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Performance rights must be secured before production. For contact 
information, please see the Saffronia information page (click on your 
browser’s Back button, or visit http://singlelane.com/proplay/saffronia.html)  
 
 
Saffronia 
By Christiane D Leach 
 
Characters: Adelaide 
  Anne 

Auctioneer 
Beulah 
Chorus* 
Cynthia 
Delores 
Elijah 
Evan Landreaux 
Gloria 
Iola 
James 
Landreaux Sr. 
Leroy Jones 
Master John 
M.Deville 
Mrs. Lilly Landreaux 
Ol Nelly 
Saffronia 
Steeds 
Twyla 

  William 
   
*3 to 4 people needed 
 
 
Intro 

Melvin B. Tolson’s poem, Dark Symphony, is read by the chorus. 
. 
 �Black slaves singing One More River to cross 
 In the torture tombs of slave-ships 
 Black slaves singing Steal Away to Jesus 
 In jungle swamps 
 Black slaves singing the Crucifixion 
 In slave pens at midnight 
 Black slaves singing Swing Low, Sweet Chariot 
 In cabins of death, �                   
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Time: Present, midnight. 
Setting: Street corner in New Orleans. 
Cast: LeRoy Jones, Saffronia’s Great-great grandson 
 
(A very intoxicated Leroy Jones, is standing on a street corner in New 
Orleans. He has a sign and is begging for change) 
 
LEROY JONES (PACING) 
A dog is a dog, a cat a rat, beat all kinds of bitches, a Mexican and 
Korean, they know what they are, but me, what am I? (he pauses his 
pacing) Just a black Indian, in the ‘leans. (looks up to the sky) This 
cardboard corner, my bed, my crib, my soft shoe ground, (slides) this 
here, (he stomps) is the apex of waiting. A magnetic pull of history; waiting 
for a sign from the past for the future. It is here that she whispers to me. 
What’s that you say. Why don’t I get a job?  Now why would I want to 
subject myself to the daily onslaught of tokenism. Been there, done that. 
Can’t you see. I’m standing on a summit of answers, a cure for the 
disease of my life. Everything I want and need to know about who I am, 
happened right here. (he kneels down to the ground to listen) Right here, 
the voices in the dirt talk. (standing up) And I’m not leaving, until I can 
discern what it is, they are saying. 
 
(A white woman walks past hugging her purse closely with suspicion) 
 
Which you running for, honky. I don’t want your god damn purse. (jingles 
his cup full of change) Don’t match my shoes no way. (uses spit to shine 
them up) There’s no place like home, there’s no place like home. (lights a 
cigarette, runs fingers through his hair) Home, pfuh!, all I ever heard was, 
whoo, God wasted pretty hair on a ugly negroe like you. I stopped paying 
them mind, my desire to succeed never had anything to do with them, to 
do with my skin, my hair; the surface. They never once helped me or 
congratulated me, nothing. Nothing but squashed me down to their size. 
Whatever I got, I made on my own and I had it all, everything. Me, the ugly 
negroe with the pretty hair; the first to go to college, huh and finish, thank 
you very much. (laughs) And as the old folks in church say, I was a credit 
to my race. Corporate job, six figure bank rolls, trophy wife, big screen TV 
and lots and lots of money.  But in the quiet of night, I was haunted by a 
dream, not no Mountain top dream, but some horrific epiphany that 
cracked me like a whip. A nightmare, the same damn one every night.  
 
In this dream, I’m frozen still, standing in the middle of my high rise loft, 
and in comes all these feathery clad Jezebels, taking everything I worked 
hard for, everything was being taken away from me, till there was nothing 
left but this old door with light creeping beneath. And I’m thinking maybe 
it’s not so bad, after all, maybe all that glowing means treasure or 
something.  But when I open the door, there is this beautiful woman, light, 
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bright, almost white, sitting in a rocking chair, beneath a willow tree, with a 
shotgun and she says to me, “I think you’ve forgotten”. And I fall to the 
ground with this gaping, bloody hole. And I ain’t dead. I just lay there 
watching as this tree grows out of me, the roots wrapping around my body 
squeezing the life, the very breath out of me... 
 
STAGE GOES BLACK.  
 
Time: 
Setting: The woods of Louisiana  
Cast: Saffronia, Iola, and baby. 
 
(Stage and House is completely black - sounds of crickets for about a 
minute or two. One gunshot - which then merges into the sound of 
thunder. The thunder is accompanied by lightning claps, which shoot 
across the video screen) 
 
IOLA (calls out) 
Saffronia, we must run faster. They’ll be coming for us. 
 
(They disappear behind stage) 
 
ACT ONE 
 
SCENE I. Sugar Cane and Stolen things 
Time: Late 1700’s 
Setting: Master John’s Sugar Cane Plantation - South Carolina. 
Cast: James - the overseer, Buelah - Saffronia’s Mother, Master John-
Saffronia’s Master & Father, Sugar Cane # 1 through # 3 
 

Melvin B. Tolson’s poem, Dark Symphony, is read by the chorus. 
. 
 �Black slaves singing One More River to cross 
 In the torture tombs of slave-ships 
 Black slaves singing Steal Away to Jesus 
 In jungle swamps 
 Black slaves singing the Crucifixion 
 In slave pens at midnight 
 Black slaves singing Swing Low, Sweet Chariot 
 In cabins of death � 
 
SUGAR CANE # 1-3, AND BEULAH 
Oh, my Lord! Oh, my good Lord! Keep me from sinkin' down. I tell you 
what I mean to do (Keep me from sinkin' down) I mean to go to heaven 
too (Keep me from sinkin' down)  
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JAMES (rushes over to Master John) 
Good Mornin, Master John. The sun high today, but t’ain’t stealing da 
stride, no way, Master John. 
 
SUGAR CANE # 1-3, AND BEULAH 
I look up yonder and what do I see? (Keep me from sinkin' down) I see the 
angels beckonin' me (Keep me from sinkin' down) 
 
MASTER JOHN 
Boy, you are like a frog leaping into the mouth of a heron. Don’t answer 
questions I haven’t asked. But that’s good news to hear, nonetheless. Get 
me Beulah.  
 
(James reluctantly walks over to Beulah, who has already stood up and 
brushed the dirt off of her dress) 
 
JAMES  
Buelah, Master wants a word wit you. 
 
BEULAH (eyes lowered) 
Yes, Master John.     
                                          
MASTER JOHN 
Where is Saffronia? I don’t see her in the fields today. 
 
BEULAH (rushes to explain) 
Master John, she taking a break from da heat, it so hot... 
 
MASTER JOHN (interrupting) 
I don’t need no weather report to tell me I’m sweating like pig. Ah! 
(exasperated) Ya’ll gonna be the death of me, but then you beasts can’t 
help it, now can you. You got to be made in the image of God to follow in 
his footsteps. Enough shucking, call the girl.  
 
BEULAH 
Master John, What will you be wanting with my Saffronia?  
 
MASTER JOHN 
Ain’t none of your business Beulah, just call the girl.  
 
BEULAH (nervously) 
If she’s done you wrong, she don’t mean it.  
 
(Master John strikes Beulah to the ground. The other slaves rush to her 
aid) 
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MASTER JOHN 
You doing me wrong with this back talking. Take your hands off her, 
before I beat you all senseless! I said git the girl. (They back away. Beulah 
holds her face in pain) 
 
BEULAH 
Please don’t take my Saffronia 
 
MASTER JOHN  
Your Saffronia, don’t take YOUR Saffronia, since when did a slave own 
anything. That gal is my property, in case you has forgotten. (grabs her 
face) You see all ah this. I own all the land your eyes can’t even see, and 
all the beasts grazing on it! Including you. All of yah. You belong to me, 
you don’t eat, sleep, work unless I tell you to. I’m the Master here! 
 
MASTER JOHN  
Y’all git to working. In fact, why don’t you sing a song, how about it? 
James, get those niggers singing for me.  
 
JAMES 
Yes ‘em, Master 
 

(James begins the first note. Slowly, the rest of the slaves start to 
slowly sing a gospel song. They all start singing, “When we all meet 
in heaven, there is no parting there; when we all meet in heaven, 
there is parting no more...) 

 
MASTER JOHN (tapping his foot) 
A pretty tune, that is. (to Beulah) What ya waiting for, a special invitation 
from the Queen. Call the girl! 
 
BEULAH (she stands weakly) 
Saffronia, Saffronia, come child. 
 
SAFFRONIA  
Comin Momma.  
(A young mulatto girl of the age 12 runs up beside her.) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Momma, I was drinking from the well (wipes her mouth) 
 
BEULAH (smiling uncomfortably) 
I know, I know child.  
 
(Saffronia wraps her arm around Beulah’s waist and clings to her dress) 
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MASTER JOHN (gazes on her) 
My, my Saffronia, you sure have grown, haven’t yah.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Yes, ‘em Sir. 
 
MASTER JOHN (whispers to himself) 
Look at you, glowing like a golden filly. (He spits tobacco on the ground) 
Come here, let me get a closer look at yah. 
 
(Saffronia looks up) 
 
BUELAH  
Go on, now. (Buelah pushes Saffronia forward) 
 
MASTER JOHN (tousles her hair) 
You sure is a pretty one. Saffronia, how would you like to take a trip to 
town?  
 
SAFFRONIA (She looks up smiling at Beulah) 
Momma and I?  
 
MASTER JOHN  
No, you and I. 
 
SAFFRONIA (rushing to Beulah’s side) 
Can’t Momma come? I promise I be good, real good. 
 
BEULAH                                        
Child, don’t fuss. Do what Master John asks you. 
 
MASTER JOHN  
Saffronia, come now, we got to get going, ‘fore the sun sets. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I don’t wanna go! (Beulah holds onto Saffronia) 
 
BEULAH 
Hush, child. 
 
MASTER JOHN  
Come, Saffronia. Come here. 
 
BEULAH (Beulah holds onto Saffronia) 
Master, she ain’t ready to go to town. 
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MASTER JOHN  
She’s ready when I say she’s ready.  
 
(Master John then reaches for Saffronia, wrenching her from Beulah. 
Beualah holds onto Saffronia, as she struggles and begins screaming) 
 
SAFFRONIA  
No, momma, momma, no 
 
BEULAH  
Oh, Please Master John, please don’t take my baby from me, please, I’m 
begging you. 
 
(Master John backhands Beulah to pry Saffronia free, sending her to the 
ground) 
 
SAFFRONIA (screaming) 
NO! 
 
MASTER JOHN  
Nice and easy, girl! (Saffronia is thrashing and kicking) 
 
BEULAH 
Saffronia, Saffronia, my child! 
 
SAFFRONIA  
Momma, momma, I don’t wanna go. Don’t wanna go! 
 
(Beulah is straining to go after her child, but being held back by the other 
slaves) 
 
BEULAH (she wails) 
Saffronia! 
 
MASTER JOHN 
James, make sure they keeps working. Ya hear me! I’m counting on you. 
 
SUGAR CANE # 1 (whispering) 
Beulah, don’t. She’s in God’s hands now.  
 
BEULAH  
No, don’t take my baby, no, no. (falls down in grief) She just a child. 
 
(Saffronia’s arms are outstretched as Master John carries her over his 
shoulder. They exit, Saffronia is still screaming, screaming NO!)  
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BEULAH (outstretches her arms, crying) 
No, NO, No - he done took my child. He took my baby. God, take the tree, 
not the seed, take the tree. (shrieking) 
 

(CHORUS VOICES: THE BEREAVED MOTHER – KATHLEEN 

O’MOORE –  
In sorrow and woe. The babe in return, for its fond mother cries, 
While the sound of their wailings, together arise; 
They shriek for each other, the child and the mother, 
In sorrow and woe, in sorrow and woe, in sorrow and woe) 

 
SUGAR CANE # 2 
Buelah, hush, now.  
 
(Buelah clutches onto them. They begin to rock her) 
 
BEULAH 
He took me in the night, he took you too. I dread every new moon that 
shines on me. Now he take my baby in the broad daylight where God can 
see. (Tears streaming down her face, clasps her hands in prayer, then 
touches her belly) I’ll die before he can take this one from me. 
 
SUGAR CANE # 1 AND # 2 
Hush ‘fore he hears yah. 
 
BEULAH 
Ain’t no room in heaven for heathens, but plenty of room down here.  
 
SUGAR CANE # 1 AND # 2 
It’ll be alright, it will be alright. 
 
(The women rock her. The men come over and stand over the women, as 
they watch Master John leave. Saffronia’s cries evaporate like the dust 
trails.) 
 
JAMES  
Beulah, why you go n’ do that, sassing the master so. You could of got us 
all lashings. Killed, if the mood struck him.  (the women just keep rocking, 
and begin humming) Master John is that child’s father, we all knows it. 
He’s done made all kind of children ‘round here. Look ‘round, they all gots 
his mark on ‘em.  (he waves his hat in all directions) Look a here. If he 
wants to split our black seeds in half, down the middle, he can and he 
does. (he kicks at the dirt) That’s the way it is. Split blood children, split as 
the tongue of the snake, they be borne from. There’s no telling on which 
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side of the plantation those little snakes will slither. I don’t trust ‘em. any of 
‘em. Little half breed devils. 
 
SUGAR CANE # 3  
(picks up Beulah’s head and cups it) Beulah is already bent down to the 
ground, don’t snap her like a twig with your words.  
 
JAMES 
Don think cuz yous out here slaying cane wit us, that make you like us. 
You just a yella gal. We ain’t kin! The moment you git free, you gonna 
forget who you are. 
 
SUGAR CANE # 3 
Wouldn’t do nothing of the sort, James. When I gets my freedom, June 
and I are headed west where we can be free and maybe start a school. 
 
(Sugar Cane # 2 and # 3 share a smile) 
 
JAMES  
You do that while I watch the hounds tear ya to pieces. (James leans into 
Beulah) Sister Beulah, she don’t belong here no ways. She ain’t like us, 
never will be. He should take ‘em all. What is the loss of a half breed child. 
Ain’t no skin off my back. Not one of you can tell me that you trust these 
red bones.  
 
(They all look away from him in disagreement) 
 
SUGAR CANE # 2 & 3  
Come Beulah, Brother James has been in the sun too long, he don’t mean 
the things he saying. 
 
BEULAH 
Oh, but he does. 
 
JAMES 
Half his blood and half his ways. Africa would never accept these children. 
Would choke on the taste and spit em back across the ocean. 
 
(Beulah jumps up and grabs him by the lapels, pushing him backwards) 
 
BEULAH  
She born of my womb, she belongs here with me. Saffronia is made of my 
blood and my blood is of Watanga tribe. (pounding her fist against her 
heart) No, Brother James, you are sadly mistaken. It is you that Africa 
would spit out.  What do you know of Africa, the place where my feet 
walked, you were born of this soil. (She spits at the ground) 
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JAMES  
Sista Beulah, you talk mighty high, about the motherland, when I knows 
my Momma’s people were sold for the brown liquid that burns the throat 
like fire. As the barrels roll off de ship, da slaves roll on.  
 
BEULAH 
You use your mouth to speak of foul things.  
 
JAMES (he clutches his hat) 
How do you think you got here, huh, Beulah, tell me that! 
 
BEULAH (with careful venom) 
I was taken. 
 
JAMES 
Tell yah what else I knows, no matter what you think of me, I’m a man. In 
the eyes of our heavenly father (he looks to the Heavens) I’m still a man.  
(He puts his hat back on and goes back to picking cotton) Sad to say, but 
this is where our anchor rusts.   

 (He reads/sings Am I not a Man and a Brother?) 
(Am I not a man and brother? Ought I not, then, to be free? Sell me 
not to one another, Take not thus my liberty. Christ our Saviour, 
Christ our Saviour, Died for me as well as thee. Am I not a man and 
brother? Have I not a soul to save? Oh, do not my spirit smother, 
Making me a wretched slave; God of mercy, God of mercy...) 
 

 
SCENE II. CROSSROADS OF COMMERCE  
Time: later on that night, 1am 
Setting: side of the road 
Cast: Master John, Saffronia, Mister Steeds - slave trafficker for a New 
Orleans Slave brokerage firm. 
 
MASTER JOHN (nods his head) 
Mister Steeds. 
 
MR. STEEDS (chewing tobacco) 
Evenin’. 
 
MASTER JOHN  
Here she is. Her name is Saffronia.  
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MR. STEEDS (lifts the lantern above Saffronia) 
What do we have here? (He looks into her eyes and mumbles to himself) 
Hmmm, Copper skin L (runs his fingers along it) soft like silk. Care to 
explain the gag? She sick or something? 
 
MASTER JOHN  
The only way to hush her crying. 
 
MR. STEEDS  
Loud or quiet, she is a beaut. How is the rest of her?  
 
MASTER JOHN 
See for yourself. 
 
(He uses the lantern and looks her up and down. He looks at her arms 
and checks the veins)  
 
MR STEEDS 
No marks. You did good.  
 
MASTER JOHN (nervously twisting his hat in his hands) 
Yes, sir. I remembered what you said about the bruises n’ all. (Mr. Steeds 
disrobes Saffronia) Not a mark on her body, smooth and sweet like a 
persimmon. I assure you. 
 
(Mr. Steeds, runs his fingers between her legs. Then he begins touching 
her shoulders, runs his hands over her young body that spasms from fear 
and anger. Talking to Saffronia as he molests her. She begins to sob. 
Steed and John pause as Saffronia enters the center of the stage, crying, 
she removes her gag)  
 
 (SAFFRONIA AND/OR CHORUS) 

(Momma, what is this? He’s touching me, I don’t like how it make 
me feel, his touches. I pale under his palms, my stomach ails and 
my insides want to pour out like a thousand rainstorms of 
bitterness. Momma, where is your lap, so I may lay my head, to cry) 
 

(Saffronia replacing the gag back in her mouth. Saffronia returns to her 
spot, between Steeds and John) 
 
MR. STEEDS 
You can always tell a virgin, by the way they shakes. 
 
(He imitates her shaking. Embarrassed, Master John gently puts her robe 
back on her) 
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MR. STEEDS (spits out his tobacco) 
$500 is what I am offering. 
 
MASTER JOHN  
$500! The deal was for $700. $700, over whiskey. 
 
MR. STEEDS (pulls out a bag of coins) 
The deal has changed. The deal was for a mulatto, not a mulatto with a 
gag. See, I travel mainly at night, so the loud ones are a liability that I can 
not afford. Now, if she had blue eyes to match the veins, I would have paid 
handsomely for her. Alas, she does not seem to be so endowed. Let’s 
see, 100, 200, 300, ah there 500. That should do yah.  
 
(He counts the coins out loud, to $500 and hands it to Master John) 
 
MASTER JOHN  
Damn!  (pauses, looks at the money, shakes it so it jingles, sighs!) I guess 
it will have to do. It’s just that the crops haven’t been doing so well and I 
was, I was thinking... 
 
MR. STEEDS  
Sir, your life story doesn’t hold the slightest interest for me. I got what I 
wanted and shall be speedily on my way. 
 
(Master John wipes her tears) 
 
MR. STEEDS  
Careful now, she don’t belong to you no more.  
 
MASTER JOHN  
I can’t say it has been a pleasure to have made your acquaintance, but 
thank you none the less. Don’t be no trouble, Saffronia, you hear.  
 
MR. STEEDS  
Ah, a tender moment between father and child. Jesssh! you plantation 
owners sicken me, you creep like a fox in the slave’s den, while your 
Christian wife is too damn holy to indulge, then come every New Years, 
you put your own kin on the auction block. But then I would be a broke 
man without men like you. Me, I’m just an Irish business man, supplying 
the feverish demand. In the end, it’s all the same to me, negroes, Injuns, 
British (he spits).I’ve been around long enough to know, savageness lives 
in the heart like a poisoned wind and many a helping hand that has saved 
my ass, ain’t been no white one. (he grabs Saffronia, holding her face) 
Frankly, the girl is worth more than $800. A Governor would pay 
handsomely for a pretty little negress like her. Yep, she gonna make some 
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One-eyed man very happy! (Master John swings around in anger, balling 
his fists) 
 
MASTER JOHN  
You...  
 
(Mr. Steeds takes two steps back and draws out his gun from his pants) 
 
MR. STEEDS  
Uh uh uh. I suggest you back away or catch a bullet in the gut. (Saffronia 
tries to run, but Mr. Steeds points his gun at her) 
 
MR. STEEDS 
Don’t you think about moving, girl. Go on, git, farmer boy. Don’t you got 
some unruly slaves to be whipping. (He waves his gun at him) 
 
MASTER JOHN  
Oh, you fixin’ to earn a rather nasty reputation, around here. (points his 
finger at him) The kind that will get you killed. 
 
MR. STEEDS  
Wouldn’t be the first time, and surely not the last. You just let me know 
when you’re ready to sell another lot of your nigger children. (turns to 
Saffronia. Saffronia falls to the ground weeping. Mr. Steeds bends down 
and picks Saffronia up from the ground and begins walking away. Mr. 
Steeds sings “The Girl I left Behind Me”)  
 
MR. STEEDS 
...O ne'er shall I forget the night, the stars were bright above me And 
gently lent their silv'ry light when first she vowed to love me But now I'm 
bound to Brighton camp kind heaven then pray guide me And send me 
safely back again, to the girl I left behind me 
 
 
SCENE III. 
M. Deville’s Brothel  
Time: a several weeks later             
Setting: M. Deville’s Brothel 
Cast: Mr. Steeds, M. Deville - owner of brothel, Saffronia, Mulattos # 1-3: 
Gloria, Adelaide and Cynthia - fellow students 
 
(Saffronia has traveled for weeks with the slave trader and we are not sure 
if she remains untainted or if the slave trader had his way with her. 
Saffronia is on the ground looking frightened and distant. It is a sumptuous 
room of gold and crimson, a vanity is set center stage, flanked by beautiful 
hand-painted chairs and couch. Sitting on the chairs in stillness are four 
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lavish mulattos in fine garments. Off on the side, Mr. Steeds receives a 
bag of gold from M. Deville, smiles at Saffronia and leaves.  
 
M. Deville goes to Saffronia, cautiously) 
 
M. DEVILLE  
You are she, the gagged one. Saffronia, it is. Am I pronouncing it 
correctly? 
 
(Saffronia nods yes, wipes her nose, she is shaking slightly) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Crocus Sativus. A purple flower, when crushed, creates a rich yellow 
color.  
 
(Saffronia looks perplexed. M. Deville gently reaches down and helps 
Saffronia up. She is shaking) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Come. Take my hand. He has left. 
 
(She holds Saffronia’s hand) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Welcome to your new home and you’re new family, indolent ones as they 
are.  
 
(She puts her hands on Saffronia’s shoulders. She shakes and shirks it off 
in fear. Madame tries again and gets her to calm down and guides her to 
stand in front and gaze at the place and the other ladies) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
This here is Gloria, and oh what a glorious voice. (Gloria lets out a 
beautiful operatic phrase) Cynthia recites poetry wonderfully, and the ever 
presumptuous Adelaide is an excellent dancer. Each of these fine ladies is 
well-educated in etiquette, culture and the art of conversation, as you shall 
be. Ladies, this is Saffronia. Please welcome her. Our latest butterfly for 
our collection, mon petite papillon. 
 
(She cackles and parades around Saffronia, as if presenting a prize) 
 
MULATTO # 1 THROUGH # 3 (They curtsy) 
Welcome.  
 
(Saffronia just nods her head) 
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M. DEVILLE  
She is very beautiful, is she not?  
 
ADELAIDE (smirking) 
If you like the smell of field dust.  
 
(Saffronia holds herself as if she is cold) 
 
M. DEVILLE (cuts her eyes at Adelaide) 
Please, ladies, your manners. Have respect for yourselves and for our 
new guest.  Please Saffronia, I know you are frightened, but I assure you, 
you will be well taken care of, as if you were my own daughter. 
 
(She goes over to Saffronia and picks her up, she motions for Saffronia to 
sit before the vanity in front of the mirror) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I want my Momma, I don’t want a new family. 
 
M. DEVILLE (lifts Saffronia’s chin so their eyes meet) 
Don’t be so quick to deny an opportunity. I am Louisa Deville, the Grand 
Dame of all Crescent City Mulattos. You may call me Madame Deville. 
Feast your little eyes upon all this gilded glory and velvet regality. It all 
belongs to me; a small gift for remaining enchanting.  
 
SAFFRONIA (in awe) 
Slaves don’t have belongings? 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Slave?! Do I walk and talk like a slave? (Saffronia looks confused) 
Absolutely not! (pause) Child, you look dumbfounded. Surely, you know 
what you are some may rudely say, half breed.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Yes, ‘em. 
 
M. DEVILLE 
So you do know this unpleasant name? 
 
SAFFRONIA 
When my momma wasn’t near, the overseer, he’d called me, a half breed 
devil. I’d call him a full breed devil; that is if no one was around. 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Tsk, tsk, tsk, not a very nice man. 
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SAFFRONIA 
No, M’am. 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Well, never you mind, that won’t happen here. See, each one of us here 
are the offspring of Slave mothers and white masters. The melding of the 
midnight sky with moonbeams is how I like to see it. Our skin the color of 
yellow gold, our veins blue, our cheeks rosy, and our lips full. We are new 
flowers for a new world!  And from where I stand the future looks mighty 
tan.  
 
(Saffronia begins to smile a little) 
 
M. DEVILLE  
I imagine you must be full of many questions, such as why you’re here, 
No? You are here because the cotton fields are no place for women such 
as yourself. (She turns Saffronia’s arms over to gaze at her veins and 
compare skin tone. She begins to comb her hair) While you are here, you 
will achieve perfection in your womanhood. But you will also learn to 
humbly earn your keep, which will gain you certain freedoms. Freedom to 
live well and enjoy. Some seek it through God, some through labor, still 
more through money. We will seek it all through the art of sharing our 
wondrous beauty and then some. Understand? 
 
(Saffronia nods yes, but doesn’t understand) 
 
M. DEVILLE (ignoring Saffronia’s confusion) 
Good. (She works on Saffronia’s hair) What a tangled mess, but it has 
potential. I will be your teacher, your confidante. You shall be respectful in 
every manner and study diligently. But I warn you to steer clear of 
crossing me or I will feed you back to the fields. No? 
 
SAFFRONIA  
In da fields, I’d still be wit my momma.  
 
M. DEVILLE  
...and still a slave. Both, you and your Momma. Freedom is like a door that 
will snap shut unless you run through it. When the door opens you run wild 
like a boar and never look back. You bury the past in the soil where it 
belongs. You close that door on your blackened legacy and keep running. 
Gracefully, that is.  
 
(The other girls begin to snicker and laugh. M. Deville claps her hands. 
They grab their books and instruments and leave) 
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M. DEVILLE  
Remember. Take care of your beauty and it shall take care of you. 
 
SAFFRONIA  
My momma use to say I was so pretty even the sun had to hide in the 
shade.  
 
M. DEVILLE  
Your Momma could not have been more correct.  
 
(Saffronia silently begins to cry. M. Deville pulls out a handkerchief from 
her bra and dabs Saffronia’s eyes) 
 
SAFFRONIA (whispering) 
I want my Momma. 
 
M. DEVILLE  
Ssssh, child, tears redden and swell the eyes. No one wants a sad 
woman. Please don’t think me un-caring. These are just a few privities you 
need to learn if you are to survive better than most. Sssh, listen. Do you 
hear the wind whistle its wild independence? (she holds Saffronia’s face) 
Only the wind is truly free. Only the wind, child. It is a fierce chase but 
what a glorious quarry. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I miss my momma so. 
 
M. DEVILLE 
As I do my own Momma. 
 
 
SCENE III 
Transition II 
Time: several months have passed 
Setting: ballroom 
Cast: M. Deville, Saffronia, Mulattos # 1-3, Cynthia, Adelaide & Gloria 
 
(Vanity and mirror, chaise lounge are gone. Saffronia changes into a 
gown. The light slowly rises and we see all the women in gowns with their 
backs to the audience. M. Deville stands at the back of the stage facing 
the audience as well. Each young lady rehearses a dance move. M. 
Deville directs their dance moves, claps her hands and counts aloud in 
French) 
 
M.DEVILLE 
Yes, open, upL 
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(She walks to each one correcting their moves. They spin and are now 
facing the audience. When she arrives at Saffronia she exclaims in 
pleasure and pulls her to the center of the stage) 
 
M. DEVILLE  
Please, stop. (motions with her hand for the music to stop) Mon ami, 
(squeezes her cheek) you astound me. From sadness to grace you have 
blossomed beyond my wildest dreams, my little papillon. (shakes her 
finger) tut! tut! tut! And by the looks of your transformation I will have 
angered the Gods for such a fruition will not go unnoticed by them. (she 
parades her around) Not that I doubt my ability to teach, but you, you were 
quite a challenge. 
 
(The other women look on in jealousy) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Perhaps I was sent her to test you M. Deville.  
 
(The other woman snicker and mock) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Perhaps, perhaps, but there is still much for you to learn. There’s a fine 
line between confidence and smugness, you should be careful to know 
where that line is. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Yes, Madame. (she lowers her head) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Good, Ladies, do you see these books here, they are not just for reading 
and learning. (She places one on top of her head, balances it and walks 
gracefully) 
 
ADELAIDE 
You want us to place books on our heads? 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Silence, or I will place a flower pot on your head and make you strut the 
market like a common tart!  
 
M. DEVILLE 
Saffronia, if you would be a dear and hand these books to the other ladies.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Yes, Madame. 
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(Saffronia gathers the books and passes them to each lady, as Madame 
Deville speaks with the musicians) 
 
ADELAIDE (quietly to Saffronia) 
Don’t become comfortable with the thought that you are her favorite. You 
are nothing more than a cuffy dressed in ruffles. 
 
SAFFRONIA (retorts quietly) 
Well, I’d rather be a cuffy with a black soul, than a jaundiced little shrew. 
 
(They begin to get into each other’s face) 
 
ADELAIDE 
Oh, really?! 
 
SAFFRONIA 
As real as your flattened nose! 
 
ADELAIDE (hiding her nose) 
Ooh! 
 
(The other girls console Adelaide and look at Saffronia disapprovingly. 
Madame Deville doesn’t notice) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Are we ready Ladies? Now walk. (They walk across the stage, twice) 
 
(Saffronia makes quick to get to her spot and acts innocent, while 
Adelaide continues to fume, the others look on a bit frightened) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
More grace, flow...flow like a gently zephyr (She throws the book down) 
Do you honestly think clumping along like a cow in heat is charming. Uhh! 
enough of this foolishness, give me back my books.  
 
CYNTHIA 
Please Madame, once more... 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Not only do they walk like cows, they listen like them. You take me for 
granted. You think grace is so easy, well, we shall see, you will dance, 
dance till I say stop. Back to the beginning. 
 
(They begin some rudimentary dance exercises, some very clumsily) 
 



 

 

20

 
M. DEVILLE 
NO, No no. Ah! My patience wears thinner every year that passes. 
Saffronia, please if you would be so willing to show these clods how it is 
done. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
As you wish, Madame.  
 
(Saffronia turns to sneer at Adelaide as she enters center stage) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Music, please. 
 
(The chamber music begins once again. Saffronia dances elegantly, 
flawlessly. The other woman gaze on. Cynthia smiles. The others flinch. 
M. Deville gazes on in delight. She grabs Saffronia and kisses each 
cheek) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Ah, Yes, yes, simply divine!  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Merci, Merci (goes to return to the rest of the ladies, when M. Deville stops 
her) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Saffronia, do not move, stay where you were, I believe the other ladies 
could benefit from observing you. Please continue with the class. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Thank you! (She sends a curt look to Adelaide and they begin to dance, 
under M. Deville’s careful eye, as M. Deville walks around the stage) 
 
M. DEVILLE  
Your body is your instrument, your beautiful serenade. With it, you shall 
rise above the cotton dusk of your forbears and stake a hold in the 
marbled halls of white society. Raise your heads high and smile, smile, as 
if you have captured the sun within. (girlish laughter)  Radiate the mystery 
of passion, making him love you, love you more than his beloved and 
betrothed. Her bed shall be empty on many a night, while your bed shall 
overflow with nectar. His heart will quiver at the very sight of you, 
deliriously under your spell.  And while spellbound, he will be your 
staunchest ally. And an ally will do anything for his mysterious, exotic 
concubine, Anything! Understand?! 
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(She pauses to make sure all that she has is sinking in, they continue 
dancing, giggle intermittently) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Very good, now come together, let’s begin with the lips. Your lips will 
whisper the needs of the body. Your mouth is a full fruit beckoning. If he 
moves too quick to steal the fruit, walk away and feign disinterest. 
 
(Adelaide parts her lips too wide and Gloria overpuckers) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Adelaide, not so fast and not so wide, we’re not inspecting your teeth. 
Gloria, don’t overdo it, you look cheap. It’s vulgar to give your intentions 
away. Now, Ladies, breathe in deeply, raise your breasts, raise them, then 
let it seep out, smooth and easy. (batting their lashes. M. Deville leads 
them in a fan dance.) 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Smooth and easyLthat’s it. 
 
THE LIGHT DIMS. 
(You can still hear their feet tapping and the swirl of their gowns) 
 
 
SCENE IV. STANHOPE HOME  
Time: 5 years later 
Setting: lavish bedroom of Master Stanhope 
Cast: Gregory Stanhope, Sr. - Plantation owner, William Stanhope - son of 
Stanhope, Sr., and Iola - their slave attendant 
 
(William Stanhope, Jr. has returned home from college with his new wife 
Twyla. He is seeing his father for the first time since his return.) 
 
IOLA 
Sure be good to see young Master William again. 
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
The return of the prodigal son. 
 
WILLIAM (V.O.) 
Father. 
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
In here, William. (Motions to slave attendant) That will be all, Iola.  
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IOLA 
As you wish. 
 
WILLIAM 
Hello Iola. (William hugs her) Been a long while. 
 
ESTHER (she bats her eyes at him) 
Too long. Much too long. 
 
WILLIAM 
Father. 
 
STANHOPE, SR. (turns around slowly) 
William. How are you boy? Are you and your good wife adjusting to the 
Southern heat, or in your case re-adjusting. (chuckles)  
 
WILLIAM 
Twyla and I are coming along quite well. Father, I must say, the home, the 
plantation, it’s more than I could have ever dreamed of...we are so 
overwhelmed, I don’t know if I deserve such distinction... 
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
How wrong you are son. (digs his finger in his son’s chest) You deserve 
your dignified place in the Stanhope legacy, the finest plantation in all of 
Louisiana. Frankly, I thought I had lost you forever to the pearly halls of 
higher learning. But, good southern men can’t stay away too long, the land 
always calls them back. Do you know these plantation pillars, are the 
foundation of your heritage?  
 
WILLIAM 
Yes, Father I do.  
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
Built with our hands, our sweat and tears. Our very souls!  
 
WILLIAM 
Yes, Father.  
 
IOLA (He enters bearing a glass with a tablet on a cloth napkin) Your 
medicine, Master Stanhope. 
 
WILLIAM 
Medicine? 
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STANHOPE, SR. 
Oh, paying attention, now are you. Yes, I know I ramble onL (swallows 
the pill) Thank you Iola. She takes good care of me, like your mother. (Iola 
takes the glass from Stanhope, Sr. and exits) I had a dizzy spell sometime 
back, and now everyone is convinced I have one foot in the grave. 
Nothing to worry about. 
 
WILLIAM 
Dizzy spell?! Father, I would have come sooner, why did no one tell me? 
 
STANHOPE, SR.  
There is nothing to tell, besides we didn’t want to distract you from your 
studies. (thumps his chest) Doctor says, I am as strong as a bull and no 
one will dance a jig on my coffin too soon. (but needs to rest on a chair) 
 
WILLIAM 
Father? 
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
Thoughts of death, brings out the worse in folks, even one’s own family. 
Oh, I can see it in their eyes. Not your Mother, she is a saint, but the rest 
of ‘em, evil slits of greed. Beware of greed, my son, it distorts the soul, 
even of the best men. 
 
WILLIAM 
Father, please tell me, is there anything I can do? 
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
Son, please don’t peck at me. There are enough hen’s in this coop 
pecking at me, tearing away at my old flesh. Believe me, I feel much better 
since you’ve returned home. It’s does my heart great good, that you’ve 
decided to follow your father’s footsteps. Lord knows, your younger 
brother, Evan, doesn’t have the Stanhope touch. 
 
WILLIAM (feigning interest) 
Well, how is Evan? I haven’t even seen a shadow of him since I’ve 
returned.  
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
And you won’t. God bless him, I swear that Mamie of yours must have 
dropped him on his head, couldn’t have been anything your momma or I 
did. Yes, he’s a bad seed that one. He likes his strong drink and tasteless 
women. His endless trifles would ruin this plantation, if they were to run 
amok, unchecked. Your mother has even taken to paying him to avoid all 
public functions and festivities. He’s a traveling business man, we tell 
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them. Scandals are ripe in every corner, waiting to fester, bring you down, 
such as eloping with a god forsaken Bostonian. 
 
WILLIAM 
Father, I know you don’t approve, but she is from one of the great 
Northern families. 
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
There are plenty of good families here. 
 
WILLIAM 
I’m sure if you knew her as I, you would see her brilliance the way I do.  
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
It’s not just me you should be concerned about. Your poor Mother, it 
nearly crushed her heart. You are the only good son! 
 
WILLIAM 
Yes, Father, but I’ve sent many letters explaining our predicament, 
begging for understanding. Eloping was the only way. Her father had 
arranged for her to marry a 47 year old Banker, whom she didn’t love. 
Imagine, a 47 year old banker! 
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
Nothing wrong with 47.  
 
WILLIAM 
Father, I didn’t mean it that way. 
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
Oh, but you did. Why your mother is 18 years my junior. No harm done.  
As sound as your reasons may be, you should know, eloping is not the 
Stanhope way, we do have traditions to uphold. We are the foundation of 
New Orleans Society. Everyone looks to us for approval. 
 
WILLIAM 
Yes, Father, I am well versed with our position in the community. But my 
heart follows its own path, I can only hope you forgive me my haste, and 
welcome Twyla. See her as I see her, beautiful, radiantL 
 
STANHOPE, SR. (grabs his son by the shoulders) 
Fear not, Son, we will welcome her, warmly. She is a Stanhope now and 
that settles the matter. (Looks at him and hugs him) Don’t tell your Mother, 
but I rather admired your gallantry. (With his arm around his son’s 
shoulder, he spreads his arms wide) Son, this shall all be yours one day, 
Crescent City’s finest sugar cane, indigo and cotton. Such a beautiful, lush 
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land, I swear it sings hymns. Bet you didn’t see anything as grand as this 
up North. 
 
WILLIAM 
No, I can’t say that I did.  
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
Well, there will be plenty of time to talk business. William, let us celebrate 
with another Stanhope tradition. (yelling to slave attendant) Iola, have 
Calvin ready up the carriage, Young William and I are going out. 
 
WILLIAM 
But, Father, I dare not shirk your invitation, but Twyla is expecting me 
shortly. 
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
Son, being that you are married, you will soon learn that women are 
always expecting. (he jabs his Son in the ribs) Don’t worry, it has all been 
arranged, by your Mother, of course. She will spend the evening with 
Twyla. They will be quite occupied with preparations for your wedding.  
 
WILLIAM 
Wedding!!! 
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
No one need know about your elopement.  
 
WILLIAM 
But... 
 
STANHOPE, SR. 
When it comes to your Mother, there are no buts. Consider it your grand 
apology. Come now, Twyla is your wife, not your keeper. Tonight, dear 
William, we celebrate your return, the true beginning of your manhood. 
(lights a cigar and hands it to William who smokes it) That’s my boy. Just 
like old times. 
(They exit) 
 
 
SCENE V. PRELUDE-M. DEVILLE’S MULATTO BALL 
Time: Later on that night  
Setting: M. Deville’s Brothel, dressing rooms 
Cast: Saffronia, Mulattos # 1-3, Cynthia, Adelaide & Gloria 
 
(Off Stage: Saffronia 
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We see Saffronia sleeping off to the side of the stage, her voice calling out 
“mother”. 
  
Video: Her Mother arrives out of fog and strokes her face and  a song 
plays in the background.) 
 
 (chorus- O, PITY THE SLAVE MOTHER AIR -- Araby's Daughter)  

I pity the slave mother, careworn and weary, Who sighs as she 
presses her babe to her breast; I lament her sad fate, all so 
hopeless and dreary, I lament for her woes, and her wrongs 
unredressed, O who can imagine her heart's deep emotion, As she 
thinks of her children about to be sold; 

 You may picture the bounds of the rock-girdled ocean, 
 But the grief of that mother can never be known. 
 
(Her mother fades as the other Mulatto women enter and begin laughing 
and talking. They are behind the screen)   
 
GLORIA 
Jonathan is to speak with Madame Deville. He has made her an offer, and 
a rather grand one at that. (squeals with delight) 
 
CYNTHIA 
He has been courting you for some time, hasn’t he? 
 
GLORIA 
Yes, every Saturday morning he sends me pink magnolias. I strew the 
petals on my bed; it smells like divine love. (They share a mischievous 
laugh)  
 
CYNTHIA 
Adelaide, I heard that William Stanhope has returned. He is to attend the 
ball tonight with his father. 
 
GLORIA 
Oh, William, the tall, handsome one.  He came twice a week just to see 
you Adelaide. Aren’t you the slightest bit excited? 
 
CYNTHIA 
Adelaide, your lack of enthusiasm is unsettling. 
 
ADELAIDE 
Just daydreaming. 
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CYNTHIA 
I can’t wait till David chooses me, I will have the most beautiful home, my 
walls will be lined with the finest Parisian wall paper,  diamond rings on 
each finger and the largest and most enviable flower garden in all of 
Crescent City.   
 
GLORIA 
And out do his wife! That may be asking for trouble, the kind of trouble that 
got Angelina whipped so badly, now no man will have her. 
 
ADELAIDE 
Well, ladies, that is all fine and good, if all you want are pretty trappings. 
But it is not good enough for me. 
 
GLORIA 
So, what would you do, as Mistress Stanhope, Jr.? 
 
ADELAIDE 
First, I will win his admiration, flutter, flutter, swish, then I will steal his 
heart with playful hours of lovemaking and then when he is tightly bound 
around my fingers, I will have my unfettered freedom. I will have land. 
 
GLORIA AND CYNTHIA 
Land?  
 
CYNTHIA 
Why land of all things? 
 
ADELAIDE 
The true key to power is land.  
 
GLORIA 
Owning land doesn’t sound very amusing at all.  It sounds like a lot of 
work, filthy work. I hate getting dirt under my nails and sweating. 
Hopefully, Jonathan will take me to Paris, where I can share my voice with 
the world, wear fine dresses and sing to the elite. That is where I belong. 
America is much too provincial for me; my heart longs to flow alongside 
the Seine river. 
 
(Gloria begins to dance and sing) 
 
ADELAIDE 
While you romantic girls hopelessly pine for love and fame, I will be 
strolling the veranda of my beautiful plantation.  
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CYNTHIA & GLORIA 
LAnd own slaves. 
 
ADELAIDE 
How else shall I be the richest mulatto Crescent City has ever seen. Ask 
yourselves, where will love leave you in the end? Cynthia, will fame fight 
for your freedom, if it is ever questioned. Your lover will buy you precious 
trinkets, but he will never grant you the biggest jewel of all, your freedom. 
No matter how you decorate it, a prison is still a prison. If need be, I will 
exact my freedom out of his whip wielding hands. 
 
GLORIA 
What? I don’t take William for a cruel Master. 
 
ADELAIDE 
They all take up the whip, eventually. 
 
CYNTHIA 
Is your calculating heart so cold as to not feel anything for William?  
 
ADELAIDE 
Ladies, don’t confuse my steely resolve, with a lack of compassion or 
feeling. I love William, well, like I love this ebony hair comb. It is beautiful 
in its function, serves its purpose. But when evening falls, and my hair is 
loose and free, my need for this comb diminishes and into the drawer it 
goes, until I need it again.  
 
GLORIA 
Why do you act as if you are pulling the strings; is he to be your puppet? 
 
CYNTHIA 
I don’t believe you are cunning enough to make him dance.  
 
ADELAIDE 
Oh, I assure you, I can move shadows. But, Ladies, the true question, you 
haven’t asked is, does William love me? 
 
(The Ladies gasp) 
 
ADELAIDE 
I won’t deny the wealthy have a gross appetite for the forbidden, but is that 
indulgence love? I think not. So while he believes he is the hunter and I, 
the prey, I will have snared him; he will not be that difficult to twist. 
 
CYNTHIA 
How wickedly ingenious. 
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GLORIA 
Come to think of it, sounds like a delicious plan, as long as a new butterfly 
doesn’t capture his eye.  
 
CYNTHIA 
Hmmph, Saffronia. Young girls can turn grown men into such 
impoverished fools. 
 
ADELAIDE 
I have a feeling the “mon petite papillon” shall slumber long into the night 
in a cocoon of undisturbed peace. She has had such a trying night, 
praying on her knees for her mother. 
 
GLORIA 
You didn’t?... 
 
ADELAIDE 
You know I cannot turn one away when they are in need. It is my nature to 
attend to the weak and the vulnerable. She complained of a headache, 
and I, out of the charity of my heart, merely gave her some tea with tainted 
milk. Poor, sweet, darling. 
 
GLORIA 
You truly are wicked.   
 
CYNTHIA 
Such a shame. I rather like Saffronia, there is something so sincere and 
pure about her. 
 
GLORIA 
A tad bit melancholy if you ask me, the way she broods over her Mother.  
It’s distasteful and unattractive. 
 
THE BALL BEGINS. 
 
 
SCENE VI. THE BALL 
Time: Evening 
Setting: M. Deville’s Brothel, grand ballroom 
Cast: M. Deville, Stanhope Sr., Evan Stanhope – William’s brother, 
William Stanhope, Saffronia, Mulatto’s 1-3, Cynthia, Gloria, Adelaide. 
 
(The Grand Ballroom is sumptuous, with gold and crimson colors. The 
music is playing and one by one, the mulattos enter, fanning themselves, 
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waltzing in circles. Saffronia slowly awakens from being doped by 
Adelaide. 
 
Madame Deville enters with Stanhope, Sr. on her arm, laughing, with 
William following. Several other men begin to file in and choose their 
partners. One by one, the men choose their dance partner and begin to 
dance) 
 
M. DEVILLE  
So, very good to see you this evening, Gregory. It has been a long time. 
 
GREGORY STANHOPE, SR. 
Too long. I have missed your charms. 
 
M. DEVILLE (coy) 
You dare make me blush. I see you have brought William with you and 
what a handsome man, he has become, takes after his father.  
 
GREGORY STANHOPE, SR. 
Now, it is I who threatens to blush. 
 
(They share a secret laugh) 
 
EVAN (he tips his hat and addresses Adelaide, Cynthia and Gloria)  
Good evening Ladies.  
 
(Evan swaggers into the ballroom) 
 
GREGORY STANHOPE, SR 
What are you doing here? 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
Like everyone else, I came for a good time and I’m gonna stay for a good 
time. Besides, last I looked, my money was still green. (M. Deville ushers 
Stanhope, Sr. away) Isn’t that right, Louisa? 
 
(Stanhope, Sr., begins to move towards Evan in a threatening manner) 
 
M. DEVILLE  
Ssssh, Gregory, everything will be fine. There won’t be any trouble, will 
there Evan!  
 
EVAN 
No trouble at all. 
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GREGORY STANHOPE SR. 
That will be a first. 
 
(Evan drunkenly saunters over to William who looks on in disgust) 
 
EVAN 
Dear Brother, how are you? I heard you were back in town. Here to claim 
the throne? 
 
WILLIAM (sarcastically) 
It’s good to see you too. Here to stir things up, as usual. 
 
EVAN 
What has it been, four years, six years and already you greet me with an 
accusation. Same ol William, the perfect, golden boy. How is the little 
wife? Is she here? (he laughs) 
 
(He hugs William, William pulls away) 
 
EVAN (he smirks)  
I suggest you stay out of my way, little brother. (whispers) 
 
(Evan walks away and into the throng of people. He encounters a woozy 
Saffronia as she makes her way to M. Deville. He staggers over to her) 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
Good Evening, my Lady. Would you care to dance? 
 
SAFFRONIA  
Good Evening Sir. 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
My, My, I’ve been to every ball and I’ve never seen an angel as lovely as 
you. Hmmmmmm, you must have fallen from the heavens and I’m the 
lucky cloud, catching you. Evan, at your service. (he bows) 
 
(Holding her stomach, ill, she looks at Adelaide, who just snickers and she 
grimaces at her) 
 
SAFFRONIA  
Evan, very nice to make your acquaintance. If you would be so kind and 
excuse me, I need to speak with Madame Deville, for I am feeling under 
par at the moment. (She moves under and away from his arm) 
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EVAN STANHOPE 
Perhaps, I need to make a clearer impression on you. (He takes her by 
the hand and begins to make her dance) 
 
(As they dance near Adelaide, who is making eyes at William. Saffronia 
cuts her eyes at Adelaide) 
 
SAFFRONIA (saying rather loudly) 
Surely, you would prefer to dance with Adelaide, she is a most excellent 
dancer.  
 
(Adelaide looks on in horror and hides behind the other women) 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
No, no, you’ll do just fine, besides she is too uppity, considering her 
condition. 
 
(Saffronia looks wildly away from him, hoping to catch M. Deville’s eyes) 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
What is your name angel? 
 
SAFFRONIA (distracted) 
Uh, uh, Saffronia? 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
Uh, uh, Saffronia, that is quite an unique name for a unique beauty. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Yes, well, Evan, I don’t mean to be impolite, but I urgently need to speak 
to M. DevilleL 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
What you need is to dance with me.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Please, I am not in the best of spirits. Perhaps we could dance later on 
this evening. 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
Madame Deville looks pretty occupied to me.  
 
(M. Deville and Stanhope, Sr. seem quite cozy with one another. Evan 
grabs her wrist and slaps it on his shoulder. They dance a bit wildly, 
slamming into other dancers) 
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EVAN STANHOPE  
She’s a tawny lass, with the fullest ass...  
 
(He begins to slobber kisses all over her neck and face. Saffronia pulls 
away and scratches his face. He pauses to look at his wound) 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
Would you look at that, I’m bleeding.  
 
(Saffronia very nervously tries to dab the blood with a handkerchief, to 
appease him) 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
You shouldn’t have done that. 
 
(Saffronia stands there in complete fear. She reaches out to touch the 
wound) 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
Looks like the angel has grown horns. I don’t think you know who I am, but 
I about to tell yah. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
LI’mLsorryL 
 
(He grabs her hair and pulls her head back and has a knife to her throat. 
The music stops. M. Deville, Stanhope Sr. and Jr. surround him) 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
Sorry! If I slit your throat, no one would miss a whore like you. Cuz that is 
what you are, you might look like a lady, but your love is for sale. Do you 
know that?! (He swings her around in a circle to ward off the others) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Let go of me! 
 
(Evan and Saffronia are struggling wildly) 
 
GREGORY STANHOPE, SR. 
What in the Devil’s name are you doing? Son, put the knife down! Put it 
down, this instance! 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
Son, now I’m your son...ha! 
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WILLIAM 
Evan, please put the knife away.  
 
M. DEVILLE 
Please do something. Somebody please save my dear Saffronia! 
 
GREGORY STANHOPE 
Son, don’t be so damn foolish! 
 
(The dancing at the ball has ceased as all look on in horror) 
 
EVAN 
Do you see what she did to me! 
 
M. DEVILLE 
Evan, surely you know the moods of women are wildly unpredictable. I 
assure you I will deal with Saffronia, myself. Please don’t harm her. 
 
(Gregory Stanhope holds Louisa back) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Evan, please put the knife away. 
 
(Evan swings around madly, liquored up) 
 
EVAN 
Back off, Brother!! 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Let her go! 
 
(The other girls reach out to Saffronia, even the haughty Adelaide) 
 
ADELAIDE 
William, please be careful. 
 
(William and Evan tussle and fight. William wrestles the knife from his 
brother. Saffronia is pushed to the floor, M. Deville rushes to her aid) 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
Don’t want no nigger blood staining my knife, no way. These here 
wenches, every single one of em, get to thinking their sweetness is so 
special. Someone has to teach em, let em know it’s all the same, all the 
same to me. 
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(Saffronia is making as to wash off his stench as Madame Deville holds 
her. Evan removes a bottle from his jacket and drinks from it) 
 
EVAN STANHOPE 
My fellow gentleman, I am so sorry to have disrupted your festivities. 
Carry on, carry on. But before I leave, I’d like to make one little toast.  May 
all you gentlemen of ease and full pockets, may you have a salubrious 
time fucking your nigger whores. You too, Father, you too.  
 
(He takes a sip of a drink and smashes the glass on the floor. As he 
begins to walk out of the ballroom Saffronia rises and rushes towards him 
hitting him. The other mulattos are in shock and everyone gasps) 
 
SAFFRONIA (she screams) 
It’s all the same, all the same to me too! I’d rather rip my flesh off bones, 
than lay next to you! Any of you!  
 
(Saffronia wildly screams and lurches after Evan and spits at him. She 
walks in a crazed circle and lurches towards the other women)   
 
SAFFRONIA 
Is this what you covet, what you want so greatly? 
 
(Saffronia opens her arms wildly)  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Is this what we primp for? To live out our pretentious whimsical lives under 
veiled portent. Is this the freedom you spoke of M. Deville? The wind? 
 
(M. Deville rushes to Saffronia and holds her. You can overhear others 
saying, “she must be possessed”) 
 
M. DEVILLE (CRYING) 
Oh, my Saffronia, my little papillon. (whispers) Careful with your words, 
child.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
I’m not your child, not anymore. 
 
(M. Deville is taken aback by Saffronia’s statement which she would under 
normal circumstance rebuke immediately but, considering the present 
situation, she remains collected) 
 
M.DEVILLE 
Hush, Louisa will take good care of you. In this life child, our choices are 
few, if any at all. Come now. 
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SAFFRONIA 
I’m just chasing the wind and oh, what a glorious quarry! 
 
(She looks at M. Deville with a blank stare. The other girls stand by and 
watch, huddled) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Didn’t you say the wind was free? Or is it really but a shadowy storm 
crashing through the hearts of those with dreadful aims. (she pauses to 
look at M. Deville) No, Madame, you and I may be on the same shore 
together, but we are altogether witnessing unlikely sunsets. 
 
[INTERMISSION] 
 
 
ACT TWO 
 
SCENE I. FANCY GIRL AUCTION 
Time: A  few days later 
Setting: Fancy Girl auction, St. Louis Hotel 
Cast: Crowd, Slave Auctioneer, William Stanhope, Saffronia. 
 
(Saffronia, to her surprise and chagrin, has been hauled off to be sold at 
the slave mart at the St. Louis Hotel in the French exchange. The woman 
stand between two Greek pillars adorned with flowers. A few women and 
various men are milling about, as well as William Stanhope.) 
 
AUCTIONEER 
SOLD!  
 
(She walks off the stage and is led away by a white man and woman, who 
seem to coddle her in a sensual manner. The others crowd around the 
fancy girl auction block to see who is next. William stands eagerly at the 
front)  
 
AUCTIONEER 
Ah, this next one is so pretty the sun has to hide in the shade. This lass of 
17 years of age and from what I hear, her chastity has not been 
compromised. (The crowd screams) I know what a lot of you fellows is 
thinking, an easy ride. But I assure you, wildness comes with her beauty. 
Now, which one of you gents is looking for a challenge? 
 
(A few men yell out, “I am”) 
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AUCTIONEER 
For a challenge is what you’ll get with her. The cream of Louisiana, not a 
scar on her young, nubile body. Saffronia! (a pause and no Saffronia) 
Saffronia! 
 
(Saffronia enters in a beautiful dress with a plunging neck line and full 
swoop skirt. She looks tired and frightened) 
 
AUCTIONEER 
Let’s get the bidding started. How much do you say.  $500. $500 you 
might exclaim is mighty high to begin, but her papers state that she enjoys 
good health and is intellectual in appearance. This is no ordinary mulatto. 
She can sew, read, make conversation and hell, she can play the violin 
like an cherub. $500 to that gentleman. Do I hear a $550. Oh yes, $550.  
 
(He roughly turns her around, lifts up her skirt and shows off her ass. 
Smiling, he smacks her ass)  
 
AUCTIONEER 
They don’t make that in England. $600. Take a gander, these hips are for 
breeding and well, other things. $700, whoooo Master Stanhope, give the 
other fellows a chance to catch up, don’t be so damn eager to show off 
your hand. $700, do I hear a $ 750, $750 to that gent,  $750, $800, once 
again Master Stanhope with $800, there you go boy...that’s how you do it. 
 
(Someone yells from the crowd, “How are her tits?”) 
 
AUCTIONEER 
How are her tits? Well, see for yourself. (He grabs Saffronia and holds her 
breast in his hands) Juicy like a peach! 
 
(Crowd goes wild. William turns away, is frantic. Tears stream down 
Saffronia’s face. Time stands still. Saffronia walks out amongst the crowd 
quietly) 
 
 (SAFFRONIA) 

(Cuffy girl, my flesh is not soulless. My flesh adheres to my bones, 
my flesh. I can feel the heat of the sun on my back as you do, I can 
stoke the fire for warmth as you do, I can feel the pain of shame 
and humiliation as you do. I am to be sold to this man, lay with this 
man without question, or grimace or a cry to the heavens. Is there 
no running off?)  

 
(She returns to the auction block to stand in the same position) 
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AUCTIONEER 
$800, alright, $850, Master Stanhope. $900 - $ 950 - $1,000 dollars. That 
is a record high for the St. Louis. She sure must have golden honey. Well, 
Stanhope, gone quiet have we. 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
$1,100. 
 
AUCTIONEER 
Wheeeewh Doggie, we’s making history today. Do I hear a $1,200. Oh, 
$1,200 to that gentleman. Looks like you got some competition, Stanhope. 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
$1,500 
 
(At this juncture the scene is filled with laughing, joking, swearing, 
smoking, spitting and talking as Saffronia stands there with tears in her 
eyes) 
 
AUCTIONEER 
$1,500 for a mulatto, unheard. Do I hear a $1,600. $1,600 to that fellow. 
Did I mention she can cook, clean, sew and sing you a lullaby. Do I hear a 
$1650? 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
$1,700.00 
 
AUCTIONEER 
$1,700 to Master Stanhope.   
 
(A hush falls over the crowd. The Auctioneer is wiping sweat off of his 
forehead) 
 
AUCTIONEER 
Do I hear a $1,750. $1,750. Oh, $1,800. $1,850. God Lord, do I hear 
$1,900 - $1,900. Yah, better catch him Stanhope. Wooooh $2,000. 
$2,000. Once $2,000.00. Twice!  SOLD to William Stanhope, the highest 
bidder the St. Louis Hotel has ever seen. Do come again, Sir. 
 
(The crowd goes nuts; some of the men congratulate him; some of the 
women sneer; pats on the back) 
 
AUCTIONEER 
If you wouldn’t mind, I’ve got others to auction off. The day is still young. 
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WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Oh, yes, so sorry. 
 
AUCTIONEER 
She’s all yours. Got yourself quite a handful, a prickly pear, that one. 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
I assure you I’ll be fine.  
 
AUCTIONEER 
Whatever you say.  (begins auctioning again) Now, this next one is from 
the Carolina’s. She’s up in age, but not too shabby. 
 
(Saffronia descends the stairs and stands in front of William blankly) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Ah, let me get those for you. (He undoes her bondage; she rubs her 
wrists) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
I’m sure all this must be somewhat disconcerting. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I don’t believe a word exists that could adequately describe this feeling. 
(under her breath) Besides what would you know? 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Ah, well, yes, we will leave the creation of new words to Shakespeare. 
Let’s leave this appalling din, come with me.  
 
(They enter his carriage, he taps the side of the carriage) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
To the Stanhope Plantation. (turning his attention back to Saffronia) My 
name is William Stanhope.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Yes, I know. The other women have spoken many times of you. 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
I didn’t realize I was the subject of girls’ chatter.  
 
(Saffronia not impressed and just stares at him) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE (uncomfortable silence) 
Saffronia, I want to apologize for my Brother’s behavior... 



 

 

40

 
SAFFRONIA 
Evan, he is your Brother? 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
I am recompensing the injuries you have endured at the hands of my ill-
fated sibling. Evan, he and I, well, we are very different. It’s all in how you 
take care of the cloth you’re cut from.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
You purchased me to make amends, wouldn’t a bouquet of flowers have 
been cheaper? 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
The auctioneer failed to mention a sharp tongue.  
 
(No response from Saffronia) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
If feeling compelled to make your life easier is amends, then so be it. I 
wish to make a sour situation right.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Setting me free would make things right.   
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE (without looking at her) 
That wouldn’t be wise considering the recent altercation you had with my 
Brother. There were many there at the auction, hoping to purchase you, 
just so they could exact some cruel vengeance. 
 
(Saffronia stares at him thoughtfully) 
 
SAFFONIA (sadly says) 
Yes, I considered that.  
 
(They both sit in uncomfortable silence) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Your name, I don’t know your name. 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
William, call me William. (He just stares at her) I apologize for staring.  
 
(Saffronia turns away, aware of his intentions) 
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WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Worry not, your every need and desire will be taken care of.  So please, 
whatever you want, name it.  
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Tell me! Please. (pause) The Auctioneer mentioned you play the violin?  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Yes, among many other things. 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Perhaps a Gagliano. Will that do? 
 
SAFFRONIA (surprised) 
Why, yes.  
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Does your heart desire anything else? Anything! 
 
SAFFRONIA 
My Mother lives in bondage on the James plantation in South Carolina. I 
want my Mother’s freedom, more than anything. 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Consider it done.  
 
(She looks at William in shock) 
 
WILLIAM 
You have the word of a Stanhope. I will simply speak to her master and 
make arrangements for her to receive her free papers.  
 
(Saffronia is still shocked in disbelief) 
 
WILLIAM 
You have the word of a Stanhope gentleman and it is worth gold. 
 
SAFFRONIA (her head slightly bowed) 
Thank you for your uncommonly kindness.  
 
(He takes her hand and slowly kisses it) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
You are most welcome, dear sweet Saffronia. 
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SCENE II. SEWING CIRCLE 
Time: 2 months later 
Setting: sitting room in Stanhope Sr.’s house 
Cast: Mrs. Lilly Stanhope Sr., Twyla Stanhope, Mrs. Stanhope’s friends – 
Anne, Dolores and Iola.  
 
(Off stage: Saffronia, Elijah and Iola. 
 
We are on the Stanhope Plantation where Saffronia’s home faces the 
home of Twyla and William Stanhope with only a willow tree to separate 
them. It is a month after their grand wedding and Twyla is in the den with 
Mrs. Stanhope, Sr. and two of her friends. They are all working on a quilt 
together. Mrs. Stanhope’s slave attendant Iola stands by.) 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE, SR. 
Iola, be so kind and bring in the sassafras tea. 
 
ANNE 
Yes, Iola, be a dear and add the special spice of life to mine.  
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE, SR. 
Anne, don’t you think it is a bit early for spice. 
 
(Iola enters with the tea. Hands Anne her special tea; they share a smile) 
 
ANNE 
Thank you, Iola, so very kind of you.  
 
IOLA 
I made it strong, the way you like it. 
 
(Mrs. Stanhope cuts her eyes at Iola and she rushes off) 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE, SR. 
Iola, don’t forget the pastries. Twyla, careful now, you’re pulling much too 
tight.  
 
TWYLA  
Sorry. (she bows her head, begins to fan herself) I have never felt such an 
overpowering heat, my every breath feels stifled. 
 
DOLORES 
...and it is only 11am. (chuckles) 
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ANNE 
Very different than Boston, I imagine. Sometimes I feel the humidity will 
smother me in my sleep and my poor Bessie will find me dying, mouth 
wide open, gasping for air. 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE, SR. 
Really Anne, must you be so morbid. 
 
ANNE 
Oh, Lilly. 
 
TWYLA (eagerly wanting to share) 
Well, the weather isn’t the only difference between the North and South. 
 
DOLORES 
How so? 
 
TWYLA 
Where I come from, we at least treat our servants with respect. They don’t 
live in shack cabins and toil the land. 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE SR. (slightly offended) 
I would hardly call those well built cabins, shacks. It’s true they aren’t 
equipped with chandeliers, but they are proper accommodations. 
 
ANNE 
Yes, well, we don’t pretend our slaves are servants. We leave the art of 
illusion up to you Northerners.  
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE, SR. 
Ladies, please, let’s not indulge in the affairs of men in our circle. This is to 
be a pleasant time. 
 
ANNE 
Oh, Lily, no need to get your thread in a knot. We’re just trying to acquaint 
ourselves with your daughter in law and her lovely Bostonian point of view, 
as fascinating as it is. 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE, SR. 
Twyla, be careful. 
 
TWYLA 
Yes, Ma’am so sorry. I’ve never worked on a quilt before. 
 
ANNE 
Well, good heavens, whatever do you do up in Boston?  
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TWYLA 
We have reading circles, very much like your sewing circle. We meet once 
a week to discuss our favorite novels and writers. 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE, SR. 
Yes, Twyla received her degree in literature. We think she will make a fine 
English teacher. 
 
TWYLA 
I’m not very interested in teaching, I would much rather write novels and 
poetry. 
 
(Mrs. Stanhope looks shocked by Twyla’s statement) 
 
DOLORES 
A writer, sounds leisurely. 
 
TWYLA 
In fact, before William and I arrived, I made sure to read as much as I 
could about New Orleans, its history and its customs. One custom in 
particular fascinates me. 
 
ANNE 
Which one would that be? 
 
TWYLA 
The mulatto balls. (A silence falls on the circle) 
 
TWYLA 
Is it true that the men who attend these balls are in search of mistresses? 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE, SR. 
Mistresses? Whatever do you mean? 
 
(Everyone looks uncomfortable) 
 
TWYLA 
It’s just that up North, we don’t fraternize with our servants in such a 
manner. 
 
DOLORES 
I do believe the walls behind closed doors may tell a different story. 
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MRS. LILLY STANHOPE, SR. 
Pray tell, the tales they do spin, Twyla, however do they come up with 
these stories. Such outrageous myths treading in the deepest swamp of 
fabrication. Besides it is not for us to discuss the complicated business of 
slavery.  We all know, some were born to be slaves. Why even Aristotle 
argued so. Please Ladies, the quilt! 
 
(They continue sewing in silence) 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE, SR. 
Ah, where is Iola with the pastries. For heaven’s sake, she is as slow as a 
mule. Iola. Iola! 
 
(Mrs. Stanhope leaves to see what is happening with the pastries) 
  
TWYLA (with her head lowered) 
William brought home a beautiful woman. I believe she is a Mulatto. At 
least that is what the servants tell me, her name is Saffronia.  
 
DOLORES AND ANNE (they gasp) 
Oh, my. 
 
(She returns with Iola following her with a tray of pastries which she sets 
on a table) 
 
MRS LILLY STANHOPE 
Refreshments! 
 
ANNE AND DOLORES 
It seems, your sweet William has purchased himself a mulatto woman. 
 
(Mrs. Stanhope regains composure) 
 
ANNE 
I am sure there is a perfectly good reason. 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE, SR. 
There is a constant need to replace the sickly slaves with well-built slaves. 
Nothing unusual in that. Please ladies, the quilt. 
 
TWYLA 
She has her own home and it directly faces our home. 
 
(Silence falls on the circle) 
 
 



 

 

46

ANNE AND DOLORES 
Her own home!!!! 
 
TWYLA 
Even as we speak, slaves are constructing additions onto the house.  And 
ever so faintly, I can hear the sound of a violin. When I’ve inquired about 
it, William merely states, “Plantation business is no business for a mere 
woman”. He says her sole purpose is for breeding children which will be 
worth $200 a head. Wouldn’t that be grand, he says. But when I look out 
to see her home facing mine, it is as if it is taunting me, I can’t help 
feeling... 
 
(OFF STAGE: On the side of the stage we see Saffronia and Iola in her 
home. Saffronia is teaching Iola how to read) 
 
ANNE 
$200 hundred a head you say. (She begins counting aloud) ...thirty nine. 
Good Lord, my mulattos are as good as gold. That is if I were to sell them, 
which would be unconscionable. 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE SR. 
Anne, please!  
 
ANNE 
One can dream. 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE SR.(exasperated) 
Twyla, if William, your husband, says it’s plantation business, then that is 
what it is. You are working yourself into quite a lather over nothing. And 
Anne and Dolores, you are not helping. All you need to know is that 
William loves you with all of his heart. I should know, he is my son.  
 
(OFF STAGE: [BEHIND THE SCRIM]) A knock at the door and Saffronia 
and Iola rush to hide the books. William enters with flowers. She hugs him 
and runs to get a vase. He kisses her on her neck. Iola packs up her 
sewing and takes her leave, bowing her head. All of their conversation is 
mimed. He tries to kiss her more but she fights him off) 
 
TWYLA 
Perhaps the heat has me flustered and uncertain. I think I may need to lay 
down. If I may be excused, Mrs. Stanhope. (Twyla rises) It was so very 
nice to meet the both of you. I do look forward to our next meeting, there 
are still so many things I have to learn about the Lousiana way of life and 
all its famed hospitalities. (Mrs. Stanhope rises with Twyla) 
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MRS. LILLY STANHOPE SR. 
I will come with you dear and see to it that your servants know exactly 
which fans to use. I swear, if you don’t show them, they will use any old 
fan, as if that would do. I shall return shortly, ladies. Please continue. 
 
ANNE 
Very nice to meet you. 
 
DOLORES 
Yes, very nice to meet you. You are quite a divine catch for our sweet 
William. 
 
ANNE (whispering) 
Nothing like the blind leading the blind.  
 
DOLORES 
Why, everyone in town knows her Jonathon gallivants at the balls, with 
that Louisa Deville; except for Mrs. High and Pious. How she silences her 
own suspicions is her business, but her daughter in law has a right to 
know that men folk around here pretty much do as they please.  
 
(They both share sigh) 
 
ANNE 
Well, I’m not about to wash my face with Mahogany chips to fulfill some 
sordid, tawny fantasy.  
 
DOLORES 
Ah! Here we sit turning blind eyes until the whole damn city can’t see. For 
heaven’s sake, we extol our virtues by sewing cotton quilts. Cotton!  
 
(There is a quiet pause) 
 
DOLORES 
Speaking of being blind to the facts. Have you heard about Julia? 
 
(OFF STAGE: [BEHIND THE SCRIM]) William gives Saffronia a box; it 
has a necklace in it. He places it around her neck and strokes her hair. 
She smiles. He kisses her on her forehead, bows and takes his leave) 
 
ANNE 
No, I haven’t. 
 
DOLORES 
It seems her husband has taken to having his slaves serve the family 
meals as naked as the day they were born. 
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ANNE  
Naked! That’s abominable. That poor woman. Is there no end to the 
debauchery. He is a man of the cloth, for heaven’s sake.  
 
DOLORES 
That’s not all. Some of the servants are his very own children. He makes 
his pure white daughters recite passages from the Bible, while their naked 
half brothers and sisters bring in plates of ham and squash. (Anne shakes 
her head) 
 
ANNE 
The shame it brings to all. 
 
DOLORES 
I wish the heavens would crack open and the good lord would strike these 
men dead in their adulterous tracks.  
 
ANNE 
I so hate slavery!  
 
(Mrs. Stanhope, Sr. returns) 
 
MRS. LILLY STANHOPE SR. 
Ah, how is the quilt coming? 
 
DOLORES 
I believe it’s a testament to our strength as Crescent City ladies, wouldn’t 
you say so Anne? 
 
ANNE 
Yes, a true testament to our sincere virtues. 
 
(OFF STAGE: Scrim moves over to the sewing circle. Saffronia plays with 
her necklace when a worker, Elijah, comes to the door. Saffronia calls for 
Iola to bring them lemonade. She hands the last glass to Elijah. They just 
stare at each other) 
 
TRANSITION – LEMONADE 
  
(The sewing circle scene fades as the light grows on Saffronia’s house. 
The three workers, Elijah, John and Bo, are pounding and banging. Iola 
hands out lemonade to all of them. One of the workers is asking how Ol 
Nelly works her mojo and begins to tell him a story about how she told 
himL Elijah enters to personally thank Saffronia) 
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SAFFRONIA 
Didn’t your Mother teach you that staring is impolite. 
 
ELIJAH 
I reckon if she had been schooled in such ways, such as yourself, she 
would have taught me. (he drinks the last of it) Thank you for the 
lemonade, it was very kind of you. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
It wasn’t kindness at all. You can’t be expected to work well, if you are 
thirsty and the sooner you finish the better for me.   
 
(She turns away, picks up her violin, plucks it) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
How much longer will you be obstructing my view and making this god 
awful cacophony? I can scarcely hear the notes with all the banging. 
 
ELIJAH 
Well, that answer, I will only give to Master William. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
As you can plainly see for yourself, he is no longer here. 
 
ELIJAH 
As I said, I only answer to Master William. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
This is my home and you will tell me. 
 
ELIJAH 
Oh, is it?  
 
SAFFRONIA 
I have the papers to prove it. I’ll get them for you. 
 
ELIJAH 
Don’t bother, it still don’t mean I answer to you. 
  
SAFFRONIA 
Why do you disrespect me? 
 
ELIJAH 
Why do you act like you know the difference? The way I see it, (he looks 
around) this house is filled with beautiful things (he looks deeply at her) 
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but this home has no love. All these things collect dust, but they don’t give 
back. Don’t give you what you need. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
And how do you know what I need? 
 
ELIJAH 
I’ll show you, give me your hands. 
 
(Saffronia hesitates to put her violin down) 
 
ELIJAH (smiling) 
I don’t bite. 
 
(Saffronia shyly gives her hands to Elijah; he turns her palms over and 
begins to read them. He traces a line on her palm) 
 
ELIJAH 
Everything you want to know you can read in the palm, like a map of dusty 
roads and curving rivers. You’ve lost someone very dear to you. 
 
(Saffronia flinches a little; he looks up and then moves to her left palm, 
tracing lines) 
 
ELIJAH 
You have heart. (he traces some more) Here is your love line. You are 
going to meet the love of your life, see how deep and dark it is. 
 
(Their eyes meet. They stare at each other for awhile. She slowly pulls her 
palm from his hand. He turns to leave. She turns her back to him, holding 
her hand) 
 
ELIJAH (he tips his hat)  
Good Day Ms Saffronia. Iola. 
 
(He calls back to Saffronia as he walks out) 
 
ELIJAH 
One day you will have to play me a song. Something sweet, sweet like 
your lemonade.  
 
 
Scene III  Disquiet Dinner 
Time: That night 
Setting: dining room in Stanhope, Jr.’s house 
Cast: Twyla Stanhope, William, Mary. 
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(Twyla is lighting candles for a dinner she has prepared for William. He 
enters and barely kisses her. He sits and they bow their heads in prayer. 
Twyla rises to serve him the food. 
 

OFF STAGE: BEHIND THE SCRIM Saffronia, Elijah and Iola. 
 
Saffronia is playing violin and dancing around Iola and Elijah. Iola runs off 
with laundry to hang. Saffronia and Elijah are left alone. Saffronia taunts 
him, laughing. He tries to catch her and when he does their eyes lock. She 
reaches up to touch his lips, his face. He kisses her eyes, her nose, and 
her lips. They kiss for a long time) 
 
WILLIAM 
Where’s Iola? Is she ill? 
 
TWYLA 
No, no, it’s just that I wanted to cook a meal for you, like I used to when 
we were students. Please, for me. 
 
(He takes a mouthful and spits it out into a napkin) 
 
WILLIAM 
You really must learn how to cook some Southern food, honey. 
 
TWYLA 
You liked it when we were in college. 
 
WILLIAM 
Well, we aren’t in college anymore, are we, Twyla.  We’re in Louisiana.  
For heaven’s sake, I can’t eat this when it’s a hundred degrees outside, it 
sits like a rock in my stomach. 
 
TWYLA 
I’m sorry it displeases you so. I’ll try toL 
 
WILLIAM 
Don’t bother Twyla, that’s Iola’s job. Iola! 
 
(Iola enters) 
 
IOLA 
Yes, Master William. It would be my pleasure to pass on the family 
recipes. 
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WILLIAM 
Could you please remove these plates and fix us a proper meal. I believe 
Mrs. Twyla will have to take cooking lessons from you Iola. (he laughs a 
little) 
 
IOLA 
Yes, Master William. It would be my pleasure to pass on the family 
recipes. 
 
(She begins to remove the plates and exits) 
 
WILLIAM 
Why are you staring at me so? 
 
TWYLA 
You’ve changed.  
 
(He pours himself a drink) 
 
TWYLA 
You’re even drinking. You never used to drink. 
 
WILLIAM 
No harm in having a little spirit every now and then. Maybe, you’re just 
seeing me for the first time. 
 
TWYLA 
Since we set foot on this Plantation, your demeanor, your languageLyour 
moods, the way you look at me, it’s all changed. 
 
(He reaches over and strokes her hand) 
 
WILLIAM 
Well, I am a Southern man, ain’t no changing that. I guess some things 
have changed, but, I’m still your William and I still love you very much. 
Since I’ve returned, I have a lot of responsibilities and duties. My father is 
ill and can’t run the Plantation alone. I thought you would understand that. 
 
TWYLA 
I thought you studied to become a lawyer? 
 
WILLIAM 
That was before I knew how ill my father was. I can’t very well leave him in 
his time of need.  
 
(He looks a bit saddened) 
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TWYLA 
If I had known this, I would have continued my studies and joined you 
later. Am I expected to give up my dreams, as well. To sit in this giant 
house, listening to gossip, sewing quilts till my fingertips bleed. I came 
here to build a life, our life, and you are never around. 
 
WILLIAM 
I’m working very hard, for the both of us. I don’t know why you can’t see 
that. 
 
TWYLA 
Well, what sort of plantation business do you have at all hours of the night 
and every night? 
 
WILLIAM 
The kind of business that is none of your business. 
 
(She crumples her napkin, rises and leaves) 
 
WILLIAM 
Twyla, please. Twyla! (says to himself) Damn it, William, why can’t you 
hold your tongue! 
 
(Iola enters with fresh plates of food) 
 
IOLA 
Where’s Mrs. Twyla, will she not be eating tonight? I brought her a plate. 
 
WILLIAM 
No, she won’t. She isn’t feeling well. 
 
IOLA 
I had a feeling you might be wanting some agreeable food, so I made your 
favorite. Catfish with okra. 
 
WILLIAM 
Thank you Iola. 
 
IOLA 
You’re welcome Master William. Glad to have you home. 
 
 
SCENE IV SEEKING   
Time: Three months later, late evening 
Setting: Saffronia’s home, her living room. 
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Cast: Saffronia, Iola - her servant. 
 
(Saffronia is pacing the room with her violin in hand, intermittently plucking 
the strings with disinterest, while Iola folds the laundry.) 
 
IOLA 
Ms. Saffronia, what has you so restless? 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I feel so uninspired today.  
 
IOLA 
What, on such a beautiful day. The sun is high, the birds are singing. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Sunny days don’t soothe me. All these fine things, don’t soothe me either. 
This house may look like a home, but doesn’t feel like one. I sit here by 
the window, hoping someone will pass by on the road, someone to talk to. 
Even a ghost would do. (stops and gazes) But, no one ever walks by and I 
can’t very well go where I please. (sighs) 
 
IOLA 
Ms Saffronia, aren’t we talking.  
 
(Saffronia is stopped in her tracks) 
 
IOLA 
I’m here everyday, and everyday we talk. Unless, you think I’m invisible or 
not worth the conversation. Granted I’m not as learned as youL 
 
(Saffronia feeling shameful, grabs Iola’s hands and quietly looks at her) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Iola, Iola. Your grace outweighs my learning on any given day. I apologize 
for being so blind and insensitive. I do cherish our time together, it eases 
the loneliness. Please forgive me. 
 
IOLA (smiles a little) 
Well, I guess I can forgive you. But what is really bothering Ms. Saffronia? 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Today marks the third month I’ve been waiting for William to bring me 
news of my Mother. I grow sadder by the moment. Each time I make to 
ask him, he changes the subject or brings me a new gift. Iola, do you think 
William would have found something out by now. 
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IOLA 
Maybe it ain’t that easy to do. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I’ve gathered that the Stanhopes are a powerful family, nothing moves 
without their force to push it.  
 
IOLA 
I can’t rightly speculate on why Master William has gone silent. But I 
reckon, nothing to do, but wait. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I’ve waited far too long, my waiting has become a thick sand of stagnation. 
Sinking, to never rise from it again.  My Mother is all I have in this world. I 
haven’t seen her in five years. 
 
IOLA 
I’ve never seen my Momma. As the Elders tell it, I was but a baby when 
she was sold. Don’t think I’d recognize her today, if she stand before me. 
 
(Saffronia hugs Iola) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Two women without mothers, we aren’t that different are we? (She holds 
Iola’s hand and they look at each other’s skin, touching it) Not a difference 
in the world. (sighs) I miss her so, She truly knows me, like no other! 
(Saffronia paces the room in thought) All that was taken away from me, 
without a thought or a batting of the eyes. My girlish cries must have 
sounded like music, because they heeded them not. Like gregarious 
church pipes shrieking out of tune, charging the air with the soul of my 
pain. No, they don’t heed and I can’t wait. 
 

(CHORUS: They took that away from her, without a thought or a 
batting of the eyes. Her cries must have sounded like music, 
because they heeded them not. Must have sounded like gregarious 
church pipes shrieking out of tune, charging the air with the soul of 
her pain. No, they don’t heed and she can’t wait) 

 
SAFFRONIA 
Perhaps, just perhaps, there is another way, a more surreptitious way. 
 
IOLA 
What do you mean? 
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SAFFRONIA 
I need for you to take me to see Ol Nelly. (She begins to play her violin 
and ignoring Iola’s shock) 
 
IOLA (whispers) 
Take you to Ol Nelly. How you know about the Ol Nelly!  
 
SAFFRONIA 
The workers cackle worse than a gaggle of geese. I overheard Elijah 
talking about Ol Nelly’s miracles. She has the eyes, the eyes I need.  
 
IOLA 
I can’t take you to Ol Nelly. If Master Stanhope ever find out, I would get 
the whipping of my life.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Ol Nelly can tell me if my Mother is in good spirits, where I may find her. If 
William would happen to find us, I will take the full blame. I will say you 
had no choice, I’ve made you do it. 
 
IOLA 
Well, you are, that ain’t no lie. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Iola, please take me to her? 
 
IOLA 
I got to talk with Ol Nelly first. She don’t like no strangers barging in on 
her, unannounced, wanting things from her n all. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I need to go tonight. 
 
IOLA 
Tonight! Missus. The shadows have fallen and the night is pitch black, no 
telling what spirits are about ready to cause havoc. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Here, we can use this. (Saffronia finds the lamp and lights it) 
 
IOLA 
Oh, I don’t know, I don’t know. Ol Nelly, she’s a strange one,  
you don’t want to be upsetting her. 
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SAFFRONIA 
Iola, I have been teaching you to read and teaching you to write. You do 
know if anyone ever found out, I could be severely punished, do you not? 
And not once have I worried for my own well being. I beg of you, this one 
small courtesy. William will not be coming tonight, we’ll be all alone. 
Please! Friend. (She holds her hand) 
 
IOLA 
On the count that you have been so kind to me, I will take you to Ol 
Nelly’s. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
There is still hope. Hope of seeing my mother. 
 
(Iola takes the lamp and they leave) 
 
IOLA 
Whatever you do, don’t look her straight in the eye. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I know, I know, it’s discourteous. 
 
IOLA 
That too. 
 
(Iola, with Saffronia trailing her, head off into the night) 
 
 
SCENE V. OL NELLY 
Time: later on that night 
Setting: Ol Nelly’s shack 
Cast: Ol Nelly, Elijah, Iola and Saffronia. 
 
Elijah walks in with a bag of corn. He opens it up for Ol Nelly. She smiles. 
They begin to shuck corn. 
 
OL NELLY 
You done good Elijah, this here is some sweet corn. Smells like honey. 
 
ELIJAH 
It is ain’t it? I don’t think the big house will be missing them anytime soon.  
 
(They share a laugh) 
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ELIJAH 
It wasn’t easy, I had to take on ear at a time and bury it in the garden. 
Took me hours to wash the mud off. But I do anything for you Ol Nelly. 
You’ve been like my own Momma, making sure I do right.  
 
OL NELLY 
Boy, hush your sweet talkin. I just show you the way, but you still gots to 
walk it. 
 
(There is a light knocking at the door. Elijah jumps, but Ol Nelly stops him) 
 
OL NELLY 
Iola, that you? 
 
IOLA 
Yes, em ol Nelly, it be me. 
 
OL NELLY 
Who you got wit yah? 
 
(Saffronia is a bit stunned and excited that Ol Nelly seems prescient) 
 
IOLA 
Ms Saffronia.   
 
OL NELLY 
Well, come on then. 
 
(Iola and Saffronia enter with their heads bowed and respectful. Elijah is 
surprised to see Saffronia and pretends to not know her. Saffronia tries to 
smile at him but is a little hurt when he doesn’t return recognition) 
 
ELIJAH 
Iola, whatcha doing, bringing Master’s mistress here. I ain’t been whipped 
in years and I ain’t fixing to get whipped anytime soon. 
 
IOLA 
I didn’t come to see you, so I don’t think it be none of your business. 
 
ELIJAH 
Girl, don’t sass me. You know I’m right. 
 
OL NELLY 
Hush!  Your gum flapping ain’t no music to my old ears. Come here, what 
your name child? 
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SAFFRONIA 
Saffronia. Very pleased to meet you. (Saffronia curtsy, Ol Nelly laughs, 
Elijah laughs hesitantly) 
 
OL NELLY 
Ain’t that funny, she curtseying for me, da Ol Nelly. So what brings a yella 
gal to Ol Nelly in dark? (She touches Saffronia’s dress) Soft.  
 
(She rips a piece of her dress and Saffronia yanks it out of her hands and 
stands back) 
 
IOLA 
I knows we shouldn’t have come, but Miss Saffronia, she needs your help.  
 
OL NELLY 
What kind of help is that? Don’t she have all she need from da master? 
The all provider. Hahaha 
 
IOLA 
She need to know about her Momma, see Master done promised to free 
her Momma, but she ain’t heard nothing.  
 
(Ol Nelly laughs heartily) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Is something humorous? 
 
OL NELLY 
You hear that Elijah, he gon’ free her Momma.  
 
ELIJAH 
Yeah, I hears it, but I don’t believes it.  
 
(Elijah is pretending to joke with Ol Nelly, but concerned about Saffronia. 
He keeps shucking corn) 
 
OL NELLY 
Like he so smitten, he supposed to lose all his good senses and go 
against his kin and get her Momma, just cuz she asked him to.  
 
ELIJAH 
Maybe she just misunderstood his intentions. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I did nothing of the sort. 
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IOLA (protective of Saffronia) 
Why don’t you shut your mouth. This ain’t got nothing to do with you. 
 
ELIJAH 
Girl!L 
 
OL NELLY  
Hush! All of you. It’s moments like these, that I welcome the coming peace 
of the grave. Well. Go on, girl, tell your story. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
William gave me his word that he would get my Mother’s freedom papers. 
But I have heard nothing since and that was several months ago. He 
evades all my inquiries and I fear he has deceived me. 
 
OL NELLY 
Maybe ain’t nothing to tell. So what you need Ol Nelly for?  
 
SAFFRONIA 
As honorable as he is, I don’t believe he intends on fulfulling his promise. I 
need to know if my Mother is well, where she is. I need your eyes to see 
for me. 
 
OL NELLY 
You walks all de way down here in da swamps to see if Ol Nelly will help 
yah. I been here for years and dis the first time I lay eyes on you and you 
wants me to help. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Risking my life for knowledge is not the same as risking it for idle 
conversation.  
 
OL NELLY 
Well, Ms. fancy dress and Ms. fancy tongue, it won’t buy you my bidding. 
I’m sorry Ms. Saffronia, or whatever the heck your name is. I can’t help 
yah, I help my own. Whatcha want your Momma for anyways, make her 
cook and clean for yah! 
 
ELIJAH 
Ol Nelly, I don’t think you aught to use that kind of tone with Master 
William’s concubine. 
 
OL NELLY 
Watch my tone! Ol Nelly ain’ts scared. Boy, what can they do to me, that 
ain’t been done and been seen! I ain’t the one sleeping with the devil. Like 
I says before, I only helps my own.  



 

 

61

 
(Saffronia stands there shaking, Iola at her side) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Not one of your own? 
 
OL NELLY 
You don’t look like us, you don’t talk like us, you ain’t one of us. You must 
think I’m a leaf to blow around in your hot wind, but I’m not, Child. And I 
say child, because a good god fearing woman knows how to give 
reverence. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Reverence? 
 
OL NELLY 
Reverence!!!! 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I’ve never known it to give it. 
  
IOLA (pulling on a reluctant Saffronia) 
Ol Nelly, I see we’ve angered you.  Best we leave. 
 
(Ol Nelly stomps the floor) 
 
OL NELLY 
Ain’t nobody leaving till I’ve had my say. I’m not finished. This yella gal 
needs some schooling. 
 
IOLA (moans) 
Oh, No!! 
 
(She turns back to Saffronia) 
 
OL NELLY 
Reverence is something you earn. So I can understand why wouldn’t you 
know it, if it pecked you in the head like an angry blue jay. By the way you 
talking to me, you don’t deserve it. (points her cane at Saffronia) Girl, you 
better learn quick how to earn it. Trouble a brewing on the horizon, so you 
need to know your place in this world and where you stand, or this world 
will swallow you up.  Mistress, slave, black, white, you know not what you 
are!! 
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SAFFRONIA 
Don’t mistake your confusion as my chattel, to be carried shamefully. I 
carry my mortal weight with minimal complaint. Perhaps you think me sad 
and misguided, but neither stakes a claim in me. I’ve always had to walk 
alone and I walk it strong. (pointing at Ol Nelly) God forbid if Jesus walks 
through this door, begging for your help and he doesn’t walk or talk like 
you. You might miss your entrance to heaven. 
 
OL NELLY 
Silence! You dare speak the lord’s name in vain.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
I’ve been quiet long enough. No one is going to silence me, this body, this 
Solomon’s split. (feverish with anger) I will not allow any of you to tether 
my wrists and feet to wild horses and rip me apart.  
 
OL NELLY 
Silence, I said!!!! 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I feel as if, I am surrounded by white hounds and black hounds, each 
tearing my flesh into pieces for a country fair prize of purity. But you won’t 
find a damn thing to salvage in the pools of blood. I am finally whole, and 
my desire to appease everyone for acceptance is dead and gone. I don’t 
want or need it to get by. If you are you truly a seer, then open your eyes 
and see my heart’s true yearning. Tell me of my mother! I will not rest until 
I know. 
 
OL NELLY 
Child, I’m fixin toL 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Yes, I am a child, a child who cherishes her mother’s love more than 
anything in this world. I want only that which has been stolen from me, my 
Mother’s love. Would you not try to free her if you had the chance. Do 
anything you could! Tarnish your own soul to save a pure one? 
 
IOLA 
Oh, God, Ol Nelly going to put a hex on us. 
 
ELIJAH 
Ssssssh!!!! 
 
(Ol Nelly looks off in deep thought) 
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OL NELLY 
Elijah, get my pipe. 
 
(Ol Nelly takes the corncob pipe and begins to smoke it, smoke it for a 
good long while, just staring at her. Saffronia is out of breath and crying) 
 
OL NELLY 
Spirited, ain’t she? Elijah! 
 
ELIJAH 
Yep, spirited. 
 
OL NELLY 
Fiery! 
 
ELIJAH 
Very. 
 
(He looks at Saffronia with a concern and worried look) 
 
OL NELLY 
I could hex you this moment, steal your breath away.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
I’ve got nothing to lose, but breath. 
 
(Ol Nelly pauses in disbelief and Iola and Elijah hold their breath) 
 
OL NELLY 
Come on back, girl, come on. Come closer to me. Kneel down next to me. 
I’ll lay your worries to rest, child. 
 
(Saffronia kneels by Ol Nelly as she caresses her face, and tastes her 
tears) 
 
OL NELLY 
Ol Nelly help you find your mudder. Elijah. 
 
(Elijah pulls out a small gourd and hands it to Ol Nelly. She throws the 
stones on the ground and moves them with her barefoot. She hums. She 
takes another puff on her pipe and slowly looks up. Ol Nelly blows her 
smoke over the shells and begins chanting) 
 
OL NELLY 
Dear Saint Anthony, your prayers obtained miracles during your lifetime. 
You still seem to move at ease in the realm of minor and major miracles. 
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Saint Anthony, Performer of Miracles, please obtain for me the blessings 
God holds in reserve who serve Him. Pray that I may be worthy of the 
promises my Lord Jesus attaches to confident prayer. I wish tonight to find 
Saffronia’s mother.  
 
(Ol Nelly rolls her eyes in the back of her head and leans back. Elijah 
props her up; she mutters incoherently. She clutches Saffronia’s hand and 
Iola looks on in fear) 
 
OL NELLY 
You need to worry no more. She is in a peaceful place, watching over you, 
guiding you. Your mudder, she was strangled by the rope of life.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
No. 
 
OL NELLY 
She died giving birth and so did your baby sister.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Oh, God, No, no, noL 
 
OL NELLY 
They both dead, not to come back.  
 
SAFFRONIA (stumbling)  
It can’t be true, just can’t. She is all I ever had in this world.  
 
OL NELLY 
Shells don’t lie. No worries child, your mudder in heaven, she inna much 
better place. And she loves you. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
She died a slaveL 
 
SAFFRONIA 
He lied to me? 
 
OL NELLY 
Did he lie, or did you lie to yourself. Da white man tell no truth he don’t 
profit from. Know this. 
 
(Saffronia stumbles out the door. Iola is whispering for her to come back. 
Elijah wants to run after her) 
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ELIJAH 
I should go after her. 
 
IOLA 
I don’t think she knows the way. 
 
OL NELLY 
She find the way.  
 
(She reaches up and pulls out some herbs and gives them to Iola) 
 
OL NELLY 
When you see her in the morning, she going to need this. It will sour the 
seed growing inside her. 
 
(Iola takes the satchel and puts it in a pocket of her dress. Ol Nelly stands 
still, smoking her pipe, looking at the bones) 
 
OL NELLY 
Some things are too new for this world. 
 
(She goes over to sit in a rocking chair and smoke. Elijah runs out the 
door, Iola follows him) 
 
OL NELLY 
Yes, shells don’t lie. Hee heeeh! Some things written in star and in stone. 
Ain’t no changing it.  
 
 
SCENE VI. STOLEN MOONLIGHT 
Time: later on that night 
Setting: In the woods 
Cast: Saffronia, William Stanhope, Twyla Stanhope, Iola and Elijah. 
 

(Dido’s Lament Plays during the scene) 
 

(William enters and Saffronia looks at him confused that he found her. As 
Saffronia steals away she is set upon by William who is fraught with worry 
and begins to shake her. She hits him then he starts kissing on her, 
forcing her to kiss him. Twyla, having followed William, sees him forcing 
himself upon Saffronia. William is kissing Saffronia wildly as she stares off 
dead to the world. Twyla stands and stares in horror, touches herself. 
When William is finished he closes his pants. He hears a noise and rushes 
off) 
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CHORUS Ally or foe? lover or master? Ally or foe? lover makes 
woe? Taken by the moonlight, just like her Momma, Ally or foe, 
lover makes woe) 

 
(Iola and Elijah enter as William leaves. Elijah picks Saffronia up and 
strokes her face) 
 
(Elijah and Iola rush to Saffronia. The music reaches a crescendo and we 
can’t hear them speaking) 
 

CHORUS Are we now the same, that we suffer the same. Does the 
circle of the wounded open it’s gate to welcome me. Suffering, the 
terse maker of kin. Is this how I earn reverence? 

 
(Elijah picks her up, stroking her face and talking to her, but we can’t hear. 
He buries his head in her chest and raises his head. Iola runs off a little to 
check to see if the woods are clear. Twyla hides from her. Elijah cries as 
they carry her away  
 
THE THREE OF THEM EXIT AND TWYLA IS REVEALED BY A 
SPOTLIGHT 
 
Twyla, off in the distance, screams and sobs 
 
VO: echoes her sobs+music) 
 
 
SCENE VI. BIRTH OF THE DYING SOUL 
Time: Nine months later 
Setting: William Stanhope’s living room.  
Cast: William Stanhope, Twyla, Mary. 
Off Stage:  
Setting: the woods 
Cast: Elijah and Saffronia 
 
(OFF STAGE: Elijah and a pregnant Saffronia enter holding hands. She 
lays her head on his chest) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Can you hear our hearts? How they dance around one another; children 
playing in the sun, chasing lightning bugs. I want to thank you for taking 
care of me; I don’t know what I would haveL (He places a finger to her 
lips) 
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ELIJAH 
No need to thank me. I’m just a man taking care of the woman he loves. 
Nothing and no one will ever change that.  
 
(They stop and put their hands together and just stare at each other) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Your hands could tell stories, so strong, decent and kind.  
 
ELIJAH 
These hands will clear the land, chop the wood, build us a new home.  
 
(She kisses the palm of his hand. He grabs her chin and looks in her eyes) 
 
ELIJAH (he places his hands on her belly)  
Once the baby gets here, we heading west. No man’s land, which means 
no man there to tell us what to do and how to live. 
 
(She smiles with great happiness. Then she playfully pulls out a bundle of 
money from her chest) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
And I believe this will be more than enough for you to set up your 
woodshop. 
 
ELIJAH (he looks around suspiciously) 
Girl, where did you get this? 
 
SAFFRONIA 
An old friend of mine, Adelaide, has been selling the precious jewelry 
William has given me. I owe that man nothing. 
 
(Saffronia then swoons and holds her belly-looks up at Elijah) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Baby coming. 
 
(He gently takes her back home and lays her on the bed and she begins 
to give birth) 
 

CHORUS: two houses, one has love, while the other does not, one 
lives free while the other cannot, two houses facing each other, one 
not like the other, two houses facing each other, one not like the 
other 
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TRANSITION – 2 HOUSES 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Twyla, are you sunburnt? What the hell is wrong with your skin? 
 
TWYLA 
I wanted to be beautiful, brown for you.  
 
(He looks her arms over and is disgusted) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Mahogany chips. (sighs) And these papers? Bible verses? 
 
(She spins a bit in front of him)  
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Twyla what is wrong? (He grabs her face, but she looks dead to him. He 
hugs her) Twyla, honey, I’ve left you alone for far too long. My Father’s 
death has swept me away, away from you. I’ve been too preoccupied to 
notice the changes in you. The beautiful changes in you. 
 
(He falls to his knees and kisses her belly) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
What do you say if I have Iola come in. She’ll clean you up and fix your 
hair? Let’s get rid of these papers. Would you like that? 
 
TWYLA 
No, don’t touch them. I’ve got to stay covered, it keeps it from seeping 
in...Doth not behave itself unseemly, ...thinketh no evil; 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Twyla?! What is wrong? Iola. Iola, come quick! 
 
(She stares off and goes limp in his arms) 
 
MARY 
Yes, Master William. 
 
(Iola enters the room) 
 
TWYLA 
What did you say? One house, two lambs, one house, two lambs ... 
Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth; Reeeeeeeeeejoiceth! 
Spinning, spinning, spinning, I’ve been wrapped up in the warped lies of 
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you and this place and your family, a sick little fly, clinging to aging 
wallpaper, waiting to be swatted. 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Oh, God. Iola!!  We’ve got to get her to her room. And Iola, not a word of 
this to my Mother, you hear! Twyla, honey, you aren’t yourself, just let Iola 
and I... 
 
TWYLA 
You may be master of others, but you are no longer a master of me. Who 
so commiteth adultery... he that doeth it destroyeth his own soul. You’r 
honey colored sow here to make babies, but you never said your seed 
would water the plant. Make the flowers, make the flowers. 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Twyla is ill, please fetch the Doctor, and hurry, we don’t want to lose the 
baby. (Iola leaves to have the Doctor fetched) 
 
IOLA 
Yes, Master William, right away. 
 
TWYLA 
You think I don’t see the love that burns in your eyes, for her. You think 
me Blind! 
 
(Iola enters the room) 
 
IOLA 
Master William, the Doctor will be arriving shortly. 
 
(William pours himself a shot of whiskey and throws it back) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Thank you Mary, please make sure Twyla receives the best care, nothing 
but the best for my wife. Watch over her for me. Twyla, honey, I must 
leave now, I have other business to attend to, but I will return as fast as I 
can.  
 
TWYLA (HISSES) 
Leave, leave!!!!! I pray she birth to a mule.  
 
(Iola motions to pick Twyla up, Iola is able to get her up and moves her off 
the stage) 
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SCENE VIII. BIRTH OF THE END 
Time: later on that night 
Setting: Saffronia’s house, bedroom 
Cast: Ol Nelly, Iola, Saffronia, Elijah and William Stanhope,  
 
(On main stage we see Saffronia in bed giving birth with Ol Nelly on one 
side, Iola on the other. They are smiling and joyous) 
 
 (OL NELLY and CHORUS [V.O.]) 

(Little wee baby, baby love, momma rock yah to sleep baby love. 
Oh how your momma loves yah, baby love. 
Keep you safe and sound, baby love) 
 
(Hear baby cries) 

 
THE SCREEN DARKENS AND THE LIGHT COMES UP ON THE 
STAGE. 
 
(Saffronia is holding her newborn with Iola at her side. William enters 
breaking up the celebration) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
I came as quickly as I could. May I see the child?  
 
SAFFRONIA 
Our daughter. 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
May I see the child 
 
IOLA 
She’s a beautiful child, Master William. 
 
(Iola goes to hand him the child, but William is stunned into shock when 
he sees the baby. He stumbles back a little) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
It can’t be. That, that is not my child.  
 
IOLA 
Why yes, it is Master William.  
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
That brown baby is not my child. (seething with rage at Saffronia) Whose 
child is it? Whose! 
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SAFFRONIA 
The child is yours (she replies coolly) 
 
(William hands the child back to Iola in distaste. She begins to bounce it 
and sing to the child) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
I find that difficult to believe. 
 
(He’s pacing and wringing his hands) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
My love, I’m so sorry to have yelled at you. I have been under such 
duress. Do forgive me, my love. Rest and save your strength. (He kneels 
on his knees and kisses her hand, strokes her face. He leaves her home) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I believe I will take William’s advice for once and rest for awhile. 
 
IOLA 
I will stay with you, in case you need anything. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
One day you will tell me what you need. Friend. 
 
(Iola pats her hand) 
 
IOLA 
Yes, one day, but for now, sleep Ms. Saffronia.  
 
(Iola places the child into Saffronia’s arms. She sings a lullaby and falls to 
sleep. One can hear the sound of a lost dog off in the distance) 
 
IOLA 
Hush little baby, don’t you cryL 
 
THE LIGHT DIMS. 
  
 (Chorus sings a lullaby) 
 
(Evan is at Saffronia’s door with a badly beaten. Evan howls like a dog 
and starts chuckling. William enters, gun at his side) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Saffronia!!!! 
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EVAN 
Come on out here, Cuffy!!! 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Saffronia!!!!! I am not the fool you take me for. 
 
(Saffronia awakens, startled in the darkness, and motions for Iola to hide. 
Iola places the baby next to Saffronia) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
WilliamLWilliam? 
 
(She places the baby in a crib and rises to put on a robe. William and 
Evan burst in the room. William grabs her by her arm and drags her 
outside. There she sees Elijah in chains)  
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
See this here? 
 
(Evan sneers at her, circling her like a wolf. Saffronia is trying to defend all 
sides) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
You can’t out fox the fox, who makes the rules for the hunt. (To Evan) 
Bring him! Evan. Tell me, is he the one, dear Saffronia? Did he force you 
to lay with him? Did he have his way with you? Tell me! So, help me God! 
Speak! Your silence will not save him from my wrath. 
 
(Elijah stands steadfast, it is then Evan knocks him to his knees) 
 
EVAN 
On your knees Negro. 
 
(Saffronia falters, as if to faint) 

 
CHORUS: I love you I love you freedom is a heaven away. I love 
you I love you freedom is a heaven away. I love you I love you 
freedom is a heaven away 

 
SAFFRONIA (struggling with her lie) 
I told you the child is yours! Why will you not believe me? Release this 
man, he is innocent. 
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EVAN 
Man, did you hear that brother? You haven’t properly trained your slave. 
She can’t tell the difference between a man and an animal. 
 
WILLIAM 
Don’t you worry about what I did or didn’t do, brother, just bring him near.  
 
EVAN (sarcastically) 
What ever you say, dear brother. 
 
(He drags Elijah close to Saffronia while still holding onto him) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Did he lay with you??? 
 
SAFFRONIA (near tears) 
William, where did you get such an idea in your head? How can you listen 
to the rumors of the field, before you listen to me? Please, the child is 
yours! 
 
(William gives Evan a signal, Evan pulls out a gun and places it to Elijah’s 
head) 
 
WILLIAM 
I’ll ask you again, is he this tar baby’s father? 
 
SAFFRONIA  
I’m telling you the truth, the child is yours. My heart has only been with 
you. 
 
WILLIAM 
Lies! Lies! Lies! 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Please, no. (Her hands are trying to reach out to Elijah, but stop short as 
she looks at William trying with charm to stop him) 
 
ELIJAH 
I love you.  
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Don’t talk to her, she’s mine.  
 
ELIJAH 
Even in death I will love you. 
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WILLIAM 
Evan! 
 
(Evan shoots Elijah. He falls to the ground as Saffronia does) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
No!!!!!!  (whispering to herself) Elijah! (she whispers) My love, my life. 
 
EVAN 
Told you, every one of them is a liar.  
 
WILLIAM 
Start digging the graves!!! Dig the graves!!! 
 
(William looks insane; insane enough to make his brother back off in fear 
and do as he is told quietly. William snatches Saffronia by her hair and 
drags her into his house, back to the bed and throws her on it. He places 
his gun on a table) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Cuckold by my own mistress, ha ha. I did not see that coming.  
I should have left you on the block. Better yet, should have let my brother 
slit your throat. So you could have drowned in your own wicked blood. 
 
(Saffronia looks nervously at the child. William keeps walking, pacing, 
rubbing his face and hair wildly) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
My dear sweet Saffronia. Your deceit rips my heart to pieces. Do you not 
see what you have done?(pacing still) Did you ever love me? Was there 
any love in your kisses? (pause) I loved you. (He motions to kiss her but 
she pulls away) 
 
SAFFRONIA 
Love! 
 
WILLIAM 
Yes, love. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I am but your exotic bird, captured in this gilded cage, where you feed me 
a slow and sweet poison, so that I may still feel alive enough to sing, but 
too sated with my own betterment to ever consider escaping.  
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
I gave you whatever you wanted.  
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SAFFRONIA 
I gave you what you wanted so that I may survive better than most. The 
sweet commerce of my flesh. But, you didn’t give me what I wanted most, 
my Mother, and now she is dead!  
 
WILLIAM (whimpering his lies) 
I tried, I truly triedLI didLcan’t you see how much I cherish you, Queen of 
my soul, it is I who is a slave to you, my anguish, my prison. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I am and have never been, nothing more than your chattel, another slave 
in your ledger. You bought me, like you buy the others, like you buy a 
chair, grain or cattle, to be owned completely by you, at the mercy of your 
whims and licentious desires. (She begins to taunt him) It took me awhile 
to feel it, to know it, because I so wanted someone, someone like you, to 
save me from the prospects of a cruel master. My heart even grew close 
to yours. (William comes close to her) But how could you ever love a slave 
you have no intention on freeing. Queen of your soul. Ha! Then your soul 
must be a rotting prison. 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Please don’t say such terrible things, they are like a million daggers 
stabbing my soul. (he grabs his head) I desire only to live my days out with 
you and only you.  We could run away, just you and I, head West where 
we will never be found, be free, just you and I. Saffronia, I am willing to 
slough over your indiscretion, but the child cannot come with us. I can’t 
look at this child’s face, knowing it speaks of all that disrespects me. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
My child stays with me, wherever I am and wherever I go.  
 
(She tries to reach her child but William blocks her path) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE 
Please Saffronia, we can begin again, but the child as a whole, can not 
stay. Only that which is white is worthy of staying. (Motions towards the 
crib. William takes out a knife and picks up the baby) I may have to dig 
deep, but I’ll find it.(Saffronia moves slowly towards the table where his 
gun lays) Do you think if I slice him open, I’ll find it there? A piece of my 
purity? 
 
SAFFRONIA 
William, not the baby, please! 
 
(William looks at the baby, knife in hand) 
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WILLIAM STANHOPE 
It will be just a little cut, just like slicing a melon open. I can save the best, 
and discard the rest. It will be the only way to save you, little one.  
 
SAFFRONIA 
You’re a good man William, please, you don’t want to do this. Don’t hurt 
our child.  
 
(Saffronia slowly backs up and picks up the gun as William stares at the 
child) 
 
WILLIAM STANHOPE  
How could you ever love me, more than this child? 
 
(Saffronia aims the gun at William. William is running the knife on the 
baby. As he arcs to stab, Saffronia shoots the gun, shooting William. As 
he falls to the ground, Iola runs and catches the child) 
 
SAFFRONIA (her voice crackled as she looks down at William’s dead 
body) I was just chasing the wind and oh what a glorious quarry.    
 
(Iola hands her the baby which she quickly secures to her body, then 
stands there just staring at William. She kicks him nervously to make sure 
he is dead) 
 
IOLA 
Ain’t never seen a woman kill a man before. 
 
(They both continue to stare at William when Saffronia walks to where 
Elijah lays) 
 

(Chorus: run Saffronia run/ hear the wind whistling free/ run 
Saffronia run / I’m just chasing the wind/ run Saffronia run / I’m 
gonna catch it/ run Saffronia run /keep it in a bottle/ run Saffronia 
run /to have forever/ run Saffronia run / cuz I’m just chasing/I’m just 
chasing the wind) – sung quietly 

 
SAFFRONIA 
Kiona, this is your father. The sweetest, kindest man I have ever known. 
Elijah, my love, look, we have a beautiful daughter, she took her time 
coming but she came. Elijah, I love you so much... 
 
(Saffronia kneels down and gathers the dirt and blood of Elijah. She 
places it in her baby’s mouth; she rubs it on her heart and places it on her 
feet. She kisses Elijah on the head. She gathers up her skirt) 
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IOLA (looking around nervously) 
Saffronia, they be coming with the dogs soon, if we don’t get to running. 
 
SAFFRONIA (grabbing Iola’s hand) 
Please Iola, if you run now, to your cabin now, they won’t suspect you.  
 
IOLA 
They won’t think I’m innocent either. 
 
SAFFRONIA 
I don’t want anything to happen to you. 
 
IOLA 
I have no intention on leaving you and Kiona alone.  
 
SAFFRONIA (urgently, they hold hands and run) Best we get to running, 
fast! 
 

(Chorus: There’s blood on the baby, blood on the baby Freedom’s 
river runs red tonight. Saffronia, gather the dirt where your lover fell/ 
Saffronia, feed the dirt to the baby - keep it silent/ Saffronia, rub the 
dirt on your feet for speed/ Saffronia, place the dirt near your heart. 
Run, Saffronia, Run. With love as your speed, as your wings/ may 
the wind hide your scent, may the wind bend the trees, may the 
hounds keep at bay, may God keep you safe/ may you be free. 
May you be free) 

 
THE LIGHT FADES INTO A SPOTLIGHT ON WILLIAM. 
 
(Twyla arrives out of the fog where she sees William’s body laying. She 
kneels down and kisses his forehead) 
 
TWYLA 
Why did we ever come to this phantom land filled with willows that weep 
and horrors that no right mind can escape unscathed. Our love couldn’t 
survive the times and the evil it bred. But our child shall and he will never 
grow to know your ways. (She strokes his hair) Besides, any man, who 
won’t recognize nor stand up to his own hypocrisy. Well, that man 
deserves to rot in hell. 
 
(She slowly walks away humming) 
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SCENE IX. Hear Yah 
 
(The stage is dark except for a spotlight on Leroy Jones with his ear to the 
ground. Off in the distant we can hear a ghostly voice calling him) 
 
LEROY JONES 
What’s that you say? (he pauses) She is. (as he listens he begins to 
weep) Miss Buelah. You’re mighty proud of me? (he pauses. He kisses 
the ground then rises as tears stream down his face) Thank you, thank 
you, thank you!!!! (he rises and straightens up his shirt and pants. As he 
walks away he jumps and shouts in joy) I hear you, I can finally hear you. 
And I am free, as free as the wind. Can you hear me whistling. And I am 
free, as free as the wind. Can you hear me whistling. I hear you, I can 
finally hear you. And I am free, as free as the wind. Can you hear me 
whistling. Can’t you hear me whistling, can’t you hear me whistling. 
 
(Dances off the stage with his head high) 
 

(End with Liz Berlin’s song “Paint a Pretty Picture”. Saffronia enters 
dancing with chains, then Beulah, then Twyla, each dancing with 
chains and in unison. As the song ends, one by one each actor 
enters till the whole stage is filled behind Beulah, Saffronia, and 
Twyla. As the dance and song conclude they walk to the front and 
take a bow) 

  
AS THE LIGHTS RISE IN THE THEATER. 
 
 
Performance rights must be secured before production. For contact 
information, please see the Saffronia information page (click on your 
browser’s Back button, or visit http://singlelane.com/proplay/saffronia.html)  


