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Characters
ARTHUR:
The King: a nice chap, but too keen on fighting

LANCELOT:
Even more keen on fighting

MERLIN:
Mysterious magician, old but astute

ESCANOR:
Husband of Vivien, whom he ignores.  Blunt, outspoken, no nonsense type.

PEREGRINE:
Posh and querulous

GUINEVERE:
The Queen: proud but rather weak

VIVIEN:
Long-suffering wife of Escanor - jaded

HILDEGARD:
An old lady, set in her ways but no fool

MORGAN LE FAY:
A scheming magician, very seductive

ISOLDE:
Young lady, feisty, good people-skills

ZOG:
Chief varlet, with an uncouth voice

JIBBONARA:
An educated varlet

PEPPY:
A rather dim varlet

LINNET:
A haughty lady

GARETH:
A young knight, shy but determined

MACDONALD:
Chief of the clan - all bluster but perhaps a coward

ROSSALYN:
His sister

JAMES:
His right-hand man - a good fighter

QUANG:
A varlet - the Scottish equivalent of Zog.

CHAMPION PIPER:
A very small boy

OLWYN:
No nonsense school teacher type, but fair

TRISTAN:
Peevish - expects everyone to do his bidding

NUDD:
Friendly, amenable, willing to change

URIEN:
Uncouth

NIMIANE:
Young scatterbrained lady

APOLLO:
Dancer (non-speaking role)

DRUDWYN:
Dancer (non-speaking role)

SAGRAMOUR:
Dancer

KAY:
Dancer

KNIGHTS, LADIES, SCOTSMEN, WOMEN, CHILDREN, VILLAGERS:


RUNNING TIME:
?? minutes.


"/" in the dialogue means the next person starts to speak at this point, creating overlapping speech.


I'm suggesting that some scenes are full-stage and some are played on the apron, but of course that's up to the director and the set designer.
 ACT 1
Scene 1:  Great Hall.
A tableau as the curtains open: KING ARTHUR seated upstage, with his KNIGHTS raising their swords or kneeling at his feet - possibly with back-lighting, an overhead spot on Arthur and dry ice!  After the opening fanfare Arthur steps forward and the scene comes to life.

SONG:
"Real men"

ARTHUR:
I'm Arthur, I'm the King of all the people round about.
And if you don't know who I am,
you'd better just watch out!  I'm a

ALL:
Real man, Real man,

ARTHUR:
I'm the one on top.  I'm a

ALL:
Real man, Real man,

ARTHUR:
Pick a fight with me and down you drop!

LANCELOT:
I'm Lancelot, I prance a lot upon my noble steed.
I charge around the country
till I'm very tired indeed.  I'm a

ALL:
Real man, Real man,

LANCELOT:
I don't mind the pain.  I'm a

ALL:
Real man, Real man,

LANCELOT:
Wash me down and off I go again!

ALL:
We are the Knights of the Round Table.
That's what the girls adore.
We'd keep the peace if we were able,
But since we're not, we keep the war.

During the fanfare some of the Knights fight while others cheer them on.  Merlin enters, making mystic passes over a crystal ball.

MERLIN:
I'm Merlin, I'm a wizard and I spend my time indoors.
I hate the thought of riding and I never fight in wars.

LANCELOT:
He's a

ALL:
Weird man, Weird man.

MERLIN:
That's what people say.

LANCELOT:
He's a

ALL:
Weird man, Weird man.

MERLIN:
Just because I won't go out and play.

Merlin shakes his head dismissively and exits, studying the crystal ball.

ALL:
So now you've heard about us and we eagerly confess
That you may call upon us if you're ever in distress,
'cos we're Real men, Real men, ready for a quest.
Yes we're Real men, Real men.
If you need a hero, we're the best.


We are the Knights of the Round Table.
That's what the girls adore.
We'd keep the peace if we were able,
But since we're not, we keep the war.

Again during the fanfare some of the Knights fight while others cheer them on.


Yes we're real men, real men.  We don't need a brain,
'cos we're Real men, Real men.
If you like we'll sing it all again!  (shouted)  Real men!

End of song.

ZOG:
(rushing in)  Your majesty, a wild boar is terrorising the inhabitants of [wherever the show is being performed].

ARTHUR:
Excellent!  A boar hunt is just what I need to put me in the mood for a spot of lunch.  To horse!

KNIGHTS:
To horse!

As Arthur and the Knights are about to rush off, GUINEVERE enter followed by her LADIES.

GUINEVERE:
Arthur, my love?

ARTHUR:
Yes Guinevere, my love?

GUINEVERE:
(weakly)  I don't suppose you could do anything about the draughts in the castle.

ARTHUR:
Er  - -  No, I don't suppose so.

GUINEVERE:
It's just that  - -  when we're sitting doing our embroidery  - -  well, we get very cold.

ARTHUR:
Cold?  Nonsense, it's not cold at all.  Don't know what's wrong with you women.

LANCELOT:
Real men don't worry about that sort of thing.

GUINEVERE:
But we're not men.

ARTHUR:
That's not something to be proud of.  To horse!

KNIGHTS:
To horse!

The men rush off.

GUINEVERE:
Well, I tried.

VIVIEN:
It's always the same - they don't take any notice of us.

HILDEGARD:
It was the same in the days of King Uther - no use expecting his son to be any different.  We're just women - what can we do?

SONG:
"What can we do?"


Chorus:
LADIES:
It's enough to make you scream but what can we do?
What can we do?  Nothing.
When the men go hunting in the woods all day,
Don't they know we need a holiday?
We'd be happy to rest a moment or two,
but what can we do?

GUINEVERE:
Every time I complain - in my sweetest tone
that the castle's cold and it's draughty
I am told that the cold is a healthy breeze:
It's just one of life's little joys.
He doesn't care that I could freeze
While he's out playing games with the boys.
Then he talks for hours about the fights he's won,
And he goes through every battle blow by blow.
But he never asks what I have done,
'cos he doesn't want to know.


Chorus
VIVIEN:
Now my dad was afraid I would turn out bad,
so he locked me up in his castle.
When a knight came along and he rescued me,
I thought I'd be happy for life.
But just as soon as we were wed,
He forgot what is due to a wife.
For he says his mission is to rescue maids,
And I think he's up to number fifty-three.
Then his passion cools and quickly fades,
and he never thinks of me.

ALL:
Chorus
HILDEGARD:
You can see by the way that they look at me
that they think I'm just an old woman.
Now my husband is dead, I'm a nobody.
My face is as lined as a map.
But I can still remember them,
When they played with their toys on my lap.
Yes I taught them plenty in their childhood days,
And they came to me when they were feeling sad.
Such a pity it's a passing phase.  Yes it really is too bad.

ALL:
Chorus
End of song.  During this, MORGAN LE FAY enters and listens disdainfully.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Hah!

GUINEVERE:
What?!

MORGAN LE FAY:
I said "Hah"!  You got a problem with that?

GUINEVERE:
I don't know - it rather depends on what you mean by "Hah".

MORGAN LE FAY:
Why do you let a bunch of men boss you around instead of standing up for yourselves?

GUINEVERE:
But  - -  they're men.

MORGAN LE FAY:
So?  I heard what you said:  (Mimics)  "I don't suppose you could do anything about the draughts in the castle."  Of course he won't if you ask in a pathetic little voice like that - you're encouraging him to say "No".

GUINEVERE:
Do you know who I am?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Yes Guinevere, and I still think you're pathetic.  Come on, girls, isn't it about time we stood up for ourselves?

HILDEGARD:
We are not girls.

MORGAN LE FAY:
No, you're door-mats, just waiting to be walked on by "real men".  Well, I'm here to change all that!

HILDEGARD:
You're mad.

GUINEVERE:
How did you get into the castle anyway?  Didn't the guards challenge you?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Oh, I have ways of getting past guards.  They simply didn't notice me.

VIVIEN:
Who are you anyway?

SONG:
"Morgan le Fay"

MORGAN LE FAY:
My name is Morgan le Fay.
You're lucky to meet me today.
You just need a shot at improving your lot,
and I know I can show you the way.  (Evil laugh)

Chorus:

I'm a woman who understands men,
and the little games they play.
If they ever try to cross me,
they're no match for Morgan le Fay!
I'm the master, and they are the slaves.
I'm the one who makes the rules.
 I see them as they really are -
Just a sorry bunch of fools.


Now I wouldn't like to give the impression that I
don't like men.  They're fun for a while.
With their strong right arms and their naïve charms,
They just make me smile.  (Sweet sigh)  Aaaaah.
But I'm the one in charge of my destiny,
Not my current man.
I use them when I need them.
That's just the way I am.

ALL:
Chorus:
She's a woman who understands men,
and the little games they play.
 If they ever try to cross her,
they're no match for Morgan le Fay!
She's the master, and they are the slaves.
She's the one who makes the rules.
She sees them as they really are:
Just a sorry bunch of fools.

MORGAN LE FAY:
When the men find out that I'm a magician
They're afraid of me.  And so they should be!
It's a real disgrace when they have to face
A woman like me.  (Sexy growl)  Grrrrrr.
So clear the way for somebody willing to
fight for her beliefs.
If someone tries to stop me,
He's no more than a thief.

ALL:
Chorus
MORGAN LE FAY:
So get out of my way.  I'm Morgan le Fay!

End of song.

HILDEGARD:
I know you, Morgan le Fay.  These other ladies are too young to remember, but I was here when...

Morgan makes a mystic pass in front of Hildegard who stops instantly, puts her hand to her throat and tries to talk though no sound comes out.  Morgan stands in front of her so the other ladies can't see what has happened.

MORGAN LE FAY:
It doesn't matter who I am - it's what I can do that counts.

GUINEVERE:
And what can you do?

MORGAN LE FAY:
I can change your lives for the better.  I can make your men respect you.  I can give you / the power to...

VIVIEN:
That's all a bit vague, isn't it?

MORGAN LE FAY:
I can get rid of the draughts in the castle.

ISOLDE:
Now you're talking.  How?

MORGAN LE FAY:
By changing your men's attitude so that they understand the women's point of view and want to do things for you.

VIVIEN:
I don't think so.

ISOLDE:
Tell us more, then.

Morgan beckons the ladies to move in closer.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Here's my plan.  You all know how competitive men are, so you tell them you're bored with jousting and all that stuff - you want them to compete in exciting new ways.  You get the men to agree without letting them know what the events will be.  By the end of the contest they'll be completely under your thumbs.  You tell them the castle is draughty - they'll rush to put up curtains and fit better doors.

ISOLDE:
You really think so?

VIVIEN:
Doesn't sound possible to me.

GUINEVERE:
Anyway, they may not like it.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(angrily)  They may not like it?!  You little fool, how can you ever improve your lot if you're always worrying about what men will like?

The ladies talk among themselves, some agreeing with Morgan, some disagreeing.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(singing - no accompaniment)  You're enough to make me scream, but what can you do?


What can you do?  (shouted)  Plenty!

ISOLDE:
I think it's a great idea.  What have we got to lose?

GUINEVERE:
Isolde, you're very young.  You don't have a husband.  Once you do, you'll understand things.  Come on. ladies, we don't need to listen to any more of this nonsense.

The ladies exit, Isolde looking back wistfully at Morgan le Fay.  Hildegard comes out from behind Morgan, still waving her hands and trying to speak.  Morgan makes more magic passes over Hildegard who turns round as if in a trance and exits in the opposite direction.  As Morgan growls in frustration at the group of departing ladies, Merlin enters.

MERLIN:
Morgan le Fay.  What are you doing back at court?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Hello Merlin - I thought you'd have forgotten me.

MERLIN:
I have a long memory.  Especially for a viper like you.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Oh, come on.  We used to be on better terms than that.  When I was your apprentice, / you used to say...

MERLIN:
That was before you tried to worm the secret spells out of me - spells that you were not permitted / to know...

MORGAN LE FAY:
Permitted?  And who was giving out permissions?  An old man who didn't want any competition from a mere woman?  (She twists her fingers in his long beard.)  We used to get on so well together.

MERLIN:
(pulling away)  Until I found out what you were after!  Arthur banned you from his court / and said that if you...

MORGAN LE FAY:
Under your advice, no doubt.  (Pause)  Although Arthur always did have a fear of intelligent educated women - probably why he married Guinevere.

MERLIN:
Out with it!  What are you doing here?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Dear Merlin - suspicious as ever.  I just wanted to see what my little brother was up to these days.  Bit of a tourist trip.

MERLIN:
You're lying.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Am I?  You'll just have to wait and see, won't you.  Now if you'll excuse me, I have things to do.

As she goes to leave, Merlin mouths a spell at her.  She spins round and tries to attack with a counter-spell, and they stand staring at each other, almost motionless, but clearly under a great strain.  Slowly Morgan le Fay backs away and crouches down, eventually whimpering as she falls to her knees.  Merlin relaxes and takes some deep breaths.

MERLIN:
Very good, but not good enough to stand up to your old master.  Your powers will come back, after a few hours.  By then I expect you to be gone from this castle, or your life will be forfeit.  You understand me, girl?

MORGAN LE FAY:
(struggling to speak)  Only too well, old man.  But my time will surely come.

They slowly exit in different directions.

Scene 2:  Corridor.
Apron.  JIBBONARA and PEPPY are carrying a ladder across the stage, Jibbonara in the lead.  ZOG enters behind them.

ZOG:
(rough voice)  Hey, you varlets!

Jibbonara swings round to see who is speaking, so Peppy is swung round by the other end of the ladder and struggles to keep his footing.

JIBBONARA:
(educated voice)  Who are you calling a varlet.

ZOG:
Well 'oo d'you think?  You two, that's who.

JIBBONARA:
But you're a varlet yourself.

ZOG:
Yeah, but I'm the Chief Varlet - that means I get to call you two "varlets".

JIBBONARA:
Bit of a derogatory term though, isn't it.

ZOG:
"Doggery?"

JIBBONARA:
"De-rog-a-tor-y" - means looking down on us.  We don't like that, do we Peppy?

PEPPY:
(dim voice)  Course we don't.  (Shakes his head in confusion)  What?

ZOG:
Where are you taking that ladder anyway?

JIBBONARA:
Queen's parlour.

He swings round to point, and again Peppy is thrown about.

ZOG:
And 'oo told you to do that?

PEPPY:
The Queen.

ZOG:
(taken aback)  Oh!  Well you'd better not mess things up the way you usually do.

PEPPY:
We know what we're doing.  (Thinks hard.)  Don't we?

ZOG:
Well, what are you  - -  Jibbonara, I'd rather you told me.

JIBBONARA:
Told you what, Zog?

ZOG:
What you are doing.

JIBBONARA:
(very slowly and clearly)  We are carrying a ladder.

ZOG:
I can see you're carrying a ladder.  What for?

JIBBONARA:
We're taking / it to...

ZOG:
I know where you're taking it.  What are you going to do with it when you get there.

PEPPY:
Put it down - it's heavy.

ZOG:
(frustrated yell)  Aaaaaah!

JIBBONARA:
What's the matter, Zog?  You got indigestion again?

ZOG:
If I have, I know who's given it me.  (Pause to collect his thoughts, then speaking slowly)  For what purpose are you taking this ladder to the Queen's parlour?

JIBBONARA:
Aah!

PEPPY:
(knowingly)  Aah!

JIBBONARA:
She wants some curtains across the window to keep the draughts out.

ZOG:
Curtains?  Where does she get these new-fangled ideas from?  Be wanting glass next.

JIBBONARA:
She did mention that.

ZOG:
Hah!  And what did the King say?

PEPPY:
King?

ZOG:
King Arthur.  (sarcastically)  The man who sits at the head of the Round Table.

JIBBONARA:
You can't have / the head of a...

ZOG:
I don't care!  The man in charge.  The man who runs the country - what did he say about it?

PEPPY:
Nothing.

ZOG:
Nothing?

PEPPY:
Nothing.

ZOG:
He didn't object?

PEPPY:
No.

ZOG:
He didn't say it was  - -  a waste of money?

PEPPY:
No.

ZOG:
He didn't say women should be like men and not worry about draughts?

PEPPY:
No.

JIBBONARA:
He wasn't there actually.

ZOG:
Aha!  So he didn't have a chance to object.  But he would have done if he'd been there.  (Pause)  Now look you two - it's time you understood one thing.

PEPPY:
Aaaaaah.

ZOG:
That's probably your limit anyway.  Listen - the King's in charge here.  The Queen is just  - -  well, a woman.  An important woman, but still  - -  just a woman.  We don't have women telling us what to do.  We are men.

PEPPY:
I thought we were varlets.

ZOG:
I give up!  Take that ladder back to where you got it from, and try and remember  - -  you take orders from the King, not the Queen.  It's men who run the world.  Women are only  - -  well, they have their uses, just like that ladder, but that's about all.  Go!

Jibbonara swings the ladder round and again Peppy is thrown about.


Peppy - stop playing the fool!

PEPPY:
I'm not playing, Zog.

As they are about to exit, HILDEGARD enters, still in a trance and crosses the stage without seeing anything.

ZOG:
(bowing low)  Good morrow, Lady Hildegard.

The men watch in amazement as she exits.


An' that's typical, innit!  When they want you to do something, they're all over you  - -  and when they don't, it's like you don't exist.

JIBBONARA:
(as they carry the ladder off)  Women!

PEPPY:
Yeah!  (Pause)  What?

Zog looks back to where Hildegard went, shakes his head, then starts to exit but is stopped by MORGAN LE FAY as she enters, still suffering the effects of Merlin's spell.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Which way to the Queen's Chamber?

ZOG:
And who might you be?

MORGAN LE FAY:
(angrily)  Just answer my question!  (But the effort is too much for her - she staggers and clutches on to him for support.)
ZOG:
You don't belong here.  How did you get into the castle?

MORGAN LE FAY:
(under great strain, but still quietly imperious)  Now listen to me, little man.  If my powers had not been diminished I would turn you into a toad for your insolence.  I am Morgan le Fay, and I have as much right to this castle as Arthur and his little boys.  Which way to the Queen's Chamber?

ZOG:
(scared)  It's  - -  er  - -  turn left at the end of the corridor, and it's the big room on your left  - -  but  - -  she only sees people by appointment.

MORGAN LE FAY:
She will see me.  Go!

Zog rushes off.  Once he is gone she collapses on a chair, fighting for breath.  After a while she forces herself to stand up and start to exit.

ISOLDE:
(offstage)  Wait!

Morgan le Fay slowly turns as ISOLDE runs in.


I really liked what you were saying, and I'm sorry...  What is it?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Nothing.  (She collapses on the chair again.)
ISOLDE:
Are you ill?  Shall I fetch the physician?

MORGAN LE FAY:
No.  It's not his department.  (Beat)  So you liked my ideas.

ISOLDE:
(sitting beside her)  Yes I did.  I know I'm young, but I don't want to think that my whole life is being planned for me by other people - by men.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Good.  That's good.  (The encouragement revives her a little.)  If only there were a few more like you.

ISOLDE:
I'm sure there are.  But if the Queen won't listen, neither will they.

MORGAN LE FAY:
I need to see her again - have another try at making her listen.

ISOLDE:
Yes, but  - -  may I speak frankly?

MORGAN LE FAY:
What's your name, girl?

ISOLDE:
Isolde.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Yes Isolde, speak frankly.

ISOLDE:
It's just that  - -  well  - -  I don't quite know how to put it.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(sharply)  Yes you do.  You just don't know how I'm going to take it.  Speak.

ISOLDE:
Well  - -  it seems to me  - -  If you want to persuade people to do something, it doesn't help if you start by calling them "pathetic"  - -  and "door-mats"  - -  and "you little fool".

MORGAN LE FAY:
Ah.

ISOLDE:
If you want to get them on your side  - -  you have to be on their side first.  Sympathise with them.  Show them that you understand them.  See things from their point of view.

Morgan le Fay sits open-mouthed for a few seconds, taking this in.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Isolde, you're a remarkable young woman.  Where did you get these ideas from?

ISOLDE:
I don't know - it just seems common sense to me.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Most uncommon sense, I would say.  Yes, I suppose I could try that approach - the old one certainly didn't work.

ISOLDE:
And always start by apologising for something.

MORGAN LE FAY:
What!  I never apologise.

ISOLDE:
And the result is?

Morgan opens her mouth but nothing comes out.


Well?

MORGAN LE FAY:
(low)  I really don't like the idea at all.

ISOLDE:
But you'll try it, won't you?

MORGAN LE FAY:
I'll try it - just this once.  Thank you, Isolde.

Isolde helps her to stand up, and they move slowly off with Isolde supporting her.

Scene 3:  Queen's Chamber.

Apron.
GUINEVERE is writing in a book.  She looks up at MORGAN LE FAY who enters and stays just on-stage.

GUINEVERE:
You!  I don't want to see you again.  Go away!.

MORGAN LE FAY:
I will, I promise.  I just wanted to (deep breath)  apologise to you before I leave your court.

GUINEVERE:
Oh!

MORGAN LE FAY:
I realise I was very rude to you and your ladies, and I was well out of line with my wild ideas.

GUINEVERE:
Really.

MORGAN LE FAY:
It must be such a difficult job being Queen  - -  all those pressures, appearances to keep up  - -  all the work of running a big castle  - -  I'm sure I couldn't do it half as well as you do.

GUINEVERE:
It's very kind of you to say so.  Please come in and sit down.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(to audience)  Blimey, it really works!

She comes into the room and sits down.


I have a tremendous admiration for someone who can combine so many skills, and I'm really sorry that I called you those names...

GUINEVERE:
No, no, don't mention it.  I'm not easily offended.

MORGAN LE FAY:
But I said you were all "pathetic"  - -  and  - -  "door-mats".

GUINEVERE:
Oh, you mustn't be so hard on yourself.

MORGAN LE FAY:
And  - -  "little fool".

GUINEVERE:
Well, I'm sure you had your reasons.

MORGAN LE FAY:
It's just that  - -  well  - -  I don't quite know how to put it.

GUINEVERE:
Please go on.

MORGAN LE FAY:
May I ask a very personal question?

GUINEVERE:
I  - -  I suppose so.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Are you really happy with the way things are?

Guinevere looks at her in shock for a few seconds, then suddenly buries her head in her hands and starts to sob.

GUINEVERE:
I know I ought to be.  I'm Queen of this nation, looked up to by everyone, surrounded by servants  - -

MORGAN LE FAY:
And yet?

GUINEVERE:
And yet I'm never allowed to make any important decisions.  My marriage was arranged between my father and Merlin.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Tell me about it!  My father forced me to marry King Urien, and he was even worse than Arthur!  That's when I started to stand up for myself instead of just doing what men told me to do.

GUINEVERE:
You're much braver than I.

MORGAN LE FAY:
And yet we have a lot in common.

GUINEVERE:
But what can we do?

MORGAN LE FAY:
(angrily)  That's what you always  - -  (calmly)  That's an excellent question, provided you're willing to look at the possible answers.

GUINEVERE:
You think this "challenge" of yours is one of them.

MORGAN LE FAY:
I really do.  Get them out of their comfort zone, and maybe they'll start to realise what our lives are like.

GUINEVERE:
So what sort of tasks do you have in mind?

MORGAN LE FAY:
The tasks themselves aren't that important.  What we all want is men who will listen to us, sympathise with us, see things from our point of view.

GUINEVERE:
And be gentle and loving some of the time, instead of just  - -  taking us for granted.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Exactly.

GUINEVERE:
All right.  What do I need to do?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Talk the ladies round, and then we all need to be in the Great Hall when the men come back.  I'm happy to speak on your behalf, provided you all back me up.

GUINEVERE:
I'll make sure they will.  Thank you - you've given me new hope.

They embrace.  As she leaves, Morgan gives a wicked grin at the audience.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(to audience)  Yes!

Scene 4:  Great Hall.
A fanfare.  Arthur and his knights enter in procession (through the auditorium?) carrying the boar's head.  The ladies, waiting in the Hall, are revolted.

SONG:
"The Challenge"

KNIGHTS:
We're back from the hunt and the boar is dead.
He packed a terrible punch.
We knew you'd be wanting to see his head,
and now we're ready for lunch.
And after you've fed us and cleared it away,
there's trappings and banners for you to prepare.
We're having a session of jousting today,
and we know you'd love to be there.

LADIES:
But stay my lords before you leave
this cold and draughty hall.
Prepare yourselves that you may hear
our challenge to you all.

KNIGHTS:
A challenge?

LADIES:
Yes a challenge.

KNIGHTS:
A challenge?

LADIES:
You heard!

The knights are taken aback, and mutter amongst themselves.

TENOR SOLO:
We like a challenge.

KNIGHTS:
Yes we do.

BASS SOLO:
But we prefer our lunch.

ALL:
That's true.

LADIES:
We're tired of jousting every day,
And there's something new we would like to see.
Something that will make us say
"That's the kind of man for me."

KNIGHTS:
Jousting was always good enough before.

LADIES:
But not any more!

They now sing their verses together.

GUINEVERE:
My lords, we have no skill with words
for what we wish to say.
So here is one to speak for us.  Her name -

Guinevere steps aside to reveal Morgan le Fay who strikes a cool pose.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(spoken)  Morgan le Fay.

ARTHUR:
Morgan le Fay, you were banished from my kingdom.
Why have you appeared at my door?

GUINEVERE:
I see you know her.

ARTHUR:
Know her?

MORGAN LE FAY:
I'm his sister!

ARTHUR:
(spoken)  Half sister.  (sung)  Banished before I met you.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(melodramatic)  Oh how cruel, my little brother,
Sending me so far away.
Will you bear the shame for ever?
(matter-of fact)  But that's not why I am here today.
Once I've had my say I'll be on my way.
Do you accept the challenge?

LADIES:
Do you accept the challenge?

ARTHUR:
But what exactly do we have to do?

KNIGHTS:
Yes what exactly do we have to do?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Oh no, you must accept before I tell you.

ARTHUR:
It's a trick!  Why should I trust you?

KNIGHTS:
It's a trick!  Why should we trust her?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Surely you trust your wives and your daughters.

She gestures to the Ladies, who repeat:

LADIES:
Surely you trust your wives and your daughters.

MORGAN LE FAY:
And these are tasks that they would gladly do.

LADIES:
Yes these are tasks that we would gladly do.

ARTHUR:
All right, I accept the challenge!

He gestures to the Knights, who sing:

KNIGHTS:
That's right, we accept the challenge!

A fanfare as Morgan le Fay takes command.

MORGAN LE FAY:
The challenge is in three stages,
With elimination at each stage.
The first is flower arranging.
The next is ballroom dancing.
The final feature of your trial
is cooking, in the French style.

Consternation among the knights.

KNIGHTS:
No!  It's ridiculous!  We won't do it!  It's absurd!

MORGAN LE FAY:
But you are knights and you gave your word,
And we know that knights never break their word.
You must accept the challenge!

LADIES:
You must accept the challenge!

ARTHUR:
I never expected a thing like this,
No not so much as a hunch.
The message is clear and I greatly fear
That we won't get any lunch.
But surely if women can do all these things
It shouldn't be much of a problem for men.
We know we're the best at whatever we do.
It's been proved again and again.

GUINEVERE:
My lords, you have no need to fear
If your hearts are pure and your wits are clear.
Soon the contest will begin.
Strive, and may the best man win.

ARTHUR:
I must be best because I am the king.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(blows a raspberry)  That don't mean a thing!

They now sing their verses together.

End of song.

Scene 5:  Antechamber.
Apron.  A row of chairs across upstage.

LINNET is sitting doing her embroidery.  GARETH enters nervously and has to screw up his courage before addressing her.

GARETH:
A word with you, my lady.

LINNET:
(sharply)  Yes?

GARETH:
I  - -  er  - -  (Deep breath)  Knights often wear a lady's favour when they go out jousting - they want to fight for their lady.  I was just wondering  - -  if you  - -

She gives him a withering look and he never finishes the sentence.

LINNET:
You're far too young to be a knight.  You're more of a  - -  "knighty".

GARETH:
I wouldn't mind being your knighty.

LINNET:
Insolent youth!  Do you know who I am?

GARETH:
You are the Lady Linnet, and I am your adoring swain, Gareth.

LINNET:
I don't want an adoring swain, Gareth.

GARETH:
I swear I didn't set out to be an adoring swain  - -  it just happened.

Introduction to song starts.


It's my heart.

LINNET:
Your heart?!

SONG:
"I have a heart"

GARETH:
I have a heart so full of loving.
Pardon me, my lady.
Though I fear that you are far above
such a common love.
My love is strong and violent.
Too long have I been silent.
Now I must speak, although I fear for your reply.


I have a heart that gives me courage.
Pardon me, my lady.
Every time I see your face I feel nothing else is real.
Give me some words of kindness.
If I could cure your blindness
You would be mine, my love, till all the seas run dry.


What can I say to make you change your view of me?
I am waiting for your answer,
Though I fear what that will be.

LINNET:
I have a heart that's cold and bitter.
Too proud for feelings such as yours.
You're too young to know what love is.
I've been hurt before.
Go off and find some silly young girl
who will swoon at your protestations.
I'm not the one you're looking for,
though I vow I admire your patience.

BOTH:
What can I say to make you change your view of me?

GARETH:
I am waiting for your answer.

LINNET:
And you know what that will be.

End of song.  Linnet turns to exit.

GARETH:
A moment more, my lady.  Is there nothing I can do that would cause you to look on me more kindly?

LINNET:
(sarcastically)  Oh, certainly.  Win the challenge!  (Exits.)
GARETH:
Win the challenge?  I'd never even thought of entering.  (Thinks hard.)  But if that's what it will take  - -  (Looks around, then calls offstage)  Er  - -  excuse me.

ZOG:
(entering with a broom)  Blimey, that's a bit different from "Ho, varlet".  Yes, young sir, how can I assist you?

GARETH:
This challenge - is it open to anyone?

ZOG:
Well, not to varlets, of course - otherwise we'd sweep the board.  (Pause)  As it is, we just  - -  (demonstrating)  sweep the boards.

GARETH:
So I could enter.

ZOG:
Course you could - you being of noble birth.

Gareth thinks hard for a few moments; Zog watches him, puzzled.

GARETH:
You seem a knowledgeable man?

ZOG:
(suspiciously)  What you after?

GARETH:
And your name is?

ZOG:
Zog.

GARETH:
Zog?

ZOG:
Zog.

GARETH:
Well  - -  Zog, can you advise me how to win the contest?

ZOG:
Hoooo!  Tricky that.  You'll be up against a lot of competition, from the King downwards.  Still, it is stuff that's new to all of 'em.  Er  - -  Can you read?

GARETH:
Of course.

ZOG:
No offence, your honour, but I know plenty of knights who think that sort of thing's beneath them.  There's a really good library at the top of the North Tower - I bet there'd be books on all that stuff.

GARETH:
Excellent.

ZOG:
And of course it's all women's work, so if you had a kindly lady who might offer you some advice...

GARETH:
Er  - -  No.  The library sounds a better bet.  Thank you very much.

ZOG:
You're welcome sir.

They exit in different directions - at the last moment Zog turns.


Good luck.

GARETH:
Thank you.

Zog walks into ESCANOR who is just entering holding several books which he drops.

ESCANOR:
Watch where you're going, varlet!

ZOG:
Beg pardon, Sir Escanor.  (He picks up the books, returns them to Escanor, gives a low bow, turns to exit and collides with PEREGRINE.)
PEREGRINE:
You clumsy oaf!

ZOG:
I abase myself before you, Sir Peregrine.  (He picks up the books, returns them to Peregrine, gives a low bow, turns very cautiously and exits in slow motion.)
ESCANOR:
You as well, eh?

PEREGRINE:
It's disgraceful!  A man of my age, being expected to read books!  So that I can take part in this ridiculous "challenge".  Wouldn't have happened in King Uther's day, I'll tell you.

ESCANOR:
We knights should be allowed to stick to our thing, if you ask me.  And my thing is rescuing maidens.  I'm good at it - very good.  Why should I be forced to do something I'm not good at?

PEREGRINE:
You're absolutely right.  So how many have you rescued now?

ESCANOR:
Fifty-three.  (Pause)  Give or take.

PEREGRINE:
Why "Give or take"?

ESCANOR:
I'm never sure whether to count the seven who didn't want to be rescued.

PEREGRINE:
Ah.

They both sit down and try to read their books.

PEREGRINE:
What's a "horse dee oover"?

ESCANOR:
No idea.  Are you supposed to fight it or rescue it?

PEREGRINE:
You're supposed to cook it.

ESCANOR:
Ah.

PEREGRINE:
The way I read it, you eat one of these things before your main meal.

ESCANOR:
What?  Have some food before you have some food?  What's the point of that?

They both shake their heads and return to their reading.  VIVIEN enters.

VIVIEN:
Wow!  Two knights reading books instead of fighting each other!  That must be a first.

ESCANOR:
Vivien!  What are you doing here?

VIVIEN:
I'm off to our ladies' self-help group.

PEREGRINE:
Merciful heavens!  What's that?

VIVIEN:
We discuss our problems and plan strategies for dealing with them.

ESCANOR:
But surely that's what a husband's for.

VIVIEN:
Not when the husband's the problem.

ESCANOR:
What?!

VIVIEN:
It's something Morgan le Fay introduced us to, and it's wonderful.

PEREGRINE:
(flustered)  Excuse me, I've just remembered I'm meeting Arthur and Lancelot to practise French cookery.

Peregrine exits hurriedly.  Escanor and Vivien stare at each other.  Long pause.

ESCANOR:
What's the matter with you?

VIVIEN:
Nothing's the matter with me - I'm just starting to stand up for myself, that's all.

ESCANOR:
But  - -  you're my wife.

VIVIEN:
And why is that?  Because my father thought I was too assertive and questioning, so he locked me up in his castle.  When you rescued me I thought life was going to be perfect - but I just exchanged one captor for another.

ESCANOR:
Now really...

VIVIEN:
Don't give me any of your platitudes - I'm sick of them.  And I'll be late for the meeting if I don't hurry.

She sweeps off, leaving Escanor staring at her in bewilderment.

Scene 6:  Great Hall (or Kitchen).
Three barbecues on stands: ARTHUR's is tended by ZOG, PEREGRINE's by JIBBONARA, LANCELOT's by PEPPY.  The knights are peering into their cooking pots.

LANCELOT:
What is a SUFF-lee anyway?

ARTHUR:
I believe it's pronounced soo-FLAY.

LANCELOT:
Why's it spelt SUFF-lee then?

ARTHUR:
It's French.

LANCELOT:
Oh, right.  (Peers suspiciously at his cooking pot.)  Anything happening to yours?

ARTHUR:
I don't think this brazier's hot enough.  Varlet - more air!

Zog pumps the bellows with great vigour.  A cloud of smoke flies up out of the brazier.


Not that much, you oaf!

ZOG:
Sorry, your majesty.

PEREGRINE:
(posh querulous voice)  I don't see the point of all this.  Who wants to eat French food anyway?

ZOG:
Er - the French?

Peregrine clouts him; he starts jumping about in pain.

ARTHUR:
Peregrine, leave my varlet alone - you've got one of your own.

Peregrine clouts Jibbonara who also starts dancing in pain.  Peppy laughs loudly and Lancelot clouts him too.  GUINEVERE, ISOLDE and possibly other LADIES enter and look bemused.

GUINEVERE:
Is this a cookery practice or a Morris dance?

The varlets do their best to stop dancing around.  Isolde sniffs Arthur's soufflé and looks disgusted.

ARTHUR:
Now really Guinevere, we're doing our best.  These wretched things just don't want to rise.

GUINEVERE:
I'm not surprised, with all the draughts in this place.  (Haughtily)  The French are so much better when it comes to something  - -  refined.

PEREGRINE:
The Frogs?  Better than us?  Nonsense.

ISOLDE:
(prodding his soufflé)  Yours isn't coming up, is it!

PEREGRINE:
Young lady, I / don't need someone like you...

ISOLDE:
Don't you "Young lady" me, old man.

PEREGRINE:
In my day, no woman / would dare criticise me.

ISOLDE:
Things are changing - and about time too.  Morgan le Fay really started something.  (She tastes a bit of the soufflé then spits it out.)  Disgusting!

ARTHUR:
This isn't easy, you know.  Cooking involves lots of different things, timing everything, constantly checking what's happening...

GUINEVERE:
Arthur, yesterday I supervised a team of women to create a banquet for you and your knights.  Six courses, all perfectly timed and cooked.  And did I get any thanks for it?

ARTHUR:
Well, I, er...  (Beat)  Varlets - after we've finished here, get some curtains made up and fit them across all the windows.  This castle is far too draughty.

The varlets look amazed.  The ladies smile at each other triumphantly; Guinevere puts her finger to her lips and they exit, suppressing mischievous grins.

LANCELOT:
I'm fed up with this anyway - let's try something else.

ARTHUR:
I'm with you.

All three pull out cookery books and study them with mounting amazement.

PEREGRINE:
Frogs' legs?  Snails?  Who would eat that sort of offal?

Zog opens his mouth to speak, thinks the better of it, puts his head down and pumps the bellows violently.  Another cloud of smoke shoots out; Arthur clouts him again.

LANCELOT:
What about this "Lemon mouse"?

PEREGRINE:
"Moose".

LANCELOT:
Scottish, is it?  Well at least we've got some eggs left.  (Reading)  "Break the egg on the edge of the bowl".  (He holds up an egg.)  Hai-YAH!  (He slams it down as though decapitating an enemy - it goes everywhere.)  Well, that doesn't work.

ARTHUR:
I think it needs a bit of subtlety rather than manly vigour.  (He breaks the egg gently and looks smug.)  There, see?  (He holds it up with both hands to impress the others.  The two halves come apart and the contents land on the floor.)  Ah.

PEREGRINE:
I think I may have the knack, sire.

He breaks the egg beautifully, drops the contents in the bowl, looks at the shells quizzically then throws them in too.  The others watch, then do the same.

LANCELOT:
(reading)  "Whisk the sugar and egg yolks together".

PEREGRINE:
But what about the  - -  er  - -  the slimy stuff?

ARTHUR:
I believe that's called the "white".

PEREGRINE:
But it isn't white!

JIBBONARA:
Your majesty  - -  may I speak?

ARTHUR:
Go on.

JIBBONARA:
I believe you're supposed to separate the eggs.

ARTHUR:
We did separate them - we took the shells off, didn't we.

JIBBONARA:
Er  - -  I hate to disagree with your majesty, but "separate" means separate the yolk from the white.

PEREGRINE:
Why doesn't it say so, then?  (He plunges his hand into the brazier.)  Ow!  It's hot!  (He pulls his hand out, covered in yolk.)  How on earth can you separate that from anything?

He looks at his hand, then wipes it on Jibbonara's jacket.  Jibbonara jumps up and overturns the brazier.  Peregrine is furious and obviously intends to attack him.  Jibbonara runs off, followed by Peregrine.  Arthur shrugs at Lancelot and they exit to the other side.  Zog and Peppy look at each other.

ZOG:
Can't see any of them winning the contest.  They need someone like me - - intelligent, resourceful, adaptable  - -

PEPPY:
Yeah, course they do.  (Thinks hard)  It's a no-brainer!

They look at each other, shrug, then pick up their braziers and carry them off as the curtains close.

Scene 7:  Library.
Apron.  GARETH is sitting writing notes from a pile of books.  LINNET enters.

GARETH:
Good afternoon, Lady Linnet.

LINNET:
(contemptuously)  Oh, it's you.  (Beat)  What are you doing in a library?

GARETH:
Studying for the challenge.

LINNET:
Really?  (She looks at the books, then picks up his handwritten notes.)  You have been working hard.  (She looks at another book.  Surprised.)  This one's in French.

GARETH:
Yes, my lady.

LINNET:
You read French too?

GARETH:
With difficulty, I'm afraid.  My mother taught me a little.

LINNET:
(impressed despite herself)  Really!  (recovering)  Well, it won't do you any good of course.  You don't stand a chance against Arthur, Lancelot, men like that.

GARETH:
Actually I don't think they know much about flower arranging.

LINNET:
You're probably right there.

GARETH:
I was trying some drawings before I put it into practice with real flowers.

LINNET:
Oh, those are beautiful - you have a real sense of colour and form  - -  (recovering)  No, you're wasting your time.  Give it up and find some young girl - I told you that before.

GARETH:
I'm really not the giving up type, my lady.

LINNET:
I'm not your lady, and I never will be.

She stalks off.  Gareth sighs, then returns to the books.

Scene 8:  Throne Room.
ARTHUR is sitting on his throne looking dignified.  GUINEVERE enters.

ARTHUR:
Yes, my dear, what is it now?  I do have several weighty matters to attend to.

GUINEVERE:
This won't take long, Arthur.  It's just that  - -  I want your sister to stay for a little while.

ARTHUR:
Out of the question!  She's been banished once, and now she's come back with this ridiculous notion of a challenge - which, I may say, is causing considerable anxiety among my knights.

GUINEVERE:
She's also causing considerable enthusiasm among my ladies, and we need more time for her to teach us some of her new ideas so that we can continue them once she's gone.

ARTHUR:
I said no!

GUINEVERE:
But why not? / Surely she can't

ARTHUR:
Are you questioning me?

GUINEVERE:
Yes, Arthur, for once I am.  This is my realm too - I'm the Queen, and I understand the people better than you do.

ARTHUR:
But  - -  these are affairs of state.

GUINEVERE:
These are affairs of people, not abstract ideas.

ARTHUR:
You don't realise what a menace she is.

GUINEVERE:
No, I don't.  Please explain it.

ARTHUR:
She was Merlin's apprentice, but she wanted to know far more of the magic arts than was  - -  appropriate, for a woman.  Then she left the castle and tried to raise a rebellion - against me, her lawful King.  She beguiled some of my knights, and several wealthy landowners too.  There was an uprising, and many good men on both sides were killed.

GUINEVERE:
So you think we ladies are planning a rebellion?

ARTHUR:
Don't be ridiculous - you're just women.  But she's stirring you up with her strange ideas, and I won't have it.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(entering)  You don't like women thinking, do you Arthur.

ARTHUR:
You dare to challenge me?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Any time!  You know I'm more than a match for you when it comes to a serious discussion rather than waving swords about.

ARTHUR:
I am the King, and / I will not allow...

MORGAN LE FAY:
Oh, give over!  This isn't a public debate with an audience to impress - it's just the three of us.  Can't we sit down calmly and discuss the situation?

ARTHUR:
There's nothing to discuss.  My mind is made up.

GUINEVERE:
Your sister thinks there's plenty to discuss.

ARTHUR:
Surely you don't believe this stranger over your chosen lord.

GUINEVERE:
Chosen by whom?  Our marriage was arranged between my father and Merlin.  It was never my choice!

ARTHUR:
I don't understand you.

GUINEVERE:
You've never tried.  Now listen!  I want Morgan to be allowed to stay at court for a month, to instruct the ladies.

ARTHUR:
Instruct?  Surely that's what a husband is for.

GUINEVERE:
(getting angry)  For instance, how to organise and judge the Challenge.

ARTHUR:
This challenge is a complete farce.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Which you and the knights have agreed to.

GUINEVERE:
You can't back out now.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Complete loss of face.  The whole country would turn against you.  And if you don't win the challenge yourself, Guinevere will probably leave you.

GUINEVERE:
No, I never said that.

MORGAN LE FAY:
All right, put that aside for the moment.  You and your knights would be a laughing stock.

GUINEVERE:
Wait a minute.  Arthur says you tried to raise a rebellion against him.  Is that true?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Rebellion is such an ugly word.  I tried to show people that Arthur was a tyrant, seeking his own ends rather than the good of the country.  We wanted an election for the post of King.  Arthur would have been allowed to stand as a candidate too.

ARTHUR:
Election!  Whoever heard of an elected King!

MORGAN LE FAY:
You're so set in your ways.  How can there ever be any progress with people like you in charge?

ARTHUR:
Who needs progress?!

MORGAN LE FAY:
Look at you - sitting on your golden throne - talk about a symbol of male power!  If you're so powerful, why do you need all the trappings - swords, armour, your Great Hall, your pathetic knights?  To me you're still my little brother playing at being a king.  I remember the tantrums you used to throw when you couldn't get your own way.  When you were six you fell off your horse - and you had the horse whipped for daring to unseat you.  Remember that?  And the time one of the servant boys beat you in a wrestling match?  Another tantrum.  You would have had him dismissed from service if your father hadn't intervened.  And then / when you were twelve, you...

ARTHUR:
(shouting)  I will not listen to this!

GUINEVERE:
Morgan, that's enough!

MORGAN LE FAY:
He can't take the truth, that's all.

ARTHUR:
(distressed)  If you don't stop this instantly, I'll have you thrown out of the castle  - -  or burnt as a witch  - -  You're no-one here, just a trouble-maker with no influence whatever!

MORGAN LE FAY:
(to Guinevere)  You see?  Another tantrum.

GUINEVERE:
(Pause)  You know, she's right, Arthur.  You do throw a tantrum when you can't get your own way.

ARTHUR:
(shouting)  I am not throwing a tantrum!  (Pause, then more calmly)  And if I am, it's her fault.

MORGAN LE FAY:
But surely you love your wife.

ARTHUR:
What's that got to do with it?  Of course I do.

MORGAN LE FAY:
In that case, you must want her to be happy, and if she craves this little boon you should be pleased to grant it.

ARTHUR:
Little boon?

MORGAN LE FAY:
If I've got "no influence whatever", it won't do any harm, will it?

GUINEVERE:
Please, Arthur.

ARTHUR:
(Long pause)  All right.  But one month - not a day longer.  If you're not off my hands by then I'll have you put to death.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Of course I'll be gone by then - I wouldn't want to be thought  - -  unreasonable!

She gives a low bow to Arthur, a wink at Guinevere, and exits.

ARTHUR:
Guinevere, I don't know what's come over you.

GUINEVERE:
New ideas, that's what.  The idea that things can change - that they don't have to be just the way they were for our parents.

ARTHUR:
Change is bad.

GUINEVERE:
No Arthur, sometimes change is good.  Scary, but good.  It just takes a bit of getting used to, that's all.

She exits.

Scene 9:  River bank.
Apron.  Water ripple effect and sounds of water and birds.  ZOG, JIBBONARA and PEPPY are playing cards.

ZOG:
So I said to her: I don't care what you think - I'm a man and what I say goes.

JIBBONARA:
You're so masterful, Zog.

PEPPY:
Except with that woman who...

ZOG:
Yeah, well, Morgan le Fay, she's different, see.

PEPPY:
I thought you said all women were the same.

ZOG:
Err...

JIBBONARA:
Your turn, Peppy.

Peppy plays a card.

ZOG:
No, Peppy, that's a jack, not a king.

PEPPY:
Well, they look the same to me.

JIBBONARA:
Don't tell His Majesty that!

MORGAN LE FAY:
(entering, wearing a travelling cloak and carrying a bag of belongings)  Ho, varlets!

ZOG:
'oo you calling var  - -

She makes a mystical pass and his voice stays on that syllable but gets higher and higher until he is just frozen staring at her with his mouth open.


aaa  - -  aaa  - -  aah?

MORGAN LE FAY:
(to the other two, ignoring Zog)  Get my boat from the boat shed and bring her here.

They give a worried look at Zog, then hurry off.  She puts down her bag with a sigh.


(to Zog, who does not move)  Varlets!  Wherever I go, they're always the same.  Every one cast from the same mould.  All over Britain - probably all over the world - a varlet is just a varlet.  (Beat)  My month here is up.  I hope it's been long enough to make those stupid women -  (she corrects herself)  those "enslaved" women - think for themselves and not let men rule their lives.

Jibbonara and Peppy return carrying the boat.


Put her in the water there - gently.

They do so, then straighten up rubbing their aching backs or muscles.

JIBBONARA:
Pleased to be of service, my lady.  (He picks up her bag and puts it in the boat.)  Is there anything else we can help you with?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Woh!  An educated  varlet.  I may have to revise my thinking.  No, thank you, that's all I need for the moment.

Jibbonara bows, then digs Peppy in the ribs to make him bow too.


Take him away.  He'll recover  - -  in an hour or two.

Zog is still standing there with his mouth open; the other two lead him off.

Scene 10:  Morgan le Fay's boat.
Morgan steps into her boat and starts a magic spell.  The lights dim.  She speaks over the Incantation.


Come, my little boat.  Take me far away from Arthur and his complacent knights.  Take me to Scotland - where perhaps I can change the course of history - for the better.

Lighting or other effects give the impression that the boat starts moving and is soon rushing through the water.  Morgan relaxes from the strain of making the spell.


(to the audience)  Men have been running things for so long - and look where it's got us.  It's about time women were given a chance.  (Sighs.)  And yet I have to go to Scotland to find men to fight for me - how ironic is that?!  But once things start to change, there's no telling how far they may go.  I can imagine a time when men and women will meet as equals, not as master and servant.  But it's such hard work.  Men take it for granted that they're the natural leaders, and women believe it too.  Sometimes I get depressed, and so tired - but I can't let anyone see this sign of weakness in me - this "womanliness".

SONG:
"Speed, Bonny Boat"

MORGAN LE FAY:
CHORUS


Speed, bonny boat, like a leaf on the ocean.
Onward we float, though the wind is at rest.
Travelling faster than ships with a sail.
This is the magic that I like the best.


No wrongs to right.  No men to fight.
I can leave all my plans packed safely away.
Here in my boat life is remote.
Save it all for a new day.

Groups of people move across upstage as the boat rushes past them, some pointing in amazement, some waving.  They sing the CHORUS as a counter-melody to Morgan le Fay's  verses.


No-one may see this side of me
Till the fighting is done, and I can be free.
When will it cease?  Will I find peace
at the end of my journey?


People I see waving at me
may desire to be free, but they don't know how.
Why should I care?  Just let them stare.
I'm at peace with the world now.

End of song.  The lights dim out as she lies down to sleep.

Scene 11:  MacDonald's castle.
MACDONALD, JAMES, ROSSALYN and Scottish men and women are having a party.

SONG:
"Scotland"

ALL:
We are the finest nation, and for your information
There isn't anywhere like Scotland.
From its mountains and its glens to its rivers and its fens,
We can see there's no better place to be.


This is our land for ever; who cares about the weather
When we are living here in Scotland?
There's a place for every man with his family and clan.
Where we're safe, and we're happy, and we're free.

MACDONALD:
I'm the chief of the clan: MacDonald is muh name,
And ye ken I wad nivvor let ye doon.
But if  we had a king ye'd nivvor speak tae him:
He wad stay safely hidden in some distant toon.

ALL:
We cope with rain and blizzards.
We don't need knights and wizards.
Let's hope they never come to Scotland.
Independence is our theme;
you can keep your king and queen;
We are proud that MacDonald is our name.

MACDONALD:
And now to put those haughty
English ladies all to shame,
Bring on the dancing girls!

Six (or more) dancing girls enter to riotous approval.  They dance a highland fling, followed by a Scottish Country Dance.

End of song.  Applause and jollity from MACDONALD and his clan, including JAMES, ROSSALYN, and QUANG dressed in a tatty kilt.

MORGAN LE FAY enters and looks around dismissively.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Are there any real men in Scotland?

Stunned silence.

MORGAN LE FAY:
I said - Are there any real men in Scotland?

MACDONALD:
And who the divil are you?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Morgan le Fay - at your service.  (Pause)  If you're worth serving.

MACDONALD:
What ails you, woman?  The Scots are known for their strength and bravery - none more so than the clan MacDonald.

Cheers and stamping of feet from the men.

MORGAN LE FAY:
I hear you're the biggest clan.

JAMES:
Aye, and the best.

More cheers.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Talk is cheap.  I need strong men to come with me on a mission of great daring - and great danger.

JAMES:
Ye've come to the right place for the daring.

MACDONALD:
I'm no so keen on the danger, m'sel'.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Are you a coward?

MACDONALD:
No-one calls MacDonald a coward.  (Pause)  Cautious, mebbee.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Phh!  Cautious indeed.  A word with you in private.

MACDONALD:
Over here, woman.  (He leads her to one side.)
MORGAN LE FAY:
My name is Morgan le Fay.

MACDONALD:
Aye, so you said.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Then use it!

She sits and gestures imperiously for him to sit beside her; he is startled but then obeys.


I've just come from the court of King Arthur.

MACDONALD:
I've heard tell of him.  (nervously)  A powerful knight - very  - -  very powerful.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Once, perhaps, but no longer. He and his knights are grown feeble - letting their women rule them.

MACDONALD:
I cannae believe it!

MORGAN LE FAY:
(flirting)  Now you would never do that, would you?

MACDONALD:
Me?  (Thinks)  No of course I wadnae.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Instead of fighting like real men, they spend their time on (low)  flower arranging,

MACDONALD:
No!

MORGAN LE FAY:
Ballroom dancing,

MACDONALD:
Impossible.

MORGAN LE FAY:
And cookery - in the French style.

MACDONALD:
Unbelievable.

MORGAN LE FAY:
I assure you, it's the truth.  If you were to set sail with a group of picked fighters, you could take over England with barely a struggle.

MACDONALD:
Och well, I don't know aboot that.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Oh, come on!  Where's your fighting spirit?  You do have a ship, I take it.

MACDONALD:
Of course I do.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(cautiously)  Does it have a lot of iron in it?

MACDONALD:
None at all.  She's made of geud Scots pine, even the trunnels holding the planks together.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Good.  I can lead you in my own boat - if I can slow her down sufficiently.  Well, what are you waiting for?  Let's leave tonight.

MACDONALD:
Tonight?!  But you've only just arrived.  I'd like tae  - -  get to know you better.

MORGAN LE FAY:
You can do that on the voyage - I can leave my boat to her own devices for a while.  (seductively)  You'd like that, wouldn't you.

MACDONALD:
Er  - -  well aye, but  - -  it's a long way to Arthur's court.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Plenty of time to get to know each other.

She leans very close to him; he jerks back and stumbles to his feet.

MACDONALD:
I need a second opinion.  (Calls)  Hey, Jimmy!

MORGAN LE FAY:
(wide-eyed)  They really say that?

MACDONALD:
(introducing)  James MacDonald - my right-hand man.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Morgan le Fay - I don't need a right-hand man.

MACDONALD:
What would you say to taking a boatload of men and capturing King Arthur's kingdom?

JAMES:
Great!  When do we start?

MACDONALD:
I was afraid of that.

MORGAN LE FAY:
You seem like a real man.

She stands up to move closer to James; MacDonald hastily gets in between them.

MACDONALD:
Hey!  I'm a real man too.  I just need  - -  a wee bit of encouragement.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Uh-huh.

MACDONALD:
Hey you, varlet!

QUANG:
(rough Scottish accent)  Who you calling a varlet?

MacDonald clouts him round the head.


Och, me!

MACDONALD:
Where's ma champion piper?

QUANG:
I dinnae ken.

MACDONALD:
Well, look aroond (clouts him again)  until you do ken.

QUANG:
(hurrying off)  Aye.

MORGAN LE FAY:
You need a piper to give you courage?

MACDONALD:
I'm a great music lover.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(breathy)  I can see you're a wise and brave leader.  All you need to do is seize the moment.  This is history in the making.  In the future no-one will remember Arthur - the name on everyone's lips will be  - -  MacDonald!

MACDONALD:
Really?

MORGAN LE FAY:
I have the sight.  And when you defeat Arthur - I'll be very impressed.

MACDONALD:
Aye, well, you won't be the first woman to be impressed by me.  To some of the gairls here, I'm known as  - -  (looks round furtively)  Big Mac.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(unimpressed)  Uh-huh?

MACDONALD:
(calls)  Rossalyn.

Rossalyn moves over to them.


We need provisions for a long voyage.  Get the servants to it at once.

ROSSALYN:
With her?

MACDONALD:
What's that to you?  Do it!

Rossalyn gives a suspicious look at Morgan le Fay and exits.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Who is she?  Your wife?

MACDONALD:
Rossalyn's ma sister - I dinnae have a wife.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Ah.

MACDONALD:
You sound very confident - but suppose we fail?

MORGAN LE FAY:
(suddenly serious)  Then we're all dead - I'm in this as deep as you are, and Arthur's chivalry to women doesn't extend to me.  (Beat)  But that won't happen.

Enter Quang with a very small boy as the champion piper.

CHAMPION PIPER:
You called for me, MacDonald?

MACDONALD:
I did.  I want you to play me  - -  (His courage fails)  - -  er  - -  something soothing  - -  a slow air, mebbee.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Soothing?!

MACDONALD:
Well, I'm no sure / aboot all this fighting.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(to Piper)  Something rousing, to give the men courage.

MACDONALD:
(giving up)  Aye - something rousing.

CHAMPION PIPER:
I ken just the thing.

He gets up on a box and plays the introduction to the song.  The men look up in surprise and then gather round him.

SONG:
"Marching men"

JAMES:
There's a sound in the air
that will make your courage rise
And you know you're a winner when in everybody's eyes
There's the same kind of look,
for the sound will never fail
To excite and encourage every stout-hearted male.


It's the sound of marching men.
You can tell by the swell that you'll never stand alone.
All your friends have found a home.
You must march with them now,
or you'll never march again.

MEN:
(repeat these four lines.)
They all start marching in the chorus - Quang is the last to join in and someone has to nudge him a couple of times.

MacDonald gets very uncomfortable at all this talk of fighting and tries to calm things down, singing in a conspiratorial tone.

MACDONALD:
But there's more to a war
than the strength of honest hearts.
There are things to consider
when you go to foreign parts.
If you take lots of care
you may catch them in a snare.
But you'll find there's another
kind of sound needed there.
(low)  It's the sound

MEN:
(low)  It's the sound

MACDONALD:
of creeping men.

MEN:
(loud)  Creeping men!

MacDonald frantically hushes them and gradually they stop marching - again someone has to nudge Quang who is the last to realise.  Rossalyn re-enters and listens with horror.

MACDONALD:
Not a word must be heard; not a lantern must be used.
All our foes

MEN:
(low)  All our foes

MACDONALD:
will be confused.

MEN:
(loud)  We're confused!

MACDONALD:
You must creep while they sleep,
or you'll never creep again.

ROSSALYN:
Stay!  You cannot leave us here, all alone.
We all depend on you.
Who will protect and feed us?
Must we weep in our sleep?
Must we wake full of fear
and far from the arms we hold so dear?

WOMEN & CHILDREN:
(repeat this)
MORGAN LE FAY:
You women are pathetic and I won't let you forget it!
This is your chance to show the men what you can do!
Don't be scared, all on your own.
This is your opportunity.
Now's the time to prove your worth.
Then you can be free.

MACDONALD:
I still don't think it's a good idea.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Would you lose your prize through your childish fear?

JAMES:
The men are ready.  We must go.

ROSSALYN:
Far from the ones who need you so.

JAMES:
Let's go!

MACDONALD:
Wait a bit.

ROSSALYN:
Don't go!

MORGAN LE FAY:
If you stay here, I'll never speak to you again!

MACDONALD:
All right!

MORGAN LE FAY:
That's the stuff.

JAMES:
Let's go!

ROSSALYN:
Leaving us?

JAMES, MACDONALD, MORGAN LE FAY:
Let's go!  Let's go!  Let's go!

ROSSALYN:
Don't go!  Don't go!  Don't go!

All three parts are now sung simultaneously:

MEN:
It's the sound of marching men, etc.

WOMEN & CHILDREN:
Stay!  You cannot leave us here, all alone, etc.

MORGAN LE FAY:
You women are pathetic, etc.

Morgan le Fay and the men march off to their ship (through the auditorium?) led by the Champion Piper.

End of song.

 ACT 2
Scene 12:  MacDonald's ship.
Evening, becoming night during the scene.

JAMES on a raised platform, steering the ship, his back to the audience while he's steering.

SONG:
"She's our ship"

JAMES:
She's our ship, and we're her crew men.

SCOTSMEN:
Trust her!  Don't falter.

JAMES:
Still, we don't know what to do
when faced with tidal water.


We don't like the stormy weather.

SCOTSMEN:
Hold on, and be quick.

JAMES:
That's the time to say our prayers
and hope that we're not seasick.

SCOTSMEN:
(staggering towards stage left)  
First the wind blows from the sea.
(staggering towards stage right)  
Next the wind blows from the land.
(staggering everywhere)  
Then it blows both ways at once,
and we can hardly stand.
Pass the buckets!  Man the pumps!
Form a human chain.
If the ship goes down in this, she won't come up again.

JAMES:
I can see a big wave coming.

SCOTSMEN:
That's it!  We'll get hit!

JAMES:
Everyone hang on to something, or you will regret it.

The Scotsmen look around in panic, then cling on to each other.  As the wave goes up they stagger upstage; as it comes down they stagger downstage.

JAMES:
Here's the next: it's even stronger.

SCOTSMEN:
That's worse!  That's much worse!
We can't stand it any longer, being in a cloudburst!

The second wave goes up, then down, then up again, then down; the Scotsmen do likewise.

JAMES:
That's the last; we're out of danger.

SCOTSMEN:
That's fine.  About time!

JAMES:
Post a man to give us warning; We'll be safe till morning.

SCOTSMEN:
Now's the time to get some rest.
That's the thing that we do best.
Time to sleep if there's a chance,
or time to have a dance.

End of song.

DANCE:
"Hornpipe"

Several of the men dance a Sailors' Hornpipe; the others watch and applaud them.  As the men disperse, MacDONALD and MORGAN LE FAY enter, arguing.

MACDONALD:
I tell you, she's a geud ship!

MORGAN LE FAY:
Then why do you keep having to bail her out?

MACDONALD:
She's used to the lochs, not the open sea.

QUANG enters, moving backwards, pulling a rope which is attached to some high rigging (possibly offstage).

MORGAN LE FAY:
And your men make pathetic sailors!

Quang bumps into Morgan.


You clumsy oaf!  I'll have you whipped for daring to befoul a lady of rank!

She is about to strike Quang when MacDonald grabs her arm and spins her round to face him.

MACDONALD:
We'll have nae more o' that!  You're a guest on this ship - you're no' in charge here.

MORGAN LE FAY:
But he / wasn't looking where...

MACDONALD:
He's doing his job - it's up to us to keep oot of his way.

MORGAN LE FAY:
I am not / accustomed to this sort...

MACDONALD:
And I won't have you criticising muh men.  I can stand up to you - they can't.

MORGAN LE FAY:
They're nothing but servants.

MACDONALD:
No - they're men, and they're my clan.  I've sworn to protect them - wi' muh life if necessary.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(unwillingly impressed)  That's quite a responsibility.

MACDONALD:
Aye, it is.

MORGAN LE FAY:
And yet you're not a fighter.

MACDONALD:
Who says I'm not?  What do you know of me anyway?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Only what I've seen.

MACDONALD:
I can fight if I have to, but I dinnae want to be pushed into it.  Muh father was clan chief before me, but he was reckless and that got him killed.  I can see James ending up the same way.

MORGAN LE FAY:
But where's your ambition?

MACDONALD:
Muh ambition is tae have a quiet life, and wi' my sister running the castle I thought I had it made - until you came along.

A pause, then Morgan walks away, trying to understand him.  She keeps her back to him.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Are you sorry I did?

MACDONALD:
Not exactly, but  (changing the subject)  Why are you so keen to overthrow Arthur anyway?

MORGAN LE FAY:
(Long pause)  Many reasons.  He stopped me studying magic.  He banished me from his kingdom.  He keeps his women in a state of slavery.  His father forced my mother to marry him, after killing her first husband.  Standard domestic violence really.

MACDONALD:
Sounds like you've had a rough time.

MORGAN LE FAY:
You could say that.

MACDONALD:
(Pause while he walks away from her.)  Do you think I'm better than him?

MORGAN LE FAY:
I'm beginning to wonder.  (Pause while she looks up at the sky)  It's getting dark.

MACDONALD:
Soon be too cold for you on deck.

They are now standing well apart from each other, so each is singing to the audience without the other hearing them.

SONG:
"End of the day"

MACDONALD:
It's the end of the day.  She is here by my side,
but I feel that my life is adrift on the tide.
I had no wish to roam, And I tried to be firm.
Now my ship takes me far away from my home.
I fear I may never return.

MORGAN LE FAY:
It's the end of the day, And the night is at hand.
I am here with a stranger I don't understand.
I appeal to his pride.  He responds like a man.
He could really go far with me by his side.
But things are not going to plan.

She moves towards MacDonald to hear what he is singing.

MACDONALD:
Though I know that my men never flinch from the foe,
I have taken a vow to protect them somehow.
It's the one reassurance that I have to give.

Morgan moves away again, not willing to let him hear what she is singing.

MORGAN LE FAY:
And his men will be there to support him, I know.
I've had lots of admirers but where are they now?
Is it time to be changing the way that I live?

They look at each other, smile cautiously, move together and put their arms round each other.

BOTH:
It's the end of the day.  It's a break from the past.
It's a time to forget all our problems at last.
Till the morning is here, we can rest for a while.
By the light of the stars that shine up above,
We find we are falling in love.

End of song.  They exit slowly together.

Scene 13:  Throne room.
Apron.  ARTHUR is seated on the throne which is raised on a small platform.  MERLIN enters.

MERLIN:
You sent for me?

ARTHUR:
Well, it's a long time since we had a talk  - -  I just wondered  - -  how you were.

MERLIN:
Really.

ARTHUR:
Yes, it's  - -  well, being a king is a lonely job - you never know what people are thinking.  They only tell me what they think I want to hear.

MERLIN:
Just a chat?

ARTHUR:
Exactly.

MERLIN:
Nothing to do with  - -  "The Challenge"?

ARTHUR:
No, no, certainly not.  (Pause)  Well  - -

MERLIN:
You've got to go through with it, you know.

ARTHUR:
You think so?

MERLIN:
You gave your word - you and all the knights.  Everybody heard it.

ARTHUR:
I didn't say I wanted your advice.

MERLIN:
There was a time when you wanted it constantly.

ARTHUR:
I was just a boy then.

MERLIN:
(turning to go)  You don't want my advice then.

ARTHUR:
Wait!  (Pause)  All right, yes I do.

MERLIN:
I used to be your chief advisor.  Now I'm just an old fool that everybody laughs at.

ARTHUR:
I don't laugh at you.

MERLIN:
No.  No, you don't.

ARTHUR:
If only Morgan / le Fay hadn't started...

MERLIN:
No use thinking that way.  It's happened, and you have to do something about it.

ARTHUR:
The men are confused - I've never seen them so unhappy.

MERLIN:
We always want to keep things the way they are - but life doesn't work like that.

ARTHUR:
All right, what do you suggest?

MERLIN:
Well, you need to make things easier for them.  They don't know anything about flower arranging, ballroom dancing, French cookery, and many of them can't read - but there are people who could teach them.

ARTHUR:
Who?

MERLIN:
Why our ladies of course.  Take Olwyn - she does the flower arrangements when we have a feast.  She teaches the young girls her skills.  I bet she'd love to teach a room full of knights.

ARTHUR:
A woman teaching men?  Impossible!

MERLIN:
Some will feel that way, but some will accept.  (Pause)  The children don't use the schoolroom in the evenings, so that would make a good venue.  We could call it  - -  well  - -  an "Evening class".

ARTHUR:
I suppose it might rouse some of them from their despair.

MERLIN:
And to set the example, you need to join the class.

ARTHUR:
Me?!  Don't be ridiculous.  Me, taught by a woman?

MERLIN:
Just remember, lad, / if the leader won't ...

Arthur jumps up and towers above Merlin.

ARTHUR:
I'm not a lad any more - I'm your king.

MERLIN:
That doesn't mean you know everything.

ARTHUR:
Nor do you!

MERLIN:
You know about fighting, and ruling the country; this is very different.

ARTHUR:
I know / that, but...

MERLIN:
What do you know about  - -  sacrifice?

ARTHUR:
Sacrifice?

MERLIN:
What would you be willing to sacrifice, to win the contest?  And what would you have to sacrifice if you lost?

ARTHUR:
I  - -  I  - -

MERLIN:
Would you leave your beloved kingdom - and your wife - if that was best for the people of England?

Arthur stands open-mouthed for a few seconds.


Or suppose she leaves you?  If she discovers you're not the man she thought you were.

Another pause, then Arthur shakes his head and tries to dismiss the subject.

ARTHUR:
Whether I win the contest or not, I'm still the king.

MERLIN:
Don't forget it was I who put you there.

ARTHUR:
That doesn't mean you can now remove me.

They glare at each other for a few seconds.

MERLIN:
And there's more to it than meets the eye.  Morgan le Fay started all this - now she's disappeared.

ARTHUR:
Good riddance!

MERLIN:
Yes, but she'll have a plan.  I know her - she's devious, underhand, and she won't stop at anything to get her own back on you.

ARTHUR:
And you too.

MERLIN:
Oh yes.  (Beat)  Well, that's my advice: take it or leave it.

ARTHUR:
Sorry, I've forgotten  - what advice?

MERLIN:
Evening class.

ARTHUR:
Oh yes.  (Beat)  Do you think I can win this contest?

MERLIN:
I hope not!  I'm planning to win it myself!

Merlin exits looking superior.  Arthur slumps down on the throne.

SONG:
"Good King"

ARTHUR:
I thought I was a good king.  Tried to do the right thing.
Tried to rule the country well.
I thought the people liked me, treated me politely,
as far as I could tell.
I thought my knights were splendid,
country well defended,
Following where I would lead.
I thought my wife adored me, like a fairy story:
A happy man indeed.


But everything has changed.  People acting strange
don't know what's going on, so they're scared.
Knights who should be prancing practising their dancing,
Stopping when they see I'm there.
And my wife was so loving and supportive.
She was just what a wife ought to be.
Now she's cold and distant, and I greatly fear
that this is the real Guinevere.


If I am not the victor Guinevere may leave me.
What on earth will I do then?
She's always been beside me.  Never thought that I'd be
left on my own again.
And no-one will respect me.  People will reject me,
knowing I can't cook or dance.
If I can't rule the nation, after abdication,
I'd have to move to France!  (shudders.)

And if this is the end, can I just pretend
my sister is the one I should blame?
Why would all the ladies listen to her words
if they had never felt the same?
And I look at the servants in my castle
as they cook, make the beds, sweep the floor,
And I wish that I could be the same as them,
and no kind of king any more.

He starts to walk offstage, then turns back to deliver his final line


I always thought that I was a good king.

End of song.  He exits, shaking his head.

Scene 14:  Antechamber.
Apron.  A row of chairs across upstage.

GARETH:
(entering)  It's no good - I'm never going to understand ballroom dancing.

LINNET:
(hurrying on after him)  Of course you are, Gareth.  I thought you weren't the giving up type.

GARETH:
Not when it comes to studying and practical things - but dancing?  It's not natural.

LINNET:
No, not the way you do it, but that's how it's supposed to look.  You need to relax more - just let yourself go.

GARETH:
You keep saying that.  I'm trying really hard.

LINNET:
But you can't relax if you're trying hard.  That's like thinking hard about not thinking about anything.

GARETH:
What?  Oh, I see what you mean.

LINNET:
Come on, let's do it again.  Ballroom position.

He grabs her and stands bolt upright - but she is also very tense.


Relax!

He sags and she has to support him.


Not that much.  Imagine we're not dancing.  Imagine we're  - -  doing something else.

GARETH:
(stunned)  Something else, my lady?

LINNET:
(recovering)  Well no, I don't mean that of course.  The very idea!  How dare you!

Gareth pulls away from her in shock and slumps in a chair.  Linnet turns away from him so that the audience can see her ambivalence but he cannot.  He puts his head in his hands to stop looking at her.

SONG:
"Never intended"

LINNET:
I never intended to take things so far.
He's the wrong kind of person in so many ways.
He's clever and gentle, and he could go far.
All he needs is the right kind of woman.


Whenever I wondered what life had in store,
I would run to my mother, but all she would say
was: "Marriage and children that's what we are for".
And I thought: "I'm the wrong kind of woman".


Men who would court me said I was haughty.
I found them loutish and quick to annoy.
Now they all fear me.  No-one comes near me,
except this impetuous boy.


And maybe, just maybe, he could be the one
who will end all my heartache and make me complete.
If only he wasn't so dreadfully young,
and if I was the right kind of woman.

End of song.  The music continues; then (after the pause and change of key) she pulls herself together.

LINNET:
Right, ballroom position.

Suddenly she is relaxed, and his position is much more natural.

LINNET:
That's much better.  Just keep it like that, without trying too hard.  Now, left foot forward.

He jerks his foot forward, throwing her off balance.


Not so violent.  You're not supposed to be throwing yourself at me.  I mean  - -  smoothly does it.

They start to waltz, with Gareth going forward and Linnet going backwards.


Good.  That's really good.

She hits the row of chairs and collapses with him on top of her.  The music stops abruptly.


Ah, but that wasn't.

They  get up hastily, both embarrassed.


If I'm going backwards, you have to look out for the obstacles.

GARETH:
Sorry, my lady.  But you haven't taught me how to turn.

LINNET:
Instead of sticking your left foot out forwards, you have to think about getting round me.

GARETH:
I think about that all the time.

LINNET:
(amused despite herself)  That's not what I meant.  Your left foot goes round me, so you're moving round and I'm turning on the spot.  Then in the next bar I move round and you turn on the spot.

GARETH:
Oh!  I think I see what you mean.  Can we try again?

The music restarts from the "a tempo"  marking (2:20).

LINNET:
One, two, three, one two three, wait for it, ready - and...
And suddenly he is waltzing much better.  He gives her a final twirl as the music ends.  They bow to each other, then she realises this is all wrong and strides off.  He watches her dejectedly, then trudges off in the opposite direction.

Scene 15:  Schoolroom.
Child-size chairs, with a large desk for the teacher.  OLWYN is standing by the desk as several knights (including TRISTAN and NUDD) enter unwillingly, each carrying a container they have chosen for their flower arrangements - jugs, pots and more unlikely items - and a selection of flowers and greenery.

OLWYN:
Welcome to the flower arranging class.  My name is Olwyn.  Please take a seat.

The knights struggle to sit on the small chairs.  TRISTAN drops his pot and flowers.

TRISTAN:
Oh!  (He restrains himself.)  Bother.

Nudd helps him gather his stuff up.

OLWYN:
Is this all there are?

NUDD:
I think Urien's on his way - he was having a bit of trouble.

OLWYN:
And you've all brought a container and some flowers and foliage?  Excellent.

TRISTAN:
I felt very stupid, having to gather all this.

OLWYN:
But that's what the challenge is all about.

TRISTAN:
What, making us feel stupid?

OLWYN:
No, taking you out of your comfort zone.  (She beams at them.)  And it has, hasn't it.

The knights mutter among themselves.


(sharply, rapping on the desk)  No talking!  We have a lot to get through.  (More kindly)  I realise this isn't what knights expect to do, but if I can teach it to a group of silly girls I'm sure you'll pick it up easily enough.

A loud crash offstage.  URIEN enters dragging a large pig's trough.  Laughter from the other knights.


Urien, what on earth is that?

URIEN:
It's a pig's trough, my lady.  Only container I could find.

OLWYN:
You might at least have cleaned it out.

URIEN:
Yeah, I was going to  - -  only I had to fight off two pigs to get it.

More laughter from the knights.

OLWYN:
(rapping on the desk again)  That's enough!  (She looks at the pig trough again and shudders.)  Urien, the idea is to create the kind of arrangement one would find on the high table for some great feast.  Who wants to stare at a pig's trough while they're eating?

Tristan starts to laugh but Olwyn glares at him and he chokes it back.  Olwyn moves back to her desk, which holds a vase on a turntable and some flowers and greenery.


In this first lesson, I want you to try a design we call "criss-cross".  It's childishly simple.  (She keeps doing what she is describing throughout the next dialogue, rapidly and confidently.)  You put one stem in the vase at an angle, making sure it reaches the bottom of the vase.  You rotate the vase - so - and put in another.  In a matter of moments you have a solid structure, each stem holding the others around it, the whole a beautifully symmetrical creation to which you can then add individual flowers as you wish.

NUDD:
But we haven't got one of those  - -  going round things.

OLWYN:
Turntable.  No, you can walk round the container rather than turn it.  I didn't want to give you too much to collect for your first lesson.

TRISTAN:
I just don't see the point of all this.

OLWYN:
No, I don't suppose you do.  The finer things of life are  - -  well, not accessible to everyone.

TRISTAN:
Are you suggesting / that I'm not...

OLWYN:
That's enough talking.  Now girls  - -  I mean, knights  - -  you've seen how easy a criss-cross design is.  Once I have the basic layout I can add flowers at strategic points.  (She does so.)  And finally, it needs a name.

TRISTAN:
A name?

OLWYN:
Every genuine creation needs a name.  I shall call this one  - -  (she adds a final flower at the top)  "Lonely child".

TRISTAN:
I'd call it rubbish!

Olwyn glares at him, then pulls her attention back to the other knights.

OLWYN:
All right, let's see what you can do.  I'll come round and inspect in a few minutes.

The knights try to do as Olwyn did, but not having desks and having to move round the pot rather than rotating it means they are constantly bumping into each other, knocking over each other's creations and arguing violently (but in whispers).  Meanwhile Olwyn moves upstage to confront Tristan.

OLWYN:
Tristan, I do not tolerate rudeness from my students.  Either mind your manners, or leave the class.

TRISTAN:
You can't treat me like this.  I'm a knight of the Round Table - you're a nobody!

OLWYN:
I am the teacher of this class.

TRISTAN:
This class is a farce.

OLWYN:
Only if you choose to make it one.

TRISTAN:
This whole "challenge" nonsense is a farce.  What's the point of flower arranging?

OLWYN:
What's the point of jousting?  Or hunting?

TRISTAN:
That's different.

OLWYN:
I used to think so too, but Morgan le Fay opened our eyes to many things.

Nudd notices that Tristan is getting angry, leaves his place and moves behind Tristan.

TRISTAN:
I can see why Arthur banished her.

OLWYN:
Yes, so can I.

TRISTAN:
Why couldn't she just leave well alone?

OLWYN:
Tristan, things are going to change, and there's nothing you can do about it.

TRISTAN:
Over my dead body!

He raises his hand to strike Olwyn, but Nudd grabs his hand.

NUDD:
Knights don't do that sort of thing to ladies.

TRISTAN:
Let go of me.  She's no lady!

OLWYN:
And you're no gentleman, whatever you may think.

TRISTAN:
What do you expect from us?  That's what I want to know.  You other men - do you know what they expect from us?

The other men shake their heads.


It's that Morgan le Fay - it's all her ideas, and you're following them blindly.  You say you want to think for yourselves - go on then!  Tell me what you expect from us!

OLWYN:
Well, I  - -  Respect, understanding, sharing / your lives with us...

TRISTAN:
And what's that got to do with flower arranging?

Murmurs of agreement from the other knights.

OLWYN:
I don't have to explain myself to you.

TRISTAN:
Because you can't!  This whole challenge is just a fraud!

OLWYN:
Tristan, leave this class instantly.  And don't dare to come back.

NUDD:
Go on, out.

The two men struggle for a moment.

TRISTAN:
All right!  (He shakes Nudd off.)  I certainly won't come back.  I'm resigning from this ridiculous challenge - and I suggest you all do the same!

He strides out.  Nudd tries to give him his pot and flowers, but he thrusts them aside.


Flower arranging!  What a load of...  (His words are lost as he exits.)
Scene 16:  Antechamber.
Apron.  The three varlets clear the set and set up furniture needed for the next two scenes, over the following dialogue...

ZOG:
Well, that's the first stage over - and a good thing too, if you ask me.  We've had a week trying to cook meals with half the pots missing.

PEPPY:
I never thought much of flower arranging anyway.

ZOG:
What about dancing then?

Peppy demonstrates some disco moves.


That'll never catch on.

JIBBONARA:
I saw the king practising - I was surprised how good he was.

ZOG:
I'm not.  We all know what a great swordsman he is.  I reckon there's a lot of carry-over.

Zog demonstrates sword-fighting against a chair, then does an extravagant bow to it, picks it up and dances off with it.  The other two carry on moving things until he returns.

JIBBONARA:
Did you ever fancy being a knight, Zog?

ZOG:
Nah!  Much safer being a varlet.  Nobody's going to challenge me to single combat, or make me go on a crusade.  How about you, Jibbonara?

JIBBONARA:
(hesitantly)  My mother  - -  was a lady.  But she fell in love with my father even though he was far beneath her.  She went against her parents and the whole court, and married him.  Of course, then she couldn't be a lady any more.  (Pause)  No, I wouldn't want to be a knight.

PEPPY:
My mother always said my father was a knight.  (Pause)  I never found out which one though.

ZOG:
(surveying the furniture)  All right, that'll do for now.  Next week it's the ballroom dancing contest - I hope we get to watch that.

As they exit, ARTHUR enters from the other side, sighs, and drops down into a chair.  A pause, then GUINEVERE enters.

GUINEVERE:
Why so miserable, my lord?  Your flower arranging may not have been the best, but at least you weren't eliminated.

ARTHUR:
I wish I had been.  Then I wouldn't have to go on like this.

GUINEVERE:
But your dancing is really coming on.  And even your cookery.

ARTHUR:
(bitterly)  Don't make fun of me, Guinevere.

GUINEVERE:
(gently)  I'm not making fun of you, Arthur.  I'm proud of you.  You're learning how to be gentle, and even break some of your old prejudices.  You're starting to relate to people differently, and that's a lot more important that flower arranging.

She moves over to him and puts her hand on his shoulder; he shrugs it off.

ARTHUR:
I wouldn't have believed you could change so much.

GUINEVERE:
I know.  It's amazing.

ARTHUR:
I thought you loved me.

GUINEVERE:
Yes, so did I. Funny, isn't it.  (Introduction to song starts.)  Strange, I mean.

SONG:
"To win a woman's love"

GUINEVERE:
To win a woman's love isn't hard to do.
If only you knew.
I trusted that your heart was true when I met you.
You seemed a perfect knight, and a king as well.
A magical spell.
And I was far too young to tell how we would jell.
You told me I was beautiful, and I believed you.
Gave me a rose.  Made me feel shy.
I don't suppose that I should blame you.
You were as trapped as I.
You brought me home with you.
You promised to be true
as long as the stars shone above.
And I would have told anyone who asked me then
that's how to win a woman's love.

ARTHUR:
I seem to be the man you were looking for.

GUINEVERE:
But wait.  There's more.


To  break a woman's heart isn't hard to do.
If only you knew.
How very soon the questions start:
can dreams come true?
I learnt to play my part as your serving maid,
so proudly displayed.
No hope to lead a different life: I was your wife.
And what about the love that was to last forever?
Where did it go?  How can we say?
All we can do is fan the embers,
watching them fade away.
And what do people know, who see us there on show,
together, yet so far apart?
I would have to tell anyone who asks me now:
That's how to break a woman's heart.

And now their lines overlap.

ARTHUR:
I never understood.

GUINEVERE:
This isn't any good.

ARTHUR:
Why didn't you explain?

GUINEVERE:
It would have been in vain.

ARTHUR:
Whatever you want, let's make a start.

GUINEVERE:
I don't know where to start.
And the only thing you have learnt in all these years,
is how to break a woman's heart.

ARTHUR:
Or the only thing that I will know
is how to break a woman's heart.

End of song.  Guinevere again puts her hand on Arthur's shoulder, and this time he puts his hand on hers.  They gaze at each other, then Guinevere exits and Arthur watches her go.

VIVIEN and ESCANOR enter, Vivian in the lead, arguing.  They don't notice Arthur, who looks at them angrily, decides he can't cope with their problems too, and exits.

ESCANOR:
But I'm no good at dancing.

VIVIEN:
You should have spent less time rescuing maidens!

ESCANOR:
Why won't you help me with it?

She stops and turns to face him.

VIVIEN:
Why should I help you?  When have you ever helped me with anything?

ESCANOR:
But  - -  we're man and wife.

SONG:
"Man and Wife"

VIVIEN:
Man and wife!  Man and wife!
Your possession to gladden your life?
Why not woman and husband?

WOMEN:
It doesn't sound right.

VIVIEN:
You're such a delight!
Why do men all assume
they're the ones who are calling the tune,
just because they are stronger?

ESCANOR:
I must disagree.

VIVIEN:
Explain it to me.

ESCANOR:
(thinking hard)  
Men are the natural leaders.
At hand to protect our ladies.

VIVIEN:
Protect us from what?

ESCANOR:
Other men.

VIVIEN:
(spoken)  Yeah, right!

ESCANOR:
Men go out hunting to feed you.
Exposed to all kinds of dangers.

VIVIEN:
But who has to cook all the meat that you eat?
We're in danger of dying from boredom!

ESCANOR:
You're obsessed about being oppressed.

VIVIEN:
Give it a rest!

He tries to embrace her; she pulls away.

ESCANOR:
You're depressed about being caressed
by one of the best.

VIVIEN:
Surely you jest!

ESCANOR:
Man and wife!  Man and wife!
Bound together to weather the strife.
It's the natural order.

VIVIEN:
Like living in trees?

ESCANOR:
Be serious please.
Men can ride far and wide,
building cities in which you can hide.

VIVIEN:
We build children to fill them.

ESCANOR:
For that you need men.

VIVIEN:
Well, now and again!

ESCANOR:
Why must you suddenly question
the way we have lived for ever?

VIVIEN:
It hasn't been sudden at all.
I never thought we could change things,
till Morgan le Fay explained things.
But now that I see how the future could be,
I just want to make sure that it happens!

ESCANOR:
Why don't you come to your senses?
You know you can never change things.

BOTH:
Down through the centuries,

VIVIEN:
(together)  will it always be man and wife?

ESCANOR:
(together)  it will always be man and wife!

End of song.

They glare at each other during the applause, then Vivian strides off in the direction they were going.  Escanor hesitates, then hurries after her to continue the argument.

ESCANOR:
Now just you listen to me, my girl...

Scene 17:  Great Hall.
Upstage right is a desk behind which sit the three judges - OLWYN, ISOLDE and NIMIANE.  The rest of the court are watching.

As the scene starts, two of the knights are dancing a waltz together.

OLWYN:
Well, this is certainly an interesting performance.

ISOLDE:
Better than the last two, anyway.

NIMIANE:
(dreamily)  I just - like - love the way their jackets shine in the torchlight as they / weave their way through the...

OLWYN:
Nimiane, that's not the point!  We're supposed to be judging their dancing.

NIMIANE:
Oh, but Apollo is so awesome - just look at him.

ISOLDE:
He's a sexist brute - leads girls astray and then dumps them.

NIMIANE:
I wouldn't mind him leading me astray.

The dancers do a complicated twirl.

OLWYN:
Oh, that was a nice move - beautifully executed.

The dancers do a dip, then trip over and the dipped dancer ends up on the floor.

ISOLDE:
(laughing)  That wasn't though.

OLWYN:
Those flagstones are so uneven - not designed for dancing on.

NIMIANE:
They're certainly putting a lot into it.

The dancers recover, do the dip again, then end with a flourish.  Applause from the onlookers.  The judges hold up numbers: Olwyn 7, Isolde 3, Niamine 10.  They look at each other's numbers with disgust.

LINNET:
So that's a total of 20 for Apollo and Drudwyn, which means they may still be in the running.  But they'll have plenty of competition.  Please welcome our next contestants who will dance a tango: Kay and Sagramour.

Applause as they enter, bow to the judges and start to dance.

NIMIANE:
Isn't Sagramour your husband, Isolde?

ISOLDE:
No he isn't!  He'd like to be, but my parents are holding out for something better.

OLWYN:
The danger is, you may end up with something worse.

ISOLDE:
I can't imagine that.

OLWYN:
I can - I've seen it.

ISOLDE:
Yeah, so have I, now you mention it.  My father!  The way he treats my mother  - -  ugh!

NIMIANE:
Wouldn't it be - like - totally awesome if we could choose our own husbands?

The other two look at her in astonishment and forget all about the dancers.

ISOLDE:
What!


Well, you know, like Morgan le Faye.

OLWYN:
She doesn't have a husband.

NIMIANE:
Oh yeah.

ISOLDE:
She has lots of men though.  I can see the temptation, I must admit.

NIMIANE:
Oh my gosh, I could draw up a short list.  Well - like - quite a long list actually.

The dancers realise that the judges aren't paying them any attention, so they dance right up to them and do a dramatic move almost on top of them.

OLWYN:
Oh yes, the tango.  (She studies the dancers intently.)  I must say, they've got the right attitudes for the dance.

ISOLDE:
Yeah, arrogant and self-centred.  That's not the dance, it's them.

OLWYN:
Look, we've got to be fair.

ISOLDE:
Just imagine - choosing our own husbands.

NIMIANE:
Awesome.

OLWYN:
Come on - concentrate.

The dancers end with a flourish.  Applause from the onlookers.  The judges hold up numbers: Olwyn 8, Isolde 0, Niamine 6.  Again they look at each other's numbers with disgust.

SAGRAMOUR:
(furious with Isolde)  Why, you little...

Kay claps his hand over Sagramour's mouth to cut off his swearing.  The other knights and ladies react with shock.  Sagramour obviously wants to attack Isolde.

KAY:
Come on, out!

SAGRAMOUR:
She'd just / better watch her step...

KAY:
(dragging him off)  I said Out!

A pause while people look at each other in dismay.  Then Linnet decides she needs to bring things back to the contest.

LINNET:
So Kay and Sagramour have 14 points, and I'm afraid that means they are eliminated.

ISOLDE:
Good!  (Then she realises she's supposed to be impartial and shrinks down into her seat.)
LINNET:
And that's all the contestants we have time for tonight, but come back tomorrow when another six pairs of knights will demonstrate their prowess.  And before you leave, some of the ladies of court have also been practising, and they would like to show us how they think it should be done.

A group of ladies give a display.

Scene 18:  Outside Arthur's castle.
Apron:  Night.  MORGAN LE FAY, MACDONALD, JAMES, CHAMPION PIPER and the MEN creep on with lanterns.

MACDONALD:
So that's Arthur's castle.  (Nervously)  It looks very  - -  solid.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Yes, you'll be able to defend it easily once it's yours.

MACDONALD:
The men are tired - and hungry.  It's been a long journey.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Only because your boat kept sinking!

MACDONALD:
It didnae really  - -  sink.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Would have done if you hadn't kept stopping to repair the leaks.  "Geud Scots pine", you said?  Give me English oak any day!

MACDONALD:
It was a wee bit unfortunate.

MORGAN LE FAY:
The contest is probably over by now.

PEPPY, JIBBONARA and ZOG stroll on.  Peppy stops dead on seeing them; the other two walk into him.


Wait, I recognise these men - they should know.  Ho, varlets!

ZOG:
'oo you calling...  (He recognises her and slaps his hand over his mouth.)
MORGAN LE FAY:
Ah, so you can learn.  What's your name, varlet?

ZOG:
Zog, my lady.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Zog?  What sort of a name is Zog?

ZOG:
A short one.

JIBBONARA:
Welcome back, my lady.  How may we assist you?

MORGAN LE FAY:
The contest - is it all over?

ZOG:
No, your ladyness - the final stage is about to take place.

JIBBONARA:
And it's a close run thing.

MORGAN LE FAY:
So who's left in it?

ZOG:
King Arthur, Sir Lancelot, and  - -  er  - -  what's 'is name?

JIBBONARA:
A young upstart called  - -  oh, er  - -

PEPPY:
Gareth.

ZOG:
Shut up, Peppy, can't you see we're trying to think?

JIBBONARA:
He's sweet on that lady - what's her name now:

ZOG:
Linnet?

JIBBONARA:
That's it, Lady Linnet.  But what's he called?

PEPPY:
He's called / Gareth.

ZOG:
Peppy, I've told you once - don't  - -  aha!  Got it - it just came to me / he's called...

MORGAN LE FAY:
Gareth.

ZOG:
'ow d'you know that?

MORGAN LE FAY:
All right, lead us to the contest.

ZOG:
Yes, your terrifyingness.  (He looks doubtfully at the Scots.)  Begging your pardon, but do they  - -  belong here?

MORGAN LE FAY:
They soon will.  Go!

The varlets lead the soldiers off.  MacDonald beckons Morgan le Fay aside.

MACDONALD:
I don't think it's the right time to attack.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Phh!  There's never going to be a "right time".  You make your own luck, not rely on some outside force.

MACDONALD:
I ken that, but...

MORGAN LE FAY:
If they're all involved in the contest they'll be off their guard - unarmed - it's the perfect time to attack.  Why do you think I set all this up?

MACDONALD:
You set up the contest?  But you told me...

MORGAN LE FAY:
(seductively)  Just think  - -  Soon this will be your castle - our castle.  See all the lights in the Great Hall?  See the darkened rooms upstairs?  All  - -  ours.

MACDONALD:
You make it sound so easy.

MORGAN LE FAY:
It is easy.  You just have to reach out and take it.  (She looks at him quizzically.)  Come on, MacDonald!

MACDONALD:
You really see me as a King?

MORGAN LE FAY:
More of a burgher, actually.  Come on!

She exits and he follows shaking his head.

Scene 19:  Great Hall.
ARTHUR, LANCELOT and GARETH each have a raised barbecue on which they are finishing their cooking, wearing chefs' hats and frilly pinafores.  Various foods prepared by them are already on display and the judges - GUINEVERE, HILDEGARD and VIVIEN - are examining them.  The KNIGHTS are grouped on one side of the stage, the LADIES on the other.

ARTHUR:
I still think it's unfair not giving us varlets to pump the air.

GUINEVERE:
It's a contest - we're testing you, not the varlets.

VIVIEN:
It's your soufflé we want to see!

All three men start pumping the bellows.

HILDEGARD:
I must say, they've all done very well with the Pâté de Foie Gras.

VIVIEN:
Mmm.  The frogs' legs aren't bad either.  What do you think?

GUINEVERE:
(tasting one)  Arthur, your legs need more seasoning.

Arthur looks down at his legs in shock, then realises what she means.

ARTHUR:
Sorry, my dear.

GUINEVERE:
But they are very tender.

ARTHUR:
Oh, good.

The judges compare notes in a whisper and write scores on their notebooks.  There is a sudden burst of excitement from the people watching, and the judges turn their attention to the braziers: Gareth's soufflé is starting to rise out of the pot.

VIVIEN:
That young man really has done well.  What a pity Linnet is so hard on him.

HILDEGARD:
I think she'll come round.  Wouldn't mind a young man like that myself, I can tell you!

The Scottish soldiers creep in through the auditorium, led by ZOG, JIBBONARA and PEPPY, and stand watching the stage as if through windows.  JAMES is holding a sword to the three varlets who are clearly not happy with the situation.

ISOLDE:
(to the audience, as if commentating)  The knights and ladies all have their attention focused on the three braziers.  We don't yet know what marks the judges have given for their other cooking, but it's going to be a close-run thing.  Nothing can disturb the concentration here - nothing.  (She sees LINNET.)  Lady Linnet, what do you think the result will be?

LINNET:
It's  - -  it's very difficult to say.  Gareth's flower arranging was exceptional, but his ballroom dancing is still less than ideal.  Arthur is certainly a smooth mover...

Arthur hears this and demonstrates his smooth moves.


but his display of pernicious garden weeds left something to be desired.

ISOLDE:
And Lancelot?

LINNET:
His soufflé seems to be a distinct flop.

ISOLDE:
Indeed.  So who do you favour?

LINNET:
(suddenly her old self)  Favour?!  I don't favour any of them.  I'm just sorry Merlin was disqualified for cheating.

They move back into the crowd.  Meanwhile MacDONALD and MORGAN LE FAY have entered at the back of the soldiers.

MORGAN LE FAY:
You see what they're doing?  French cookery, of all things.  Have they no shame?

MACDONALD:
But you said you organised / all this...

MORGAN LE FAY:
Never mind that now.  Just look at the situation - no guards posted, no swords or armour - it'll be a pushover.

MACDONALD:
Well, I dinnae ken...

MORGAN LE FAY:
Do you ever?  Wait - I think this is your moment - when they declare the winner.

Gareth's soufflé has by now risen to a ridiculous height, Arthur's to a normal height, and there is no sign of Lancelot's.

GUINEVERE:
Time, gentlemen, please.  Stand away from your  - -  er  - -  creations and allow the judges to inspect them.

JAMES:
(to the varlets)  One word and you die!

The judges each take a spoon.  Hildegard examines Arthur's soufflé, Vivien Lancelot's, Guinevere Gareth's.

HILDEGARD:
Arthur - perhaps a little on the small side, but very creditable.  Nice texture, and  - -  yes, it tastes very good.

GUINEVERE:
Gareth, that looks absolutely amazing.  I don't know how you managed it.  Oh, and it's really delicious.

VIVIEN:
Lancelot  - -  well, what can I say?

She looks at the pot in disbelief, then upturns it; bright yellow liquid pours out onto the floor (or to be more practical, into the brazier which goes out with a cloud of smoke).  The judges shudder, then confer in whispers.

MACDONALD:
All right men, this is it.  Wait for my signal.

CHAMPION PIPER is about to play his pipes.


No - no music!  Very very quiet, until we're in the hall.

He gestures the men to move forward.

HILDEGARD:
Ladies and gentlemen, the judges have reached a unanimous decision.  The winner of the contest is  - -  Gareth!

Cheers, shocked surprise and other reactions from the crowd.  Linnet throws herself into Gareth's arms.

MACDONALD:
Now!

The Scottish soldiers rush up onto the stage.  Screams and consternation.


Don't go for your swords - we'll cut yeh doon before you reach them.

Lancelot goes to pull a dagger out of his belt.


Or that dagger!  Throw it on the floor in front of me - but very gently.

Lancelot hesitates, then does so.


Men, keep your eyes on them at all times.  (Pause)  What are you all looking at?

JAMES:
The food!  We're starving.

Growls of agreement from the soldiers.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Do as you're told, you peasants!

JAMES:
And since when did we have to take orders from a bossy  - -  witch like you?

Stronger growls of agreement.  Even MacDonald is licking his lips.

MACDONALD:
Which one of you is Arthur?

ARTHUR:
(throwing off his chef's hat and pinafore)  I am.  (He starts to move forward.)
MACDONALD:
Hold your ground!  I'm in charge here the noo.  What I say, goes.  (Pause while he tries to think straight.)  And what I say is  - -  Gie us that food!

A roar of approval from the soldiers who rush forward and start eating all the food on display.  The ladies shrink away, then realise they're in no danger.  Gareth hurries off.

ISOLDE:
Try these - they're really good.

JAMES:
What are they?

ISOLDE:
Frog  - -  er  - -  chicken legs.

She waits anxiously while he tries the food.

JAMES:
That's great.

Morgan is left on her own.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Wait!  This isn't what we planned at all!

MACDONALD:
(mouth full of food)  :  Mmm mmm mmm mmm mmm mmm.  (He manages to swallow.)  This is what we need first.  Then we can deal wi' King Arthur and his knights.

GARETH:
(returning with three swords)  That may not be so easy now.

He hands swords to Arthur and Lancelot, and the three of them stand shoulder to shoulder, ready to fight.

MACDONALD:
I dinnae care - I just need  (He shoves some more food in his mouth.)  Mmmm mmm mmm mmm!

MORGAN LE FAY:
This is terrible!

MERLIN:
Schemes going wrong again, Morgan?

HILDEGARD:
I was wise to you all along, Morgan le Fay.  Now I think everybody else is too.

Morgan le Fay makes a mystic pass at Hildegard, who laughs.


Oh no, not this time.  (She points to her bracelet and heavy necklace.)  Iron, cold iron - guaranteed to stop any magic spells.  I used to wear this years ago, when Merlin was after me!

Merlin and Morgan le Fay look at each other in shock.  Then she strides across to MacDonald and shakes him.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Is this the end of everything?

MACDONALD:
No, I thought I'd try some of that soufflé next.

MORGAN LE FAY:
And what about me?

MACDONALD:
There's plenty for you too.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(hitting him)  You were going to take over Arthur's castle, and his kingdom.  We were going to rule here together.

MACDONALD:
Aye, there was that.

MORGAN LE FAY:
There's only one thing to do.  You must challenge him to single combat.

MACDONALD:
Och, I don't know aboot that.

MORGAN LE FAY:
It's our only chance.  Do it - and I'm yours.

MACDONALD:
Er  - -  Hang on.

He takes some of the soufflé and eats it slowly, savouring every mouthful, then gives a satisfied sigh.  He approaches Arthur.


I challenge you to single combat.

GARETH:
(scared but defiant)  No!  I won the contest.  Try your single combat on me.

LINNET:
Gareth - no!

ARTHUR:
A kindly thought, lad, but this is a different kind of challenge.  The kind I'm more used to.

MACDONALD:
I dinnae care aboot the contest - it's the King I need to beat.

Suddenly the whole atmosphere changes - the soldiers stop eating and everyone moves back into a semicircle leaving the two men alone.

ARTHUR:
I accept, of course.  (calls)  Bring me my horse and lance.

MACDONALD:
Wait a minute!  I dinnae have ma horse, and I dinnae ken what a lance is - what I have is my claymore.  (He pulls out his broadsword and looks at it approvingly.)
MORGAN LE FAY:
Not made of (Scottish accent)  "geud Scots pine", is it?

ARTHUR:
I have a good English sword, and that will do nicely.

The two men prepare to fight.  Morgan le Fay starts to perform a spell to help MacDonald.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(with a magical gesture)  May the victor of this battle / be the man...

MERLIN:
(pinning her arms by her side)  .  None of your magic!  We'll have a fair fight, if you don't mind.

The two men fight - Arthur has the precision of a swordsman whereas MacDonald holds his claymore with both hands and though he has less technical skill his wild rushes almost defeat Arthur at first.  Arthur is down on the floor and MacDonald is about to stab him when Arthur grabs one of the braziers and swings it in front of MacDonald.  MacDonald is knocked off balance and eventually Arthur gets the upper hand.

LANCELOT:
Finish him off!

PEREGRINE:
One less villain to trouble us!

ESCANOR:
Kill him!

The other men are shouting encouragement, but Arthur hesitates, swayed by new ideas.  As he raises his sword for the kill, the others freeze into silence with the lights dimmed, and an overhead spotlight illuminates Arthur.

SONG:
"Good King - reprise"

ARTHUR:
I thought I was a good king.  Every season would bring
challengers who sought my throne.
I always had to meet them, fight them and defeat them
to call my throne my own.


But now the world is changing.
Must I do the same thing?
Are there other paths to try?
If I can find a way back, who are they to say that
the loser has to die?


This man is just a tool, treated like a fool,
and I know where the blame really lies.
What if I forgive him?  Challenge him to live,
and struggle for a different prize?


If our men can agree to live in friendship
for as long as the stars shine above,
There may still be fighting, but it's one small step
to peace in the lands that we love.


And maybe they will think I'm a good king now!

End of song.  As Arthur raises his sword again, the lights come up.  Arthur lowers his sword, and gives his hand to MacDonald.

ARTHUR:
Get up.  (He pulls MacDonald to his feet.)
MACDONALD:
Are you no going tae kill me?

ARTHUR:
Do you think I should?

MACDONALD:
I would ha' killed you.

ARTHUR:
I know you would, but that isn't the answer.  I don't want a war between England and Scotland.  If I spare you, will you take your men and go back to your homes in peace?

MACDONALD:
Aye, that I will.  Our women will be pleased to see us.

ARTHUR:
Swear it.

He holds out the hilt of his sword; MacDonald puts his hand on it.

MACDONALD:
I swear that there will be peace between the clan MacDonald and the people of England.  (He withdraws his hand.)  I cannae answer for the rest of Scotland though.

ARTHUR:
I understand.

The two men shake hands.  Everyone else is staring in amazement.  Arthur looks slowly round the hall.


What's everyone staring at?  These men are our guests - they need rooms for the night - and some more food.  Where are my varlets.

ZOG:
Here, your majesty.

The three varlets come up warily onto the stage, giving Morgan le Fay a wide berth.

ARTHUR:
Show these men to the guest rooms - probably via the kitchen if there's any food there.

Zog stands open-mouthed.

JIBBONARA:
Please follow me, gentlemen.

He starts to lead them off.

ZOG:
Oy, I'm chief varlet!

He gets in front of Jibbonara, beckons to Peppy, and the three varlets lead the soldiers off.  MacDonald and Morgan le Fay are left staring at each other.

MACDONALD:
I suppose  - -  now I've lost the fight  - -  it's all over between us.

MORGAN LE FAY:
You fought well.  Better than I expected.

MACDONALD:
If I couldnae fight when I needed to, I wadnae be chief of the clan for long.  But I dinnae just rush in wi'oot thinking  - -  like...

MORGAN LE FAY:
Like me?

MACDONALD:
Aye.

MORGAN LE FAY:
(thinks for a while)  Maybe we could learn from each other.  I quite fancy a move to Scotland, far away from this lot.  (She moves closer.)  To be honest - and that's not something you'll often hear me say - I was impressed with the way you stood up to Arthur.  I think if I took you in hand  - -  I might just make a man of you.

MACDONALD:
Aye, you might.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Scotland seems a land of opportunity, compared to England.  I just know I can make a lot of improvements there.  I'll give it  a year, and then make a final decision - if it doesn't work out there's always France.

MACDONALD:
(simultaneously)  France?!  You wadnae do that, would you?

ARTHUR:
(simultaneously)  France?!  How could anyone think of moving to France?

GUINEVERE:
(advancing menacingly on Morgan le Fay)  So that was your plan.  Set up the challenge so that our enemies could invade England and put our menfolk to the sword.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Well, that's a crude way of putting it.  Haven't things changed for you - for the better?

GUINEVERE:
You think we'd rather be ruled by these barbarians than by Arthur and his knights?

MORGAN LE FAY:
Didn't I get Arthur to put up the curtains?

GUINEVERE:
Oh, you're impossible.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Thank you dear.  And I can tell you the next steps to take / if you'll only listen...

GUINEVERE:
No more steps!  We're happy with the way things are going - we don't want to be better than the men we love.

MORGAN LE FAY:
Pity.

GUINEVERE:
We've had the upper hand for a few weeks.  Now we're willing to settle for equality.

MORGAN LE FAY:
You won't get that without a struggle.

GUINEVERE:
You're well ahead of your time.

MORGAN LE FAY:
I realise that.

Pause while they stare at each other with contempt.

GUINEVERE:
But I'm forgetting to be hospitable to our guests.  You must be hungry too.  Take your man and get some food before it's all gone.

Morgan turns on her heel and sweeps off imperiously.  MacDonald scurries after her.  Arthur and Guinevere are left staring at each other.

ARTHUR:
I failed.  I didn't win the contest.

GUINEVERE:
No.  You were no match for Gareth.

ARTHUR:
Does that mean  - -  you're going to leave me, Guinevere?

GUINEVERE:
Oh Arthur, that just shows you don't understand women at all.

ARTHUR:
Huh?

GUINEVERE:
Your real challenge wasn't the contest, and it certainly wasn't the fight with MacDonald - you do that sort of thing all the time.

ARTHUR:
What then?

GUINEVERE:
When you spared him - turned him into an ally instead of an enemy.  If you'd killed him  - -   (Pause, then she turns away)
ARTHUR:
Yes?

GUINEVERE:
(not looking at him)  I would have known you could never change.  That's when I would have left you, Arthur - entered a nunnery, or begged my father to take me back - and I really wasn't looking forward to either of those choices.

Arthur stares at her, though she is still not facing him, then comes forward.

SONG:
"There comes a time"

ARTHUR:
There comes a time to put aside
the life that I have been living.
Time for forgiving.  Time for a change.
There's more to life than war and strife.
I have a wife to consider.
She's not like me.  That seems so strange.
When I know she's happy, I can feel inside
something even more important than my manly pride.
To know that she is proud of me
is like the first sign of daybreak.
Maybe that's all it takes.

GUINEVERE:
(coming forward to stand beside him)  
There comes a time to count our gain
and not complain at the slowness.
Have we made progress?  I know we have.
Just look at them: they're only men
and they will never be perfect.
No more are we, as you can see.
If we work together, we can find a way.
We don't need to go on fighting like Morgan le Fay.
It's not much fun to be a nun
or go back home to my father.
Arthur, I love you so.

ALL:
Every story has an ending.
Some are sad and full of guilt.
Life is very short; why should we be caught
In a trap that we have built?
There comes a time to redefine
the rules that we need to live by:
Give my feelings a chance.

LINNET:
There comes a time to change my mind
and look at what I am losing
Choosing a lifetime all on my own.
The other men that I knew then
Had made me think things were hopeless.
But I was wrong.  You came along.

GARETH:
Even though I'm young now, I am here to stay.
Every day I'm getting older: my hair's almost grey!

BOTH:
Now life is fair.  Let people stare.
Why should we care if they do so?
Gareth / Linnet, I love you so.

During this the knights and ladies have started to mingle, so that by the last line they are in couples rather than two separate groups.

ALL:
When we look into the future, using Merlin's crystal ball
Though it may be strange, we can see that change
is a challenge to us all.
So we must learn which way to turn
To travel on and be fearless.
Dearest, I love you so.

The Scots come back carrying food and drink, ready to party.

SCOTSMEN:
There comes a time to drink and dine,
and give up all of the fighting.
The women here are exciting
But we've got women at home.
The service here is excellent,
there's even flowers in the bedroom.
(getting slower)  
But we'd get soft if we stayed too long.
We need a challenge, right or wrong.
We're better off where we belong:
Scotland, we love you so!

ALL:
There comes a time to draw the line,
and hope that things will recover.
Let's live in peace with each other
And never think about war.
We'll try to live in harmony
and never mention the challenge.

LADIES:
(getting slower)  
We've made our point and we've had our say.

MEN:
And life's a challenge anyway.

ALL:
Tomorrow is another day.
That's all that we can say.

END
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