The Twelve Wild Ducks



Across a pale blue sky




We watch the wild ducks fly

Winging on their way

To the land where they’ll stay

for the winter

where they’ll rest
for the winter

Dreams of far away
Dreams of once upon a time

Dreams of castles in the air

Of princes bold and ladies fair

As we watch the wild ducks fly

Across the pale blue sky

BILL

The snow starts falling at 8 o’clock in the morning.

GILL

One large flake flutters out of the sky.

BILL

Then another.

GILL

Then another.

BILL

Until the snow is falling thick and fast.
GILL
And the snow isn’t just falling.  It’s settling too.  
BILL
Covering the gardens and the buildings of the royal Palace in a blanket of white.
GILL

The Queen has been in the Palace gardens since half past seven in the morning.  
BILL

The Queen is always in the Palace gardens at half past seven in the morning.  
GILL
She needs to get away from the noise and the fighting and the squabbling at the breakfast table.
BILL

Sat around the Palace breakfast table are the King.  And our twelve sons.  
GILL

Twelve princes.  
BILL

Our twelve noisy little boys.  

Each of the boys has a silver spoon – a present when they were born.   And they’re banging their silver spoons on the table.  They’re bashing each other over the head with their silver spoons.  They’re flicking their breakfast porridge at each other with their silver spoons. 
GILL

 No wonder the Queen is in the garden.

BILL

The Queen is in the garden pruning her roses.

GILL

And the snow is falling.  One large flake after another.  Until the world is white.
BILL
And the boys, the Princes, they see the snow through the window.  No school today!  And out they rush into the garden to play in the snow.

GILL

Oh no, there goes the peace and quiet.  Keep off the flowerbeds boys.

BILL

Snow fight.  Come on everybody.  Snowballs.
GILL
Careful of the Palace windows boys.   Boys boys boys – why do they have to be so rough together?
BILL

Now, for a long time the Queen has been hoping for a baby girl.  She loves her boys 
GILL

– of course she does.  
BILL

But she does so wish for a baby girl.

GILL

She’s expecting another baby soon 
BILL

– she can feel it moving in her tummy.
GILL

Let this one be a girl.  Not another noisy little boy.  Let this be a girl.

BILL

I’m going to get you.  

GILL
Oh really.  Boys.  Look what you’ve done. You’ve made me prick my finger on a thorn.  Blood.  Look .  Blood from my finger dripping on the snow.

BILL

Sorry mummy, not my fault, he dodged.

GILL
Oh those boys.   If only.  If only I had a daughter - a girl - as pale as snow with lips and cheeks as red as blood, well those boys, those blasted boys they could fly away for all I care.
BILL

Now that sounds a rather terrible thing to say – to wish your boys would fly away.  
GILL

But of course she doesn’t quite mean it.  Not really.  
BILL
And anyway, how can little boys fly away?  That would be a most ridiculous thing to happen.

GILL

But just listen to this.

BILL

It is only a few weeks later that the baby is born.
GILL

It’s 8 o’clock in the morning.  Snow is falling.
BILL

The boys are bashing each other at breakfast with their silver spoons.

GILL

The newborn baby is a girl. 
BILL

 A miracle.  Baby number thirteen is a girl.

GILL
My baby girl - pale as snow with lips and cheeks as red as blood.  Princess Snow-Rose, that is what I’ll call you.  Princess Snow-Rose.
BILL

But what was it the Queen had said?

GILL

Those blasted boys they could fly away for all I care.

BILL

And just as Princess Snow-Rose lets out her first cry 
GILL

– her first tiny little cry 
BILL
– a cry that pierces the air like a thorn - a great gust of wind blows open the windows where the boys are having their breakfast.
What’s that?  
GILL

What’s happening?  
BILL

I’m covered in snow.  
GILL

I’m covered in snow. 
BILL

 We’re all covered in snow.   
GILL

It’s not snow.   
BILL

No.  
GILL

It’s soft.  
BILL

Not snow.  
GILL

It’s warm.  
BILL

It’s feathers.  
GILL

We’re covered in feathers.  
BILL

My arms.  They won’t stop flapping.  
GILL

They’re wings.  
BILL

Your feet – my feet – all our feet.  
GILL

We’ve got ducks feet.  
BILL

Look at your mouth.  
GILL

My mouth I can’t – I can’t – 
BILL

Can’t – can’t

BOTH

Quack - quack – quack – quack.
GILL
And a moment later twelve wild ducks are to be seen flying out of the Palace window. 
BILL
Flying up into the winter sky.

GILL
Flying high above the trees of the forest that grows around the Palace.  
BILL
And away the wild ducks fly to goodness where.

GILL

But I didn’t really mean it.
BILL

What do we do?
GILL

We look after our daughter.

BILL

But our sons…

GILL
What can we do?   This is all too terrible.  We must look after our daughter – it isn’t her fault – we must make her has happy as we can.

BILL

Our sons.

Across a pale blue sky




We watch the wild ducks fly

Winging on their way

To the land where they’ll stay

for the winter

where they’ll rest

for the winter

GILL
They give Princess Snow-Rose her own silver spoon.  She is a quiet child, a gentle child.  
BILL
She doesn’t bang her silver spoon on the table.  
GILL
She doesn’t flick the breakfast porridge.  
BILL

And she wouldn’t bash her brothers’ heads – if she had any brothers to bash.

GILL
Princess Snow-Rose likes playing in the garden.  And sometimes she uses her silver spoon to dig for worms.

BILL
No Snow-Rose, not for digging.  Mustn’t get it dirty.  Nasty worms.  Keep it clean for eating porridge. 
GILL
I like worms.  Worms are my friends.  Slugs and snails, they’re my friends.  The beetles and the spiders they’re my friends too.  Who else is there to play with?

BILL

No Snow-Rose, not for digging.

GILL

Why am I so lonely?

BILL

Are you lonely?

GILL

I’m very lonely.

BILL

But we love you.

GILL
That doesn’t stop me feeling lonely.  Do you think the worms are lonely?  And the slugs and the snails.  And the beetles and the spiders.  I love them, they’re my friends, but I think they’re lonely like me.

BILL

We must find you some real friends, then you won’t be lonely.

GILL

If only I had brothers and sisters to play with.
BILL
Now when the Queen hears Princess Snow-Rose say this, she can’t help herself.  She bursts into tears.

GILL

Mother don’t cry.  It’s not your fault.  It’s just something I wish.


But it is my fault.  And all because of something I wished.  Though I didn’t really mean it.

BILL
And the King and the Queen tells Princess Snow-Rose the whole story.  The story that you already know – how the boys were noisy and always fighting 
GILL
– how she longed for a girl-child – how in a moment of anger she wished the boys could fly away.  
BILL
And how, when Princess Snow-Rose was born, her brothers turned into twelve wild ducks and how indeed they did all fly away.

GILL

And all because of me.
No, because of me.

I wish I had never been born.

BILL

You mustn’t say that.

GILL

I must go and find them.

BILL
We’ve had people looking for them for years.
GILL

It’s me that has to find them.  How will I know them?

BILL

They took their silver spoons.

GILL

Then I shall take mine.  And I shall walk through the world till I find them.

BILL

At least ride in a carriage.

GILL
I can’t look for them properly if I’m in a carriage.  The only way to look for them properly is if I walk.

BILL

And so she walks.  
GILL

She walks deep into the forest that grows all round the Palace.  
BILL

And deeper and deeper into the forest she walks.  
GILL

The trees towering above her.   
BILL

She squints up at the sky through the leaves above
GILL

 – but no sign of wild ducks.  
BILL

She stops to listen.  
GILL

But no sound of wild ducks.  
BILL

So she walks ever deeper and deeper into the forest.



The road ahead stretches far in front of me



I walk alone there is no-one to comfort me



Each step I take takes me further from what I know



Each step I take takes me deeper, deeper, deeper into the unknown.



Only by looking



Will I see what I need to see.



Only by walking



Will I be in the place that I need to be.

The road ahead stretches far in front of me



I walk alone there is no-one to comfort me



Each step I take takes me further from what I know



Each step I take takes me deeper, deeper, deeper into the unknown.

GILL

She walks for a year.  
BILL

She walks for two years.  
GILL

She walks for three.  
BILL

Each night she settles herself to sleep under a pile of leaves.
GILL
I’ve been walking now for three whole years.  Still the forest stretches out in front of me and behind me and either side of me and above me.  And still no sign of my brothers.  But if it means walking every day and every year of my life, then that is what I’ll do.
BILL
Next morning, she hears a sound.  
GILL
A fluttering and a whirring sound.  
BILL
The sound of twelve wild ducks flapping into the sky not far in front of her.  
GILL
She springs from her bed of leaves.

BILL
She crashes through the trees.
GILL
She bashes through the trees.

BILL

There - hidden in the deep dark heart of the forest – is a cottage.

GILL

Inside – a table with twelve chairs around it.  
BILL

In front of each chair a bowl.  
GILL

By the side of each bowl a silver spoon.  
BILL

Twelve silver spoons.  
GILL

There’s no mistaking.  There’s no doubt.  My brothers – I’ve found my brothers.
BILL

Bubbling on the stove, a pot of porridge. 

GILL
Porridge.  How long is it since I’ve eaten porridge?  Now this is what my silver spoon is for.  After three years walking at last a bowlful of porridge.
And now after three years walking I need to rest.

BILL
And in the room next door she finds twelve beds.   Each bed with a mattress and a pillow stuffed to bursting with duck feathers.  And an eiderdown to cover her – also stuffed with duck feathers.  

GILL

Such comfort after three years walking in the forest.  Such comfort.  Such …
Dreams of far away

Dreams of once upon a time

Dreams of castles in the air

Of princes bold and ladies fair

BILL

Outside the cottage the sun travels through the sky until at last it sets in the west.  
GILL

As night falls the rattle and clatter of wings.  The wild ducks are back.  

BILL
As they land, their feathers shake from their bodies like a shower of snow, their wings become arms, their beaks disappear and twelve young men stride into that cottage.  
GILL
Twelve handsome young men 
BILL
clearly the noisy sons of the King and the Queen.
GILL

They sit themselves down in front of their bowls.  
BILL

The youngest Prince ladles out the porridge.

GILL

They each grab a silver spoon.

BOTH

Porridge!

BILL

Wait.  Who’s not got their spoon?  
GILL

Whose spoon is this?  
BILL

I’ve got mine.  You’ve all got yours.  
GILL

Thirteen.  
BILL

There are thirteen spoons.

GILL
Our sister.  
BILL
Who else can this spoon belong to but our sister?  She’s the reason why we’re here.  
GILL
It’s because of her that we are men only at night, 
BILL
It’s because of her we’re wild ducks during the day.  
GILL
Find her.  
BILL
Where is she?  She must pay for what she’s done to us.
BOTH

Where is she?



Where is she?



Where is she?



Where is she?

GILL

Is she hiding with the pots and pans?  
BOTH

Where is she?

No.



Where is she?



Where is she?



Where is she?



Where is she?

BILL

Is she hiding under the table?  
BOTH

Where is she?



No.



Where is she?



Where is she?

GILL

Is she hiding behind the curtains?  
BOTH

No.



Where is she?



Where is she?

BILL

Is she hiding under a bed?  


Where is she?



No.



PAUSE



Where is she?



Where is she?



Where is she?



Where is she?

GILL

Is she hiding in a bed?  
BOTH

Where is she?

BILL

Not this one.  

GILL

Where is she?



Where is she?



Not this one.



Not this one.



Where is she?


Where is she?



Not this one.



Not this one.



Where is she?



Where is she?



Not this one.

BOTH

Yes.  

BILL
This one.  So you’re our sister.  You’re the one who has brought this misery on us.  You’re the one who has taken our place in the palace while we’re banished to the deep dark heart of the forest, men by night, wild ducks by day.  You shall pay for what you’ve done to us.
GILL
If killing me will free you, then kill me.  For three years I’ve searched to set you free.  That is why I’m here.  If the only way you can be free is to kill me then do it now.  Do it straightaway.  
BILL
How can it be your fault?  How are you to blame?  You were hardly born when it happened.  Just a few seconds old.



Anyway, killing you won’t change a thing.  

GILL

Then tell me how to lift the spell.

BILL

Impossible.  Can’t be done.  Weave twelve shirts from stinging-nettles? 
GILL

Can’t be done.  The pain would be unbearable.  
BILL

I couldn’t do it.  
GILL

Twelve stinging-nettle shirts. 
BILL
 Picking all those nettles – makes my skin itch something terrible just thinking about it.
GILL

I’ll do it.

BILL

Ah but that’s not the worst.  That’s the easy bit.  
GILL

Stinging-nettle shirts, that’s the easy bit.  
BILL

Not a word must be spoken till the shirts are finished.  
GILL

Not a word.  
BILL

Not a sound.  
GILL

Not a hum.  
BILL

Not a groan.  
GILL

Not an ooh or an ahh.  
BILL

Until the shirts are finished.  
GILL

And that could be a long time.  
BILL

A long long time.  Because first the nettles must be picked and gathered.  
GILL

So many nettles, armfuls of nettles.  
BILL

And then the nettles must be woven into cloth.  
GILL

And weaving takes a long long time.  
BILL

And then the stinging-nettle cloth must be sewn into shirts.  
GILL

Twelve shirts.  
BILL

With sleeves and collars and cuffs.  
GILL

We’re talking years.  
BILL

And not a word must be spoken or the spell will be broken.

GILL

I’ll do it.

BILL

Ah but that’s not the worst.  That’s the easy bit.  
GILL

Not speaking for years on end, that’s the easy bit.  
BILL

No laughter and no tears.  
GILL

Now that’s the difficult bit.  
BILL
Not to laugh at a joke.  Not to cry with the pain of the nettles - or any other pain there might be.
GILL

Impossible.  
BILL

Can’t be done.  We’ll be forever men by night, ducks by day.
What?  What do you mean?  Speak.

No, I understand, you’re telling us – without talking, without smiling, without crying – that you’ll do it.  You’re going to try to set us free.




Not a word




Not a sound




Not a smile




Nor a tear




Until my task




Is fulfilled

Until the shirts are lying here

Waiting for my brothers

Bury my feelings 

deep inside

Wear my face like a mask

So I can hide

the pain

Not a word




Not a sound




Not a smile




Nor a tear




Until my task




Is fulfilled

Until I see

my brothers
Walk free
Every morning, before the sun’s in the sky, Princess Snow-Rose and her brothers sit down to breakfast.

GILL

Princess Snow-Rose sits silently amongst them.

BILL

The boys are quieter, more gentle than they were before so as not to disturb her.  
GILL

They’ve stopped bashing each other’s heads with their silver spoons.  
BILL

They’ve stopped flicking the porridge with their silver spoons.  
GILL

They‘re almost like normal human beings.  
BILL

They know they mustn’t make her laugh.

Knock-knock.

GILL

Who’s there?

BILL

Doctor.

GILL

Doctor…

BILL

No.  We mustn’t make her laugh.

Have you heard the one about…

GILL

No, we mustn’t make her laugh.

What’s thick and yellow and extremely dangerous?
BILL

No.  Oh that’s all right, no one laughs at that one.
GILL
When the sun peeps through the windows of the cottage the brothers are instantly transformed into wild ducks 
BILL
and away they fly to hide in the reeds out of sight of the hunters.
GILL
Snow-Rose leaves the cottage unsmiling, eyes dry, mouth firmly shut and wades, waist deep, into a great patch of stinging-nettles.  
BILL
She flings her arms around the nettles - hugs them hard as she rips them out by the roots.  
GILL

Straightaway her skin is burning.  
BILL

Her hands
GILL

her arms
BILL

her neck
GILL

her face.  
BILL

Wherever the nettles brush her skin it feels like needles and pins jabbing, jabbing. 
GILL
But her face doesn’t change.  Her mouth stays firmly shut.  Not an ooh or an ahh of pain.  Her eyes stay dry.

BILL

She hauls the nettles back to the cottage.  
GILL

Then once more wades deep into the nettle-patch.  
BILL
Flings her arms around another great mound of nettles – hugs them hard – rips them up from the roots.  
GILL
And drags them back to the cottage.

BILL

Hour after hour
GILL

day after day
BILL

week after week
GILL

month after month.   
BILL

Piles and piles of nettles.  
GILL
And then carding the nettles ready for spinning.  And then spinning the nettles to turn them into thread.  And then weaving the nettle-thread to turn it into cloth to make the shirts out of.
BILL

And then finding there still isn’t enough nettle-material.  
GILL

So back to the nettle-patch.  
BILL
But by now Snow-Rose has pulled up all the nettles anywhere near the cottage so she has to travel further and further into the forest to find enough nettles.  
GILL

And then, when she’s wrapped her arms around them and pulled them up 
BILL

– then she has to haul them all the way back to the cottage.

GILL
And her hands and her arms and her neck and her face are red-raw with the stinging.  And the rash from the nettles makes her skin rougher than sandpaper.
BILL

Her brothers are shocked almost into silence by what their sister is doing.

This is for us.  She’s doing this for us.  We can’t let her do this any longer.  So much pain.  
Look at her, she’s telling us.  She’s got this far.  We can’t stop her now or it will all have been for nothing.
GILL

They don’t fight at all now.  
BILL
Never bash each other on the head with their silver spoons.  They try to make Snow-Rose as comfortable as they can.  They cook for her
GILL
they do the washing up
BILL
they make her bed 
GILL
do all the dusting 
BILL
and the tidying.  They are as gentle with her as they know how.

GILL

Three years pass.  
BILL

That’s how long it takes.  
GILL

Three years.  
BILL

But at last Snow-Rose is ready to cut out the shirts from the nettle-material.  
GILL

And she cuts out the sleeves and she cuts out the collars and she cuts out the cuffs. 
BILL

Enough for twelve shirts.  
GILL

Now all that’s left is to sew it all together.
BILL
She starts early in the morning after her brothers have flown away to hide themselves from the hunters.
GILL

By lunchtime she’s finished six of the shirts.  Six left to do before the sun goes down. 
BILL

But then she finds she’s put a collar on back to front.  
GILL

And a needle breaks.  
BILL

And a piece of the nettle-cloth tears.  
GILL
So that as the light is beginning to fade she still has three more shirts to finish.  Her brothers will be back any moment.

BILL

What’s that noise?  
GILL

Dogs barking.  
BILL

The thunder of horses’ hooves on the forest floor.  The blast of a horn.  
GILL

The hunters.  There’s a party of hunters coming this way.  
BILL

Hunting for deer, perhaps, or rabbits.  
GILL

Or wild duck.  
BILL

And her brothers will be flying back any moment.
GILL
Snow-Rose bundles the shirts – some finished, some still to be sewn – into a bag which she swings over her shoulder.  
BILL

She runs as fast as she possibly can towards the sound of the hunters.  
GILL

She hears overhead the whirr and the flap of wings.  
BILL

She hears the quack of the wild ducks 
GILL

– her brothers 
BILL

– heading home for their supper.  
GILL

She wants to yell 
BILL

– she wants to shout a warning 
GILL

– but she mustn’t.  
BILL

For then her brothers will be ducks forever.  
GILL

But at least they’ll be alive.  What to do?

BILL
Here are the hunters.  Their leader on horseback – lifting his bow towards the sky.  Pulling back the arrow ready to shoot down a duck.
GILL
Her body cries stop!  Don’t shoot!  But not a sound passes her lips.  Her face shows nothing.

Snow-Rose hurls herself at the hunter.   
BILL
The first he knows of her being there he’s almost pushed off his horse.  The arrow flies away into the forest.  
GILL

The wild ducks pass overhead unhurt.
BILL
What do you think you’re…  Who are you?  What do you think you’re playing at?  Well?  What do you have to say for yourself?  Nothing it seems.  Who are you?  What’s your name?  What are all these marks all over you?  Nettle rash.  Has someone been pushing you into the nettle-patch?  That’s not very kind.  You need looking after.  Do you live round here?   You can hear me can you?  Then why won’t you answer.  Snow-Rose I shall call you.  The paleness of your skin, the rose-red of your lips and cheeks.  We’ll take care of you in my castle.  I’m the king of these lands.  We’ll give you a better life than the one you’ve had so far.  No one’s going to push you into the nettle-patch anymore.  No, I won’t have any argument, you’re coming with us.
GILL
And how indeed can Snow-Rose argue.  Not when she can’t speak.  And she mustn’t cry.  And all this when the shirts are almost finished.  She clutches the bag tightly to her has they swing her up onto a horse and take her with them to the palace.  But what use are unfinished shirts?   And what use are the shirts if her brothers aren’t there to put them on?
BILL
When we get back to my castle the first thing I do is find some soothing cream to rub on the nettle stings to stop the hurt and get rid of the redness.  She’s given a room that I’m sure is more magnificent than any room she’s ever seen before.
GILL
The room I’m shown to reminds me of my room in the palace where I was born.  But that all seems such a long time ago.  It seems live I’ve always lived in the cottage with my brothers.  And now suddenly they’re not here.  I’m on my own in this strange castle with a king who thinks he’s being kind.
BILL
And then I sit her down to a meal the like of which I’m sure she’s never seen before.

GILL

I have to eat this meal that just goes on and on and on.  So many different courses.

BILL

She obviously enjoys it. 

GILL

It’s completely ridiculous.

BILL

But she insists on using a silver spoon she has to eat it with.

GILL
They try to stop me using my spoon.  But I insist.  And all the time I’m thinking of my brothers with nothing to eat but porridge.  Waiting for their shirts.  But I mustn’t cry.

BILL
Even though she must be enjoying the food she doesn’t smile.  And she doesn’t say a word of thanks.  She doesn’t say anything at all.

Is that good?  Bet you’ve never tasted anything like that before.
GILL

All this food, it’s just showing off.  It really isn’t necessary.

BILL
And after the meal we sit.  In front of a roaring fire.  I tell her all about myself.  
GILL

He talks and talks.  But I’m thinking of my brothers.



I’ve never known anyone talk as much as he does.



He stares at me which is a bit embarrassing.

GILL
He tells me some jokes.  
BILL
What’s yellow and highly dangerous?

GILL
Luckily they’re truly terrible and anyway I’ve heard them all before so it’s easy not to smile.

BILL
By the end of the evening I find that I’ve  grown quite fond of this strange girl from the forest.

GILL
At last I’m allowed to go to my room.  But how can I sleep knowing my brothers are waiting for their shirts?

BILL
 During the days and weeks that follow I seem to spend a lot of time with Snow-Rose – that’s what I call her, though I’ve no idea what her real name is.
GILL

It’s strange that he guessed my name.

BILL
I find I’m not as interested as I used to be in hunting and battles and all the other things that young kings do.  I just love talking with Snow-Rose – even if it’s me doing all the talking.

GILL
I find his voice very calming.  Very soothing.  And he’s very kind – he does all he can to make me welcome.  If things were different I could be very fond of him.  Could even love him perhaps.  But things aren’t different.  My brothers are waiting for their shirts and I am trapped in this castle.

BILL
If only I could make her smile.  If only I could be sure that she’s happy.  That’s all I want.  To make her happy.

GILL


If only

If only

If only things were different

If only

If only

If only things could change

I would tell him

I would tell him

I would tell him how inside I’m laughing

I would tell him

I would tell him

I would tell him that his jokes make me scream

I would hold him

And I’d squeeze him

I would tell him how his voice is pleasing

I would hug him

and then I’d kiss him

And I’d tell him if he went how much I’d miss him

BILL


If only

If only

If only I could be certain

If only If only

If only I could be sure

I would tell her

I would tell her

I would tell her how happy I could make her

I would tell her

I would tell her

I would her she must be my Queen

I would hold her

And I’d squeeze her

I would tell her much I need her

I would hug her

and then I’d kiss her

And I’d tell her if she went how much I’d miss her

BOTH


I would hold her/him

And I’d squeeze her/him

I would tell her much I need her/him that his voice is pleasing

I would hug her/him

and then I’d kiss her/him

And I’d tell her/him if she/he went how much I’d miss her/him

GILL
But things aren’t different.  And the other ladies in the castle do not want me happy at all.  They are angry that king spends so much time with me.  When they sit next to me at the dinner table they kick my shins with their pointy shoes.  They dig their long red nails into my arm.  They whisper things about me.  They whisper loud so I can hear:  

BILL
 That girl, she has the most dreadful skin – I’m sure she has some frightful disease.
GILL

 Good, well I hope she dies of it really soon.
BILL

 However hard I kick her under the table, she never makes a sound.
GILL

 However deep I dig my nails into her arm, she never cries.

BILL

 She must be a witch.  
GILL

That’s what she is.  Witches don’t feel pain.  
BILL

Witches never cry.
GILL

All this is going on around me but of course I can’t say a word.

BILL
I begin to be aware of odd remarks.  
BOTH
She’s a witch, she’s a witch, she’s a witch.

BILL
 People muttering in corners.  
BOTH
She’s a witch, she’s a witch, she’s a witch.

BILL
It seems not everyone is as happy as me to welcome Snow-Rose to the castle.
My mother tells me: 
GILL

 I’ve got terrible pains in my legs – and it’s all because of Snow-Rose.

BILL

My sisters tell me: 
GILL

Our children have been up all night being sick - and it’s all because of Snow-Rose.

BILL
No.  Your children have been up all night being sick, sisters, because you let them eat too much.  And you’ve got pains in your legs, mother, because you’re getting old.  It happens.  It’s got nothing to do with Snow-Rose - leave the poor girl alone.”

GILL

But that doesn’t stop them making my life a misery.

BILL

 She’s a witch.  
GILL

She’s definitely a witch.  
BILL

Only a witch could keep her face so still.  
GILL

Underneath those pretty looks, she’s an ugly witch.
BILL
And then one day, one terrible day, my mother insists I go outside with her.  She points to the snow beneath Snow-Rose’s window.  
GILL
Look there in the snow.  Blood.  Now will you believe us.  She’s a witch and this blood is from the animals she kills to make her spells.

BILL
A witch?  Mother.  There are no witches nowadays.

GILL
Not round here there aren’t.  But she’s not from round here, is she.  She’s from the forest.  
BILL
Snow-Rose is not a witch.  She is the gentlest, kindest person I’ve ever met.
GILL
Killing little animals to make magic spells - is that kind and gentle?

BILL
No it’s not.  It’s not at all kind.  Or gentle.  But I don’t believe Snow-Rose could do that.
GILL
We know nothing about her.  You know nothing about her.  She says nothing.  
BILL
She’s not a witch.

GILL
The blood in the snow.  It proves she’s a witch.

BILL
Does it?

GILL
It definitely does.  Perhaps she’s cast a spell on you so that you can’t see what’s plain to everybody else.

BILL
I don’t know.

GILL
She must die.  A witch must die.  She must burn in the fire.
BILL
But we don’t do that anymore.

GILL
It is your duty as a king to protect your country from the witches in the forest.

BILL
I’m sure she can explain.  Very well, take her down to the dungeons.

GILL
Without any warning the soldiers burst into my room.  They drag me down the stairs to a dungeon deep beneath the castle.   I’m frightened – of course I’m frightened.  But still I mustn’t show it.
BILL
 What’s that miss?  What is it you want?  Oh, that bag of yours, is that it?  That bag of sewing.  Why not, give you something useful to do while you wait.  Take your mind off things.  I’m sorry you’re in this mess, miss, I’m sure you’ll be able to explain.  Ouch, ooh, that stings.  What’s this material made of?  Ow, that really hurts.  Here take it, I wouldn’t want to be sewing that.”

GILL
Three shirts left to sew and already I can hear them piling up branches and logs for the bonfire.  



Not a word




Not a sound




Not a smile




Nor a tear




Until my task




Is fulfilled

Until the shirts are lying here

Waiting for my brothers

Bury my feelings 

deep inside

Wear my face like a mask

So I can hide

the pain

GILL

I have to finish the shirts – before I die I have to save my brothers.  
Two shirts done.  The final shirt left – the shirt for my youngest brother.  On with the collar.  On with one sleeve.  Now the other sleeve.  Where is it?  The other sleeve, where’s it gone?  It must have dropped from the bag.  It must still be somewhere in the forest.  Will the magic work if there’s a sleeve missing.

BILL
I can’t believe what’s happening.  This girl who I really truly love.  But the blood in the snow.  I hate her for what she has done.  I love her and I hate her all at the same time.  If she’s a witch she must die.  But is she a witch?
GILL

I hear the key rattle in the door.  The lock turns.  The door swings open.

BILL

 I’m sorry miss.  No more sewing.  It’s time.  Why won’t you tell ’em miss?
GILL

I pick up all twelve shirts.

BILL
I see her being led out of the dungeon.  She’s clutching a pile of shirts.  Dark-green shirts.

GILL

As I walk towards the bonfire I drop the shirts to the ground, one after another.

BILL
She’s dropping the shirts.  Why’s she doing that?  Perhaps she truly is a witch.  Perhaps this is some sort of spell.

GILL

As each shirt touches the ground a wild duck swoops out of the sky.

BILL
Look – a flock of wild ducks.  
A skein of ducks, your majesty – that’s what we call a flock when it’s flying – a skein of ducks.
GILL

Each duck picks up a shirt in its beak and flies away.

BILL

Well that’s the strangest thing I’ve ever seen.  

Snow-Rose, I’m giving you a chance.  One last chance.  A chance to save yourself.  Speak to us, tell us the truth of what’s happened.  All you have to do is speak.  Explain who you are.  Tell us why you don’t laugh, why you don’t cry.  Please, speak to us.


 Then light the fire.

GILL


Not a word




Not a sound




Not a smile




Nor a tear




Until my task




Is fulfilled

Until the shirts are lying here

Waiting for …



What’s that noise?  I hear the pounding of horses’ hooves.  

BILL

What’s happening.
GILL

Twelve you men.  Twelve princes, my brothers, riding into the castle, swords drawn.

BILL
Stop.  Let our sister go, on pain of death.  Everything she has done she has done for love.  No-one has ever loved as she has.  Now let our sister go.
GILL
A great gust of wind blows out the flames.  For the first time in what seems like a lifetime, for the first time in three years I can smile.  I can laugh.  I can shout out loud:  “You’re safe.  You’re men again.  You’re free.”
BILL
And then she tells the king.  You explain.  You tell me the whole story in a tumble of words.

GILL
Words that had been waiting to be spoken for so long.  Explanations and feelings and all the things that words can say.

BILL
But how did I ever think you were a witch?  What about the blood in the snow?  Mother.

GILL
Forgive me.  I am so ashamed.  Please forgive me.  I was jealous of you Snow-Rose.  Jealous of your beauty.  Jealous that you are young while I am old.  It was me spilled the blood in the snow.  It was the blood of a rabbit.  Forgive me.
BILL
Snow-Rose.  I too am ashamed.  I too must ask you to forgive me.

GILL

Before I can answer my brothers start to pull me away.

BILL

 This isn’t where we belong, Snow-Rose, this isn’t our home.  Let’s go.
GILL
Yes we must go home.  Mother and father must know that you are safe.  But all the same, I very much think that I’ll be back.  The king has been most wonderfully kind.  And I have always found his voice so very soothing.

But tell me, did you find the missing sleeve for the last jacket?  Was it there in the forest?

BILL
No, they hadn’t found it.  The youngest brother pulls back his cloak.  His shirt has one sleeve missing.  And there, where his left arm should be is a wing – a wild duck’s wing.

GILL

But when they all arrive home do you think the Queen is worried by that wing?  
BILL

Not at all.  
GILL

She is overjoyed to see her sons.  
BILL

And of course the king is also overjoyed.  
GILL

And they all sit together round the breakfast table
BILL

each of them clutching their silver spoon
GILL

each of them enjoying a bowl of porridge to celebrate.  
BILL

And the sun shines in through the window. 
Across a warm blue sky




We watch the wild ducks fly

Winging on their way

To the land where they’ll stay

for the summer

where they’ll nest

for the summer

Dreams of far away

Dreams of once upon a time

Dreams of castles in the air

Of princes bold and ladies fair

As we watch the wild ducks fly

Across the warm blue sky
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