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THE TWELVE DANCING PRINCESSES
or,

The Shoes That Were Danced To Pieces

Scene 1

(Once Upon A Time—late in the morning. A small
stand of trees next to a road which winds through A
Faraway Land. In the dark, a trumpet fanfare which
turns into stately music as the lights come up full. A
PROCESSION makes its way across, around, betwixt
and between the stage and audience. Two SERVANTS
lead the way, perhaps with banners. They are followed
by THE TWELVE PRINCESSES—who are as different
as different can be, from their variously ornamented
gowns down to the soles of their variously colored
brand-new dancing shoes. They are followed by THE
KING himself - who, in spite of his brilliant crown and
ermine robes, seems oddly preoccupied with something.
He waves perfunctorily once in awhile. The procession
continues, and as it does it conceals the entrance of a
YOUNG MAN—a handsome young man wearing un-
handsome clothes, who carries with him a tattered
satchel and a walking stick. When we finally do catch
sight of him, as the procession begins to exit the stage,
HE is standing with head bowed slightly.

Bowed, that is, until the last princess—PRINCESS
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SARAH-passes him. HE catches sight of her, and SHE
glances at him a trifle too long—turning quickly away as
his gaze meets hers. He watches, transfixed, as she
slowly looks at him again, an expression of wonder and
fear on her face. A moment,; then the young man
remembers who he is and who she is, and bows to her.
The music begins to recede in the distance as the two
oldest Princesses, ASHLEY and CHELSEA, return.
THEY stop short when they see what is happening.
CHELSEA isn’t sure what to do, but ASHLEY is quite
clear on the concept.)

ASHLEY: (Forcefully.) Sarah.(SHE grabs Sarah by the
arm and hauls her off. CHELSEA almost says something, but
exits silently, afier giving the Young Man a bemused look. The
nwsic fades in the distance.)

YOUNG MAN: (Still watching off.) "Sarah"... (Sighs.)
If only the world were different... If only I were different. If
I were more than just a wandering laborer...how would you
look at me then? (Picks up his satchel and stick, then turns
back in the direction the princesses exited.) But if you were
different—if you were less than a princess...I think I could look
at you forever.

VOICE: "Forever"?

YOUNG MAN: (Slight pause.) Yes.

VOICE: "Forever" is quite a word, young man. Are you
sure you want to use it?

YOUNG MAN: (Looking around.) Who are you? Where
are you? (What appears to have been a rock unfolds—and A
MYSTERIOUS OLD WOMAN stands before the YOUNG MAN.
She wears a voluminous hooded cape.)

OLD WOMAN: Right here, of course.
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YOUNG MAN: Where did you come from?

OLD WOMAN: If you can tell me where wishes go, then
I can tell you whence I've come.

YOUNG MAN: No-one knows where wishes go.

OLD WOMAN: Then, you have your answer.

YOUNG MAN: (Pause; smiles.) All right, old woman.
Enough of your riddles. What do you want with me?

OLD WOMAN: [ think the question is, rather, what do
you want for yourself? Where are you going? And what do
you hope to find when you get there?

YOUNG MAN: (The truth.) 1 don’t know.

OLD WOMAN: Then perhaps you should go home.

YOUNG MAN: That’s just it: I haven’t a home. Not
really. My parents are dead, our land is gone--I've had to set
out through the country to seek my fortune. Only I don’t know
where to find it. Or what my fortune would be even if I did
find it. (Looking off toward where the procession exited.)
Sometimes I think I catch a glimpse of it...and then I think: no.
Some dreams are too great for someone like me.

OLD WOMAN: Ah, but the trick is not, Believing in what
you’ve seen--the trick is, Believing in what you’ve yet to see.
(Swirling the cape around her, SHE "disappears" again.)

YOUNG MAN: (Looking around.) Where did you go?!

OLD WOMAN: ("Reappearing” behind him.) Maybe I
can help you.

YOUNG MAN: But...you don’t know what I’'m seeking,
either.

OLD WOMAN: Oh, I think I do. (/ndicates off.) She’s
very beautiful, isn’t she.

YOUNG MAN: (Pause.) Yes. She is. But...it’s
impossible.

OLD WOMAN: Perhaps not. Surely you’ve heard of the
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impossible.

OLD WOMAN: Perhaps not. Surely you’ve heard of the
Princesses and their shoes.

YOUNG MAN: Their shoes?

OLD WOMAN: Or, maybe you haven't...[Note: if
desired, the following scene could be acted out in pantomime
or dance behind, perhaps with incidental music, as the OLD
WOMAN describes it.]

OLD WOMAN: There is a room-in the farthest corner of
the farthest tower of the farthest wing of the castle. In this
room, there are twelve beds—one for each of the Princesses, for
this is where they sleep every night.

YOUNG MAN: In the same room? But the castle is so
big--

OLD WOMAN: I know. But the King...well. He’s a
very protective man. So protective that the single door to the
bedroom is locked with triple locks--and he keeps the keys.

YOUNG MAN: He must be very cruel.

OLD WOMAN: (Somewhat wistfully.) Not cruel, no. But
with twelve daughters to look after by himself...

YOUNG MAN: They’ve lost their mother, too?

OLD WOMAN: (Quietly.) Many years ago. The Queen
died giving birth to the youngest Princess.

YOUNG MAN: (Still looking off) Sarah.

OLD WOMAN: (Tenderly, with a gentle nod.) Sarah.
(Pause.) Since that day, as the Princesses have grown, so too
has the King’s determination that no-one will take them from
him. Every night at sunset he himself locks them in. And
every morning at sunrise he himself lets them out. Now, here
is the mystery. Every morning, when the King unlocks the
door, he finds twelve pairs of shoes on the threshold. And
every one of them is in pieces—as though they had been worn
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out with dancing.

YOUNG MAN: But that’s impossible.

OLD WOMAN: Like attaining the hand of a princess?
And yet it happens. And when the King asks his daughters
what they do at night, they answer only, "We sleep, Father."
And then they laugh.

YOUNG MAN: (After a moment.) What does this have
to do with me?

OLD WOMAN: Just this. The King is so desperate to
solve the mystery, that he has promised a reward to any man
who can discover the secret of the shoes: a princess of the
young man’s choosing, as his bride.

YOUNG MAN: (Getting interested in the challenge.) And
no-one has tried to solve it?

OLD WOMAN: Oh, many have tried, but...If the young
man has not discovered the secret in three days, he loses his
head. (Pause.) Now. Is she still as beautiful as you thought
she was?

YOUNG MAN: (Thinks a moment; gazes off, then smiles.)
More. (Slight pause.) 1 think I should like to try.

OLD WOMAN: You might lose.

YOUNG MAN: But I might win.

OLD WOMAN: Either way, it’s forever. You understand?

YOUNG MAN: (Nods.) Forever.

OLD WOMAN: Then...I think you might find this useful.
(SHE removes her cloak and hands it to him.) If you wear
this, you will become invisible. You can follow the Princesses
unseen, and perhaps discover what really happens in the night.

YOUNG MAN: But how can I possibly approach the
King? How can I persuade him to give me a chance?

OLD WOMAN: I have heard that the castle gardener is in
desperate need of help. I would think he could use a strong
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young man like you.
YOUNG MAN: And what do you want in return?

OLD WOMAN: When you have what you want, I will have
what I want. (The YOUNG MAN says nothing, just looks at
the cloak and thinks.) Trust who you are, and what you know,
and all will be well. (SHE vanishes.)

YOUNG MAN: Wait! What if I'm found out? What if
the magic fails me? What if I can’t solve the mystery in three
days? Will you be able to help me? How can I find you? (4
pause. HE sighs, then looks at the cloak, and turns toward the
castle.) The hand of a princess... (HE tosses the cloak over
his shoulder, and walks off. Beautiful, bright music comes up
as the lights fade quickly out, and continues through the scene
change.)

Scene 2

(The Castle—early afternoon. A throne somewhere on
stage that is not center; a stone bench downstage.

The scene change music has been joined by a choir of
VOICES, singing a madrigal. [See Music Notes
Sfollowing script.] The voices are young, angelic, and—
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as we see when the lights come up-belong to the
TWELVE PRINCESSES. They are being conducted in
their singing practice by a MUSIC TEACHER, who
bears an uncanny resemblance to the Mysterious Old
Woman... As the song continues, the KING slips in to
watch. The song ends gloriously, and the KING
applauds.)

KING: Wonderful! Simply wonderful.

TEACHER: Thank you, Your Majesty.

KING: But with twelve such lovely voices, how could it
not be? (Moving to the Princesses.) My darlings...my
angels... This is how I love to see you spending your time.
Together...happy...and that makes me happy.

LILY AND LINDSAY: Thank you, Father.

LUCY: Thank you, sir.

CHELSEA: (Starts to speak, but then.)

ASHLEY: It's our duty, of course.

NICOLE: (Emotional.) 1 think it’s sooo beautiful...

HOLLY: (Grinning, to Nicole.) You would.

JILL: We’re not that good...

JESSI: I want a solo. How come I don’t get...

SHANNON: (Mocking JESSI, with a giggle.) "I want a
solo, I want a solo"... '

MORGAN: It doesn’t matter anyway. Nothing matters.
(The PRINCESSES stop and look at MORGAN, then:)

SARAH: (7o the KING.) Thank you, Father. We're glad
you like it.

KING: I only wish you would spend more time singing—
(Pointedly.)--and less on your other activities. At least when
you sing you share with me, instead of keeping things from
me. At least when you sing I know what you're up to. At
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least when you sing, you don’t wear out dozens of pairs of
shoes! (Pause; a studied calmness.) Please. All I want is an
answer.

ASHLEY: (Mildly.) An answer to what, Father?

KING: YOU KNOW VERY WELL "TO WHAT"!

ASHLEY: I don’t see that it’s anyone’s business but ours.

KING: Tell that to the gentlemen who are losing their
heads around here on a regular basis! (Pause.) I demand to
know! What is it that you do when you’ve been locked into
your room at night?! (CHELSEA starts to speak.)

THE PRINCESSES: We sleep, Father. (Slight pause;
SHANNON giggles, LUCY elbows her.)

KING: (Pause; sizing them up, then:) All right. If that’s
the way it’s going to be...if you mean to fling down the love I
have for you and dance on it...fine. I am your father, and
fathers--believe it or not--can be hurt. (Harder.) ButIam also
the King--and Kings, believe it you will, must and shall have
an answer. (Scans them all.) Rehearsal is over. (HE goes off’)

TEACHER: (Following him.) Your majesty, wait!
(Stops, turns back to the PRINCESSES, and sighs.) What are
we going to do with you... (Turns and runs off) Your
majesty! Please... (A slight pause.)

LUCY: What are they "going to do" with us? (Shakes her
head at the question.)

SHANNON: Leave us alone might be nice.

JESSI:  (Preening, admiring her shoes.) He doesn’t
understand. He never understands.

HOLLY: Well, he doesn’t know what there is to
understand, does he.

ASHLEY: And he’s never going to know--(Pointedly.)
Right? (CHELSEA starts to speak.)

MORGAN: He'll find out. One of these days.
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SHANNON: Morgannnn...

MORGAN: It’s true. We’re doomed and you know it.

LILY AND LINDSAY: Not if we keep it to ourselves.

NICOLE: Oh, we have to. I mean, we just have to! I
don’t think I could live if I didn’t have it to look forward to...
(She is holding her arms out in front of her, miming dancing.)

JILL: Well, sure, it’s nice, but...it’s just so sad to see
Father like that.

SARAH: (Who has been musing.) Do you think it’s true?
What he said?

LILY: What about?

LINDSAY: About what?

SARAH: About being hurt.

ASHLEY: (A laugh.) Father?

JESSI: Don’t be ridiculous.

SARAH: But you know how much he cares for us...

HOLLY: Sure, Sarah. Three locks on the bedroom door--
how sweet of him.

LUCY: Not to mention the headless corpses piling up
outside.

NICOLE: (Glumly perching on the throne.) That is just
$000 sad...

MORGAN: (Flat) Depends on how you look at it.

ASHLEY: Sarah...I've known him longer than any of us.
And believe me, the last time he was hurt was when Mother
died. After that, he locked himself up, inside. He’s going to
be unhappy, so everyone must be unhappy. But we are not his
kingdom--we belong to ourselves. And if that means that we
have to discover our own world, and go there, where he cannot
follow... (Smiles slyly.) Besides, it’s a better world than this
one, you know it is.

SARAH: Only for a time.
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ASHLEY: Butit’s our time. It’s fun, and magic, and life.
And we’re not going to give it up—-no matter what he does.

(The PRINCESSES set up a chatter of agreement and
disagreement in response—all but SARAH, who stands
silently apart. As they do, the YOUNG MAN appears
at the side of the stage. One by one the PRINCESSES
see him, and falter. THEY exit quickly—except for
SARAH, who smiles faintly at the YOUNG MAN.
Recognizing him, ASHLEY gives him a defiant look,
then takes SARAH’s arm and pulls her out. From
another part of the stage, the KING steps in, in time to
catch the last moment. HE sizes up the Young Man,
then speaks.)

KING: Well. There’s no shortage of courage in this
kingdom, is there?

YOUNG MAN: (Turns and kneels quickly.) Your
Majesty...

KING: At least I can say that much... (Eventually works
his way toward the throne; he speaks by rote, as though he has
done this a dozen times—which he has.) All right. You know
the problem. You clearly know the reward or you wouldn’t be
here. You also, I'm certain, know the risks. I'm not happy
about those risks, but there must be rules, mustn’t there? We
cannot live in a world without circumscriptions. Rules, my
boy--without them there is disorder, distrust, rampant
unhappiness—-and that--do not mistake me--is what I'm about
here: happiness. It’s worth a dead prince or two. Or three.
(With a frown.) Or more. But we'll worry about that later...
Simply put: I'm offering the hand of one of my daughters--not
something I do lightly, but there it is. What I want from you
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is the solution to my problem. (Slight pause.) I would also like
it if you would stop kneeling. You’ve made your point.

YOUNG MAN: (Rising.) Yes, Majesty.

KING: It hurts to watch that, it really does...

YOUNG MAN: Sorry, sir.

KING: (Lookmg him over.) Well, you’re not dressed like
the average prince, I'll say that.

YOUNG MAN: No, sir..

KING: Not that it matters, of course~-what’s outside is less
important than what’s inside. (Slight pause.) What are you
inside?

YOUNG MAN: Well...I'm afraid I’'m not a prince, sir.

KING: (Slight pause.) You mean that, don’t you.

YOUNG MAN: Yes, sir.

KING: (A wry smile.) A Young Man who admits he’s not
a prince-—-that’s rare, to say the least. (Pause.) But you
thought you’d try your luck anyway?

YOUNG MAN: Actually, sir, I- (Stops.) No. I, er...I.
heard that Your Majesty’s gardener might need a helper, and
I thought perhaps...

KING: (Chuckles.) Say no more. A gardener! I should
have known. You must think me very foolish, going on like
that...

YOUNG MAN: No, sir! Not at all!

KING: Well, I think me very foolish, so I apologize.
(Rises from throne and starts out.) The job is yours. Begin
whenever you like, stay as long as it pleases you.

YOUNG MAN: Thank you, sir. (The KING stops, as an
idea strikes him.) Is there...something else?

KING: (Quieter, thinking.) Hmmm...Your name, son?

YOUNG MAN: It’s Michael, sir.

KING: Perhaps you could do something for me, Michael.
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MICHAEL: IfI can.

KING: (Wandering down, as if to look out a window.)
My daughters...they love to walk in the garden in the
afternoon. I watch them every day from the parapet.
(Thoughtfully.) To see the...harshness of the world, spreading
in all directions, and then this wall--and within it, such color,
and life... They should have flowers. Every day. Would you
do that for me?

MICHAEL: Of course. Shall I say they come from you?

KING: (Slight pause.) No. 1 would rather they enjoy
them, not resent them. (Starts out.)

MICHAEL: Your Majesty...

KING: (Stops.) Yes?

MICHAEL: (Hesitates, then.) Any man would think
himself blessed to have one beautiful daughter. You have
twelve.

KING: (Sighs.) Twelve.

MICHAEL: And yet, you seem so filled with regret.

KING: Not regret. I regret nothing. But I cannot
understand why they spite me so!

MICHAEL: Do they?

KING: Do they? (Shakes his head; sits on the bench and
motions for MICHAEL to sit next to him.) 1 know you’re just
a gardener, but surely you’ve heard of this shoe situation.

MICHAEL: Vaguely.

KING: Well, there you are! Every day, the same simple
question: "What do you do at night?" And every day the
same answer: "Sleep, Father--what else?” And then they
laugh—-and the next morning, another pile of demolished shoes
inside the door. And you ask if they spite me? (Pause, easier.)
And the thing of it is...it wasn’t always this way. When they
were younger, we were so close. It seemed like there was
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always a child in my arms--sharing a secret, with a whisper,

and a laugh. And when that child grew, there was another,
and another, and another...And then suddenly it was done. No
more. (Slight pause; upstage, SHANNON crosses the stage,
slowly and silently, reading a book. The KING watches her go
by as he speaks.) It's an odd feeling when you can no longer
hold your child. When there is no child to hold--only a
young...woman...who you do not seem to know, and who does
not seem to want to know you. And the fact that you still love
her--them--more than anything, seems to have become a wall,
rather than a door. (Pause.) Something has happened to them
that I can’t know and they can’t explain. So what can I do?

MICHAEL: What do you do?

KING: (Rising to go.) Lock them in, of course. I may
not be able to hold them anymore, but I can keep them within
arm’s reach. They may not come to me anymore, but I can
keep them from going too far.

MICHAEL: Due respect, sir, but...they seem to have
found a way out.

KING: Well. We'll solve that problem--you can count on
it. Good luck with your flowers, son. (HE exits. Music filters
in, as MICHAEL exits to the opposite side.)

Scene 3

(The Palace Gardens and Terrace—mid to late
afiernoon. The sound of the PRINCESSES approaching
in clusters—chattering, giggling, eic. They are
accompanied by a LADY-IN-WAITING, who carries a
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sewing basket—and who looks, wouldn’t you know it,
somewhat like the Music Teacher. SHE sits to the side
and sews. And listens.)

LUCY: ...All I'm saying is, you don’t have to take it so
seriously.

JESSI:  (Sniffs.) 1 happen to want to make a good
impression.

HOLLY: Impression? You want their eyes to pop out of
their heads.

SHANNON: (Giggles.) Holleeeeeee!

JESSI: (Staring daggers art HOLLY.) Oh, you should talk--
you don’t care who you dance with--

LILY AND LINDSAY: (Across the stage.) Jessi! Sssssh'

JESSI: --as long as you get to lead...

LUCY: Look, nobody is criticizing you.

SHANNON: (Brightly.) Holly is!

LUCY: (Glares at SHANNON, then:) 1t’s just that...we’re
just talking about men.

JESSI: Oh, is that all.

LUCY: Yes! And I think they just want to have fun,

ot...you know...get hypnotized or anything.

HOLLY: (Pointing down to the ground.) They’re already
hypnotized.

ASHLEY: (A few feet away, listening, with a commanding

tone of warning, even but not loud.) Holly.

JESSI: (A bit quieter.) So, what? I’'m supposed to be like
Jill? (JILL, across stage with NICOLE, perks up on hearing
her name.) Make myself look plainer than I am? Take the
first boring prince that comes along?

SHANNON: (A4t the top of her voice.) JILLDIDYQU-
JUSTHEARWHATIESSISAIDABOUTYOU!!! (Streaks over



