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Act One
























SCENE ONE








A room in Fotheringay Castle. Jane Kennedy, the maid of Mary, Queen of Scots, confronts Amyas Paulet as he’s about to break open a cupboard.




Kennedy   What’re you doing? Don’t touch that! This is outrageous …


Paulet   Where did this jewellery come from? It was thrown from an upper window – to bribe the gardener, no doubt. The cunning of you women … I have you watched, I have you searched, but you still have valuables hidden away. There’ll be more wherever this came from.




He pulls the cupboard open, takes out several papers.





Kennedy   Those are her private papers!


Paulet   I know.


Kennedy   Nothing important – only jottings to pass the time in this prison.


Paulet   That’s the time when evil minds thrive.


Kennedy   They’re written in French.


Paulet   French is the language of England’s enemies …




He rifles through the papers.





Kennedy   Those are drafts of letters to the Queen of England.


Paulet   Then I shall hand them on. What’s this?




He’s found a secret drawer; opens it, takes out more jewellery.





A royal coronet, set with French lilies … It can go with the rest.


Kennedy   The injustice we suffer …


Paulet   Her hands have to be kept empty – everything she touches turns into a weapon against us.


Kennedy   Who’d think the Queen of Scots is kept inside these bare walls? Where’s the Canopy of State over her throne? And My Lady’s soft, elegant feet must walk this rough, common floor to a table laid with pewter so coarse even the meanest noblewoman would refuse it.


Paulet   It was good enough for her husband, Darnley, to drink from while she and her lover drank from gold.


Kennedy   There’s not even a mirror in our cell.


Paulet   Every look at herself would feed her hope and daring.


Kennedy   Or books to divert the mind.


Paulet   She has the Bible – to better herself.


Kennedy   And her lute taken from her.


Paulet   She played provocative songs on it.


Kennedy   This is no life for a gentle-born woman who was crowned a Queen in her cradle, and raised in the glittering, elegant court of Catherine de Medici. It’s not enough you rob her of her power, you also stoop to confiscate her possessions. She’ll learn to live with her misfortune, but to be allowed no comforts …


Paulet   She should spend the time reflecting – and repenting. Denial and humiliation can help atone for a vice-ridden life.


Kennedy   If she made mistakes in her youth, that’s between her and God. She should not be judged here – England has no right.


Paulet   England is where she committed treason, England is where she’ll be judged.


Kennedy   How could she when she’s so closely guarded?


Paulet   She was still able to reach her arm out into the nation and light the flames of civil war, arming assassins against our Queen, God save her. She induced him, that murderous coward, Babington, inspired him with letters from behind these walls. And Norfolk – iron bars weren’t enough to stop her seducing Norfolk. One of this country’s wisest men sacrificed to the executioner’s axe. And does it stop the madmen? No. They still rush headlong towards death for her cause. The scaffolds are never empty – the blood never stops running. It’ll only end with her, when she herself is executed – the guiltiest of them all. It was a cursed day when our country showed its hospitality to your Helen of Troy.


Kennedy   Hospitality? My poor Lady was an exile – she came seeking protection from her royal cousin. Your country’s ‘hospitality’ has been incarceration since the first day she arrived, breaking every law of nations and royal accord. And then to summon her before a court like some common criminal.


Paulet   She was already a murderer when she arrived here. Her own people drove her from the throne – a throne she disgraced. She came here – jealous of England’s contentment – to drag us back to the dark, bloody days of Spanish Mary, to turn England Catholic and sell us to the French.


Why did she refuse to sign the Edinburgh treaty? Why not give up her claim to England’s throne? One stroke of a pen and the gates would open. But no, she prefers this prison, seeing herself wronged, clinging on to her empty title, believing she’ll conquer this island from her cell.


Kennedy   You think that’s what she does here – dreams up these plans? She’s buried alive behind bricks! Denied any word of comfort or voices of friendship from her home country. She sees no human face except your surly features, and that boorish young nephew of yours you’ve brought to help guard her. Are iron bars not enough?


Paulet   How do I know she’s not filing through them? The floor, these walls, they could be hollow inside – letting in treachery as I sleep. I curse this post – keeping watch over a woman like her. I wake every night fearful and walk up and down the corridors like a tortured ghost, first checking all the locks, then checking the loyalty of the jailers, dreading every day that dawns will prove me right. I hope it will be over soon. I’d rather stand guard at the gates of Hell than over your scheming monarch.


Kennedy   She’s coming now.


Paulet   Carrying Christ in her hand as pride and lust burn in her heart …





















SCENE TWO








Mary enters, veiled, a crucifix in her hand. Kennedy rushes to her.




Kennedy   We can’t be treated like this. They just walk over us. Humiliate us more every day.


Mary   Calm yourself.


Kennedy   He broke into your cupboard. He took letters and your bridal jewellery.


Mary   They’re trinkets, Jane – a Queen can live without them. I’ve learnt to endure a great deal in England, I can endure this. You’ve taken by force, Sir, what I intended to hand over to you. One of those is a letter written to my royal sister. Will you give me your word you will deliver it to her and not into Burleigh’s grasping hands?


Paulet   I will decide what’s done with it.


Mary   To save you the trouble, it asks a favour – to meet and talk with her. The cousin I’ve still to see with my own eyes.


I was tried in front of forty-two of her commissioners but I refuse to recognise them. Elizabeth and I are of the same family – she’s of my sex and my standing. I will only speak to her.


Paulet   My Lady, you are adept at placing your fate and honour in the hands of men less than worthy of your respect.


Mary   I have a second favour – to refuse it would be inhumane. I am denied the consolation of my Church’s holy sacraments. She’s stolen my crown and my freedom, now she threatens my life. Does she also want the gates of Heaven closed to my soul?


Paulet   At your request, the local dean …


Mary   I want no dean! I demand a priest from my own Church. I demand also a secretary and notaries. The misery of this prison gnaws at my life. My days are numbered – I am a woman dying.


Paulet   That is something you should contemplate.


Mary   But who knows, some quick English hand may be planning to bring death sooner. I want to draw up my last will – divide out what is still mine.


Paulet   You will be allowed to. The Queen of England will not want to take what belongs to you.


Mary   Where are my chambermaids, my servants – what’s happened to them? I don’t need their service – only to know if they’re suffering, if they lack anything.


Paulet   They’re provided for.




He starts to leave.





Mary   You leave me again, Sir, with the agony of uncertainty. I’m cut off from the world – your spies do their job well. No news of what’s to happen to me reaches through these walls. It’s been a month – a long, painful month – since the commissioners descended upon me here, set up their benches and made me stand unprepared before their illegal court, to respond to slyly worded charges. They came and went like phantoms – and only silence since. I can’t read your eyes. Have I been judged innocent or not? Tell me! Let me know what I should fear or what I should hope.


Paulet   I’d suggest you make your peace with Heaven.


Mary   I pray for Heaven’s mercy, Sir – but it may be too much to expect justice from my earthly judges …


Paulet   You shall have justice, don’t doubt that.


Mary   Is my case decided?


Paulet   I don’t know.


Mary   Am I condemned to die?


Paulet   I know nothing, My Lady.


Mary   You like things done quickly here – maybe a murderer will descend on me just like the commissioners did. Nothing would surprise me now, no judgement made by a Westminster tribunal driven by Burleigh’s hate and Hatton’s zeal. I know very well what England’s Queen has the power to command.


Paulet   England’s monarchs listen only to their conscience and their Parliament. When judgement has been passed, the world shall see the sentence carried out.





















SCENE THREE








Mortimer enters. Ignoring Mary, he addresses Paulet.




Mortimer   Uncle. They’re here.




He exits. Paulet makes to leave.





Mary   Sir, I listen to what you say, I respect your age – but this boy … I cannot bear his ignorance and impertinence.


Paulet   What you find odious in him, I admire. He’s no weak-hearted fool, easily softened by female tears. He’s a travelled man – recently to Paris and Rheims – and in him beats a staunch English heart. Your artful approaches will be wasted on him, My Lady.




He exits.
























SCENE FOUR








Mary, Kennedy.




Kennedy   How he can speak to your face like that? It’s too much.


Mary   (lost in thought) In days past I listened too willingly to flattery. Perhaps I deserve it, to hear only hostile voices now.


Kennedy   My Lady, don’t lose heart … You’re the cheerful one – you always had to comfort me, remember?


Mary   I can see him, Jane. It’s Darnley’s ghost – it’s risen from the grave to taunt me. This will never end until he’s destroyed me.


Kennedy   Don’t think these thoughts.


Mary   I’ve too good a memory. Today’s the anniversary of his death. That’s why my penitence and fasting – in commemoration.


Kennedy   You have to lay this to rest. You’ve repented for too many years – made yourself suffer. The Church has forgiven you. Heaven has forgiven you.


Mary   The guilt will never be buried – it will always bleed out of me. Darnley wants revenge. A server’s bell won’t send him back, or a priest holding a cross.


Kennedy   You didn’t murder him.


Mary   I knew about it. I let it happen. I lured him to his death with my promise of love.


Kennedy   You were so young – too young to take on such guilt.


Mary   It weighs so heavily on me – it always has.


Kennedy   It was his fault – his insults, his arrogance. You raised him from obscurity, blessed him with your radiance, led him from your bed to your throne and your crown. You created him – and how did he thank you? Mistreated you, disrespected you – he was repulsive. You were so angry you couldn’t bear to be near him, and what did he do? Apologise? Ask for forgiveness? He did nothing, he defied you, he believed he was King. And then he had Rizzio, your favourite, stabbed to death in front of you. All you did was avenge that.


Mary   And now this is him avenging me … Jane, you comfort and condemn me at the same time.


Kennedy   You had no hold over yourself. You were possessed by love, blinded by mad love for Bothwell. He ruled over you, transfixed you with his magic and sorcery …


Mary   The power he had was his attraction – that was my weakness.


Kennedy   No, he summoned spirits to rob you of your senses. You couldn’t hear me warning you, you couldn’t see what was happening to you. You used to be so shy and modest but that deserted you.


I remember your face – the desire in it – it was burning red. You were brazen, My Lady, revelling in your shame … You let him carry the royal sword before you through the streets of Edinburgh – Bothwell the triumphant murderer … The common people followed behind you, cursing your name – I saw them. And armed men – on your order – surrounding Parliament, as you forced the judges to acquit him of Darnley’s murder. And then …


Mary   Finish it. And then gave him my hand in marriage …


Kennedy   It should be forgotten – left to silence for ever. It was terrible – the actions of a lost soul. But you’re not lost – I know. We’ve grown up together. Your heart’s kind, you’ve repented. Nothing else has blackened your life since. Remember that – and make peace with yourself. Whatever guilt you feel, we know that in England you’re not guilty. Elizabeth and her Parliament are not your judges – they’re your subjugators. In their court of law you stand courageously innocent.


Mary   Who’s coming?




Mortimer appears at the door.





Kennedy   Paulet’s nephew. I’ll send him away.
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