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Introduction


Rona Munro


The process of writing these plays has been long (though not as long as you might suppose) and, at the time of writing this introduction, it’s ongoing. I am currently in rehearsal with the most extraordinary company of actors in the longest, most challenging, most terrifying and most exhilarating rehearsal process I have ever experienced.


I’ve long had the ambition to write on this scale. However, having the ambition is one thing. You also need the ability and the opportunity. It’s an unfortunate fact that very few contemporary playwrights get the writing commissions that allow them to develop the ability to write on a large scale, still fewer get the opportunities thereafter.


If you enjoy these plays at all you should understand that I owe a debt to a series of theatre companies and other organisations who support and develop new writing for the stage and who have allowed me to grow to the point where I felt able to go for the big dream.


These plays are set within a period of Scottish history which is virtually unknown. I feel a certain responsibility, therefore, to alert you to the fact that some small liberties have been taken with known events in order to serve our stories.


Certain characters represent amalgamations of many characters or stand for political forces within Scotland. Certain events have had their timelines altered to maximise the drama.


However, as far as narrative imperatives allow, I’ve followed history and used primary sources.


We cannot know the character and thoughts of these dead kings and queens and long-gone Scots. We can speculate a whole series of possibilities from the few hard facts we can rely on, the slim historical evidence of their actions. However, I feel



robustly certain that whatever their thoughts and feelings might have been, human nature is exactly the same now as it was then. Only culture and circumstances have changed.


I’ve translated and used words from the fifteenth century within the plays, so you’ll read songs with lyrics taken from The Kingis Quair, the love poem written by James I himself. There are versions of work by the wonderful poet Robert Henryson and of anonymous authors whose words have still come down to us.


If any ghosts are offended by my appropriation and free interpretation of their work, I hope they’ll still appreciate the wider publicity.


In the delightful possibility that you are reading these plays with the view to giving them further production, here are some guidelines and warnings. All stage directions are suggestions only, you can take enormous liberties with those and emerge unscathed.


Lines are very definitely not, tweak at your peril, you’ll find you’re pulling on a thread that could unravel all your plans.


Various solutions were found to represent some large moments and staging problems which are quite baldly stated in the text.


The rhythm and language of the dialogue is contemporary Scots. Apart from Joan and Henry V in The Key Will Keep the Lock and Margaret in The True Mirror, all characters are speaking Scots.
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JAMES I


THE KEY WILL KEEP THE LOCK











Characters


JAMES I, King of Scots


JOAN, an English noblewoman, seventeen to twenty years old


MEG, a lady of the Scottish court, nineteen to twenty-two years old


MURDAC STEWART, Regent of Scotland


WALTER STEWART, a soldier and mercenary, twenty-three to twenty-six years old


ALISDAIR STEWART, a soldier and mercenary, twenty-two to twenty-five years old


BIG JAMES STEWART, a soldier and mercenary, twenty-one to twenty-four years old


ISABELLA STEWART, Regent Consort


BALVENIE, a member of the Douglas family


HENRY V, King of England, thirty-six years old


And SERVANTS, a SCRIBE, a BISHOP, LORDS and LADIES of the Scottish court, MUSICIANS, GUARDS, etc.











ACT ONE


Song.




L’homme armé doibt on douter.


On a fait partout crier


Que chascun se viengne armer


D’un haubregon de fer


L’homme armé doibt on douter.


[Fear the armed men,


They’re shouting everywhere,


Get your armour on,


Fear the armed men.]





The Edge of a Battlefield Beside a Castle


WALTER, ALISDAIR, BALVENIE and BIG JAMES are Scottish prisoners of war. They are being herded into the courtyard where an execution is being prepared. Their English captors are taunting them.


GUARD ONE. Bloody Scots!


GUARD TWO. Fucking French!


GUARD ONE. See what you’re going to get!


GUARD TWO. See what’s coming to you!


GUARD ONE grabs BALVENIE, shaking him, showing him the execution platform.


GUARD ONE. Think you’ll hear your neck snap? Do you?


BALVENIE. Oh, Mary Mother of God…




GUARD TWO. I’ll cut your throat if you like, make it quicker for you.


GUARD ONE. Fuck that, let the French-loving bastard choke.


WALTER. Christ this one’s in a right mood, Alisdair.


ALISDAIR. They’re all a wee bit tetchy, Walter.


WALTER. What’s that about do you think, Big James?


BIG JAMES. They lost.


GUARD ONE. Oh, you think? You think we lost, do you? You murdering bastard! You’re losing more than me today, you wait.


WALTER. How many English dead?


ALISDAIR (pointing out over the battlefield). They’ve barely got half the bodies buried. Smell them? Ripe English dead. Three quarters of their fucking army.


WALTER. And the rest of them ran away.


BIG JAMES. We could beat you even when we’re tied up… wanna try?


GUARD ONE. You want a fight? Is that what you want?


The GUARDS lay into ALISDAIR, WALTER, BIG JAMES and BALVENIE, who defend themselves as well as they can with bound hands. ALISDAIR, WALTER and BIG JAMES are trying to hit back, BALVENIE is shielding himself, trying to get away. All of them are shouting at once.


BALVENIE. I’m no with them! No! No! Listen! Leave me! I’m no with these bastards!


GUARD ONE. Our King Henry is going to cut your tiny cocks off and make you eat them!


BIG JAMES. You lost! You lost! You’re fucking losers ’cause we gubbed you!


GUARD TWO. Hold still, stay still, you fucking murdering prick!




WALTER. Aye, tie us up and have the fight then, eh? Only way you’ll ever fucking win!


ALISDAIR. Allez! Allez! Allez les Écossaises!


HENRY V, JAMES and other GUARDS enter over this.


GUARD THREE. Order! Quiet! Order for His Majesty Henry the Fifth, King of England! Lord of Ireland! Regent and heir of France!


WALTER. In your fucking dreams, Henry boy!


GUARD ONE knocks WALTER down and starts beating him again. BIG JAMES and ALISDAIR struggle to get to him as GUARD TWO holds them back, all of them yelling again.


HENRY pitches over this.


HENRY. Oy! Oy!!! Stop that! Leave him! No killing! No fucking killing!


GUARD ONE stops.


No killing yet. Not yet.


Well. Here you all are, the gallant foe, eh? My defeated enemies.


WALTER. Aye, you’re the one defeated the day!


BIG JAMES. Three hundred to you. Three thousand to us.


They shout together.


WALTER/BIG JAMES. Loser! Loser! Loser!


HENRY. Alright. Kill someone now.


The GUARDS descend on BALVENIE who starts to scream.


BALVENIE. No! No! Your Majesty! I never said a word! Please!


BIG JAMES. Oh! No fair!


WALTER. Let him go!


HENRY. You really want him to live!?


ALISDAIR. Come on, King Henry, play fair…




HENRY. Then fucking shut up when I’m talking to you!!


Silence. The GUARDS back off BALVENIE.


So. I suppose you think you’re getting ransomed, do you? All this…


He indicates the scaffold.


That’s just for show, is it? ‘After all,’ you’ll be thinking, ‘wasn’t a great day for King Henry, was it? Lot of English prisoners over with the French and Scottish Army. He’ll be wanting to do a prisoner exchange, won’t he? Common sense.’ Yeah. Common sense.


Not really in the mood for common sense. Sorry, boys. Not really in a good mood at all. Funny, that.


Do you know who this is?


He indicates JAMES.


All the Scotsmen down there. You recognise him surely?


The Scots shout suggestions.


(To JAMES.) Tell them who you are, James.


JAMES looks at him but says nothing.


Well, go on.


JAMES still says nothing.


He’s usually so chatty, I don’t know what’s got into him.


This is your King, boys. This is King James of Scotland.


ALISDAIR (to WALTER and BIG JAMES). Is it?


WALTER. I don’t know.


BALVENIE. Yes, it’s him. It’s James.


HENRY. You were all out there, fighting against me fighting for the French. Your King, your very own King, is standing here, with me, with the English. What does that make you? That makes you traitors. You’re not prisoners of war, you’re traitors against your King. Your lives are forfeit.




BALVENIE. Oh, Mary Mother of God.


BALVENIE drops to his knees.


WALTER. Get up, old man. Come on.


BALVENIE. You do what you like. I’m praying for my life.


HENRY. And who’d pay your ransom anyway?


ALISDAIR calls to him.


ALISDAIR. Our father’s good for it!


WALTER. Murdac Stewart.


ALISDAIR. Regent of Scotland.


BIG JAMES. Ruler of Scotland.


HENRY. Murdac Stewart? He doesn’t pay ransoms. Since when did he start paying ransoms?


(Indicating JAMES.) We’ve had this man, his nephew, his King a prisoner for eighteen years. I grew up watching this boy moulder in the dungeons of my castles. Murdac Stewart never paid the King of Scotland’s ransom. Why’s that?


BIG JAMES. Maybe we’re not needing him back.


ALISDAIR. Will you stop cheeking the man! We’re in negotiations here. Thing is, King Henry, you’ve priced him too expensive.


HENRY. Look, James, these are your cousins, isn’t that nice? A family reunion. I’m filling up here. Though I have to tell you, I don’t see a lot of family loyalty down there. I do not, I think they’re traitors. What do you think?


WALTER. He’s your prisoner King, he’s no my King.


BALVENIE. Boys, do you want to just think before you speak just… listen to what you’re saying.


HENRY (to JAMES). Are you listening to what they’re saying? Did you hear them? Treason. They’re traitors. What do you do with traitors? Show them you’re a king. Go on.


BALVENIE. Oh Christ.




ALISDAIR. Your Majesty… I can see we need to put some figures on the table here. Will you let us name a price…


BALVENIE. Mary Mother of God.


WALTER (to BALVENIE). Will you stop that!


BIG JAMES. He’s no my fucking King!


HENRY turns to the GUARDS.


HENRY. Make him kneel!


The GUARDS wrestle BIG JAMES to the ground. All their weapons are out, ready to kill. Again everyone’s talking at once, cutting over each other.


ALISDAIR. Come on, King Henry, we were talking. Can’t we talk here?


WALTER. No, no, no, no, you bastard. Leave him, you leave him, you leave my brother alone.


ALISDAIR. It’s alright, big man, it’s alright. He won’t do it. Steady.


HENRY pitches over them all.


HENRY. On King James’s command, boys, wait for the King of Scotland to speak.


Quiet as HENRY talks just to JAMES. BIG JAMES is held, ready for execution.


(To JAMES.) Show them what the King of Scotland does to traitors.


Those are your cousins down there, right? Your own flesh and blood. They took your throne, they took your youth and left you rotting in my father’s prison for eighteen years while they stole your kingdom…


Show them you’re a king.


BIG JAMES. Fucking do it!


JAMES. No.


He faces HENRY.


(Quiet.) Not playing this game, Henry. Stop it. Stop it now.




HENRY is abruptly enraged.


HENRY. It’s not a fucking game, you stupid…!


I’m trying to teach you how to be a king, you ignorant little prick! We’re running out of time here! When are you going to learn!? Jesus!


HENRY doubles over, coughing. Looks at what he’s coughed up.


Jesus Christ…


JAMES sees it, startled.


JAMES. Is that blood?… Henry, are you sick?


HENRY. Yes. Yes, I’m sick of you, James. Sick and tired.


Right. Let’s try that again.


These are your subjects. These are the most unruly of your subjects.


Why don’t you show me how you plan to rule them. Demonstrate your kingship.


Just do it your way, James.


The Stewart boys are still held as if an execution might happen any moment.


JAMES hesitates. Then he faces the prisoners.


JAMES. You are prisoners of war. The laws of engagement and the rules of chivalry protect you. You will be ransomed or you will give service to His Majesty King Henry.


HENRY. That’s it?


JAMES. Yes.


HENRY. They don’t want you. They don’t want you on the throne of Scotland. You’re the king nobody wants. Tell them what they’re missing, James, tell them what a brilliant king you’d be. Dazzle them. Let them see your regal power, your strength, they need to see your strength, James.


Talk to them again.




JAMES. This isn’t the time or the place for that.


HENRY. No. No. This was the time to fucking show them.


(To the prisoners.) You don’t want your King back, boys? No, no I don’t blame you. What kind of king can’t order an execution?


What kind of king is brought up in a prison reading books and writing poetry? What good will that do Scotland when I come to burn you down? What would you do, James? Stand at the border and shout a few verses at me to send me home? It might just work too, this stuff’s diabolical. Want to hear some of this, boys?


HENRY has taken some paper out and is waving it. JAMES recognises his poem.


JAMES. What are you…?


Where did you get that!?


Give me that!?


JAMES launches himself at HENRY, trying to get the poem back. HENRY throws it down and suddenly they are wrestling. The prisoners are cheering and egging them on. Their lines overlap, ragged and spontaneous.


BIG JAMES. Go on, wee James!


WALTER. Pas de chance! I’m putting five hundred on King Henry.


ALISDAIR. No takers. C’est le roi anglais!… It’s King Henry! BIG


JAMES. Aw come on, wee man! Make a fight of it! He’s beating you!


JAMES has an initial advantage but HENRY quickly overpowers and pins him.


WALTER. You canny win a battle but you got him beat, Henry!


ALISDAIR (shushing him). Shush shush, dinny start him off again.


JAMES is still down, HENRY gets up, breathless coughing.




HENRY. Laws of engagement? Rules of chivalry? Bollocks to it. If you can promise me a ransom of five hundred I’ll let you live. Anything less than that you can hang here while your King reads you verses.


(To GUARDS.) Get them out of here.


BALVENIE. My family is probably only going to offer about four hundred, Your Majesty, but it’s a guaranteed four hundred. We’re talking secure delivery of funds. I promise you! I promise you’d get the money in your hand, King Henry!!


HENRY. Five hundred or they hang!


The GUARDS are pulling the prisoners away.


BALVENIE. Boys! Come on! Help me here! The Earl of Douglas will thank you!


ALISDAIR. If he wants you, why won’t he pay for you? Not even your own uncle cares if you hang.


BALVENIE. I’ll pay you back.


WALTER. When?


HENRY. Get on with it, will you!


BALVENIE. It’s… it’s a cash-flow issue… I have the money in Scotland.


HENRY. Is he paying me or not!?


BALVENIE. Christ, are you helping them hang Scotsmen today? Is that what you’re doing?!


The GUARDS are pulling him off.


BIG JAMES. Alright. Alright. (To HENRY.) He’s with us. I’ll pay his extra.


The GUARDS let BALVENIE go.


BALVENIE. Thank you. Thank you.


You’ll have my service.


I’ll give you service, my lords. I promise. I promise you.




WALTER. And what will we ever want from you, wee Douglas?


BIG JAMES. He’s my wee Douglas now.


HENRY. Get them out of here!


WALTER. We’ll see you soon though, eh? King Henry? See you soon?


The three brothers start to sing.


Song.




L’homme armé doibt on douter.


On a fait partout crier


Que chascun se viengne armer


D’un haubregon de fer


L’homme armé doibt on douter.


L’homme armé doibt on douter.





WALTER, ALISDAIR, BIG JAMES and BALVENIE are led off. The Stewart boys still singing.


JAMES is recovering.


HENRY has another coughing fit. Again he looks at what he’s coughed up.


HENRY. Bloody Scots. Every time you turn around there’s another one in your beard.


I’m not in the best of health today, James.


I would have thought… I would have imagined, you might have beaten me today.


But you’ve never beaten me. And you never will.


JAMES. Do you know why you lost the battle today?


HENRY. Do you?


JAMES. Yes. The enemy already knew all your battle positions, where you’d put the archers… where the horses were…


HENRY. What do you mean they already knew? Who told them?


JAMES. The ditch diggers. The farmers.


HENRY. Why?




JAMES. Because you rode down their ditches.


Do you know how long it takes to build a field-drainage system?


HENRY. No. Is it relevant?


JAMES. Days. Days and days. You have to excavate the ground. You have to line the base of your ditch with loose stone, not too big, not too small, you have to angle the sides so the wet earth can’t collapse…


HENRY (cutting him off). Why the fuck did the farmers talk to the enemy?


JAMES. Their enemy is the man who rides down their ditches. Your knights did that.


HENRY. You saw this!?


JAMES. You saw it.


HENRY. When!?


JAMES. Yesterday. When we rode out to study the ground? There was that man, the farmer who shouted up at you… showing you what your men had done… your knights had made a playground of the farmland, practising war… the ditches are ruined… all the fields are flooded… the whole crop spoiled… everyone here will starve this winter, King Henry… and then…


HENRY. Which farmer?


JAMES. The one you stabbed in the throat for shouting at you.


HENRY. I’ve no memory of that.


JAMES. Well, you did it.


HENRY. Go on.


JAMES. Your men struck down his wife…


HENRY. This is starting to ring a bell.


JAMES.…his sons were running away screaming curses at you… you had the archers fire…




HENRY. God yeah, I remember, useless fuckers missed, didn’t they?


JAMES. And I said… ‘Well, if I was them I’d go straight to the enemy now.’


HENRY. I didn’t hear that.


JAMES. No. I don’t think you were paying proper attention, Henry.


HENRY. You’re probably right. That’s probably what happened. Shouldn’t have let them run. Wasn’t fast enough cutting them down. Useless fucking archers.


JAMES. There’s a law against trampling a man’s crops, Henry. A law with your name on it. If you were the kind of king who cared about the law and the ditch diggers maybe…


HENRY has a knife at JAMES’s throat.


HENRY. I hold two kingdoms! Two! And you’re my fucking prisoner, King James of Scotland! Aren’t you?


(Shaking him.) Can’t hear you?


JAMES (quiet). Yes.


HENRY lets him go.


HENRY. Yes you are. And always will be. My vassal King.


(Studies JAMES.) What’s going on in there now? Are you dreaming of stabbing me or have you stopped thinking at all? No telling is there. Never is.


(To GUARDS.) After we’re done here send out a battalion to round up the farmers. All of them. Cut their throats. Burn their crops.


JAMES. Then what will you eat, Henry?


HENRY. Shut up.


You don’t need to worry about that, little King James. You won’t be here.


(Re: the poem.) James is ready for love. He’s pouring out romantic verses to unknown beauties.




Gives poem back to JAMES.


Actually some of it’s quite touching. I was genuinely moved. Time to get serious now though. You’re going back to England for your wedding.


JAMES. My wedding?


HENRY. Yes. Congratulations. You’re marrying my cousin Joan. Have you met her?


(As JAMES says nothing.) No. Well, don’t worry. I think you’ll get on.


Jesus, I wish I could be there to see your face.


You’ll need an English bride when we send you back to Scotland.


(Public announcement.) King James of Scotland, I charge you this day to return to your kingdom and command every man there to cease their warring in France. I further charge you to gather up the full price of your ransom as a prisoner of England and pay that gold to the English crown. In token of your agreement, kneel to me now.


JAMES is just taking this in.


Kneel.


Still nothing.


Fucking kneel, James.


JAMES. Are you really doing this?


HENRY. Yes. I’m really doing this.


JAMES. No.


HENRY. What?


JAMES. This will not work. This can’t work.


HENRY. No, it’s a useless plan but it’s the best we’ve got. We have to get the Scots out of France and we have to get more gold in the treasury somehow.


It could have worked, James, it could have worked if you had anything in you but dry ink and vinegar.




JAMES. Fuck you. I’m not going back to Scotland till we’ve got a proper plan, a strategy… I had a plan, you arse! We’ve been in negotiations for years! You just fucked every hour of that, didn’t you!? How do you think I can rule the Scots when the story of your little display here gets back to them? I’m not doing it. I won’t go.


HENRY. There’s no time for plans, I’m dying, James.


(Shows him the blood on his hand.) It’s black. Look. I am coughing up black blood. We all know what that means. We’ve seen it. First you cough, then your bowels go, then your reason, then there’s just pain.


Two days from now I won’t be able to sit up. A week from now I’ll be dead.


JAMES. Good!


HENRY. No, you don’t mean that. You’ll be sorry you said that when I’m gone.


(Calling to GUARDS.) Assemble King James’s escort.


(To JAMES.) You will swear allegiance to my son.


My son. Little Prince Henry. Heir to the thrones of England and France. He’s still chewing his own fingers and burping milk but he is most definitely your future King, James.


You’ll send him the gold Scotland owes and you’ll bring no war against him, ever. Now kneel.


JAMES. Are you dying?


HENRY. I just lost a battle, didn’t I? Bit of a giveaway when you think about it.


And now we all know. You can’t even win a fight with a dying man. So shut up and do exactly what I say or I’ll fucking haunt you.


JAMES. Why didn’t you tell me!?


HENRY. I tried. I don’t think you were paying proper attention, James.




GUARD. Your escort stands ready, James Stewart.


HENRY. It’s time. There’s no more time. And everything has come to ruin. Just do what I told you. You’re right. They’ve seen the truth now.


Their King hasn’t got the strength of a blind kitten. Keep reminding them that you’re ours, you are England. The fear of my ghost might keep them off you for a while.


JAMES. I know how to be a king.


HENRY. Yes, you’ve had eighteen years to study that, haven’t you? You can fake it for a while if you put your mind to it. If you remember the education I gave you here today.


HENRY staggers.


Oh Christ, the fire’s in my gut. It’s burning me already.


JAMES tries to support him.


Get off me. I can stand. They can’t see me fall. Not yet.


JAMES starts to exit.


Will you light a candle for me?


JAMES. Yes.


HENRY. Thank you. What are you waiting for?… Fuck off.


HENRY collapses.


GUARDS run and carry him off.




A Castle in England, the Hall


A SCRIBE is tailing JOAN, writing furiously. A SERVANT hovers, poised to take her orders.


JOAN is seventeen years old.


JOAN (rapid, urgent). Two pigs, two bullocks, a dozen hens.


One beast roasted, the others in parts…


Five pounds of salt for what we don’t eat.


A hundred loaves. Oat flour and wheat. Harder to chew but the flour won’t last till February if we use all the wheat now.


(Instructing the SERVANT.) So we use the honey and we use ALL the butter. ALL of it.


SERVANT ONE. Yes, my lady, but…


JOAN. Oh! And… and… I was down the home farm last night and if they don’t shift those cattle onto the far field by the river there won’t be any butter at all, so get down there, tell the cattleman to get them onto green grass and tell him I know why he’s not taking orders on it and tell him I do know his job better than he does and if he doubts it I can come down there with a three-foot cudgel and make my argument with that!


SERVANT ONE. Yes, my lady, but…


JOAN. Why are you still standing here! Go!


The SERVANT runs off as JOAN turns straight onto the SCRIBE, looking at what he’s written.


How’re we doing?


SCRIBE. I’m just… recording my lady’s last…


JOAN (cutting him off. Peering at the page). You haven’t written it all down. Don’t pretend you’ve written it all down, I can see, I can read, the last thing you wrote down was ‘salt’, we’re way past salt. Don’t make me say it again, don’t make me repeat myself.




The SCRIBE is nodding, trying to placate her, scribbling frantically.


Tell me you can write faster than that.


SCRIBE. It’s just a question of clarity… forming the letters so that…


JOAN. What do you want to do, illuminate the margins?! I don’t have time for this!


(Reading as he scribbles.) ‘Bread’, wonderful, you’ve caught up… Are we done on food? Can we leave the food? What comes after food?


Wine. Wine. I know baby King Henry won’t want any but his retinue will definitely pack it away. Have to buy it. No way round it.


Another SERVANT enters.


SERVANT TWO. My lady, someone is here from…


JOAN cuts him off with new instructions.


JOAN. Right, take the second-best plate, cut it into coins, get yourself down to the port and get anything you can find. How close are they? That’s what we need to know because if we’ve to send all the way to Dover for wine…


The SERVANTS cross running in and out, JOAN is straight on the one returning.


Have we seen any outriders yet?


SERVANT ONE. Yes, my lady, they’re just…


JOAN. Oh God save me, they’re nearly here!


It’s alright, it’s alright, we’ll get the present first. They’re bound to be sending someone ahead with a present. Please God let it be a minstrel. We’ve no one with a voice since Blind Eric choked on an apple. I might have to sing if they don’t send a minstrel…


SERVANT ONE. It’s…




JOAN (cutting over her, pushing her off). Get someone out on the roads and get them to grab anyone with a lute sticking out their pack. I’m not fussy at this point, as long as he can croak a madrigal.


The SERVANT runs off as MEG enters and stands, waiting quietly.


(To SCRIBE.) Where are we? Food, wine, music…


JOAN sees MEG and stops.


MEG. Everyone was busy so I just came in.


JOAN. Who are you?


MEG. I’m your present.


JOAN. What?


MEG. I’m your present. From the King.


JOAN. I see.


Are you a musician?


MEG (laughing). Oh, save us no! I can’t keep tune better than a puddock.


JOAN. I see.


So… what can you do?


MEG. Anything you want me to, Lady Joan.


JOAN. What are my options?


MEG. I can milk a cow.


I can make a room smell sweet.


I can sew. Obviously.


JOAN. Anything more… interesting? I mean no offence but if you’re a present…


MEG. Oh, I’m here to teach you Scots. Everything about the Scots. About Scotland. What we eat, how we talk, how we dance…


JOAN. And I need to know this because…?




MEG. Because you’re marrying the King of Scots, of course!


JOAN. Oh!


Oh, I see.


They want me to marry the King of Scotland?


MEG. They’re bringing King James here. To betroth you.


JOAN looks at the SCRIBE.


JOAN. Did you know about this?


SCRIBE. No, my lady. No.


JOAN. Well… it’s time I was married, of course.


The SCRIBE is bowing.


SCRIBE. God’s blessing on you, my lady, you will be…


JOAN (cutting over him as she realises). Oh, for… that means two Kings are coming… two Kings!


(Pushing the SCRIBE out.) Get down home farm and count the chickens, we’re going to need more chickens, and a load more onions for the sauce because that’s the only way we’ll stretch any sauce far enough…


(As the SCRIBE hurries off.) Broilers, mind! Just count broilers! I’m not roasting them any layers no matter how royal they are. Make a list…


Put it on the list!


She’s alone with MEG. She considers her for a moment.


I’m getting married.


I’m getting married?


Scotland’s a long way to go to get married though. A long way.


What’s he like? Is he kind? Is he fat? How’s his breath?


MEG. He loves you already.


JOAN. Oh, he has to say that.


MEG. Does he?




JOAN. Oh yes. That’s the polite way to court royalty. He’ll have been writing love poems.


MEG. He has!


JOAN. Well, he’ll have had them written. What they do is they put your name in when they know who they’re marrying? They just write the name in.


MEG. No, he actually writes himself.


JOAN. Really?


Odd.


I hope he’ll like the look of me.


MEG. Why wouldn’t he?


JOAN. Yes, why wouldn’t he? I’m pretty enough.


Oh, Mother of God! Mother of God, I’ll be a queen!


MEG. Queen Joan of Scotland.


JOAN. Oh, you’ll make me laugh! Really?


MEG. You’re going to be Scottish. You’re going to be more Scottish than me.


JOAN. No.


Queen Joan of Scotland.


MEG. Could you love him though?


Love makes you like bread soaking up their gravy. It makes you everything they are.


She looks round, admiring.


This is a lovely place. I’d never been away from home till they sent for me to be a present. I like moving around. You can feel your mind rolling out like spreading ribbons as your road unravels behind you.


I’m to take you home but I’ve barely got here, have I?


I like it here.




I’m to stay in your service until the end of my days or until you get weary of me. But you won’t. We’ll have a great time together. I’ve been in a great mood ever since I saw the sea and ate a fig. Have you ever eaten a fig? Of course you have. I thought they were just something out of the Bible but you can bite them and suck through all those little sweet seeds. So soft. Like biting into a wee bird that wants you to eat it.


So I’m thinking you’ll maybe not like it in Scotland. Maybe you’ll be wanting to visit France. I wouldn’t mind that. I’ll follow you to France no bother. I’m told the French have meat in sauces and soft wines that taste like the food and drink in paradise.


We eat stones in Scotland.


JOAN. You do not!


MEG. It’s the truth. Our earth is so poor we have to suck the stones out of the fields instead of growing corn. We make a sauce of mud.


We’ve nothing sweet to eat at all. Do you like apples?


JOAN. Yes of course.


MEG. Well, there’s no orchards in Scotland.


JOAN. No orchards?


MEG. We only dream of apples. You might get a lick of one at Christmas but it’ll have a worm in it.


They won’t have a crown for you, I’m telling you, we’re poorer than beetles in a rotten log. They’ll just have to give you a rather nice hat.


It’ll be second-hand.


The Queen of France will let you have it out of pity. We’d be better going to stay with her.


JOAN. Are you trying to talk me out of this marriage?


MEG (sighs). No. You’re right. We can’t go to France.


Truth is you can’t get out of this marriage. You’ve been promised.




JOAN. I could refuse.


MEG (reaching out to JOAN’s dress). Is that real silk?


JOAN. Yes.


MEG. Oh. Beautiful.


Your lady-in-waiting has one just like it, eh?


JOAN. You’re saying no one in Scotland has the sense to make jam? Nothing sweet?


MEG. Alright, so we’ve lovely rowan trees. I can make a nice jelly out of rowan berries. And there’s no much honey but it is good honey.


JOAN. Is it?


MEG. The best.


JOAN. Better than honey here?


MEG. Och, you’re eating honey here all the time. You don’t know what sweet is, your mouths are so full of sweetness you just think it’s the taste of the air itself.


JOAN. What’s the best thing?


MEG. The best thing about home?


Thinks about it.


You can understand folk better. What they say.


JOAN. But will I?


MEG. You make me out well enough, don’t you? And the skies are bigger.


JOAN. How?


MEG. There’s more light in them and you can see higher up into them. And the fish is fresher.


JOAN. I hate fish.


MEG. That’s because you eat five-week-old herrings with salt. Our fish tastes like sweet white bread and clear water.


And the dancing’s better.




JOAN. How?


MEG. More… (Searches for the right words.) Nobody sits down when the music gets going, you dance the soles off your shoes. Oh, I miss the dancing…


Maybe I do want to go home.


I do want to go home.


Will you go, lady? Will you say yes?


JOAN.…I’ll understand the people…


MEG. You’ll know what they mean.


JOAN.…There will be rowan trees and tall skies and fresh silver fish and dancing…


MEG. And King James will love you like you’re the Queen of Heaven itself, all the days of your life.


JOAN. So we can sit in the two towers of our castle, the sun in the sky between us…


MEG. Ah now, I can’t promise you sun. Not every day. There’s usually some nice weather about September, when you’ve given up on there ever being any sun again ever… and that’s nice for ripening the brambles and they’re delicious.


JOAN. And he’ll wave from his tower, and I’ll wave from mine… and sometimes, in the evenings, we’ll meet under the moon in the courtyard below…


MEG. If the wind’s no in the east…


JOAN. And dance all night.


MEG. That’s definitely possible.


JOAN. And eat rowan jelly.


MEG. And bramble jam.


I do love a bit of bramble jam.


JOAN considers again.


So will you do it? Will you marry him?




JOAN. I’m getting old. I’m seventeen already… but I might have a better marriage.


MEG. I don’t know. I heard them talking about convents.


JOAN. And that would kill me.


MEG. It’s not where I want to end my days. Not what I was hoping for when they put me in your service, my lady.


JOAN. Shall I marry him then?


MEG. I can live without figs. I can’t get by without drinking and dancing, not when death comes so soon.


JOAN. Then I’ll do it.


MEG. Aw, then you’ll be my Queen, my lady, all the days I’m alive.


JOAN. Oh, this will be good! When will I meet him?


JAMES enters, he stops dead, staring at JOAN as she turns to face him, transfixed.


Southwark Cathedral


A CHOIR enters, singing. JAMES and JOAN are still facing each other as SERVANTS dress them in lavish wedding clothes. They process up to the altar. JAMES puts the ring on JOAN’s finger and kisses her formally.


Singing over all of this.


Song.




Busy ghost flit to and fro,


Never quiet, you never rest,


Till you go back to where you’re from


The dark was first, it’s your last nest.


Day after day life wraps you up in pain,


If you wear flesh your waking hours are trouble


That grows in sleep, so all your grief is double.


And then you see –







A BISHOP is blessing JOAN and JAMES. They kneel, facing the CONGREGATION.




A white bird and a gilly flower


A white bird and a gilly flower


A white bird and a gilly flower


Wake up! Wake up! Lovers look what I’ve got


Good news, it’s bliss, it’s safe, it’s sure


It’s consolation. Laugh and play and sing


You’re close to such a great adventure,


Look up, it’s love, it’s love, it’s love…





The BISHOP raises his hand in a final blessing. JAMES and JOAN bow their heads in prayer.


The CONGREGATION and the CHOIR file out leaving JAMES and JOAN.


JOAN keeps her head bowed. After a moment JAMES looks over at her.


JAMES. Are you… sorry… are you still…?


JOAN (looking round at him). What?


JAMES. I don’t want to disturb your prayers.


JOAN. Oh no, I’m finished. I was waiting on you.


JAMES. Good. No. I’m finished.


An awkward pause.


So now we’re married.


JOAN. Yes.


JAMES. We’ll have the wedding blessed again in Scotland.


Then we can have our wedding night.


JOAN. Yes.


JAMES. I think we can get up now.


JOAN. Sorry?


JAMES. I’m sure even the bishop will think we’ve prayed enough.




JOAN. Oh! Of course.


She’s getting up, he does too.


JAMES. You look… Are you unhappy?


JOAN. No! No, of course not, I… It’s exciting.


JAMES. What is?


JOAN. Being married.


I like your face.


JAMES. Do you?


JOAN. Yes. It’s a nice face. Much nicer than your portrait.


JAMES. I couldn’t believe it when I saw you. Couldn’t believe it.


JOAN. No?


JAMES. It’s you.


JOAN. It is me.


JAMES. No, I mean you’re the woman I saw. In my dream. Out my window. In my poem.


JOAN. It’s a lovely poem.


JAMES. You’ve read it?


JOAN. Oh! No I don’t…


I mean I read, of course but…


Reading makes your eyes sore, doesn’t it?


My ladies say it’s a wonderful poem.


I will read it soon.


The box you sent it in is beautiful. Really beautiful.


JAMES. You should read the poem.


JOAN. Of course. I’m sorry.


JAMES. Some feelings… some things can’t be conversational. Do you understand?


JOAN. I’m really sorry.




JAMES. No!


JOAN. I’ve disappointed you.


JAMES. No! You haven’t! That’s just it you see if you… just read the poem. You’ll understand.


JOAN. I don’t think I will disappoint you. I can keep a household, my lord. I am sure I can keep a court. I can plan. I can buy in. I can supervise the farms and the ponds, the linens and the cellars. You’ll have a clean court with good food on the table every season of the year. I promise you. I can seat a bishop next to an ambassador and juggle the conversation between them. I’ll remember the names of everyone you meet and how much charity they should receive. I can remember the total of your treasury without a scribe and add and subtract it so that your wealth will never escape you. Everything expected of a wife and the keeper of a castle I can do well. I will do well for you. I will give you children if I can. I’m sure I can.


We will do well together if it’s in my power, we will do very well. I know how to be an excellent queen. You’ll see.


Do you have a mistress at the moment?


JAMES. No!


JOAN. Because I’ll make sure I never embarrass you.


JAMES. There’s only you.


Jesus…


JOAN. You’re very kind.


JAMES. There can’t be anyone but you.


JOAN. That’s so kind. What a lovely thing to say. I’m sure we will get on.


JAMES. Is there anything you want to know? Anything you wanted to ask me?


JOAN. Why were you England’s prisoner? I’ve never really understood…




JAMES. Ah… it was… my brother… my elder brother was… he was… sick… he died… and I was only ten. They sent me away to France, to keep me safe… but I was captured by English pirates.


JOAN. But why weren’t you safe in Scotland?


JAMES. Those were troubled times. It’ll be different now.


JOAN. Meg… my woman says you don’t even have apple trees in Scotland.


JAMES. No, we have apples… small ones maybe but… but… of course… of course we’ll take a beautiful English apple tree.


JOAN. I can watch the birds in that.


JAMES. You see I love that too! I love watching the birds.


JOAN. Well… that’ll be something we can do together.


(Looking out of the church door.) I think we’re supposed to…


JAMES. Of course.


Our wedding procession.


She curtseys and waits. So does he. An impasse.


JOAN. You have to lead me to the coach.


JAMES. Aye! Of course… Just…


He gets tangled in her dress trying to get on the right side to lead her.


Sorry…


To Scotland, then.


JOAN. To Scotland.




The Scottish Throne Room / Great Hall, Stirling


A throne and some scattered precious objects. ISABELLA is sorting through silver plate and cups. BIG JAMES comes quickly into the room with a bag.


ISABELLA. Quick, quick, quick…!


He helps her bundle silver plates into the bag.


WALTER and ALISDAIR enter, breathless.


ALISDAIR. What next?


WALTER. Take the table.


ALISDAIR. Fuck that, take the throne.


They go and try and lift it.


ISABELLA. Will it even fit on the cart?


ALISDAIR. Cut the fucking legs off.


(Strains.) Big James, come and give us a hand.


BIG JAMES goes to them.


They all strain.


WALTER. Allez mes braves! Encore une fois!


ISABELLA. Watch yourselves! Watch!


They are all straining to lift the throne when MURDAC enters.


MURDAC. What are you doing!?


ALISDAIR. Hullo, Father.


BIG JAMES. Just helping the mother.


WALTER. Just giving the mother a wee hand with removals.


MURDAC. Put it back.


ALISDAIR. No, we can shift it see…


MURDAC. Put it back!


They put the throne down.


Now put the rest back.




ALISDAIR. There is a point where a man doesn’t take orders…


WALTER. Except maybe from his mother.


MURDAC moves in on WALTER, showdown.


MURDAC. Well, maybe that man should leave his father’s house and his father’s horses and give back all the land his father gave him and wander about the hills in his semmet and a pair of leaking shoes having a wee think about all the many implications of defying the fifth commandment of God. Maybe that’s what that man should be doing?


ALISDAIR. Well, maybe we honour our father and our mother. BIG JAMES. Especially the mother.


They look at ISABELLA.


ISABELLA. We’re leaving them the bloody crown, Murdac.


What more do you want?


MURDAC. I thought we’d had this conversation. No. I know we did. Isabella, we’ve had this conversation and we agreed.
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