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CAST OF CHARACTERS

Veiled Girl #1*

Veiled Girl #2*

Veiled Girl #3*

Cornelia Sorabji - a student and advocate for women's rights

Priya - Cornelia's best friend

Professor Lipton - a college instructor (Bombay)

Male Student #1*

Male Student #2*

Male Student #3*

Reverend Sorabji Karsedji - Cornelia's father

Francina Ford - Cornelia's mother

Florence Nightingale - social reformer

Leora - a young Englishwoman

Lily - a young Englishwoman

Sarah - a young Englishwoman

Professor Crowley - a college instructor (Oxford)

*These roles are double-cast



CIRCA AND SETTING: Bombay and London

SET DESIGN: All action transpires on a minimalist stage. The theatre's center aisle is also used for spotlight scenes. Portions of the stage are only lit when action is taking place there. Stage left is a dining room table with four high-back chairs. Upstage left is a freestanding doorway. There is also a freestanding doorway stage left. Stage right are four student desks and a lectern for the professor. Entrances and exits are made from an upstage freestanding doorway and from downstage right.

AT RISE: The three veiled young girls are standing downstage of the student desks and facing the audience. A spotlight comes up on each one as she shares her story.


VEILED GIRL #1


Today is my wedding day. It should be a day of joy but I can think of nothing but fear and sadness. I am only 12 years old but my parents are giving me to an old man I have never laid eyes on. He has already had six wives—all of them not much older than me. All of them have already died, half of them in childbirth, the other half from hurting themselves badly so he would not come near them again. I fear for my two younger sisters. Plans are being made even now to marry them to strangers. I cannot help but weep for their fate as well as my own. Yet I am powerless to try and stop it.


VEILED GIRL #2


I buried my mother today. She had just given birth to her 17th child. Another girl. In her marriage, she has borne my father only two sons. He believes that she is flawed and he has brutally beaten her each time and as soon as she was able to leave her bed. I hear him scream that girls are of no value and cannot bring him honor in the way that male children can. They laid her 17th child in her arms but she knew her baby—born a month early—was already dead. Yet for this loss—a devastating loss to any mother—a small smile played at her lips with the knowledge that no harm would come to it beneath my father's roof. She squeezed my hand and then she, too, was gone.


VEILED GIRL #3


Why is it a crime to fall in love? Naveen and I were inseparable from the first time we met. "It is only a matter of time," he promised me, "that we will one day marry and move far, far away." Oh, how we planned for that day! I could not have found a more handsome husband than Naveen. How smart and clever he is, too! My father and brothers could see none of these qualities, though, when he went to speak to them for my hand in marriage. They forbade me to ever see him again but Naveen secretly swore he would find a way.  Within the week, my parents told me I was to marry the friend of one of my brothers. A friend that I neither liked nor trusted. I snuck out to meet Naveen and he told me we must leave that night and take nothing with us. By dawn, we were caught and brought back. I do not know what happened to my beloved but I fear the very worst. As for me, I will be dead by tomorrow morning, tied to a stake in the square where everyone will throw rocks at me. My own father will be casting the first stone.

The spotlight goes down and comes up stage left where PRIYA is sipping tea. An angry CORNELIA paces as she reads the newspaper. There is a short stack of books on the table.


CORNELIA


If I read one more such account of how innocent girls are treated, I believe I'll scream!


PRIYA


They are laws of our country over which we have no control, Cornelia.


CORNELIA


Laws that are all written by men!


PRIYA


You'll get no argument from me.


CORNELIA


And the treatment of purdahnashins is totally disgraceful! (smacks paper with her hand) Another story just today! They are upper-caste women, Priya. Women who can own and inherit significant property from their dead husbands but are not even allowed to be administrators of how such fortune is to be spent. 


PRIYA


Yes, but until the law for widows changes—


CORNELIA


Which we know full well it won't. Not in our lifetimes, at least.


PRIYA


Please sit and finish your tea, dearest. As your best friend, it distresses me to see you so upset.

She pours Cornelia another cup as the latter sits down.


PRIYA


What does your father say of all this?  Certainly he applauds the ground-breaking work of your mother in education.


CORNELIA


I'm sure he'd be pleased if I followed her path or became a dutiful missionary like my sisters.


PRIYA


But it was he who pulled all the strings to get you into university against the faculty's objections. He obviously believes in you, Cornelia. If anyone has the persistence to make a difference, it would be you.


CORNELIA


He's also the first to tell me I don't fit in and never will.


PRIYA


And why should you even want to? As my grandfather always says, "If you live in the river, you should make friends with the crocodile." Somehow I just don't picture you doing that.

SFX: In the distance, a clock chimes the hour.

In a panic, Cornelia grabs up her books.


CORNELIA


Oh no! I'll be late for class!

She runs out the stage left door as the lights fade.

The lights come up in the classroom stage right. Three MALE STUDENTS are seated at their desks; the fourth desk toward the back is empty. A dour PROFESSOR LIPTON stands at the lectern.


PROFESSOR LIPTON


As you are well aware, today's exam will count for 20 percent of your final grade. It is comprised of three questions, all of which are to be answered in standard essay format.

He proceeds to pass out exam papers to the students. During his next lines, Cornelia attempts to slip in through the upstage doorway and take her seat unnoticed.


PROFESSOR LIPTON


Your answers will be evaluated on the basis of thoroughness, attention to spelling, punctuation and grammar, and the proper use of citations and attributions as drawn from the past month's lectures and required reading. Ah, Miss Sorabji—not taking you away from something more important, are we?

The male students chuckle.


CORNELIA


I apologize, Professor Lipton, but I am not so very late as to cause disruption.


PROFESSOR LIPTON


Because of your father, exception enough has been made to allowing you to attend this university at all.

He curtly thrusts the exam paper at her.


PROFESSOR LIPTON


I would not take advantage of that if I were you.


CORNELIA


Certainly not, sir.

Professor Lipton returns to the lectern.


PROFESSOR LIPTON


You will have a total of 45 minutes to complete the exam at which time you will turn your papers in and exit the class. It also goes without saying that there is to be no whispering, no passing of notes and absolutely no cheating, the latter of which will result in immediate dismissal

He notices Cornelia is feverishly looking for something.


PROFESSOR LIPTON


Is there a problem, Miss Sorabji?


CORNELIA


(embarrassed) I can't seem to find my pen. I was sure I had it with me.


PROFESSOR LIPTON


Then how, dare I ask, do you intend to write your essay?

Before she can reply, one of the male students gallantly pulls out a pen and hands it to her.


MALE STUDENT #1


I've an extra. You're more than welcome to use it.


CORNELIA


Thank you. That's most kind.


PROFESSOR LIPTON


Enough chatter! You have 45 minutes and not a second more.

Everyone proceeds to write. Cornelia suddenly lets out a gasp.


PROFESSOR LIPTON


Really, Miss Sorabji. What is it now?

She holds up the page which is now saturated in blue ink.


CORNELIA


The pen. It leaked all over the page.


PROFESSOR LIPTON


And I suppose you expect me to give you a second one? And a second pen as well?

The male students laugh. Humiliated, she grabs up her things and exits upstage.

The male students, in lowered tones, talk amongst themselves.


MALE STUDENT #1


Poor little thing.


MALE STUDENT #2


I can't believe she fell for it. Well done, ol' chap!


MALE STUDENT #3


What shall we try the next time?


MALE STUDENT #1


If there is a next time. She probably won't be back.


PROFESSOR LIPTON


(clears his throat) Gentlemen. There is to be no talking during the rest of the exam.


MALE STUDENTS


(in unison) Yes, Professor Lipton.

The lights go down stage right and come up stage left where Cornelia's REVEREND father and her mother, FRANCINA, are finishing a meal. There is an envelope on the table.


FRANCINA


Dear husband, at least you persuaded that horrid man to allow Cornelia to retake the exam ... and to pass it with a score much higher than her classmates. Integrity will always rise to the top.


REVEREND


Unfortunately, Francina, he is not the only male adversary our daughter will encounter in her lifetime. (indicates letter)

You have read for yourself the number of doors I'll be unable to open for her. And when I am gone—


FRANCINA


Which will not be for a very long time.(beat) Do you think I should take a tray to her room? She must be getting very hungry.


REVEREND


She will eat when she is ready, I think.


FRANCINA


But our meal tonight was to celebrate her graduation from university.


REVEREND


Despair, my love, has a way of dulling one's taste buds.

A despondent Cornelia enters from the upstage doorway. Francina jumps up to greet her.


FRANCINA


Cornelia, dearest! Come sit with us. I'll prepare a plate for you.


CORNELIA


Thank you, no, Mother.

She sits down.


FRANCINA


At least let me get you the special dessert I've made. (laughs) Your father has had his
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