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A VICTORIAN EVENING

(The stage is dark. There is a short silence; then the lights go full up. Music. SMUDGE enters, followed by the rest of the cast.  SONG..  All leave the stage, except SMUDGE , PETAL,  PRUDENCE, BETTY and TASMANIA.   SMUDGE bows extravagantly and elegantly, the girls curtsy and smile and blow kisses to the audience.)

SMUDGE: (addressing the audience) Ladies, ladies, how beautiful you are this evening! I am overwhelmed! Never have a seen such lovely ladies, not even the rose garden at dusk is as fair as you! Let me be your butterfly, ladies. Ah!

PRUDENCE: And the gentlemen, Smudgy dear?

SMUDGE: Well, I ain’t so interested in the gentlemen, you know!

BETTY: I should hope not, Smudgy, you naughty boy! (she playfully slaps his hand) But we is all interested in the gentlemen, ain’t we, girls?

TASMANIA: I should say so. (pointing at a man in the audience) Looka here, there’s a real good-looker in the first row. Wouldn’t mind a few moments alone with him! 

PETAL:  A few moments wouldn’t be enough for me, dear. I’ll take the whole evening.......

SMUDGE:  Now, now, girls. We’ll have the police closing this theatre next if you speak to the gents like that! (officially)  Ladies and Gentlemen, may I welcome you to the theatre tonight, where you shall hear a variety of  songs........

TASMANIA:  (looking at her ‘victim’ in the audience; cheekily) I know who I’m singing for tonight, girls.......

SMUDGE:  Then there’s the highlight of the evening.........TWO plays........

PRUDENCE:  ...........a melodrama.......

BETTY:  ........and a comedy.

SMUDGE:  The comedy, ladies, is, I assure your gentle hearts, as light as a feather in the wind, as light as the cream on the milk, as fine as............

PETAL:  ........and the melodrama, Smudgy?

SMUDGE:  Ah, it is a sorry tale of young love brutally ended by the murderer’s hand, of a sweet girl’s betrayal by her hard-hearted lover, who kills her when he finds another. Ladies, I beg you, cling to your menfolk when you are afraid, for our play has scenes of blood and gore and strife, to horrid for a gentle-hearted wife. Prepare to be  horrified by sudden, undeserved death and weep for the fate of her who here draws her last breath. May I present to you:  FOUL MURDER AND SWEET REVENGE!
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(SMUDGE steps to the side of the stage; the girls leave. The stage is in darkness for a moment, then the lights go up. The scene is a village green, where two country girls, MARY and EMILY are speaking to each other)

FOUL MURDER AND SWEET REVENGE

Scene 1

MARY:  Oh, Emily, didst thou hear the news?  Oh, I can scarcely tell it to one so innocent and virtuous as yourself. My lips dry up and I cannot speak.

EMILY:  I beg thee, dear friend, tell me your news. There cannot be anything so base and depraved in this village, I do not believe it. Surely you are teasing me most cruelly, which is not right for a friend.

MARY:  Every word I say is true, Emily. (stage whisper) It is about Ruth.

EMILY: What, Ruth? The cottager’s daughter? Why, there is not another maiden so sweet and true in our village! What can she do so vile that you dare not tell me?

MARY: Whist, sweet friend, I see her coming across the green. Let us hide behind this whitethorn bush when she approaches.

EMILY: Why should we hide, pray tell me, do? Ruth is as pure as the driven snow!

MARY:  From ‘tother side of the green approaches with flying feet our Squire, Robert Diavolo. They say he is like the Devil to be feared.

EMILY:  Then we must help poor Ruth......

MARY:  No, no, I tell you. Let us hide. (she drags EMILY behind the whitethorn bush)
RUTH:  (smiling to herself)  Ah, how my  little heart does beat with joy when I think of him.

EMILY: Of whom does she speak, Mary?

MARY:  Wait awhile, and you shall know everything!
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RUTH:  Ah, what a fortunate girl I am. I am so poor, but I am loved by a great man. How have I deserved such good luck? I have no mirror, but he assures me I am beautiful; he knows that I am good. (a slight pause) There are those who say he is ....evil. But that cannot be. Not the man I love with all my heart!  But who is this? It is he? What sweet surprise!

(enter SIR ROBERT DIAVOLO. He stands as if struck by RUTH’S beauty)
SIR ROBERT:  Ah, my beloved! Is it really thee, sweet Ruth? (he raises his hands to his eyes as if blinded) Is it the light of the sun that blinds me, dearest, or the light of your beauty? (RUTH looks away demurely: SIR ROBERT speaks to the audience) I swear, I shall wait no longer, I shall seduce this foolish village girl  this very evening. (to RUTH) Give me your hand, child. (She gives him her hand, but still does not look at him) Such a gentle hand, lying between my two hands like a tiny bird in the mouth of the lion. See, how it flutters!

RUTH: As my heart does, too, Sir, in truth!

SIR ROBERT:  Sweet child, tell me why your heart flutters so!

RUTH:  With love for your dear self, Sir.

SIR ROBERT:  Look at me, Ruthie. Can you not look at me? Am a foul fiend that you must look away?

RUTH: Oh, no, Sir Robert.

SIR ROBERT:  And do not call me Sir Robert, I pray you. Robert sounds sweeter to my ear. Come, call me Robert.

RUTH:  I cannot.

SIR ROBERT:  Ruth, I beg you. Do you not love me?

RUTH:  How could you doubt my love?

ROBERT: (petulantly) I doubt it when I neither see your lovely face nor hear your kind voice call my name.

(She looks at him and summons up all her courage)
RUTH:  Robert.

ROBERT:  My dear.

(she throws herself into his arms)
RUTH: Robert, my dear, dear Robert.

ROBERT: (over her shoulder) Why, this proceeds well. By tonight I shall have her. (to RUTH) Dearest, we cannot meet like this before the prying eyes of the village. There are 
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things I have to say to you, that I can only say in private. You know Maddock’s barn out in the fields on the other side of the village?

RUTH:  I do.

ROBERT:  Then meet me there at nine of the clock.

RUTH:  Oh, Robert, I cannot. I am a virtuous girl and cannot be alone with a man.

ROBERT:  Ruth, what do you think of me? Do you fear I shall seduce you? It is not so. I only wish to speak to you about – our wedding.

RUTH:  Our wedding? Oh, then I shall come. At nine, then, in Maddock’s barn.

(she runs away, skipping joyfully)
ROBERT:  Well, that was an easy fish to catch!  She shall amuse me for a while, then I shall throw her back into the river, where the other fish shall have her.  How foolish she is to think that a Diavolo would marry a poor village girl!

(he leaves in the other direction)

MARY:  Do you see now what I mean, Emily?

EMILY:  I do, and I feel weak at the very thought. Did you hear what they said? I could not.

MARY: Nor I, but the way she threw herself in his arms was enough. ‘Tis clear she is his.

EMILY:  We must tell no one of this, Mary.

MARY:  No, indeed. Except perhaps Susie the milkmaid and her friend Tess.

EMILY: Yes, surely they will tell no other about this wicked girl.

MARY:  ‘Tis he that is wicked, too, Emily.

EMILY:   But ‘tis the girl who must always say no to the man, so that he does leave her alone.

(they leave the stage – the lights go down)

SMUDGE:  Ah, ladies and gentlemen, such is the way of the flesh. That night Lord Robert Diavolo laid sweet Ruth in the hay in Maddock’s barn and, pressing his hand over the sweet lips that tried to protest against this treatment, took away her innocence and left her a fallen woman. Yet still the girl believed he would marry her, which he, foul creature, did in no way intend. So went she home to her poor cottage and he to his splendid mansion, where his father was waiting with some interesting news.

Scene 2

(LORD DIAVOLO  and his wife, LADY DIAVOLO, are sitting in the  drawing room)
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LORD DIAVOLO: (angrily) Devil take it, where does the boy stay out to until this hour? It is past midnight!

LADY DIAVOLO:  He is surely with his friends.

LORD DIAVOLO: It is more likely, madam, that he is with some unfortunate village girl, swearing that he loves her while he thinks of seduction.

LADY DIAVOLO:  My Lord, I am surprised that you should always think so ill of our only son.

LORD D:  Madam, I am often surprised that you should think so well of him. At every twist and turn of his black life you have defended him as a tigress defends her young.

LADY D:  He  is my son, Sir.

LORD D:  Indeed, madam, that is a fact that will never be questioned.

LADY D:  What do you mean by these words?

LORD D:  He does not have his wickedness from my side of the family, I can assure you. And when I regard your side of the family.........

LADY D:  Yes, Sir?

LORD D:  Oh, do not look so insulted! Your brother is the father of almost every bastard on his land. And your own father, Lord have mercy on him, was know to have many more children than the four he and his wife, your lady mother, brought into this world.

LADY D:  I will not listen to your ranting any more, Sir. It is not my fault that my father and my brother have, at times, behaved incorrectly......

LORD D: Incorrectly!

LADY D:  Yes, incorrectly, perhaps, but they did no wrong. This is how life has been for hundreds of years, and it will not change.

LORD D:  So we must be content if our son treads in the footsteps of his honourable uncle and grandfather.

(Silence.  LADY DIAVOLO gets up and rings the bell. HELEN, the maid, enters and curtsies)

HELEN:  You rang, ma’am?

LADY D:  Indeed, Helen. Have you seen my son?

HELEN:  (aside) More often than you would care to know, your ladyship! (to LADY D.)Yes, ma’am, he has just entered the house.
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LADY D:  Please request him to appear here immediately. And tell his sister, Lady Susannah, that she should also attend. Oh, and  bring us some sweet sherry.

HELEN:  Yes, ma’am.

(HELEN leaves the room)

LORD D:  Well, at least the news we have for him  will mean that all his ill deeds might be forgotten and he will have the chance – possibly the last chance – to become a respectable man.

(enter ROBERT followed by his sister SUSANNAH)
ROBERT:  You wished to see me, Sir? (he crosses over to his mother and kisses her cheek) Good evening, mother.

LORD D.  ‘Good evening’, indeed! It is very nearly ‘good morning’, my boy. Robert, I have some news for you which I hope will attract your interest. 

ROBERT:  I am all ears, Father.

LORD D:  It is to be hoped that this news will have a great and good influence on your life, Robert. (turning to SUSANNAH) And, indirectly, on yours, my dear daughter.

SUSANNAH:  Thank you, dear Papa.

ROBERT:  Susannah, you say thank you befoer you even know what our father intends for you. Perhaps he is going to marry you to the ugliest man in England.

SUSANNAH:  Ugliness is an aspect of the soul, not of the face, dear Robert. Of what importance is the face, when the soul is good and true?

LORD D:  Well spoken, child. Your virtue is like a flower in a dark forest. (to ROBERT) Lord de Somerville spoke with me this afternoon; he wishes his daughter Madeleine to become your wife.

(Pause)

ROBERT:  Madeleine, eh? That most beautiful of creatures? Why should she wish to marry me?

LORD D:  If it were her wish, I should ask myself that same thing. But it is her father’s wish that we must respect here.

ROBERT:  Madeleine could marry anybody. Why me?

LADY D:  Why not, my dear?  A good-looking young man who is heir to one of the biggest fortunes and greatest estates in the country! That is a catch for any girl!
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LORD D: Your reputation has not spread to Lord de Somerville’s ears. He is more interested in  money, power and influence than  he is in you, my boy.  But I will say one thing to you: when you and Madeleine are married, there must be no more playing around with the village girls.

ROBERT:  (insulted) Father, for what do you take me?

LORD D:  For what you are, Robert; for a man for whom the lust of the moment is more important than the love of a lifetime. (to SUSANNAH) And now to you, my dear.  When Robert is married, you too shall have your chance. Whom would you wish to have for a husband?

SUSANNAH:  Papa, may your will be mine. Your wisdom is greater than my small understanding – do you choose for me, and I shall love and respect him all my life, because you found him for me.

LORD D:  Then it shall be so, my dear. (Pause) I have seen you sighing over a little portrait that you keep in your pocket. (SUSANNAH wants to say something) No, do not protest, my child, I know it is so. If Lord William is your choice, then you shall be his wife. I have already spoken to him and he is willing to marry you.

SUSANNAH:  Ah, dear father, how shall I ever thank you? You have made me the happiest girl in the land. And Robert, I hope that you will love Madeleine well and be as happy with her as I shall be with William.

ROBERT: (sarcastically) My  heartfelt thanks to you, sister.  (aside) Well, what luck! Madeleine is indeed a pretty girl, and her family  is old and rich. That’s the right one for me – I shall be faithful for a month and then ........ back to the willing girls in the village!

(the lights go down and everyone leaves the stage. The lights go up again)

Scene 3

SMUDGE:  Days and weeks past by like leaves in the autumn wind. The preparations for Sir Robert’s marriage to the beautiful Madeleine are almost completed; in four weeks shall be their  wedding day. But what is to become of sweet Ruth? Sadly she sits by the fire in her father’s cottage, staring into the flames. Nature has taken its course, as it does when man and woman come together. Ah,  how happy those who are married, and  how filled with sorrow are those who are not! Whose fate is worse than that of the unfortunate woman who, unmarried as she is, carries her lover’s child under her heart? Unhappier still sweet Ruth – she knows not that that same child has sealed her fate.

OLD JOHN: Ruthie, Ruthie, what ails thee, child? Thou sits here all day and stares into the fire. No longer does thee go out and dance on the village green with the other maidens, nor even go to the church on Sunday to praise our Lord Jesus Christ. (Pause. RUTH sighs)  What shall thy mother think of thee?

RUTH:  Perhaps that ‘tis a disgrace to know what an unworthy daughter she has, Father.

OLD JOHN:  Do not speak ill of thyself, daughter, thou are the very soul of goodness and virtue. (RUTH begins to cry) Oh, Ruthie, Ruthie, do not cry, I beg you. Tell your old father what is troubling you.
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RUTH:  Oh, father, I cannot, I cannot. Do not ask me, I beg of you. (she sighs) Let me gaze into the fire as if my heart were burning, burning to ashes. (Enter ETHEL) Ah, Mother, Mother, would I could die!

ETHEL: Why, what is troubling thee, child?

RUTH:  Do not ask me, Mother dear. I cannot tell you.

(Enter Ruth’s brother, EARNEST)
EARNEST:  (he greets them seriously) Father, Mother, Ruth.  (He puts down the things he has brought with him) I have brought some potatoes from the field. Ruth can cook them for supper.

RUTH: Certainly, brother. Only give them to me, and I shall cook them,

EARNEST:  Pick them up thyself, Ruth. I shall not do that for you.

ETHEL:  Why, Earnest, how dost thou speak to thy sister, that thou hast always loved, since she was a little one.

RUTH:  Earnest, dear Earnest, tell me what I have done wrong!

EARNEST:  What you have done wrong, sister? Oh, I cannot put a name to that vile thing I heard today.

RUTH:  What did you hear? How can I defend myself if I know not of what you speak?

EARNEST: I heard girls talking.

OLD JOHN:  Girls is always talking. That don’t mean a thing.

EARNEST:  These girls was speaking of our Ruth, Father, and telling she were a fallen woman.

OLD JOHN:  Not my Ruthie!

EARNEST:  (bitterly) Yes, Father, your Ruthie. And Mother’s Ruthie. And my Ruthie. And now another man’s Ruthie.

OLD JOHN:  There’s nothing to speak against her having a friend.

EARNEST:  Then ask her the name of that friend, Father.

OLD JOHN:  Who does he mean, my child?

RUTH:  Oh Father, Father, never ask to hear that name in this house.

OLD JOHN:  I do not understand.
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EARNEST:  His name is.......

RUTH:  No, Earnest, no! Have pity with me!

EARNEST:  No pity, Ruth. His name is ... Sir Robert Diavolo!

(RUTH hides her head in her hands. Her father is horrified. EARNEST turns away)
OLD JOHN:  Ruth, my Ruth, tell me it isn’t true.

RUTH: (holding her head up high) It is true, Father, I cannot tell a lie.

EARNEST:  I shall kill the man for seducing my sister.

RUTH:  ‘Tis no seduction, Brother. Sir Robert is willed to marry me.

OLD JOHN:  Is that so, my Ruthie?

RUTH:  I swear ‘tis so, Father.

EARNEST:  And you would believe him, foolish girl ? Him the heir to the Lord of the Manor, and you a cottager’s daughter? 

RUTH:  Can I not be proud of being a cottager’s daughter? (she runs to her father and 

embraces him ) A daughter of this cottager’s? (she smiles) I shall marry him, Father, and you and Earnest shall live in the great house and never work again. He has promised me.

EARNEST: So, he has promised you? (darkly) I shall kill the man.

OLD JOHN:  No, Earnest, no. If he marry our Ruthie, then all’s well. (to RUTH) Be happy, child. Thou hast made thy old father a happy man.

EARNEST:  (shaking his head in disbelief) I cannot believe that I am the only one in this family with a little understanding!

(exeunt. Lights down and then up)

Scene 4

SMUDGE:  Oh foolish father, to believe the word of Robert de Diavolo. And foolish daughter, to think such a villain will keep the promises he has made. Fair Ruth at last decides to leave the house and go to the village green. Little does she know what fate awaits her there!

(MARY and EMILY are standing with HELEN on the village green)

MARY:  Oh, tell us about the wedding preparations, do, Helen.

HELEN:  Why should I tell you? Are you my friends? When I was in trouble you didn’t help me, you only laughed at me.

EMILY: Why, we  didn’t mean to treat you hard, Helen, dear. 
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HELEN:  Very well, then I’ll tell you.  The Big House looks a fair sight. It’s filled with flowers and their perfume scents the air. Great tables has been set up for the food for all them guests, and the wedding cake – why, it’s so beautiful, it looks like one of them German castles in Bavaria. And Sir Robert.... (she pauses, then gets out her handkerchief to blow her nose)
MARY and EMILY:  And Sir Robert?

HELEN:  Oh, I can’t speak of him, I can’t. It’s too hard to think of him with another woman.

MARY:  He’s always been with other women.

HELEN:  This one’s going to be his wife. (she cries) Oh, I can’t bear it! I can’t bear it!

MARY: Don’t worry, dear, he’ll soon come back to you.

HELEN: (dries her tears) Do you think so?

MARY:  Yes, that’s men. He’ll be married a month, then he’ll be hanging round the kitchens again, never fear. 

HELEN:  Well, I suppose you’re right. Yes, I’m sure you’re right. He always comes back to me in the end.

(she leaves, looking much happier)

EMILY:  Mary, how can you say such sinful things? 

MARY:  They may be sinful, but they’re true, Emily. (she sees RUTH approaching) Oh, Emmy, Emmy, look who’s coming! Now we can have some fun!

(enter RUTH. MARY and EMILY curtsy to her)

MARY:  Oh, oh, your Ladyship! Fancy that she honours us with her presence, Emily!

EMILY:  Lady Ruth looks as if she’s badly injured, Mary. 

MARY:  Oh, does she? Why?

EMILY:  Well, she looks to me like a FALLEN woman, Mary! You take a fall, you should go to the doctor!

MARY: Oh, dear, oh, dear.  I don’t think she’s fallen, I just think she’s eaten too much.

EMILY:  Eaten too much? Why, Mary?

MARY:  Because she’s got such a big stomach on her. You know what that comes from, don’t you, Em?

EMILY:  No, I don’t. What does that come from, Mary?
