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Margaret Cavendish, Virginia Woolf, 
and the Cypriot Goddess Natura 

Programme Notes
During the middle years of the 17th century, Margaret Cavendish published poetry on scientific topics, plays that dealt with religion, and essays on philosophy.  She also published a biography of her husband and her own autobiography.  She was an extraordinary woman and a key figure among women intellectuals, including those who corresponded with the Dutch “virtuoso” scientist Sir Constantijn Huygens.  Cavendish was sometimes an object of crude misogynistic jest while she lived, and 250 years later Virginia Woolf used an essay in the London Times (later reprinted in The Common Reader) to ridicule Cavendish’s literary production and marriage.  
This play opens with two young women, a graduate student and a newly appointed museum curator, having coffee while speculating about Woolf’s understanding of and emotional involvement with Cavendish.  Ridicule, yes, but also fascination.  The two young women find themselves slowly being drawn into an imaginary exchange involving the two classic women writers as the café closes up for the evening.  
The situation becomes increasingly strange when Woolf, herself, walks in and offers to talk about her writing practices.  Before long, Cavendish joins the group, and then Huygens appears, bringing with him male perspectives and predilections.  Huygens is followed by Beatrix Cusance, Duchess of Lorraine, who transforms the café into a salon, and by John Evelyn, the famous diarist.  As the play closes, John’s wife, Mary (who does not approve of salon culture and who is a little upset), joins Margaret Cavendish for a discussion of the foibles of men.
Much silliness endemic to salons transpires but also a measure of serious consideration of modes of written discourse and of natural philosophy, or as one might say, the realm of the Cypriot goddess Natura.
     
NB – While this play is based for the most part on fact, many of the details are extrapolations or are simply imagined by the author.  

Characters in Order of Appearance [Requires six actors.]

Melissa – [Doubles with Elizabeth Chaplin and Mary Evelyn.] Entry-level museum curator specialising in Early Modern history.  Interested in the ideas as well as the social circumstances of women intellectuals of the 17th century, including the thinking of Margaret Cavendish.] 
Male Barista – [Doubles with Constantijn Huygens.] A large, heavy-set man in his mid-40s.  
Female Barista – [Doubles with Virginia Woolf.] A slender woman of about the same age. 
Balthazar Café Customer – [Doubles with John Evelyn.]  Appears briefly at the beginning of the play as part of the “atmosphere”.
Joan – [Doubles with Beatrix Cusance.] Of slight build.  PhD student in English working on Modernism and early 20th-century literature, in particular the writing of Virginia Woolf.
Margaret Cavendish – Early Modern woman writer, who was discovered by academia in the 1990s. Cavendish felt that God does not intercede in human affairs and that He leaves the ordering of the world to Nature, indeed, the Goddess Natura.  Cavendish was from a family of wealthy commoners, but eventually became the Duchess of Newcastle.  Lived in Antwerp during the Interregnum.
Virginia Woolf – [Doubles with Female Barista.] In addition to being recognized today as a major novelist and essayist of the 20th century, Woolf wrote that Cavendish was a “cucumber” choking out all the flowers in the garden of literature.  
Constantijn Huygens – [Doubles with Male Barista.]  Philosopher and “virtuoso” Dutch scientist.  Huygens maintained a large correspondence in several languages with socially prominent ladies.  His letters to Margaret Cavendish have survived.
Elizabeth Chaplain – [Doubles with Melissa.] Waiting lady and protégé to Margaret Cavendish. 
Beatrix de Cusance – [Doubles with Joan.] Beatrix, Duchess of Lorraine, established a fashionable salon near Brussels at Beersel Castle.  Her husband had been married to another woman and had asked the Pope for an annulment.  The Pope did not comply, so the second marriage, to Cusance, was considered bigamous by many and was something of a scandal.  Probably knew Margaret Cavendish socially.
John Evelyn – [Doubles with the Café Customer.] Diarist, writer on various topics, and translator.  Evelyn carried on a serious, but platonic relationship, with a much younger court lady.  Knew Cavendish, with whom he exchanged gift copies of books.
Mary Evelyn – [Doubles with Melissa.]  Wife to John Evelyn.  Mary thought that Cavendish was rude in speech and disliked John’s tendency to cultivate court beauties.

  

Margaret Cavendish, Virginia Woolf, 
and the Cypriot Goddess Natura at the Balthazar Cafe   

[Music playing quietly in the background as the audience comes in and takes seats.  Perhaps a ballad such as Cavendish sang in salons.]
[In the basic actuality of the play, all scenes are in the Balthazar Café as it is about to close for the evening, but the location develops into a salon during the time that Melissa and Joan become involved in imaginary conversations.  Coffee shop table stage left with chairs.  Coffee shop counter stage right.  Coat stand next to the counter, with one coat on it.  Second coffee shop table with chairs upstage center, covered with cups and saucers.  Wadded up napkins.  A folded newspaper.  Perhaps a CVAR banner behind the upstage table and chairs.  Present in the Balthazar Café are Melissa, the Male Barista, the Female Barista, and a customer.]
Melissa – [Sitting alone stage left with a cup of coffee as light comes up.  Checking email on mobile phone.  Male and female baristas at the counter chatting too quietly to be heard.  Joan enters stage right and stops to order at the counter.  Melissa waves across the stage in greeting to Joan.]  Hi.
Joan – [Returns wave. With a warm smile to the Male Barista.]  Cappuccino. 
Café Customer – [Rises and gets coat from stand.  To the two baristas.]  Good night.   I think I’ll try to beat the rain. [Exits stage left].
Male Barista – [To the customer.] Good night.  Good luck on the rain.  [Clearly glad to see Joan.]  Cappuccino?  Of course.  [Pause.] We close in 20 minutes.  Will that work?
Joan – [To the Male Barista.] Sure thing.  [Making small talk.  Pulls a sad face.]  Is it really going to rain for the walk home tonight? 
Male Barista – [With a twinkle in the eye.]  How about a chocolate brownie to get up the blood sugars?  Reinforce you for the storm.  Just one left.  You’d be doing me a favour.
Joan – [Hesitates.] No, but thanks anyway.  [Responding to the twinkle.] Always the tempter, aren’t you?
Male Barista – [In mock confession.]  Always. [To the Female Barista, who is starting to leave stage right.]  See you in the morning. [To Joan in reference to the chocolate brownie.]  Put a little flesh on the bones.
Joan – [To the Male Barista.  Good naturedly.]  Nobody likes a smart arse. [Crosses stage right to sit with Melissa. Female Barista meanwhile completes exit stage right.  As Melissa and Joan begin talking, the Male Barista finishes getting Joan’s cappuccino prepared.]
Male Barista – [Matter of factly.]  Cappuccino ready.  [Male Barista goes on to wipe down the counter with a damp rag.]
Joan – Rising.  [To Melissa.]  Back in a jiffy.  Can I get anything?
Melissa – Americano?
Joan – [At the counter.  To Male Barista.]  And an Americano. [Walks back to the table and sits with Melissa.]
Melissa – [To Joan in reference to the Americano.]  Many thanks.  Another day of baby museum curator drudgery draws to a close.  Start at the bottom, as they say.  The very bottom.
Joan – At least you have a job, entry level though it is.  I am slowly drifting into becoming an eternal PhD student.  [With faux dramatic sadness.]  Will I ever work at a real job?
 Melissa – And I am becoming a slave to visitors’ numbers.  [Shifts topic.]  How are Virginia and her dweebish husband Leonard?
 Joan – [With a laugh. Drinking from the cappuccino.]  Quite well, though I don’t see them as often as I would like. And Mad Madge of Newcastle?
Melissa – [With feigned pity.]  Margaret is suffering a little with melancholia. [Gently correcting Joan.]  Nobody ever called her Mad Madge until after the time of Virginia Woolf.  A bit odd, Cavendish was.  But not mad.  Or maybe crazy like a fox.
Male Barista – [To the room, as he does not know Melissa.] Americano ready. 
Joan – Famous writers are always melancholic and [With a sly smile] everyone likes a mad duchess.  Even writers who don’t live long enough to become famous are often mad.
Melissa – [Amused.] As with Judith Shakespeare?
 Joan – So said Virginia Woolf.  Seriously.  Down to business.  I have a few questions for you on the topic of the good Bloomsbury lady.
 Melissa – [Deciding to get her Americano.]  No serious discussions before I get my coffee. [Stands and walks stage right to the counter, picks up her order.  Male Barista takes her money, puts it in the till.  Clears the upstage table.]
Joan – [As Melissa returns to the table.  Friendly teasing.]  Not tempted by the chocolate brownie?
Melissa – [Of the Male Barista.]  All that man can think about is food.  
Joan – [With a sly smile.]   All?
Melissa – [Ignores this last from Joan.  In a normal tone of voice. Networking.]  Margaret Cavendish, my Margaret, and not Mad Madge of Newcastle.  Pause.  As we both know, your girl, Virginia Woolf, said that Cavendish was a “cucumber choking out all the roses”.  What we don’t know is why Woolf wrote so much about Cavendish.  There was a fascination there.   She also commented on Cavendish’s marriage, as if it were to be ridiculed for being happy.
Joan – [Sensing that they are on to something of mutual interest].   I wish Woolf was here so we could ask her.  
Melissa – I don’t think Woolf would tell the truth.
Joan – Whaa?  Why is that?  [Female barista enters up stage right and sits at the upstage center table.  She has become Virginia Woolf dressed as in the late 1920s.  Wears a crush hat. Carries a manuscript, which she puts on the table and begins to go over, making notes with a pencil.]  
Melissa – The truth is that Virginia Woolf envied Margaret Cavendish.  Especially the marriage.
Joan – Oh?  [Woolf hears, looks up from her note taking.]
Melissa – [Does not acknowledge overhearing.  Just speaks to the room.] Cavendish started out as a nobody and ended up as a duchess.  Duchess of Newcastle.  Woolf plays the part of the above-it-all intellectual, but no intellectual ever turned down a dinner invitation from a duchess.  And it’s not just the free food.
Joan – [Nodding in the direction of Virginia Woolf.]  Look who just sat down.  It’s Virginia Woolf, but dressed up for a dinner party at Downton Abbey.  Should we ask her?
Melissa – [Seeing Woolf.]  Oh  .  .  .  . Why not?  [Both look intently at Woolf, but hesitate causing a short silence.]
 Virginia Woolf – [Who has returned to writing, accidentally breaks pencil and smiles wanly at the two young women, whom she addresses.]  Oh, dear.  I seem to have broken my pencil.  Would either of you  .   .   .  ?  [Two young women dig into their purses, fumbling around.]
Joan – [To Melissa.]  And she talks like Downton Abbey.  Whatever happened to the Oxbridge accent of Bloomsbury and the British Museum crowd?  [Remembers her opportunity and stops the wry observation.  Rises and takes a pencil to Woolf.  Carries along purse. To Woolf.]  Actually, I had always wanted to meet you.
Virginia Woolf – I am in here a great deal, young lady.  Late in the day.  Towards closing time. You shouldn’t have waited to introduce yourself.  I wouldn’t have bitten you. Take a seat. [Meanwhile Melissa pulls out a mobile phone and begins to write a text message.  Joan sits down with Cavendish, putting purse on the floor.]
Joan – Strange, I hadn’t noticed.  Hadn’t seen you in here before. I think I am obsessing over my thesis.  I don’t see anything else.
Virginia Woolf – On what topic? 
Joan – Modernism. Early 20th century.  Art.  Literature.  Modes of literary writing, especially.  
Virginia Woolf – [Knowingly, with a smile.]  Oh, I can help you with that, dear, if you like.  Especially the modes of literary writing.
Joan – You wouldn’t mind?
Virginia Woolf – Of course not.  And .  .  .  I think I can guess what you would like to talk about most.  My pioneering stream of consciousness novels.  Mrs Dalloway?  To the Lighthouse?
 Joan – [Joan’s phone beeps.]  Just a second.  [Takes phone out of purse and reads message.]  Can I ask a question for a friend?  [Melissa, who is eavesdropping, smiles sheepishly to the audience.]  Margaret Cavendish.  Why did you say that she was a cucumber?
Virginia Woolf – Margaret who?  I said what?  [Thinks for a moment.]  Oh, the mad Duchess of Newcastle.  [Thinks again].  You really can’t call her Margaret Cavendish.  M’lady Newcastle is more appropriate for a person of her rank and [With emphasis.]  yours.  The lady Newcastle, locked up in Welbeck Abbey in the cold North.  Locked up with her books and flatterers.  Didn’t get out much.  Took the praise of her writing given to her by her husband William far too literally.  It was just him being a nice husband.  They loved each other dearly and praised each other to death.  Boring.  Boring.  Boring.    [Pause.  Back to Joan’s question.]  Did I really say something about cucumber choking out roses?
Joan – Well, yes, I think so.  It was in the Room of One’s Own.  [Tentatively.] I think.
Virginia Woolf – You read it?  [Pause.]  All the way through?
Joan – We all did.  Had to.  It was on the exam.  [Quickly realising that she might be giving offense.] Oh, but that’s not why I read it.  I loved it.  The young ladies who you spoke to at Girton College.  I wish I had been there for the lectures.
Virginia Woolf – On the exam?  [Puzzled.  Thinks.  Figures out that her book has become classic enough for a school exam.]  Better and better.  No need to read what I wrote for pleasure.  Best if it is inflicted upon you as part of secondary school curriculum.  They still teach literature at secondary school?   The trend was towards science and mathematics in my day.  Ugh.   Pause.  So  .   .   .  to the cucumber.  Lady Newcastle wrote too much.  Or maybe she just published too much.  [While they are talking, Melissa slips away stage left.  The Male Barista, who has been listening with interest, disappears stage right.]
Joan – [Nodding in agreement.]  I see.
Virginia Woolf – A lot of the best writers publish too much.  [Advice to Joan, in serious tone of voice.] Don’t go running off to the press with the firstlings of your brain, even if you own the press.  Even a good one like Hogarth.  It is a temptation.  [A bit reflective.]  If I could take back some of what I published  .   .   .  Oh, and while I am thinking about it.   I dress for dinner at Downton Abbey because Bloomsbury gets to be a bit dull.  And the accent?  Well, why not?
Joan – [Wonderstruck.]  Best writers?  Cavendish?
Virginia Woolf – Did I say that?  Best writers?  Possibly, but she had the luxury of writing for herself and not because she had any constraints to keep a roof over her head.  No rent to pay. [The Male Barista shedding water from his 17th century Dutch attire appears stage right, now as Constantijn Huygens.  Light comes up on him.  He hangs large, broad-brimmed hat and greatcoat on the coat stand.  Woolf speaks to Huygens.]   Well, fancy meeting you here Constantijn.  I’d have thought that you would be at a salon helping all of the spoilt intellectual ladies to understand the movements of the planets and the curiosities of the goddess Natura.  Offering them certain special curiosities no doubt.
Constantijn Huygens – [Does not recognize her at first.  Does not take in her remarks.] Virginia?  
Virginia Woolf – We were just discussing your little friend, Margaret Cavendish.  She wrote and published but did not need to write well because she didn’t have to pay the rent.  Keep a roof over head in wet weather. [In reference to Huygens’ entering wet.] Shudder.  Indeed, her husband paid for all of her lovely folios to be printed.   Nobody else was going to underwrite their publication. 
Constantijn Huygens – [His mental processes catching up with what he has heard.  In a friendly way but a little condescending to Woolf.]  As you can see, I just stepped in to get out of the rain.  A great delight to encounter you again.  None greater that to enjoy the charming company of such an acclaimed novelist.  Edith Wharton is accomplished but unimaginative in comparison.  
Seems like it has been centuries since we last met  .   .  . And as to salons.  My policy is that if you don’t find one, make one. [Looking at Joan.]  And who is your most lovely young companion?  Surely she is here for the same reason.  Rain?  [Extends his hand.]  Pleased to meet you, Mistress ________?
Joan – [Timidly takes his hand, which Huygens kisses with a flourish.] Joan.  
Constantijn Huygens – Mistress Joan, utterly delighted.  We will get to know one another better anon.
[Changing topic back to what Woolf has said earlier.  To Woolf.]  Now what is this about “best writers” and “having to keep a roof over the head”?   You really expect a duchess to pay rent?  The lady Newcastle is a member of the intelligentsia, of course, but not a member of the bourgeois intelligentsia.  [Margaret Cavendish enters stage left in 17th century costume.  She removes a hooded outer garment which is wet. Shakes it vigorously and hangs it on the coat stand.]  Our Duchess of Newcastle is not a fugitive from the middling classes like you know who [Meaning Woolf.  Woolf first twinges and then looks angry.  Huygens, realizing he has overstepped.]  My most sincere and heartfelt apologies.  I am a brute beast.  Hobbes had me in mind when he wrote about politics.  [Cavendish sits at the table, stage left.]
Margaret Cavendish – [Woolf does not reply.  Cavendish speaks to Huygens in reference to Woolf.  Cavendish and Huygens are friends.]  Damn that rain.   Be a good boy, Constantijn.  Remember noblesse oblige.  [Woolf looks furious, but Joan restrains her from rising.]  Hobbes is the beast.  I invited him to lunch and the little twerp had the gall to beg off.  As everyone says, the man is short and nasty.  Thomas Hobbs, the goddess Natura’s mistake.  As they say, “His motion does not matter”.
Constantijn Huygens – [No longer taking notice of Woolf, Huygens walks around behind the coffee bar.  To Cavendish.] What can I get for your grace?  The slightest thing.
Margaret Cavendish – [Also ignoring Woolf.]  They say a skinny latte is the new mode drink?  Would it suit me?  Is it medicinal?  Restorative?  [Worried.] The Navy Secretary tells his diary that I am putting on weight  .  .  .  He likes ample women.  I don’t.  Especially when it’s me.
Constantijn Huygens – [To himself.]  That’s Sam Pepys, all right.  [To Cavendish] He does think you are “comely”. That was his word to the boys at the Royal Society.  Always judicious in word choice, Sam Pepys.  [Gets her the latte while talking and listening.  Speaks of the drink.]  Alas, only the medicinal qualities of the coffee berry, not of the grape.  [Takes latte to Cavendish.  Sits with her.]
Virginia Woolf – [To Joan.  Huygens and Cavendish pay no attention.]  OK, You know what gives me apoplexy about these 17th- century aristocratic fine ladies?  They have everything and do nothing to earn it.  Anne Finch, stinking Countess of Winchelsea.  Finch writes about spleen but what was there that was depressing in her life?  Not a landlord, banging on the door.  Still, Anne Finch is a poetic precursor. Write that down.
Joan – Oh yes, Finch is one of our literary godmothers.  Finch and Aphra Behn and Katherine Philips.  You point out so many women who have gone before us.
Virginia Woolf – Somebody needed to do it. 
[Returning to her pet topic and going on a small rave.]  And [with heavy sarcasm.] “my lady Newcastle,” the little upstart from Colchester.  Lots of money in the family but no titles.  She definitely was a “fugitive from the middling classes” if ever there was one.  And she praises her father in her autobiography for turning down a title.  Refusing to pay.  Well she got her title, all right, and husband William, the ladies’ man from Nottinghamshire, had to pay a pretty penny to become a duke.  So there she is all nicely done up in a tomb in Westminster Abbey.
Margaret Cavendish – [Listening to this last sentence.  To Woolf and Joan, turning in her chair to face them and entering the conversation with pride and conviction.] Now that white marble tomb does look good.  [In candour to herself.]  On the outside.  But it is mighty crowded on the inside.  Some of William’s posterity invited themselves in.  You can’t really blame them wanting a tomb in the Abbey, but why ours?  Obvious answer, nobody else is going to have them. 
Virginia Woolf – [With sarcasm.] Life is tough.
Margaret Cavendish – As is death.
Constantijn Huygens – [Joining the conversation.  To Woolf, as if he were meeting her for the first time.]  Mistress Woolf, what a lovely crush hat you have on.  Is Bertrand Russell still sweet on you? 
Joan – Now I’ve seen it all.  Constantijn Huygens, famed Dutch philosopher and amateur scientist from the 17th century, commenting on ladies’ fashions of the 1920s.  And what does he know about Bertrand Russell?   What can he know?  .  .  .  [Shakes her head in mock disbelief.]  This is totally anachronistic.
Margaret Cavendish – [Aside to Joan.]  Nothing surprising at all.  Constantijn Huygens is a notorious womanizer.  Russell is simply the competition.  Roué vs roué.   Just wait, Huygens will pretend to have read To the Lighthouse.  He is very good at what he does.   Oh, and anachronism?  I am a sci-fi writer, though I never write about time travel.  
Joan – [Continues to look puzzled.  Recovers, to Cavendish.] But you seem to be friends with him.  With Huygens.
Margaret Cavendish – [Continues to explain Huygens to Joan.]  Salon culture.  Lots of boy-girl stuff.  At least it’s mostly Platonic.  [Pause.]  Emphasis on “mostly.”
Constantijn Huygens – [Standing and turning his attention to Joan.]  Have you ever been to visit our Low Countries?  We enjoy very beautiful summers in our carefully planned gardens.  Long avenues of trees.  Me, I am a planter of trees.  And in the winter we have our little sports.  Ice skating on the canals.  Riding in sleighs through the streets. 
[At this point, Melissa who has become Elizabeth Topp, enters.  Elizabeth, dressed for snow in the 17th century, skates in on roller blades or toe shoes stage left, takes a few turns and exits stage left.] 
Constantijn Huygens – [Walking a little towards Joan and speaking to her.]  You know who that is?
Joan – She seems familiar [Warily.]  No, I don’t know her, but I do think I am going to learn who she is.
Constantijn Huygens – So you are, delightful girl. Elizabeth Chaplain loves to glide around on our frozen waterways.  Peg’s other waiting ladies are not so agile.  Peg and the waiting ladies like to sit by the fire in the winter and read poetry to each other aloud.  Sometimes tales in prose.  What Cavendish writes.  What the ladies write.
[Elizabeth Chaplain skates in again.  Stops at the table stage left, and gathers up the cups and saucers and plates.  Skates off the way she came in.]
Joan – [To Woolf.]  I saw this in Starlight Express.  I am sure of it. [Thinks.]  Peg?  Constantijn called her “Peg”.
Virginia Woolf – [In answer to Joan’s question.]  “Peg” is Margaret’s name when males become overly familiar, and they do.  Or try to.  [A bit of advice to Joan.]  And, most especially Joan, you watch out for that hot-blooded Dutchman, Huygens.  Lady Newcastle is right for once.  Roué.   Let’s get out of here.  Besides, I have something to tell you.  [The two exit stage left.]
Joan – [To the audience as she is leaving.]  “Joan?”  [Plaintively.] How does she know I am Joan? [Exits following Woolf.]
Constantijn Huygens – [Walks to counter, stage right.  Reaches underneath the counter for a “CLOSED” sign, which he shows to Cavendish.]  Time for this café to call to call it a day.  [Walks around the counter and hangs the sign on the coat stand over the wet garments so that the sign faces the audience. Walking towards Cavendish, leering and “moving in” on her.]  Alone at last.  I thought they would never go. [Pause while Cavendish begins to look apprehensive.]
Elizabeth Chaplain – [Enters stage left with her roller blades, laces tied together, over her left shoulder.  To Huygens.]  Not so fast, Mr Virtuoso Scientist.  [Walks over to the coat rack and hangs up the roller blades.  Reaches behind the counter and takes out another sign, which says SALON OPEN. Hangs it on the coat stand over the CLOSED sign.]  Is this [motioning to the sign] what you wanted?  I thought you made salons when you couldn’t find them.
Margaret Cavendish – [Relieved to be rescued by the appearance of Chaplain.]  A maid of honour protecting my honour.  What more could one want?  [To herself.]  I know.  A chair.  [To Huygens.]  Would you be so kind as to obtain one for Lizzie, here?  [Huygens takes a chair from the table stage left and returns with it.  Holds it while Elizabeth sits.  Huygens stands for a few seconds, waiting for Cavendish to invite him to sit.  Cavendish speaks to him.]  Would you like to join us?  [Firmly spoken.]  You will be good.  [He sits.]
Constantijn Huygens – [A little offended, but then recovering.]  So, the internet is switched off and the intellect is about to be switched on. Time for parlour games.  [Emphatically.] Definitely. 
Margaret Cavendish – I am not much on games.  How about reading aloud. [A little imperiously.] I would rather read Ben Jonson aloud.  Or, better yet, something from the plays of William, Duke of Newcastle.  There is a small library behind the counter, yes?  He is such a flawless husband, my William.  Also a poet of great wit. 
Constantijn Huygens – [With ill-concealed disgust.] Yes, indeed.  Some say that Jim Shirley was needed to correct all of his plays, but [with an ironic smirk] not me.  [Rises. Begins to walk to the counter.]
Margaret Cavendish – And your poetry?  One hopes it is never translated into English.
Elizabeth Chaplain – [Getting tired of the bickering.] All right, you two.  This is a salon and not a schoolyard where the boys and girls chase each other around pretending that they hate each other.   Salons are for refined flirtation, as you both know.  Emphasis on “refined”.
Constantijn Huygens – [To Margaret Cavendish.]  OK, if you insist. Husband William did include some lewd poetry in his plays.  Poetry which has since been set to music.  Does anyone have a lute?
Margaret Cavendish – [Looks terrified.]  Now that I think of it, I know Will’s poems off by heart.  It is not that I am weary of them, mind you.  That would be impossible.  But, maybe, just maybe, a parlour game of some sort would be in order. 
Elizabeth Chaplain – I’ve got one that I picked up from the Duchess of Lorraine.
Margaret Cavendish – Shady lady that she is.
Constantijn Huygens – Peg that is Virginia’s line. Used it of your neighbour in the Abby, Ahra Behn.  By the way, do women really come in and chuck flowers on Behn’s grave?  [Seeing that Cavendish is not amused, returns to the topic of the parlour game.]  The game. Does it involve forfeits?  The lady of Lorraine’s game.  Perhaps something that involves tongue twisters?
Margaret Cavendish – Sorry, no kissing games, Constantijn. [He giggles in response.]
Elizabeth Chaplain – This game is sometimes played with the forfeits being draughts. 
Margaret Cavendish – That sounds healthful, restorative.   Shall get out the glasses? [Rises, but then sits back down when she sees Huygens rising.]  Restorative, and entertaining along the way. And what is this game that you learned from the wicked Duchess of Lorraine?
Elizabeth Chaplain – “Questions and answers.”
Constantijn Huygens – A title innocent enough.  Perhaps the name hides something else.  Let’s begin.
Elizabeth Chaplain – You, Sir Constantijn, you shall answer for the knight in the story that follows.  [Begins the story.]  A handsome knight was put the case by a group of lovely ladies in an elegant salon:   Who he should choose to marry, the lady who loved him the best or the lady he loved the best.
Margaret Cavendish – This is entirely too easy.  [To Huygens.] Sir Constantijn?
Constantijn Huygens – You may call me “Con”.  [Back to the parlour game.] Which is the fairer of the ladies?  
Margaret Cavendish – [To Huygens, in feigned disgust.]  You are impossible.  All of the ladies are fair in the most extreme way.  [To Elizabeth.]  I don’t mean to know the rules for Beatrix’s game, but how could this question about beauty be answered otherwise?  [To Huygens.]  And I have no understanding of French.  I simply cannot learn it.  So  .   .   .  I don’t get the pun involved with your nickname.
Constantijn Huygens – Feigned lack of knowledge of French is one of your very best gambits, mon petit.  Everyone needs a salon strategy.  [Back to the game.] Very well.  I shall give an answer that is not only the most just and gallant, but which corresponds to the highest actions that I have seen among knights and their ladies.  [Pause.]
Margaret Cavendish – [With sarcasm.] Don’t restrain yourself, Con.  Demonstrate to us your refinement.
Constantijn Huygens – The knight must marry the lady who loves him the most sincerely and with the most passion.  
Elizabeth Chaplain – [Claps hands with staged delight.]  You are correct.  And galant.
Constantijn Huygens – But hold.  The answer is not yet complete.  There is more.  [Pause.]
Elizabeth Chaplain – [In a comic New York accent.]  Enough with the drama.
Constantijn Huygens – [In a jokey tone.]  Knowing that the other lady must be disappointed at not receiving a proposal for marriage, the knight out of selfless gallantry appeals to the Pope for an annulment and marries the second lady as well as the first. 
Margaret Cavendish – The second lady, of course is the one he wanted to marry in the first place.   Clearly she was better looking.   [Slams fist on the table.]  Damme, if I don’t like this answer.  [Catching herself in the act of swearing, does a small correction To Chaplain.]  Oh . . .  Well, at least that Puritanical Mary Evelyn isn’t around to hear me curse.  Mary would spread the word to the clergy and before long I would be accused of atheism.  I don’t know what John Evelyn sees in his mousy wife.  Or doesn’t see.  He spends a lot of time at the court, a place that causes Mary apoplexy.   
Constantijn Huygens – With Mary Evelyn out of the way, John is happy to do as he chooses.  And John, famous writer about everything from air quality to planting trees, choses to address the court ladies in terms that are thoroughly Platonic – even religious.  Whatever his language, the job gets done.  [With a sly smile to Cavendish.]  You don’t need to be an atheist to have a good time.
Elizabeth Chaplain – Couldn’t agree more.  Scratch a Platonic lover and find a dirty old man under the surface.  But, why such delight in Sir Constantijn’s answer to the question in the game, m’lady?
Margaret Cavendish – Because, fair maid, Sir Constantijn has told the very story of the Duke of Lorraine.  Beatrix de Cusance, his duchess and source of your lovely parlour game, is his second lady.  And for that sly reference, Mistress Chaplain.  You shall pay the forfeit of a medicinal libation.
Constantijn Huygens – [Rises and goes to the counter.  Retrieves a large glass mug and sets it down on the counter.  Reaches under the counter again.  Finds a sizable bottle of ale and opens it.  Pours the contents into the mug.]
Elizabeth Chaplain – [Horrified.  Stands. Looks as if she will run away stage left.]  I shall not.  My reputation.  I would rather place a pistol to my breast.  This is no restorative. This is a gross pint-pot of ale.
Margaret Cavendish – [To the audience.]  She got that part about the pistol from my short story, “Assaulted and Pursued Chastity.”  Drama queen to the last.   [To Chaplain.]  There is always a way out of these social coils.  [Reaches into her bodice.  Removes a medicine spoon.  Shows it to the audience.  Shows it to Chaplain.]  You must learn to take your medicine.  Literally, literally. [Motions to Chaplain with the spoon.]  Open wide.
Elizabeth Chaplain – [Much relieved.  Explains to the audience.]  Of course, how silly of me.  What a baby I am.  When sipping medicine by the spoonful, a true lady can become completely drunk and there is no aspersion on her good name.  [Looking at Cavendish.] Your ladies in waiting know this perfectly well.  [To Huygens.]  You think that I am an inn-keeper’s wife that I would drink ale in pints and quarts? [To Cavendish.]  The spoon, m’lady. 
Margaret Cavendish – You are the perfection of womanhood.  No pots of beer or ale.  Only spoons of restorative.   
Constantijn Huygens – [Huygens shrugs shoulders.  He takes a drink from the glass mug which he had prepared for Chaplain and then reaches down below the counter for a quart of Jack Daniels, which he deposits on the counter.  To Chaplain.  Sounding like a Texas saloon keeper.]  Something I can git for you, little lady?  [Carrying the Jack Daniels, Huygens walks over to Cavendish and takes the spoon from her.  Looks at the spoon.]  Medicine spoon, just like we had at home when I was a tiny, little child.  [Hands the spoon to Chaplain.  Holds her hand steady as he pours the Jack Daniels into the spoon.]
Elizabeth Chaplain – [To the Huygens.]  You make a perfect honnete homme.  An excellent gentleman.  May the first lady’s husband’s request to the Pope prevail. [Drinks all from the spoon. Shudders.]  “Let me not to the marriage of true minds admit impediments,” especially when previous marriages are as yet undissolved.
Constantijn Huygens – [Puts bottle on the table.  Takes off waistcoat and hangs it on the back of his chair.  Sits.  To Cavendish in reference to the bottle.]  This stuff does ward off melancholia. 
Margaret Cavendish – [Searches her bosom.]  I might just have another medicine spoon.  
Constantijn Huygens – [She finds a second spoon.  He pours.  She finishes what is in the spoon.]  Another one?
Margaret Cavendish – Taking drafts from your bottle unadulterated, unenhanced shows no imagination at all. Actually, what one needs to do is to include just a drop with some other ingredients to create a receipt against melancholia.  “Melancholia water” it is called.  It is a fool-proof syllabubs.   Do you have lemon?  Herbs?
Constantijn Huygens – [Stands up.]  We have it all.  Civet. Lime juice. Ambergris. 
Margaret Cavendish – I have no doubt that you have an ample stock of toenails from the river horse. 
Constantijn Huygens – That and wifi.  
Margaret Cavendish – This salon is nothing if not of the mode.
Constantijn Huygens – [Restoring the quest for alcohol to its place of prominence.]  Let’s go to the kitchen and get busy.  Is there any chance that your recipe comes out of Hannah Woolley’s Queen-Like Closet? 
Margaret Cavendish – You do know your cook books.  Always handy in salon small-talk as well as the kitchen.
Constantijn Huygens – [Woolf and Joan, who has become Cusance, enter and sit at the table stage left. Cusance has brought a chair with her, which she uses.  Cusance has a needlepoint bag.  Huygens to Cavendish in a stage whisper.]  Look who just walked in.  Lady Wagtale from your play.
Margaret Cavendish – [Making little effort to conceal her answer.]  Lady Wagtale?  Well, you said it.  Not me. [With a sarcastic smile to the audience.] Otherwise known as Beatrix de Cusance, Duchess of Lorraine the source of our little game.  [Cavendish and Chaplain rise to join Huygens and all three exit stage right.  Huygens leaves his waistcoat on the back of his chair.]
[Lights dim on the table where Cavendish, Chaplain, and Huygens have been seated as they exit.]
Constantijn Huygens – [From off stage.] Anyone interested in a light collation?  Not good to drink on an empty stomach.
Beatrix de Cusance – [Hearing Huygens begins to rise and speaks to Woolf.]  I’m feeling a bit peckish, myself.
Virginia Woolf – [To Cusance.] Better to remain, my dear.  Better to remain.  If we go in there with those people, we won’t finish our conversation.  If I know Huygens, he will eat and drink he is full to the top.
Beatrix de Cusance – Did that Newcastle woman let Huygens call me Lady Wagtale?  She is nothing but a jumped up little creature from Colchester.  Proud to put into print that her father wouldn’t buy a title.  Well her brother John Lucas bought himself the rights to Lord Lucas just as soon as he could.  And she fixed up her maid’s husband with a knighthood.  Now the ice-skate girl is married to Sir Somebody. 
Virginia Woolf – You all hate each other, don’t you?
Beatrix de Cusance – You, meaning who?
Virginia Woolf – Titled aristocrats.  [Pause.  Considers.] And I’m as bad as you are. [A bit woefully.]  Worse.  Worse.
Beatrix de Cusance – Worse about what?
Virginia Woolf – Worse for feeling envy. Envy for the lot you.  Grasping at any chance to be invited to your termite-ridden country houses for masquerade balls.  You hate each other and all I want to do is spend time pleasing you while standing under the rotten beams of European history.  All envy, all.  Monk’s House wants to be Sissinghurst.  Sissinghurst wants to be Knowle. 
 Beatrix de Cusance – We are a bunch of obnoxious old fools much of the time.  Jockeying for social position. But we love writers.  Even the very bad ones.  Bad at writing.  Morally reprehensible and bad at writing, we love ’em all.  Here’s a story for your next Hogarth press book:  I saw to it that Richard Flecknoe was installed at Beersel Castle until Mad Madge stole him from me and whisked him away to Antwerp.  Flecknoe was a bit of a fool, but he also was our recording angel and the world knows about my Beersel Castle salon because of him.  Put another way, he published a flattering book about us.  Everyone knows it is puffery, but it is in print and that is what counts.
Virginia Woolf – Seventeenth century gossip columnist, Richard Flecknoe?  Installed?  So he was a bit like a piece of furniture?
Beatrix de Cusance – Gossip columnist and houseboy.  Margaret’s uxorious husband, William, induced Flecknoe to write a set of poems in praise of his properties, Bolsover Castle, Welbeck Abbey, and others.  Clarendon got it right, William loved his “softer pleasures”.
Virginia Woolf – Edward Hyde, the Earl of Clarendon.  Great Civil War Historian?
Beatrix de Cusance – Edward Hyde, the nouveau riche good old boy. 
Virginia Woolf – [Pause as she considers.]  Before you turn back into Joan, the long-suffering PhD student, I wanted to tell you my little secret.
Beatrix de Cusance – [A bit surprised.] Oh, I had forgotten that I was Joan.  That happens pretty fast when you become a duchess  .  .  .   even one who is constantly being accused of bigamy.
Virginia Woolf – [A little nervous.]  So here goes  .  .  .  Margaret Cavendish and I are so alike that we could be sisters.  [With a little laugh.]  She’d be the older one.  We both come from book-reading families and both prefer to ramble as we write.  Ramble as we talk and think.  Systematic thinking is restrictive and blocks free, imaginative creation.  Look at poor Bertrand Russell.  Writes the world’s most systematic book on logic and ends up not believing himself.  And rightly so.   Always better to ramble when one writes.
Beatrix de Cusance – There’s another womanizer, Bertie the philosopher.  Whose wife didn’t he chase?  
Virginia Woolf – Leonard’s, but full disclosure is not needed here. 
Beatrix de Cusance – As you were saying about Cavendish?
Virginia Woolf – Cavendish on first reading just seems to be bumping along.  Contradicts herself all the time. Little nuggets emerge if you go back and take a look.  Good to check for irony.  Irony takes away some of the bumps out of the road but not all.  Good to have the literary bumps.
Beatrix de Cusance – Would you say that Margaret Cavendish, the famed Duchess of Newcastle, was a feminist. 
Virginia Woolf – Proto-feminist if anything.
Beatrix de Cusance – Hum, is that a term used by those associated with Modernism? 
Virginia Woolf –   No, it is completely anachronistic for me to toss it around.  But it works. I like it. [Back to her topic.]  Me?  .  .  .  people tend to take my writing at face value when they should be looking for irony.  Maybe my being the mother of feminism makes the road through my writing too smooth, when there need to be some bumps there to keep people awake.  If you pay attention, you will feel the rough spots in the road.
Beatrix de Cusance – [Thinking like Joan.]  So  .  .  .  [Tentatively.] It’s not envy, really.  [Pauses to develop idea. States it.]  Cavendish is your doppelganger. 
Virginia Woolf – [Silence.]  Bingo, Joan, bingo.
Beatrix de Cusance – [Standing and walking over to the chair where Huygens has hung his waistcoat.]  What do we have here?  [Takes the waistcoat and returns to her chair.  Extracts a needle and thread out of her needlepoint bag.]
Virginia Woolf – Whatever are you doing?
Beatrix de Cusance – [Folds the waistcoat along the back and begins to sew.]  Hush.  I need to finish this quickly.
Virginia Woolf – I don’t understand. 
Beatrix de Cusance – [Humming to herself as she stitches.]  All fine ladies are handy with a needle and thread.  Mary Queen of Scots, of course.   Bess of Hardwick.  The list goes on.  [Finishes, rises and returns the waistcoat to where it was on the chair.]
Virginia Woolf – Is this another salon game?
Beatrix de Cusance – [Having returned to her chair.]  As you might say, “bingo”.  [Seeing Huygens come in.] Just in the nick.
[Huygens enters from upstage of the counter with a small jug of syllabubs and two tablespoons.]
Constantijn Huygens – Your obedient servant. [Places the jug and spoons on the table where Woolf and Cusance are sitting.]  I am just going to finish that light collation and be back in a twinkling of an eye. [Moves to exit the way he came in.] 
Beatrix de Cusance – [To Huygens.  A little anxious.] What have you done with Melissa?
Constantijn Huygens – [To Cusance/Joan.]  Melissa?  Lizzie Chaplain as she is at the moment.  Melissa’ll be along. She’s just putting her ice-skates into her bag.  She left the bag in the loggia [Motions towards stage right.]  Dangerous place that loggia.  The next-door-neighbour man bombards the pretty waiting ladies.  Chucks sweets over the wall at them.  Right through the rain. Tied up in handkerchiefs. [Pause.]  The sweets.  Not the ladies. [Continues his exit.]
Margaret Cavendish – [Entering from upstage of the counter, passing Huygens, who gives her a sly look and exits.]  Sir Constantijn, where are you going?  [Takes a chair and sits with Woolf and Cusance.]
Elizabeth Chaplain – [Also entering from upstage of the counter.   Stands at the counter.]  It was pouring down handkerchief-fulls of sugary things in the loggia.  Too early for Halloween, so something else must be going on.
Margaret Cavendish – It was the lewd neighbour man with the sweets.  No need to worry.  He can’t get through the wall.  I will be hearing from his wife in the morning.  She blames us for the bombardment.  Women.  They can be so flighty.  The wives especially.  Horrible.  Horrible women.
Virginia Woolf – [Aside to Cusance in reference to Cavendish’s remarks about the wife and women being horrible.]  That’s a road bump if you want to categorize Margaret as a “feminist”.  
Beatrix de Cusance – [Aside to Woolf.]  More like a traffic barrier.  At least it makes the labelling of historical figures more interesting.  Maybe we should refer to Cavendish as a “proto-semi-feminist”.
Constantijn Huygens – [Entering from where he left the stage, carrying several bags of sweets.]  These were out in the rain.  Not such a good idea to see food spoiled.
Margaret Cavendish – [Bringing him into the conversation.] Sir Constantijn, would you say that it is natural for a woman to blame pretty serving girls for the transgressions of her husband?
Constantijn Huygens – Natural, m’lady?  [Sitting with the others.]  The goddess Natura allows many actions to be natural, but some actions, we well know are against Nature.  [Opens a bag of sweets and offers it to Cavendish.  She politely refuses with a gesture.  He takes one.  Examines it.  Eats it.]
Margaret Cavendish – Sir Constantijn, there is no escaping a genuine answer.  No beating about the bush.  So, here is a set question for you about the goddess Natura.  You must answer without help from anyone else.
Beatrix de Cusance – [Gleefully, to nobody in particular.]  My game.  “Questions and Answers”.  Now we are getting this café 100%, completely transformed into a salon. 
John Evelyn – [Enters stage left. To Cusance.  Takes off a modest, black coat, which contrasts with the showy coat and waistcoat of Huygens.  John has no hat and the coat he removes is dry.]  I thought I was ducking into a coffee shop and here I am at the much admired salon in Beersel Castle.  How fortunate to chance upon Beersel and its lovely mistress, the Duchess of Lorraine. [Bows and kisses her hand with a grand flourish.]  
Constantijn Huygens – Don’t you think that is a bit much John?  I am only happy that your wife Mary is not here to see you play the toady courtier so fulsomely.
John Evelyn – [Looks hurt.]  Sir Constantijn . . . ?
Constantijn Huygens – [Tries to mend the situation.]  Sorry about the word “toady”.  [With some admiration.]  Scarcely any gentlemen left in this world, and you are one of the last.  [Gesturing to the bag of sweets.]  Perhaps a bit of marzipan? [Evelyn gestures “no”.]
Margaret Cavendish – [Taking over the conversation.]  John, good to have you arrive when you did.  We were just beginning a serious discussion of what is and what is not natural.  
Beatrix de Cusance – “Questions and Answers”. A lovely game. Pose your question once again, so that Mr John Evelyn may hear it.
Margaret Cavendish – [Emphatically, returning to where she was a minute ago.] I will indeed pose my question but in a new way and with a new twist. Sir Constantijn, you must not dodge it.  You mist not avoid giving a true answer.  Other questions may follow, when Sir Constantijn’s answer is delivered and if it is found acceptable. Perhaps not likely as the situation now stands, given his evasiveness.  
[Speaks to draw attention.]  Ecoutez s’il vous plait.  A handsome knight once pondered the following problem:  “God, as we all know, does not intercede in the affairs of men, but rather allows the goddess Natura to order all.   That being the case . . .  
John Evelyn – [Evelyn interrupts. Horrified but under control.]  God, as well all must acknowledge is providential.  Only an atheist would deny that, and you are no atheist, I am sure.
Margaret Cavendish – [Gently, with affection.]  So say the dogmatists about God and Providence, but you are no dogmatist, I am sure.
John Evelyn – [Retreats.  To all, with utter sincerity.] The Lady Newcastle is, of course, beyond reproach.  I must examine my dogmatism.  Clearly a failing.
Margaret Cavendish – [To Evelyn, with understanding and sympathy, along with a bit of condescension.]  Your soul is not in danger. [Returns to her subject.] To continue, the knight’s problem is as follows. Pay attention Sir Constantijn. [Huygens has just about finished the first bag of sweets and is not really listening.]  If two virtuous and most handsome young ladies enjoy each other’s company, prefer it to the masculine sex, is it against goddess Natura if they choose one another?
John Evelyn – [Not so much horrified as failing to grasp what is being said.] Choose one another?
Constantijn Huygens – [Understanding Cavendish’s meaning.  To John Evelyn.] More like kiss one another.  [Opens the second bag and hands towards Evelyn, who does not register the gesture.]
John Evelyn – Ah, kissing on the cheek, as ladies are wont to do.
Constantijn Huygens – [Cluing up the innocent John Evelyn.]  John, my friend, a bit more that.
John Evelyn – [Still not catching on.]  Uh?
Constantijn Huygens – The answer, of course, is that such kissing is completely natural – lady to lady – if one of the two of them turns out to be a prince in disguise.
Margaret Cavendish – [Slaps her knee] Damme, Sir Con, if you aren’t a fan.
Constantijn Huygens – Truly said, my Lady Newcastle.  I have read each and every one of your plays but the best by far is Convent of Pleasure, where . . . 
Margaret Cavendish – [Finishing his sentence.]  The princess turns out to be a prince. 
John Evelyn – [With a bright smile.] I am so relieved. [The others on stage giggle sympathetically.]
Constantijn Huygens – A bit of a cop-out but I love the play. And, of course, once the topic is raised, we can all chat about gender bending.  Same-sex love.
Beatrix de Cusance – Constantijn, did you say “gender bending”? That sounds very 21st century.  Have you turned back into my favorite Male Barista?
 Constantijn Huygens – [To Cusance.] Not quite yet, but soon.  [To John].And, John, if you want to read something a bit further down that bendy . . . and bumpy . . . road, you can read Aphra Behn’s poetry.
Margaret Cavendish – [To John.]  I’ll lend you a copy of Behn’s “To the Fair Clarinda”.  A favorite of mine and my waiting ladies.
John Evelyn – You know her?
Margaret Cavendish – Of course.  I met in Aphra Behn in Antwerp.  Everyone knew she was a spy.  Some said she worked for both sides.  She never said no to an invitation to a salon.
Constantijn Huygens – [To John.  Changing the topic and gesturing towards the coat rack.] Your coat was not wet.  Has it stopped raining? 
John Evelyn – Indeed it has.   I heard lots of sounds of a delighted salon and came over from next door as soon as rain stopped.  I am so happy to have joined such a lofty and refined company. 
Constantijn Huygens – [Not noticing this last from Evelyn.  To all.]  Alas, I am late for dinner.  Need to return home.   But it was, wonderful, most definitely wonderful to chance upon you all here. [Rises and goes to the coat rack.  Takes off coat from the rack and puts it on.   Puts on his large hat.  Stands. Puzzles a bit.  Takes off coat.  Leaves on the hat.  Says to himself.]  Waist coat.  [Walks over to his chair and puts it on.]
Beatrix de Cusance – So sorry that you need to return home for dinner.  [Folds the two empty handkerchiefs and smooths them with a smile.]
Constantijn Huygens – [Trying to button his waist coat.]  Ladies, until we meet again.  [Waist coat will not button up.]  What the devil?
Virginia Woolf – [Giggling openly.]  I begin to understand.  [To Huygens.]  I do believe you should not have finished off those sweets, the ones that came flying over the wall into the loggia. 
Constantijn Huygens – [Beginning to become angry.]  This is not funny.  Something is not right here.  What is going on?
John Evelyn – [To Huygens.]  A few minutes ago, you helped me to an understanding of a philosophical question.  For that I thank you, though I did feel just the tiniest bit slighted, infinitesimally the butt of a joke.  
Now may I tell you the story of a learned churchman who found himself in a similar predicament to yours with the waistcoat?  A gentleman visitor to the salon at the Hôtel de Rambouillet?   I was present there by invitation at the famous salon of Catherine de Vivone, marquise de Rambouillet, when this churchman, a large man who carried himself with much gravity, even, perhaps even a little pride, tried to put on his waistcoat after leaving a drawing room having returned from dinner.
Constantijn Huygens – [Annoyed.]  Get to the point John.  It is about to start raining again.
Virginia Woolf – [Smiling broadly.]  John, were the ladies of the Salon de Rambouillet skilled in needlework?
John Evelyn – They were excellent seamstresses.  They could embroider cushions in the manner of Bess of Hardwick, as you well know.  And, of course, 
Virginia Woolf – [Finishes his sentence for him.]  They knew how to alter clothing to make it larger and smaller. 
Constantijn Huygens – Harrumph.  [Carries the waistcoat to the counter.  Retrieves a small kitchen knife.  Cuts the stitching that has been inserted by Cusance.  Puts on the waistcoat, which now fits.  Pats it down with a smile.  Puts on his outer coat.  Moves stage right to leave.  Shrugs and laughs good naturedly, knowing that the joke is on him and he must endure it.]  I am tempted to say that I will be “revenged upon you all”, but that phrase . . .  well, you know.  And John, thanks for the instruction regarding women and salons.  Dangerous places, these salons.  John, come along to dinner?
John Evelyn – Yes it is true.  We men must watch out for one another. [John rises, and walks to Huygens.  They exit together talking indistinctly.]  The matriarchy dominates completely.
Beatrix de Cusance – [To Woolf after the men have left.]  I don’t suppose we were too cruel to Sir Constantijn?
Virginia Woolf – Nothing he can’t handle.  I expect that he was flattered.
Margaret Cavendish – Little boys like to be teased.  You two did Constantijn a favour.
Beatrix de Cusance – [To Woolf] If the rain has stopped, it is time for me to make my way home. [Becoming Joan.]  I need to do some work on my thesis and then to bed.   [To Virginia Woolf.]  Thanks for the conversation on literary influence.  Road bumps.  Proto-semi-feminism.  And now I want to become Joan again.
Virginia Woolf – [To Cavendish.]  I told her [Beatrix/Joan] that we [Pointing to herself and Cavendish] are sisters.  I hope I got it right.
Margaret Cavendish – [To Woolf.]  Well the roads are very bumpy when one makes the journey from Antwerp to Beersel Castle.  I take the barge up the Shelt River.  Otherwise I would rattle to death in a coach. [Pause.]   But in the end, you can’t avoid all of the roads and some bumps are very pleasurable. 
Put another way, “Never say anything straight when you can give it a twist”.  Life is very twisty, so writing should be, too.
Virginia Woolf – [Rises to leave.  To Cavendish.]  My sister, our manifesto shall be: [Raises her fist in mock defiance.] “Always the Possibility of Irony”.  On that note, I must make my way back to the 20th century.   [Walks stage right, looks off stage.  Comments on the weather.]  All continues clear. [Exits stage right.]
Beatrix de Cusance – [Rises to leave.]  I think I will follow her, but to the 21st century.  [Exits stage left.]
Margaret Cavendish – [To herself.]  Well, here I am alone with my thoughts, my imaginings.  Since I am wont to be given to solitary contemplation, now, now my fancy to reign free.  [Pause.]  I could get some paper and a dish of ink.  [Pause.  Deflating her own flight of fancy.]  Actually, I would rather have some company, truth to tell. [Mary Evelyn enters stage right.]
Mary Evelyn – [Storms in angrily.]  Your maid, noble lady has tempted my husband.  You should control your servants. 
Margaret Cavendish – [To herself with emphasis.]  Damme.  So it was John who was chucking the sweets over the wall.  If it is not court ladies, it is serving girls that he pesters.  That John Evelyn must have one very interesting diary .  .   .  If he tells all.   [To Mary Evelyn in a pleasant if somewhat patronizing manner.]  Had you stopped to consider that it is your husband who must be controlled?  Not my serving girls?
Mary Evelyn – [Still angry.]  My husband.  [So angry that she chokes up.]  My husband is a God fearing man who is tempted by what the devil presents in this world.  The devil presents him with these girls and he is a man like other men.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Margaret Cavendish – [Reassuringly.]  My dear lady, there no devils in this world, nor in any other.  Devils are simply a way for us all to deny what we are, what is in our nature.  What is not so well-mannered, not so genteel.  The goddess Natura is not always sweet, but she does rule our lives. 
Mary Evelyn – [Beginning to calm down.]  I wish that John were not such a fool around women. 
Margaret Cavendish – Many men become fools the minute a fair servant girl is alone with them.  The stories that I could tell about my William, love him though I do. [Mary looks surprised by this admission.]  No Mary, don’t pretend not to know.  Edward Hyde has been talking about the “softer pleasures” of My Lord Newcastle since the Civil Wars.  You know.
Mary Evelyn – [Now reasonable but in a quandary.]  What am I to do?  What are you to do?  
Margaret Cavendish – Be what we are.  Be what we are in Nature. 
Mary Evelyn – [Still puzzled.]  I  .   .   .   don’t quite understand.
Margaret Cavendish – Hum, how to express this?  Virginia Woolf said something about irony.  And you, Melissa, don’t you think it is getting late? 
Male Barista – [Entering stage right dressed as he was at the opening of the play.]  Time to shut up shop, ladies.  Anyone like a pain au chocolate for the road? [A bit frightened of the Male Barista, Mary Evelyn scampers away, stage left.  Male Barista begins to cross to Cavendish.]  So, you and I alone at last, my charming and witty princess, the lady Newcastle. 
Margaret Cavendish – Bingo, Constantijn.  I am a princess, according to the Garter King at Arms.  [With a sigh.]  But only while on the Continent.  Your attention to detail makes you roué de tout roués. 
Female Barista – [Enters stage right. Begins to clean tables, stack chairs, etc.  Roughly to Male Barista.] Enough chit-chat.  Let’s get this place in order for the morning. 
Joan – [Enters stage left, wearing what she wore at the beginning of the play.  To all.]  I am so glad you are not yet closed for the night.  I left my purse and my phone. 
Male Barista – [To Joan, motioning in the direction of the needlepoint.] You also left your needlepoint.  I had no idea that you were such a skilled seamstress. 
Melissa – [Re-entering the way she came, having changed into what she wore at the beginning of the play.  Picks up her own phone from the table where she left it, taps in a note to herself.  Speaks to herself.]   Check to get more info on Constantijn Huygens and Beatrice de Cusance. [Turns to leave.]  Joan, see you tomorrow afternoon?  
Joan – Wait, I’m going with you.  [They leave together stage left.]
Female Barista – See you all, anon.  [Leaves stage right.]
Margaret Cavendish – Well, I guess that leaves just you and me, Sir Constantijn Huygens.  Are you going to be a gentleman?
Male Barista – I shall do as Nature dictates. 
Margaret Cavendish – [Gently but surely correcting him.] The goddess Natura.
Male Barista – [Agreeing and with emphasis.] The Cypriot goddess Natura.  [Both walk to the front of the stage and bow.]
Both – [Together.]  The Cypriot goddess Natura.
[Stage goes Dark.]
END OF PLAY
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