing, I think you could have made me less of a blackguard.

NARRATOR
Don’t worry.  It gets worse.

SCOT
(to Maria)

He…Captain Caledon…is working for your husband.  Pimping for the old man.  He is securing the services of a world-famous prostitute for him…

MARIA
So?  Let him enjoy himself with some slut.  Then he’ll leave me alone.

SCOT
Do you think so?  It’s like you don’t even know the lecherous bastard.  He won’t be happy with one slut; he wants her to teach you the right proper way for a wife to behave in the bedroom.  And Captain Caledon is his instrument.

APHRA
She won’t believe him.

NARRATOR
No?  Remember this?

ANTONIO
Well, well, come on man!  Have you talked to the whore, or not?

APHRA
(to Narrator)  Oh.  (to Antonio)  Yes.

ANTONIO
Ah!  Ah-ha!  And she…?

APHRA
She seems an expert.  She wants a thousand pounds.

ANTONIO
A thousand pounds?  Huhm.

APHRA
She guarantees absolute exclusivity…

ANTONIO
Oh, I don’t care about that.  But she’s picky, isn’t she?

APHRA
Don’t worry, I’ve wooed her in your name.  I spoke gloriously of your wit, of your beauty, of you wealth, of your endowment…

ANTONIO
Eh, what?

APHRA
Well, what I assumed it to be.  I don’t think a woman has ever been so moved by the notable characteristics of a man.

ANTONIO
Ah, yes, and?

APHRA
I asked her about the other things, too. 

ANTONIO
Yes?

APHRA
The bit with the peeing.

ANTONIO
Oh!  And…with the fish?

APHRA
I went through your entire dirty laundry list.

ANTONIO
And?  She’s…amenable?

APHRA
More than that, sir.  She is, apparently, an expert.

ANTONIO
Oh.  Oh, hm.  A thousand pounds, eh?  Heheh.  Ah!  A thousand pounds, two thousand pounds, ten thousand pounds!  Aha!  She shall have her thousand pounds and then…ah…do you…

APHRA
Yes?

ANTONIO
Do you think she’d let Maria watch?

APHRA
…sure.  (to Narrator)  But Maria never saw this…

NARRATOR
Wait.  Look.

The scene reverts a few lines.  Maria can be seen, now, watching from the sidelines, as though peaking around a doorframe.

ANTONIO
Oh.  Oh, hm.  A thousand pounds, eh?  Heheh.  Ah!  A thousand pounds, two thousand pounds, ten thousand pounds!  Aha!  She shall have her thousand pounds and then…ah…do you…

APHRA
Yes?

ANTONIO
Do you think she’d let Maria watch?

APHRA
…shit.  

VALERIA
It is against my better judgment.  When does the heart yield itself to judgment?  Each of us imagines she is the captain of her spirit.

APHRA
I shouldn’t have come back here.

NARRATOR
No, but you couldn’t know that.

VALERIA
But the heart is like a wild horse, the mind desperately clinging to its back.

APHRA
Why would I come back at all?  I have Tarquini’s money.  I could grab Scot…

Scot appears, to the side.

Or take Maria with me.  Just run.  A thousand pounds goes a long way, whether I wanted to go back to London or flee to Venice…

NARRATOR
I’ll be honest, I’m not sure what we wanted, then.  Did I always mean to spirit Scot away to Whitehall?  Was I in love with Maria?  Did I want to rescue Valeria from her sinful business?  Is it wrong to want to help everyone?

APHRA
I should leave.

VALERIA
What?

NARRATOR
What?

APHRA
I should leave, now.  Maria knows, she’ll come…

NARRATOR
You don’t know that.

VALERIA
Who is Maria?

APHRA
Men will die if I stay—

NARRATOR
Since when have you cared about that?

APHRA
Since when did you stop caring?

NARRATOR
You can’t leave, because you didn’t know.

APHRA
But…

NARRATOR
You didn’t know!  It’s not your fault, you didn’t know!

VALERIA
Who is Maria?

APHRA
No one, my love.  But…look at this, a thousand pounds…

VALERIA
I told you, I am done with the life of a courtesan.  You do not need to pay my price…

APHRA
Not for you Valeria, but for us.  To buy a future for us, away from here…somewhere distant, pure.  Where no one knows your name, and we can lay about in a mild clime beneath sunny skies…

Maria enters, in disguise as a boy.

VALERIA
What, boy, what are you doing here?

MARIA
(sees Aphra)

I…I come from Senor Tarquini as a messenger.

APHRA
Tarquini?

MARIA
He says that…that he is no longer enamoured of this virago, this painted harlot, and would his agent return the thousand pounds.

APHRA
I…

VALERIA
Boy, you are mistaken.  No one here has your master’s money.  Someone has cheated him.  Go and tell him, and do not further trouble my house.

MARIA
My lord is most incensed, when he saw the courtesan on her balcony, and realized that she was withered old, wrinkled…

VALERIA
I beg your pardon.

MARIA
That she had grown fat on luxury, pocked with sores from her debauchery, her allure borrowed against her sin for so many years, now collected by the disfigure of her face—

VALERIA
Enough!  Begone, boy, who are you to speak to me like this?

MARIA
I will go, when I have my master’s money.

APHRA
Well, I don’t know your master, and I certainly don’t have his thousand pounds.

MARIA
So, you are a liar, too, and a hypocrite, Captain Celadon?

APHRA
Do I know you, sir?

MARIA
No, sir, but I know you, sir.  I know you are a thief and a rake and a pimp, a dog in the service of Antonio Tarquini.  A traitor—

APHRA
Maria.

VALERIA
What is this?  Tell me!

NARRATOR
Decide, then.

APHRA
How?

NARRATOR
It doesn’t matter.  The time to choose well is long past.

APHRA
Maria, forgive me, please.  I took the money from your husband, yes, but under pretense.  I never loved her, Maria, only you.

MARIA
I don’t…

APHRA
The money was for us, Maria, to leave Flanders and start a life…

VALERIA
What…what is this wretch?  This woman…a girl, disguised as a boy?  To thrill your pederast’s heart, Captain?  Your vows to me are nothing, I should have known.  I am better off without your filthy heart in my hands.

APHRA
Faithless woman!  So easily moved by such a little flattery!  I never swore you any vows…

VALERIA
You made me believe…but why?  Why, when you could have left me?  Worshipped by the dull, small-minded men, I could have been happy without you, never wanting love, never believing that I was missing something.  Why did you do this to me?

MARIA
It doesn’t matter.

APHRA
What?  Maria…

MARIA
There are soldiers coming.  I called them already.  They think you are a spy for the English.  I’m sorry…

Two Soldiers enter.  Aphra draws and begins to fight.  While she does this, Maria and Valeria switch to soldier costumes and then they also fight.  The fight is extensive, and pretty awesome.  Aphra does well, mostly because she doesn’t have to take on more than two people at a time.  After two fall, one changes back to the narrator and one changes to Valeria.  Aphra holds the last soldier at bay.

APHRA
This is all, then?  This is nothing.  These aren’t even real characters, just generic bravos.  Who could feel guilty about killing them?

NARRATOR
There’s more to it than that.

Valeria enters.  She is carrying a pistol that she points at Aphra.

VALERIA
Stop.  Stop!  Drop your sword.

Aphra does.  The other soldier puts his sword at her neck.

VALERIA
For years, I lived, happy and alone.  I had everything I needed, pleasure when I wanted, a roof, a home, clothes, food.  I wanted for nothing, secure in wealth and soul, and if I courted hell with my sins, that was between me and god.  But you…you with your self-righteousness, your condemnation, your judging eye…you convinced me, deceived me into thinking that I was worthless.  You pretended to value me, and all you did was take from me, fill me with shame, hurt me.  Why?  Why would you do that?  Why?

APHRA
I don’t know.

NARRATOR
Because I could.

VALERIA
I cannot go back, now.  The poison fruit of your treacherous courtship has tainted me, indelibly.  I was a courtesan, and happy.  You made me into a whore.

She appears as though she is about to shoot Aphra, then abruptly puts the gun to her own head.

APHRA & NARRATOR
No!

Lights go to black.  Lights come back up with Aphra, no longer in disguise but wearing her regular Aphra mask, her head on a chopping block.  There is an execution standing above her with an axe, and a functionary, wearing a Dottore mask, beside her.

DOTTORE
For innumerable crimes, against man, against nature, and against God, which include but are not limited to:  fraud, both of individual and of custom; solicitation; pervery; homosexuality; and many more which strain the very limits of any moral people, by the power of the Marquis of the Castel Rodrigo, you are hereby ordered to suffer at once the headsman’s axe.

NARRATOR (APHRA)

Part Three:  London.  Prison.

APHRA sits in a disconsolate pile at the back of the stage.  There is a PRIEST, with a black, sneering dottore mask.  He is accompanied by four figures in black, who mirror his movements, making him appear substantial.

PRIEST

I find that last incident a little difficult to believe.

APHRA

It was in the papers.  I was using an alias at the time, of course.

PRIEST

The Dutch papers are nothing more than instruments of propaganda and the crazed scribblings of the superstitious and the licentious.  How did you survive?

APHRA

Maria had tied a scarf around my neck, a token of her affection and regret.  The knot interposed itself between myself and the headsman’s axe, and absorbed the blow.
PRIEST

How extraordinary.  Why didn’t they just swing again?

APHRA

The Dutch are peculiar.  The law states that I must suffer the headsman’s blow, but makes no mention of whether or not I must actually have my head removed.  If the headsman fails, they’re obligated to release me.

                              PRIEST
I see.

APHRA

It was in the papers.

PRIEST

You mentioned that.  Now.  How did you return from Flanders?

APHRA

Merchant ship.  After my most fortunate encounter with the Dutch authorities, I thought it wise to book passage as soon as possible.

PRIEST

With the cost of your passage on Whitehall’s credit.

APHRA

I could hardly have given them my own.  Dear sir, you see I have been a faithful servant?  If his Royal Majesty would simply pay what I am owed, I can pay my debt to the ship captain—

PRIEST

What you are owed?  His Majesty well determine what he, in his generosity, chooses to grant you.

APHRA

Of course, I—

PRIEST

You would do well, young lady, not to forget yourself.  You are employed by the king at his sufferance.  Arrogance does not become you.  Now.  You have told me your story, and I will relate those parts I consider truthful to Whitehall.  Whatever they deign to grant you, you should be grateful.
APHRA

What if they give me nothing?

PRIEST

Then nothing is what you deserve.  I will return at my discretion.  I trust you will spend your surplus time in prayer.

The PRIEST leaves.

APHRA

Hm.  Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come, thy will be done…what is your will, oh God?  Does the Reverend Knatchbull know?  Or does he just say what he wants and pretend that God told him so?  Bah.
And so!  Cyrano ascends to the moon, in a chariot pulled by a flock of geese!

As she speaks, characters representing Cyrano (with Scaramouche mask) and the Emperor of the Moon (with Oronooko’s mask) appear.  They act out the action, but Aphra voices their parts.

Greetings, oh mighty Emperor of the Moon!  I have flown away from Earth, and its festering stew of superstition and foolishness, to live in Paradise in this New Eden.

Oh, Cyrano, you are welcome here on the moon.  Everyone on the moon is a giant, and our men are fierce and foul-tempered, and spend all their days battling.

Men appear with swords, they fight Cyrano and the Emperor in slow motion.
(as herself)  No, wait.  
(as the Emperor)  On the moon, everything is topsy-turvy, and here—as it was among the Amazons of ancient Greece, or the warrior-tribes of Surinam— it is our women that are ferocious, and spend all their day in battle with each other.

The characters switch to female masks(?) and battle in slow motion again.

Oh!  Says Cyrano.  But this constant violence is what I fled the earth to escape from.  Is all mankind condemned to wage this constant war?
(as herself)  Yes, I think it’d be nice if there was someplace where people…didn’t have to die.  
(as the Emperor)  No, there is no warfare here on the moon, good Cyrano.  The moon is a gentle place, of pastoral fields and innocent shepherds, where we devote ourselves to philosophy and the contemplation of beauty.  We also make love to each other.
What, asks Cyrano, all of you?

Yes!  All at once, or in pairs, or in groups.  Men love women, and women love men, and some men love men, and some women love women.

My god, it must be very time-consuming.

Some men dress as women, and then make love to women dressed as men.

Ah, yes.  That is much how I found Paris.

And because we spend all our time making love and appreciating beauty, we have little time to wage war against each other, and little interest or need for politics.  There are no lords here, only I, the Emperor, and what I command is that all men and women love freely.  Would you stay with us, Cyrano?

I would be a fool not to!

But you cannot! Claims the Emperor.  Your petty earthbound jealousies, your cruelties, your vanities—these will make it impossible for you to live in peace on the moon.  Therefore, we must put you in this moon-catapult, and launch you back to earth.

No, wait!  Ohhhhh nooooooooooo!
The “women” grab Cyrano and launch him away, he falls, moaning, past APHRA.
And so man is expelled from Eden again.  I suppose I shall have to give the lines a little more poetry.  But no, what audience could appreciate it?  If there is no war on the moon, then how should the actors duel?  No audience can appreciate a play in which there are no duels.  If I attended a play that claimed a world in which no one waged war, I should leave immediately and search out solace in a bottle of sack.
CYRANO

Of course, the dueling is only a symptom of the problem, as is your lunar, arcadian fantasy.  What do you suppose you’re missing, that the holes in your life should be filled with murder and death?

APHRA

I didn’t ask you.

Lights out, lights back up.  APHRA is sitting in the corner again.  The PRIEST enters.

APHRA

Sir, have you spoken with Mr. Killigrew?  Am I to be freed?

PRIEST

Some questions have arisen, pertaining to your story.  You are married, yes?

APHRA

I was married.

PRIEST

To Mr. Behn.  What was his given name?

APHRA

Johan.

PRIEST

And you were married to him for how long?

APHRA

A year.

PRIEST

After Surinam.  One cannot help but be curious, Mrs. Behn, why you make no mention of him in your account.  Surely, for all the many men you’ve known, it was your husband that was the most significant in your life.

APHRA

Our wedded bliss was brief.  He died of the plague shortly after our return.  

PRIEST

You seem little trouble by his loss.  You said he was a merchant sailor?  And that you met him on the flotilla back from Surinam?

APHRA

Yes?

PRIEST

But I have no manifests that mention Johan Behn.  No customs house knows who he is.
APHRA

What are you suggesting?

PRIEST

That you are a liar.  To lie about a marriage is to sin against both man and against God Himself.  And I will take great pleasure in extracting the truth from you.

Lights down.  Lights up.

YOUNG APHRA and ORONOOKO enter.  The atmosphere is sexually charged; while none of the characters actually kiss, they get very close.  This section should feel like the beginning of a porno.
YOUNG APHRA

We’ll have some privacy here.  No one from the household will come this far into the jungle.

ORONOOKO

Your people are all mad.  Outside?  Have you no shame?

YOUNG APHRA

Not today.

VALERIA enters.

YOUNG APHRA

Oh, Valiera, won’t you join us?  It can be so lonely here…
VALERIA
How I’ve missed you, Captain Celadon.

YOUNG APHRA

You don’t mind that I’m really a woman?

VALERIA
Oh, no!  I love you even more now.  Here, let me help you with your dress…

The three characters pause.  APHRA groans in frustration.

ORONOOKO

It’s just that we haven’t seen you in so long, we want to savor the moment.

VALERIA steps away and takes out a sword.

VALERIA
Do you think we really died?  I’m not sure which would be worse…suicide, or knowing that you’d left us, cold and alone. 
VALERIA thrusts the sword into YOUNG APHRA’s chest.  There is something erotic about this; YOUNG APHRA doesn’t scream, but moans.

The lights change.  APHRA is startled from her reverie.  The PRIEST enters.
APHRA
You again.

PRIEST

What was that?

APHRA

I beg you sir, as you are a Christian, please do not leave a lady to suffer in such abhorrent conditions.  My frail constitution is sure to succumb to the foulness of prison.  Would you have my death on your conscience?

PRIEST

As I am a Christian?  I wonder, madam, if it’s not me that should be asking that of you.  I have some questions about your story.
APHRA leaps to her feet.

APHRA

Please, sir, you must believe me—

The PRIEST’S “men” grab APHRA and hold her back.

PRIEST

I beg your pardon, madam, but I will not tolerate impudence.  Your proper place is to speak when you are spoken to, not before, and I will thank you to observe it.

The “men” release APHRA, but lurk nearby, hemming her in.

You claim that Whitehall sent you to Surinam with the intention that you would be Lord Willoughby’s mistress, is that correct?

APHRA

That is what I was told.

PRIEST

And yet, Lord Willoughby is married.  It would be criminal for you to…liaise with him.  Is your position that Whitehall commanded you to commit a crime?

APHRA

Yes.

PRIEST

But that’s impossible.

APHRA

But—

The “men” lurch forward.  APHRA is silent.

PRIEST

Did you consummate your relationship with Lord Willoughby?
APHRA

I beg your pardon?  I do not believe that it’s appropriate, my god sir, charity at least should demand some restraint in your questions…

PRIEST

If you did consummate your relationship with Lord Willoughby, then the relationship itself was inappropriate.  Your defense is self-evidently flawed.  If you are a sinner, then you have no natural claim to charity.  If you did not sin, then there can be no crime in my asking about it.  I ask again, did you fornicate with the governor of Surinam?

APHRA

I—

PRIEST

What manner of fornication was it?  Did he penetrate you anally?  

APHRA

I don’t see how—

PRIEST

It is for me to see how this is appropriate.  If I am to assess the honesty of your story, I must have the truth.  Did you stimulate him manually?  Was there any emission?

APHRA

Please…

PRIEST

It is a sin to lie to me.  It is criminal.  A far worse sin than admitting your licentiousness.  Tell me the truth.

APHRA

Once.  I bedded him once.

PRIEST

The negro slave that you met.  Did you engage in intercourse with him?

APHRA

You cannot—

PRIEST

When did you?  Where?  How often?

APHRA

Stop!

PRIEST

Did you lie with a woman?  A prostitute?  Did she penetrate you?
Lights out.  When they come back up, APHRA is alone.  As she speaks, again, the characters come in and act out their parts, though this time they say their lines.  WILLMORE is dressed in SCOT’s Scaramouche mask.  FLORINDA is dressed like APHRA’s sister.

APHRA

Willmore enters, drunk.

WILLMORE

Sweet soul!  Let me salute thy shoe-string.

FLORINDA

‘Tis not my Belville.  Good heavens!  I know him not!  Who are you, and from whence come you?

WILLMORE

Prithee child—not so many hard questions.  Let it suffice that I am here child—come, kiss me.

FLORINDA

Good gods!  What luck is mine!

WILLMORE

Only good luck child, parlous good luck—come hither.

VALERIA enters at sits next to APHRA

VALERIA
So, will he rape her?

APHRA

He’ll try, but I think this is a comedy.  Is it a sin to be raped?  I’ve never been clear on the details.

VALERIA
It’s a sin to be unfaithful, I know that.

WILLMORE

--indeed should I make love to you, and you vow fidelity—and swear and lie till you believed and yielded—that were to make it wilfull fornication.

VALERIA
So, if she just submits to him, she claims she had no choice.  She can do what she likes, free from sin because she’s free from accountability?

WILLMORE

Now come, be kind, without any more idle prating.

VALERIA
How convenient for him.

APHRA

Still, to choose to submit is to choose, isn’t it?

FLORINDA

Help! Help!  Murder!  Help!  O, I am ruined!

VALERIA
And her virtue remains intact.

APHRA

Yes.

VALERIA
Have you thought of writing something else?  I don’t think it’s healthy to dwell on such subjects.

APHRA

Shut up.  It’s my life, and I’ll fill it with sex and swordfights if I want to.

VALERIA
It was our life, too.

APHRA

You have your own memories.  Those are your life.  This is my story, and I will tell it how I choose.

VALERIA
What will you do if he finds out the truth?

FLORINDA and WILLMORE exit.  The PRIEST enters, with only three men, at first, until BIANCA slips away and joins them.

APHRA

Well, what would you have now?  To know if I made love to Mr. Scot?  What new salacious gossip will your hear today?  Perhaps he and my sister and I all lied together, our skin damp with sweat and dew.
PRIEST

Enough.  


The PRIEST seems uncomfortable.  APHRA starts to understand what is happening, and is made bold by the realization.

APHRA

Don’t you want to know about Surinam?  How the sweltering heat and the thick air made women lose their minds with passion?  How the native women never wore a stitch of clothes, to interfere with the consummation of their lusts?

The PRIEST’s “men” grab her again.

PRIEST

Enough, I said!  You forget your place.  Vile fornicator.  If you do not repent your sins and vow chastity, you will never be forgiven.

APHRA

Oh, but perhaps I don’t want to be forgiven?  Perhaps I like it when you touch me like this.

The men immediately let her go, and the PRIEST takes a step back.

PRIEST

There is no limit to your depravity.  Would you seduce a man of god?

APHRA

I think I understand you now.  You like it when you can rip my secrets from me, don’t you?  But are you afraid of me?  Afraid of me offering them up?

PRIEST

Return to your place, at once.

APHRA

Don’t you want to hear about Oronooko?  About how his hands on my breasts, about the passion with which he held me—so hard some days I thought perhaps I would break?

PRIEST

You are disgusting.  A foul, wicked creature.  You deserve the filth in which you languish.

APHRA takes a step forward.  The PRIEST takes a step back.  His “men” have begun to desert him.

APHRA

Do you touch yourself when you listen to confession?  Does it please you to hear about adulterous wives?  Do you wish sometimes that they would break faith with their husbands for you?

PRIEST

Of course not.  You are only going to make this more difficult for yourself.  Do not—

APHRA

Because when you pillage my secret passions from me, you’re only doing your duty.  But when I offer myself up freely, it’s you that’s doing the sinning.

PRIEST

I am not…at fault…if a woman exposes herself…I cannot be called to account for being the victim of her licentiousness.

Song?  Maybe. Something aggressively sexual, but fairly short.  When it’s done, the PRIEST and APHRA are alone.  The PRIEST has been backed into a corner, caught between his conflicting urges.

APHRA

I am finished here.

PRIEST

No.  No!  You will never leave this place.  I will see to that.  Whitehall will never even know that you were down here.  You will stay in this prison to rot forever.
APHRA

I will.  A part of me will.

She begins to remove pieces of her costume, and passes them to the PRIEST.

I will leave Aphra here with you, in the dark, alone.  Lost to impotent, uncaring history.  You may wallow freely in your shame, as no one will ever know who you were.

PRIEST

Please, wait.

APHRA

Keep this Aphra.  I am leaving.

PRIEST

You can’t.

APHRA

I have a throne to claim, a crown to wear, and in Arcadia I will reign as a queen.  I have learned the secret of the kings and princes of the earth.

PRIEST

Please.  Don’t leave me here…

APHRA

This world is ours.  But only if we seize it.
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