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     Narrator 2


     Narrator 3

                 Narrator 4


     Maud


     Father


     Midwife


     Edward

Narrator 1:  This scene is taken from the opening chapter of Diane Stanley’s Bella at Midnight.  The story is something of a fairy tale – but not.  Maud is the older sister of beautiful Catherine, both daughters of a wealthy glass merchant.  Maud has just received a message.
Maud:  When the message came and I saw it was from Edward, I nearly choked on my plum cake.  It could only mean that my sister was dead.


I had not seen her since her wedding day, three long years before.  An occasion for great rejoicing – that’s what you’re imagining, is it not?  A beautiful bride, a blushing groom, flowers, and music, and bright new beginnings.

Narrator 2: It is a sweet picture, but that’s not how it was, not for Catherine anyway.  Oh, she did look a perfect angel in her delicate gown of robin’s egg blue, her hair cascading down her shoulders, shining like the finest gold.  
Narrator 3: And there were flowers aplenty, and music, too, and a sumptuous feast that lasted well into the night.  
Maud: Father wanted nothing but the best for her, you see.  But as for bright new beginnings – well, that’s for another story.  You’ll notice I haven’t yet mentioned the groom.

Narrator 4:  Sir Edward of Burning Wood was an odd man, arrogant and proud.  Such traits are common among the nobility.  Most would take his peculiar and unfriendly ways as natural to his station in life – except for the way he looked at others.  
Narrator 1: Maud felt such coldness in his eyes, a hardness near to hatred.  She trembled when he was near, and turned away.  
Narrator 2: Maud thought that Edward of Burning Wood was not altogether in his right mind.  And she particularly thought him to be no proper husband for her sister, and told her father so.

Maud:  Catherine is rich, Father, and beautiful besides.  She does not need to settle for such a man.
Father:  Settle?  [astonished] What can you be thinking?  Edward is a knight, and he shall make our Catherine a lady.  Just think of it, Maud – and only a glass merchant’s daughter!

Maud:  A glass merchant’s daughter with a fortune, Father.  Don’t forget that.

Narrator 3:  Maud, Catherine, and their father knew that Edward was marrying Catherine for her money.

Maud:  I would far rather she remain a common lass than be raised to the nobility and be miserable all her life!

Father:  But why should she be miserable?  Can you not see how the man dotes upon her?

Narrator 4:  This was true enough; Edward did seem besotted with Catherine, for all that he wed her for gain.  Yet even in this he was extreme and unnatural – for his was a wild, possessive, fanatical love.  
Narrator 1: Catherine was flattered by it, of course.  Moreover, she thought him handsome and admired his confidence and manly bearing.  
Narrator 2: Maud resolved to keep her doubts to herself and say no more against the man.

Narrator 3:  After the wedding – indeed, the very next day – it became clear that Maud had greatly underestimated Edward.  He was far, far worse than even she had believed him to be!  Narrator 4: For once he was in possession of both Catherine and her dowry, he forbid Catherine to ever see her family again.  
Narrator 1:  Maud scanned the message quickly, searching it for words such as dead or death – but they were nowhere in evidence.  She is a poor reader, and tears blurred her sight.  
Narrator 2: Edward’s script was cramped and small and difficult to read.  But she struggled through it, word by word, until at last she reached the heart of the letter and – what joy! – discovered that Catherine was not dead.  She was about to give birth to her first child.
Narrator 3:  Maud squinted now, concentrating to learn what more the letter would tell.  Edward had not written out of courtesy; he wanted something.  
Narrator 4: He wanted Maud to go there – to that house he had bought with her father’s money, to which they had never once been invited – he wanted Maud to go there to comfort Catherine in her labor.

Narrator 1:  Maud went immediately, even though it was full night.  Edward let her in himself, looking pale and wild-eyed.  
Narrator 2: Childbirth is women’s business, so he left her with Catherine.  
Narrator 3: The midwife muttered on as we waited, about the weather, about her travels, and finally about the war.
Narrator 4:  Their own kingdom had been at war with the neighboring kingdom of Brutanna for one hundred years.  People were talking of various signs that God would send a miracle.  Surely Maud had heard the prophecy!

Maud:  No, I have not heard it!

Midwife:  Indeed!  How very strange!  Well, I shall tell you.  It is about the Worthy Knight – a great hero, you see, pure of heart and most virtuous.  One day soon he will appear on the battlefield, all of a sudden – in armor the color of snow.  And instead of a helmet, they say, he will wear a halo of heavenly fire!  And he won’t carry a sword or a lance, neither, but only the banner of peace!  And at the sight of him, all the soldiers will fall upon their knees and lay their weapons down.  And that will be the end of the war!

Maud:  Well, it is a pretty tale.  God grant that it may be so.  We could use a hero in these times.

Narrator 1:  After many hours, Catherine was safely delivered of a baby girl.  Maud bathed her and wrapped her warmly before taking her to be presented to her father.

Maud:  Catherine is well, and here is your new daughter.

Narrator 2:  Edward was sore disappointed that she was not a boy.  Indeed, he scarcely even looked at her.  But he was most grateful that his wife had survived her ordeal.
Narrator 1:  That night, Catherine developed a fever.  Maud fed the baby milk sucked from a clean cloth.  
Narrator 2: At first, the wee girl turned her head away angrily, but she was so hungry that soon she was sucking at it mightily.  

Narrator 3: In the morning, Maud sought a wet nurse for the child.

Narrator 4:  On the fourth day, Catherine died.  Following the funeral, Maud asked Edward about the child.
Edward:  Just take her away.

Maud:  I will carry her home with me, then, if you like.  I would be right glad to do that.

Narrator 1:  Edward rose to his feet of a sudden and strode to where Maud stood with her back against the wall.  His expression was wild, his eyes piercing.

Edward:  [hissing]  If I like?  If I like?  I would like you to get her out of here!  I do not want that creature in this house, do you understand?  Nor in your house, nor anywhere in this city.  I will not breathe the same air she breathes!  [screaming] Get out!
Narrator 2:  Maud fled the room.  She gathered the wee thing from Cook and ran from that house as if fleeing from the devil.  
Narrator 3: She named the baby Isabel, after her own mother, the baby’s grandmother.
Narrator 4:  The next morning, Maud set out towards Burning Wood, Edward’s country estate near the village of Castle Down.  
Narrator 1: She found a home for Isabel with the family of Martin the blacksmith.  His wife, Beatrice, was a sensible woman, kind-hearted and clean.  
Narrator 2: And she had lately served as wet nurse to a royal prince!  Maud left Isabel there, in that tidy little cottage.

Narrator 3:  How will Isabel grow up? 
Narrator 4: Who will be her friends?  

Narrator 1: What effect will the war have on her life?  

Narrator 2: Is there really a Worthy Knight? 
Narrators ALL: Read Bella at Midnight by Diane Stanley to find the answers.
