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“Royal brother, having by God’s will, for my sins I think, thrown myself into the power of the Queen my cousin, at whose hands I have suffered much for almost twenty years, I have finally been condemned to death by her and her Estates…

			Today, after dining I was advised of my sentence: I am to be executed like a common criminal at eight in the morning… The Catholic faith and the assertion of my God-given right to the English throne are the two issues on which I am condemned…”




			From the last letter of Mary Queen of Scots,

			Fotheringhay Castle,

			8 February 1587

			 

		


		
			Fotheringhay Castle 

			September 1586 	

			Fragments and Memories

			The Crown of Scotland was placed upon my brow when I was six days old. It bit into my baby flesh like a crown of thorns. No other crown in Europe is as thorny as that of Scotland.

			I have seen men murder, scheme, even forfeit their lives for the sake of a crown, but only I know that it is nothing in the end but a heavy circlet of precious metal marking the forehead with a raw and bloody scar. 

			From the barred windows of this fortress where my dear sister and cousin Elizabeth so kindly allows me to remain as her ‘guest’, I can see the dreary countryside of England stretching away, endlessly flat, dull and grey. I am a captive here, with nothing but a dark past of memories to keep me company. As a royal sovereign I am provided with little luxuries, gifts to relieve the monotony – boxes of sweetmeats, lengths of Holland material to make clothes with, soap, Spanish silk. Only yesterday I received a small blue box of taffeta full of ‘poudre de santeur’. Such a kind thought. But the one gift which I constantly crave is never forthcoming. I am provided with satin clothes, perukes of false hair, gold and silver thread for my embroidery, but as I ply my needle through the stiff linen it is my freedom I dream of – my freedom and my return to absolute sovereignty.

			The facts are these.

			I was born with the burden of sovereignty thrust upon me – and I will die the same. As I languish in this lonely cell, quietly stitching my tapestries, I am haunted by the ghosts of my past. They visit me here while the rain beats a painful tattoo against the bars at my window. Shadows and firelight surround me; hangings and draperies soften and obscure the turret walls, small compensations to calm an unquiet soul. I have had twenty long years in which to reflect on the way Destiny has treated me. Jane Kennedy, my faithful servant, has urged me to write my memories down, commit them to paper.

			“Tell the truth, at last,” she says.

			The truth?

			I think of Pilate’s question: “What is Truth?” 

			John Knox thinks he knows the answer – but I do not believe he does.
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			I am not alone in my captivity.  As well as my faithful servants, Elizabeth Curle and Jane Kennedy, there are others here: shadows, phantoms, fragments of memory. No one else sees them. Only I… 

			Some are less welcome than others. They parade before me, whether I will them to or not.

			I have no control over their exits and entrances. It is as if I occupy an empty stage, and I wait for them to appear from the wings.

			Here they come now, a motley crowd. They appear before me with all their vices and idiosyncrasies. My half-brother, Moray; Maitland; Morton; Lindsay; John Knox; Rizzio; Father Mamaret. And Darnley, of course. Quite a cast of characters.

			They are my guests, and I am their reluctant hostess.

			They stand before me, icy-clear at times, their clothes glimmering with bright colours and jewels, rings on their fingers, eyes direct into mine, lips parted. They fill the darkened chamber with their ghostly clamour. Still voicing their many grievances, still filled with pride, they boast chains of office, fur and gowns, costumes of state. Even now they still crave what they cannot have. They are greedy for power. Ambition marks the destiny of each and every one of them – especially the pious and sanctimonious Knox. He was not immune to the same mortal cravings as the rest of them. Never was there a more judgemental or hypocritical man – other than Paulet, my present gaoler.

			A single candle burns low at my side. Jane lit the fire some hours ago. There have been many times when they have denied me even that small request – to have a fire in my room.
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			Paulet is the worst. A bitter Puritan, he guards me with the ferocity of a wolf. He is like a reincarnation of Knox himself – angry, vicious, keen to judge. He has been my gaoler now for several months. When I am forced to move to a different castle, Paulet moves with me now. They know I hate him. And he hates me. He is not happy about any of the gifts I receive from my cousin Elizabeth, and he threatens to remove them. 

			Let him try…
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			I have seen better castles than this. I am kept in a small turret chamber. A narrow aperture in the wall allows me to glimpse the damp fields. They are flattened by mist and rain. I think of other windows onto other worlds: leafy glens in Scotland, or high fortresses with a view of the mountains. Then I stop thinking…because the regrets tumble in and that way madness lies.

			Elizabeth and Jane have been allowed to remain with me and they are a great comfort to me. Geddon, my Skye terrier, sits close to my skirts, sheltering. I feel his warmth close by. 

			I am still allowed my chaplain, De Preau, for the time being, although Paulet has threatened to deny him access. Sir James Melville, my secretary, visits me often as does my physician, Burgoing. Didier, my porter, came with us to this desolate god-forsaken fenland, but he seems nervous and afraid. A sombre mood infects us all. 

			As my needle flies in and out, my eye is drawn to a parchment letter lying on the table beside me. 

			Jane gives me a warning glance. 

			She shakes her head slowly from side to side. “It is not wise, Madam.”

			Her voice is quiet, barely above a whisper.

			“What is not?” I say, catching at the parchment.

			She offers no reply.

			“I know not what you speak of.”

			I pick up the letter and slide it quickly between the pages of my breviary, out of sight.

			She says nothing, but a knowing look passes between us.
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			My stitches may be quiet and the room I live in may be wrapped in silence, but a tumult exists inside my head. Voices clamour. Memories taunt me. Injustices still burn where I cannot put them to rest. 

			Over the years I have learned the art of patience – or the semblance of patience. I have learned to sit and wait.

			As a nightly silence falls upon the many gloomy corridors of this castle, I quietly lay aside my embroidery silks. Jane has left me in peace. The servants are all abed, where I should be. The fire is dying down in the hearth. By its feeble light I slip out the letter from between the pages of my prayer book and read the French script with a curl of delight on my lips.

			This is all I have left. 

			For a long time I still waited for the ring of horse’s hooves clattering on the cobbles below, a speedy rescue of some kind. They would not leave me to languish here alone, I thought.

			It is many years now since I stopped waiting for Bothwell. I realised my error quickly enough. He tried to exonerate my name in the immediate aftermath of our disaster, writing to the King of Denmark from Dragsholm Castle where they kept him: for ours was a very public scandal that lapped around the shores of Europe.  The gossip winged its way across borders, as the rumour-mongers spread their poison far and wide. He wrote the truth.

			But it was too late by then. The damage was already done.

			His is the only ghost who refuses to haunt me here. How I wish sometimes to hear his tread on the stair. Wherever his spirit roams, it is not to my dank castle chamber that he flits.

			Perhaps I never owned his soul at all.

			I never speak of him to my servants here.
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			A secret code enters my French correspondence, slipped between the lines and the hastily expressed sentiments.

			Jane warns me against it.

			“They will set a trap for you, Madam.”

			“I know you worry for me, Jane, but there are many people out there – Catholics – who would be willing to further our cause.”

			The shadows flutter with unknown presences.

			“Walsingham will be watching,” she whispers.

			“Walsingham,” I hiss, “is always watching. He has nothing better to do.”

			“There are rumours that he has double-agents working for him, people who will ensnare you.”

			I think of Charles Paget. Then there is Thomas Morgan, my chief cipher clerk, who deals with all of my French correspondence. I have heard the whispers, the rumours, that he is a friend of Francis Walsingham, that they grew up together. I know of Walsingham’s plots, his underhand scheming, but this time I am sure. 

			“I have Anthony Babington on my side.”

			“He is just a young man. They will entrap him and execute him.”

			I shudder. 

			“My Guise uncles are still fighting my cause. I have proof of it.” 

			I touch the parchment at my side. 

			Letters have reached me from France. They appear to be full of polite platitudes, urbane details enquiring after my health, discussing my predicament, offering sympathy in a distant, formal tone. But underneath the polite French is another message – the language of conspiracy. 

			These letters reliably inform me that the French will be on my side in the event of a Catholic uprising against the Protestants.

			But Jane’s expression fills me with doubt. 

			“We live in dangerous times, Madam,” she murmurs. 

			I am a pawn in the power struggle between Catholics and Protestants. Yet I have a cause of my own.

			Is it wrong to hope?

			Perhaps my servant Jane is right.

			I feel the net tightening around me.
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			Night after night, I am entertained by the ghosts of my past.

			When John Knox appears before me, clamouring for attention, I laugh in his face and share with him the secret of my plotting. It drives him insane.

			Sometimes I think my loyal servants, Jane and Elizabeth, fear for my sanity – so I have stopped telling them about these nightly visitations. I wait until everyone else is asleep before I dare to look into the shadows and see my ghostly companions come.

			I must be patient. There are still people out there willing to help me. I am not forgotten. I will always be a thorn in Elizabeth’s side. She may wish me gone, but she hesitates to rid herself of a sister Queen. We female monarchs must stand together, shoulder to shoulder, facing down the great army of hypocrites. However, Jane oft reminds me that she may not want to put my head on the block, but others will execute her will for her.

			Can I out-fox my enemies one last time?
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			In my younger years, I had many adventures escaping from the snares they laid for me. It began in my infancy, right from the days when my mother kept whisking me out of the reach of the greedy King Henry – Elizabeth’s father. He wanted me for a bride for his son. But Edward did not last long, weakling that he was, and he was replaced by his Catholic sister Mary. When she died there were many who believed I was next in line to the English throne. After all, Henry had no right to put aside his lawful wife, Catherine of Aragon, in order to marry his mistress, Ann Boleyn. There were many who considered Elizabeth to be illegitimate, and therefore not entitled to be his heir – and many still do. Henry’s oldest sister, Margaret, was my grandmother. She was sent up to Scotland to marry James IV. According to the laws of inheritance therefore, she was next in line to the throne and so were her offspring, but King Henry was a law unto himself and decided to rule her out of the line of succession for reasons best known to himself. Nevertheless, the fact remains that my own grandmother should have been next in line to the throne of England, and there are those who have not forgotten this.

			As a result my early years were marked by anxiety and the fear of being kidnapped by King Henry. Strange to think that he was actually my own great uncle – I saw him only as some distant monster who wanted to destroy my childhood idyll. He loomed large on my horizon for many years, a terrifying ogre. 

			My mother, Marie of Guise, was having none of it.

			I often think of the high turrets and lofty castle walls of Stirling, how they enfolded me like an encircling womb. My mother kept me there until I was five years of age, fearing for my life. My earliest memories are of those darkened corridors, frightened faces looming up at me out of the darkness, lit by flame, as they hustled me away into secret places.

			I can remember the Great Hall, the vast fireplaces, the courtyard, the Chapel, and my mother’s anxious, saddened face.

			It must have been so hard for her. She wanted to keep me close, but she feared to lose me. In the end she had to think of my safety.

			Then one evening the guards came to say that they had spotted movement on the horizon. Stirling Castle commands a panoramic view in all directions. A garrison of English soldiers were rumoured to be heading our way.

			My mother wrapped me in a cloak, and a small party of us hurried down a flagged corridor away from the main entrance. We fled from a postern gate at the rear of the castle grounds, a secret tunnel leading below the crags. Horses were waiting for us and we galloped through the night. 
I remember the speed and the tension, the dark air whipping the cloak from my face, someone’s arms encircling me tight.

			It was a strange sensation. A mixture of fear and delight. Exhilaration at the movement of the horse beneath me, the wind in my hair, and yet apprehension.

			We transferred to a small boat and I was rowed across to a tiny tree-covered island. By daylight Inchmahone Priory was revealed to me in all its glory. We sheltered there for a few weeks, days spent exploring the little island, nights of torchlight and tension. But it could not last. The threat of danger appeared to increase. My mother could not hope to keep me safe on a tiny island forever, so we left this little sanctuary and rode out towards the coast again.

			I did not want that journey ever to end.

			Because the end of it meant this: a tearful farewell from my mother.

			She put me on a boat bound for France, the only place where she knew I would be safe. She entrusted me to the care of her French relatives.  Little did she know…

			I saw my mother only once more after that – when she came to stay with us in France for a year. Much later, she tried to attend my wedding in Notre Dame, but the Protestant nobles were stirring up trouble and rebellion and it was too dangerous for her to leave. She suffered much in trying to keep my kingdom free for me. But I have never forgotten the efforts she made, or the tearful sorrow with which she bade me farewell. I had to be torn, crying, from her arms.

		


		
			Versailles 

			1551

			The sea was rough, I remember that, and we were thrown about on the deck of the ship like skittles. I did not mind. I had already been drowned by my mother’s tears when we parted, but I felt certain that I would see her again. I did not think our parting would be forever. Maybe she knew differently.

			A lot of the passengers were sick from the roughness of the journey, but I was too young to suffer much. I watched the rise and fall of the waves with fascination. I had never been on the sea before and it was a new experience, an exciting one despite the ever-present threat of shipwreck or an attack by English ships. We rode a crest then 
plummeted down as if we were diving to the bottom of the ocean, ploughing our way to the depths. At times there was a wall of water in front of my face which I could have punctured with a fingertip, had I reached out. 
But the storms held no terrors for me. I had little knowledge of how easily ships could be tossed asunder in seas like this.

			By the time the shoreline of France came into view we were all eager to reach land. My mother had taken great delight in talking to me about her own country, its people and customs and the world she had left behind, so I was excited to see what I would make of it.

			That was before I met Catherine de Medici, my future mother-in-law.
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			The grand Parisian palaces, sculpted from blocks of white tufa, were very different to Scotland’s dark castles. The weather was warmer, no need for roaring fires in every room. There were huge mirrors on the walls, long shining corridors instead of tunnelling passages lit by flaming torches.

			Catherine de Medici greeted me with these words.

			“Ah, the little half-caste!” 

			Did she mean me? I glanced over my shoulder, but there was no one else to whom she could be referring. 

			I did not know what she meant. 

			Her black Italian eyes narrowed with envy and spite, a look that would become familiar to me over the years as her dislike of me grew.

			“How delightful!” she said silkily, bidding me step forward.

			I shyly subjected myself to her inspection.

			She was the King’s wife. I was to become part of their household; the House of Valois. I would eat with the royal children, share their nursery, their schoolroom, 
their routines and rituals, and whatever else came my way. King Henri insisted that I be treated like one of his own. I do not think this arrangement pleased his wife.

			The Medici woman studied me as if I was an insect – one to be feared. Her own children were special to her, of course, and she was not overly keen on having to take me under her wing.

			I was treated as a novelty at first, and I took pleasure in that initially. I missed my mother, but in time I began to adjust and adopt the foreign ways of France. Scotland gradually – over the years – became a distant memory, vague and dreamy, obscured by mist and cloud. Bright vignettes would break through from time to time, fragments of memory, but like all children I learned to adapt. My future father-in-law, Henri, insisted that I speak French instead of my native Scots. But I clung quite tenaciously to my Scottish identity. I was not to be as easily biddable as they imagined. My mother had taught me the importance of maintaining always my dual nationality, and my birth-right to the Scottish throne.

			“Oh, show us how you dress in Scotland again?” I was surrounded by a semi-circle of well-fed, shining-faced siblings in the royal nursery.

			“And speak Scots for us again. It sounds so funny!” they laughed.

			The Medici woman broke their ranks. “Don’t mock Marie, my dears. It does not become you. Although the foreign tongue does sound unusually guttural, does it not?”

			I eyed her suspiciously. She held an air of dark menace for me, even as I adjusted and fitted into the royal nursery and its way of life. I was never quite sure of her affection, even when she pretended to like me.

			When they teased me like this not all of the royal children joined in. Little Francois held back. He was pale and thin. He was never one to taunt me. I liked him for his kindness.

			“Did your father speak with a rough tongue?” they asked me.

			“I don’t know. I can’t remember him.”

			“Did he tear meat from the bone with his bare hands?”

			“Scotland is a rugged barbarous hill country. I heard the Cardinal of Lorraine say so.”

			I stared at them. A memory flew into my head – of wind and speed and movement, of a heathery terrain flashing beneath the hooves of a galloping horse, the splashing of mud and water at a lochside, the powerful breath of the animal conveying us. It ended quickly. I looked up. The memories would become more muddled over the years, harder to disentangle reality from fantasy.

			Francois’s pale face regarded me.

			“She does not wish to speak of it,” he said gently, with a surprising authority. The others turned to him. The spell was broken, the semi-circle of sibling relatives drifted away to seek other amusement.

			Although I sometimes revelled in the novelty lifestyle, the comforts and the luxuries which had been unknown in Scotland, I was under no illusions. Part of me was always aware how spoiled and indulged were the children of the House of Valois. They were pandered and fussed over like a menagerie of tame birds. There was a hothouse atmosphere about the French court, an air of unreality. It did not always compare favourably with my native Scotland.

			It has been said that I loved France and wept to leave it.

			But no one knows how much I missed my mother, and how in doing so I came to love my native Scotland. 
During these years of captivity in England, is it France I dream of?
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			By the time I celebrated my ninth birthday at the 
French court I had grown used to the fact that the only communication I had with my mother was by letter. Letters flew back and forth across the ocean that separated us. She advised me, cajoled me, kept me informed of proceedings in Scotland, told me to seek counsel from my Guise uncles. She said that I would prosper and benefit from the education they could give me. I shudder to think of those words now, how misguided her prophecy, how forlorn her hope. My poor mother had entrusted me to her relatives because she had no choice. She thought – by doing this – she would rescue me from a worse fate. 

			Meanwhile, the Medici woman made it clear where her real loyalties lay. She cosseted and cherished her own children, tolerated and criticised me. Whatever King Henri’s wishes, she made it obvious I was there on sufferance.

			On my birthday I received the present of a small pony and was filled with delight. These tokens were making up for the absence of my mother, it is true, and at first I looked forward to the party that King Henri insisted they should throw for me.

			A maid stood behind me and threaded tiny, opaque seed pearls into my hair. I stood admiring the jewel-like glimmer, turning my head this way and that to catch the light. Suddenly another face loomed behind me in the mirror. I jumped. Her dark witch-like eyes held mine.

			“If you look in the mirror too often, God will wither that pretty face of yours, my dear. Remember, ‘Sin is a beast lurking at the gate.’”

			Then she flashed a malicious smile and was gone. 

			No one witnessed this little exchange or noticed the way my face fell. I did not enjoy the party after receiving this sharp rebuke and little Francois wondered why I was so subdued. He did not know that his own mother was the cause of my gloom.

			Later, as we skidded across the parquet floor playing musical chairs, I saw the Italian witch appear in a doorway. I withdrew from the game and stood half-concealed behind a pillar, pretending I did not feel well.

			It was in subtle ways like this that the Medici woman made her presence felt in my life and increased my unease. I was happier in the company of Diane de Poitiers, mistress to the King, which of course did not please my future mother-in-law. I had made friends with her enemy – accidentally. I simply accepted whatever kindnesses were offered to me.
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			My mother’s own family, the Guises, were a powerful clan at the French court, and she had entrusted 
me to their care and protection. There was my grandmother Antoinette and then there were my uncles, but one uncle figured larger than all the rest. The Cardinal of Lorraine fixed on me from an early age, although his influence was double-edged, poisonous. When my mother wrote to me asking questions about my education in the business of statesmanship, she could never guess at the 
secrets I might be forced to keep. And when I wrote to her in reply I remained mute on the subject. I did not lie, but I distorted the truth, withheld information. For how could I do otherwise? And who would have believed me?

			The Cardinal loomed large in my universe.

			He frightened me with his lecherous looks and his camphorous breath. He wore huge capes, and when I was a child I thought he had black velvet wings and flew at night above the spires and pinnacles of Joinville.

			In Paris we used to attend Mass every morning – Francois and I. After this we were allowed breakfast, but I ate sparingly because I was dreading what was to follow. I had to go to my uncle’s study for lessons. He was a ruthlessly ambitious man; he steeled me against the possibility of treachery and deceit.

			“You are the jewel of our family,” he told me. “We invest our greatest hopes in you. Watch. Be on your guard. That is the secret of success.”

			Rise high and I shall rise high with you. A leech sucking my blood.

			The purpose of these private sessions was to instruct me in the art of politics. He took upon himself the responsibility of my education, but I was miserable all day until I had left that darkened chamber. The smell of camphor took hours to fade away.

			When my mother was at last able to travel to France to visit me, I was ecstatic. We were very close, despite our years of enforced separation. She spent a full six months at the French court, but only days before she was due to depart for Scotland again, learned of a conspiracy to poison me. Terrified, she and my Guise relatives ensured that the perpetrators were executed, but she decided to prolong her stay and refused to leave my side. She remained with me for another six months after that. I was too young to fully understand the implications of this incident, though my mother hinted darkly that there was more to a plot like this than the immediate perpetrators’ involvement. In other words, who else had been behind this dreadful scheme? 

			I watched my mother’s eyes swivel towards Catherine de Medici. It was said she resented the influence my Guise relatives had at the court. I thought of my uncle’s words during our lessons. 

			“Watch. Be on your guard.” 

			I was a precious commodity in his eyes, his passport to future power and success.

			My mother – wisely or unwisely – left me in his care again, as she finally boarded a boat for Scotland. Trouble was brewing in our faraway kingdom, and she could not delay her return any longer.

			She bid me a tearful farewell, but her brave smile hid her dark concern and fears for me. I do not often try to recall the moment of our parting. I prefer to let it rest in peace. Her face was strained and pale, concealing the pain she no doubt felt. She returned to Scotland to manage the warring factions of the lords in my absence. She had a mammoth task ahead of her, which she stuck at for another nine years or so. She kept my throne safe for me. It was an act of love, sacrifice and devotion – I know this now. 




			I never saw her again.
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			My memory of my mother has never faded – she has remained a strong, absent presence in my life, if there is such a thing. Her bright, courageous spirit and the example she set me were always with me. And I knew one thing for certain. Had I remained at her side throughout my childhood she would have equipped me for ruling a kingdom like Scotland much better than my French Guise uncles ever could. 

			She underestimated her own talents and strength.

			She should have kept me by her side – in Scotland  – where I still belong. But I do not resent her decision, or berate her for it. She did what she had to do as a mother, and I appreciate her sacrifice. The bond I had with her is the strongest I have ever known.

		


		
			Paris

			April 1558

			As I prepared to marry Francois, heir to the French throne, my mother became Regent of Scotland and ruled in my absence, struggling to keep the kingdom in relative peace. The Protestant nobles of the Reformed Kirk now had a stranglehold, and once John Knox returned to his native land he increased the pressures against my mother.  He was determined that Scotland should become a Protestant country, by violence and any other means. He encouraged the people to tear down statues, destroy monasteries and abbeys. 

			Meanwhile, nuptial preparations were underway for my marriage to the Dauphin – which had been agreed upon when I first set sail for France at five years of age. My mother was unable to attend the wedding in Notre Dame. Knox was stirring up more trouble, and it would have been unsafe for her to leave Scotland at that time.

			I wrote to her often, describing every miniscule detail of the event. I thought it marked a new beginning for me, a dazzling future as Queen of France.

			I wore a grey, velvet train borne by thirty pages, and my jewels flashed in the sunlight as I moved slowly towards a canopy of blue Cyprus silk, spangled with golden fleur-de-lis. Musicians clad in red and yellow satin poured their music into the air. Before me I could see the great twin towers of Notre Dame rising up darkly into the sky. 

			They cast a long shadow.

			This was what my uncle had dreamed of. I was to become the Dauphiness, married to the heir to the French throne, one of the most powerful kingdoms in Europe.

			I had been reared for this. 

			I was sixteen years of age. I glanced at Francois at my side. He was younger than me. I would look after him, protect him. Together, side by side, we would succeed in living up to what was expected of us.

			The memory of our short time together is strange to recall. We were playmates together in the nursery; he was like a brother to me. We slept side by side like children in the giant bed, but our marriage was never consummated. It did not occur to either one of us to break the spell of the childish bond between us, and in truth I do not think we really knew how. All we knew was that we had loved each other as children and so could love each other now.
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			When King Henri was killed in a jousting accident a year later, the court went into mourning. Catherine de Medici grieved. Overnight Francois had become King of France. And I was his Queen.

			I was barely seventeen when they crowned me in Rheims.

			My uncle’s eyes were gleaming, fixed, glutted with greed as he watched those gems sparkle on my brow. I was caught in his web, netted.

			His assumption was that he would be able to control me – it is a common assumption made by men – so he was rather surprised when I stood up to him. When I began to resist his efforts to ‘educate’ me and sought to make my own decisions independently, he was greatly displeased. I don’t think he ever forgave me.

			He tried to subdue me, made excuses to arrange meetings in private, but as the Queen of France I refused to attend.

			I began to loathe him, his touch, the great black cape waiting to enfold me in its musty embrace, the smells, the odours of defilement. 

			Francois and I tried to support each other in our difficult new role but it was an irksome task.

			For there was yet another who sought to control us.

			Catherine de Medici. 

		


		
			Versailles

			December 1560

			This was a year of profound and bitter loss for me. News of my mother’s death in Scotland arrived ten days after she had passed. Instead of the usual correspondence from her there was a letter from the ambassador, telling of her passing. 

			Soon after this, Francois, who had often been unwell when we were children, contracted an ear infection which turned into an abscess on the brain. I watched him struggle for his life on the huge bed, a marmoreal slab bearing his slender frame, but it was my mother I was thinking of. 

			I waited with him in the closeness and cloying misery of the sick-room for death to come. He died one morning at dawn, after a long night of watching, and when I woke I saw his mother grieving over his lifeless body. 

			I knelt at the bedside and wept.

			The Medici woman looked at me strangely.

			“Enough time for tears, Marie. You have packing to do.”

			I looked up at her, aghast.

			“There are jewels to be replaced in their coffers.”

			Still I did not understand her.

			“You are no longer Queen of France, my dear. I fear it was a very short reign for you, after all.”

			I was shocked at her words and the sentiment behind them. I stared at her, waiting for some kind of confirmation that I had misheard or misread her intention. But none came.

			This was a woman who knew – even in the depths of her grief – what she wanted. She had been content to sit and wait, and her waiting was not in vain.

			Catherine de Medici, the new Regent, ruled.

			She had other children to console her and assuage her grief. My mother had only me. And she had lost me to this life of pettiness in the French court.

		


		
			Paris

			July 1561

			A period of mourning followed in which I avoided my Guise uncles and was acutely aware of their disappointment in me. I had been their brightest hope, borne the burden of their ambition, but it was not to be.

			I sat in lonely silence in my darkened rooms, considering my future. I was entitled to a queen dowager’s pension but would be expected to lead a quiet life in the shadows, on the fringes, while the Medici woman ruled.

			I was not yet ready for a quiet life.

			I thought of my mother, her intelligent rearing of me and all that she had done to make Scotland secure. I missed her deeply. While I grew up in the pleasure-loving Renaissance court of France, a part of me had been left behind with my mother across the ocean, where she struggled to govern Scotland for me in my absence. Now that she was gone, there was a vacuum. 

			There was an empty throne waiting for me, and a country in need of governance. I was beginning to understand that destiny was pulling me away from the home where I had lived for the last twelve years, and taking me back to my beginnings.




			I would go where Fate directed me.
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			As if to confirm this belief my half-brother, Lord James Stuart, stepped into the breach. He arrived from Scotland, bringing the tang of sea-mists with him and the ring of his Scottish dialect.

			I was still in deep mourning at the time and ordered my attendants to bring in some light. Candles were lit and the dark room began to flicker and glow. Umber shadows retreated into the corners as my brother stood in the doorway, tall and fair in the manner of our Scottish ancestry. He hesitated, then gave a courteous bow of the head.

			“Lord James,” I cried. “I am so pleased to see you.”

			“The pleasure is all mine.”

			Once the awkward pleasantries were over he told me the reason for his visit.

			“I have a specific purpose in coming here.”

			“I did not doubt it.”

			“Have you considered your future here in France?” he asked bluntly. 

			“I have,” I replied. “And it is bleak.”

			“I have come to urge you to return to Scotland. It is unwise to leave the throne empty for much longer. There is a power vacuum, which is never advisable in a country like ours, filled with hot-headed nobles as it is. Factions may develop.” 

			When I think of his words now, an ironic smile plays on my lips.

			He offered me the possibility of escape, back to my former home and away from my uncle, the Cardinal. 

			I had not yet learned that we cannot always run from our memories.

			“Well,” I admitted, “you are not the first to ask me to return.”

			“No?”

			A few weeks earlier the Catholics had urged me to return to the north of Scotland in a military capacity, and help them to overthrow the Protestants. They had assured me that Catholic nobles in the north-east would support me with their troops.

			“You refused?” Lord James asked.

			“Of course. It is not my desire to bring discord.”

			He looked surprised. But there was something else in his eyes, admiration. Respect.

			I was impressed by my half-brother back then; I trusted him. I liked his single-mindedness, his determination. I quickly grew fond of him. 

			Did he see me as just another pawn in the game of power and diplomacy? I was ready to trust him and turn to him as a key adviser. 

			Hindsight is a wonderful thing.

			Lord James was a strict Protestant and a clever statesman.

			“Are you surprised that I am not prepared to throw in my lot with the Catholics?” I asked him, point-blank.

			He hesitated before answering. “A little. But I am very glad to hear it from your own lips, Mary. I confess that I was not sure how easy it would be to reach an agreement. It is true that Scotland is insecure without a monarch,” he went on. “Indeed, the Scottish people have almost forgotten they have a queen.”

			I stared at him, and blinked my eyes once or twice. Careful, I thought.

			“They must have awfully short memories.”

			“An absent queen is not a real queen in their eyes.”

			“Then we must remedy that fact,” I snapped back, quick as a flash.

			“It has been twelve long years since you set foot on Scottish soil, Mary. In addition to this fact, they see you as an absent French queen…”

			I was taken aback.

			“Lord James,” I said calmly, “I am a Scotswoman born and bred, and my mother – God rest her soul – never allowed me to forget that. The people of Scotland will be waiting to receive me. Besides, I am no longer a French queen – as you can see,” I reminded him bitterly, indicating my black gown.

			“With respect, you were but lately.”

			“Oh, I am well aware of my position. I am still a Queen Dowager of France, but I was crowned Queen of Scotland at six days old. In all that time my mother kept the throne secure for me, battling against all the troubles that the lords brought her with their endless rebellion and factionalism. It is perhaps worth reminding you, brother, that I am as Scottish as yourself. I am one of those who can claim a dual nationality as part of my good fortune. It is rather limiting to belong to one country alone, don’t you find?”

			 He smiled thinly, then lifted his long white fingers to his lips, prayer-fashion.

			“It’s all a question of priorities and perspectives.”

			“Is it?”

			“It is.”

			“And they are?”

			“Well, and I speak on behalf of my fellow countrymen, of course, we would need to know your intentions. You have spoken of a policy of religious toleration, but what does that in fact mean? How could we trust that you would continue to respect our Protestant Kirk in the future?”

			I looked him squarely in the face. “You have my word upon it. The word of a monarch ought to be sacrosanct.”

			Again, I had the impression he was a little nonplussed. He had hoped to find in me a biddable half-sister he could manipulate, but I was proving to be more fiery and single-minded than he had bargained for.

			“What I am proposing Mary is this. I do not know how easy you would find it – as a Catholic, I mean – to rule a Protestant country.”

			“Oh, I would find it perfectly well,” I assured him.

			“It might be expedient for you to consider a change of religion.”

			“You mean Scotland change?”

			“I mean you to change, Mary.” 

			I knew of course that this was what he meant.

			“Lord James, I am a very tolerant and broad-minded woman, as you have rightly pointed out. But I change my religion for no one. If I come to Scotland, I come as a Catholic queen.”

			“Then perhaps it may not be possible…”

			“Possible? You speak strangely seditious words, my brother. Treasonable, in fact.”

			“That was not my intention.”

			“Religion is not a matter of expediency, Lord James. It is a matter of faith.”

			He persisted with his point, notwithstanding. He was a very determined man. “As a Catholic queen you may feel tempted to introduce Popish ways and laws into the land – perhaps not at first, but after a period of time. We want no change of that sort in Scotland. The people would brook no interference with their Kirk. They would rebel. You must understand that Scotland has only just lifted the yoke of Catholicism.”

			I regarded him coolly and lifted a hand to stop him. “You have my word that I will recognize the Reformed Church, but I expect to be able to attend Catholic services on my return. I shall respect your Kirk, but in return I must be free to worship as I please.”

			He held my gaze for a long moment. “Excellent. But let us not argue about religion.”

			“No, let us not.”

			He smiled grimly. “We have so much else to discuss.”

			“Do I have your word, then, that I will be able to practise as a Catholic?”

			“In private…yes, you do indeed. I shall make it my business to ensure that you be allowed to worship in freedom.  I shall keep my side of the bargain…for as long as you can keep yours,” he muttered.

			I did not like the sound of those final words, but I let it pass. 

			I decided that my actions would have to speak louder than my words.

		


		
			Scotland

			August 1561

			Waves smacked against the creaking bows of the ship. It was a journey in reverse – reminding me of my absent mother. A mist came down and wrapped itself around the rigging and masts. A bell clanked eerily, indicating the approach of a port. It sounded oddly funereal, melancholic.

			I peered through the fog, trying to make out the coastline.

			My half-brother, watching me, cleared his throat.

			“We get these sea-mists from time to time.”

			He appeared to be apologizing, but I assured him there was no need. I did not hold him responsible for the climate of his native country, or the behaviour of the elements.

			“I remember the mist,” I said.

			“Do you?” he sounded surprised. “You were so young when you left…I thought perhaps you remembered very little.”

			“I remember,” I said. 

			But I chose not to share with him exactly what it was I remembered, whether those memories were good or bad. In truth, they were tinged by sadness. I remembered principally hiding from an unseen, amorphous enemy which lurked always beyond my ken; being borne in haste away from castles in the dead of night, just as dawn was lightening the edges of the sky. I remembered flaring torches, the hush of muted voices, whispers of urgency from the adults hovering just above my head. And I remembered my mother’s face, tear-stained but brave, smiling with courage, promising me we would see each other again soon. And I had believed the adventure was only just beginning, that all would end well. I looked at her sorrowing countenance, and then turned in the hull of the boat to face the direction of my future with the heartlessness of the very young. That’s what I could remember.

			None of this I shared with Lord James.
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			The port of Leith came into view, appearing gradually through the haar like a haunting apparition. I gazed in fascination.

			“My goodness, how quaint!” one of my French servants said.

			“I didn’t expect…”

			“It’s a sea-mist, is all.”

			“Well…”

			Everyone seemed at a loss for words, but I secretly smiled to myself. 

			“Where is everyone?” I heard another say as we disembarked.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well – where are all the people?”

			“Yes, where all the crowds to greet Her Majesty?” Lord James was demanding of one of his party. 

			A few boatmen and fishwives were standing on the quay, staring at the spectacle before them, their eyes wide as saucers as if they could not quite believe what they were seeing.

			“My sister came here expecting at least a welcome of some kind.”

			“We couldn’t rustle up any of the crowds, I’m afraid. It’s the weather.”

			“Damn it, aren’t they used to the accursed weather by now?”

			“Well, no one knew what to expect.”

			“What can you mean, man? I sent word we were arriving. Surely they knew to expect the return of Her Majesty.”

			“It’s not quite as simple as that.”

			I gazed about me, the grey cobbles greasy with fog, the heaped barrels and coils of sticky rope on the quay, the downright poverty of Leith in comparison with the Paris streets I had come from. Gulls wheeled and gave out a desolate ghostly cry in the silence.

			“Transport?” I heard my brother say, in a weary tone of disbelief. “What! You don’t expect Her Majesty to walk into Edinburgh, I take it?”

			“It’s all we’ve got I’m afraid.”

			I was quite sure I heard my half-brother mutter under his breath “Someone will pay for this.” 

			Then I heard a familiar sound – hooves clopping slowly, heavily on the damp cobbles.  A tired-looking horse hung its head in front of me; I laughed.

			Heads swivelled around and they turned to stare at me.

			“She’s laughing,” a voice murmured in the mist, as if they considered me to be either mad or about to launch into an attack of French proportions on their lack of deference.

			What they failed to see was that I was amused and charmed. There was no lavish pomp and ceremony, no fanfare, no pageantry, no Guise uncles to chastise and control me. 

			I was my own mistress.

			I could see clearly through the mist, and I could see my way to the future.
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			So it was a humble return to the kingdom of my birth, on the back of a tired-looking nag. I stroked its neck and spoke to it encouragingly as it bore me over the rough cobbles. 

			We made a steady, slow progress into Edinburgh. I was five years of age when I left these shores and I was not entirely unfamiliar with the sights. My memories were blurred. I did not, for instance, remember the tall grey tenements, crowded with people, the outside stair-heads where the odd square of laundry fluttered – in the vain hope that it would dry in this mist. Nor did I remember the closes and wynds that divided the tall buildings, winding out of sight. It was daylight, summer time in late August and yet the town was painted with darkness and shadows. 

			It was certainly different from what I had known in France. It was bleaker, colder, and there looked to be more poverty. We children of the royal nursery were cosseted from all of that. The House of Valois liked to rear its children in a soft fantasy land, far from the ravages of reality. I see that now. 

			In Scotland, a ruler is more closely acquainted with the ordinary lives of the people, aware of their sympathies and loyalties. The Scottish spirit is hard to subdue and I had no intention of subduing it. I wanted to rule with compassion, which has always been my way. I never wanted to repeat the tyranny I had seen under Catherine de Medici. 
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			Edinburgh appeared much quieter than Paris. The streets here were muddied where they were not cobbled, and the people looked poor, but ruddy of complexion, used to the cold winds and the sea-mists.

			At the top of the hill we turned left, away from the city boundaries. A rough mountain known as Arthur’s Seat reared up through the mist, its black crags darkening against the sky. In its shadow lay Holyrood Palace, smaller than I remembered.

			Rows of windows regarded me blankly.

			The sun came out for a moment, and the shapes of clouds moved in the thick distorted windowpanes. We clopped into the courtyard, and my half-brother began sending out orders while I gazed all about me.

			I dismounted and stood in the courtyard while the horses were led away.

			Lord James glanced at me and there was a look of vague unease and disquiet in his eyes. 

			“It will all seem very different from what you are used to, Mary,” he said gently.

			I met his gaze. “Yes, that is true. But it is not as unfamiliar to me as you might imagine.” 

			In truth, memories I did not know I possessed rose to the surface of my mind. I did not share them with anyone. I simply observed all around me with growing interest.

			“The palace will have been made comfortable for your arrival,” he added.

			Then he made a deft but brief movement of obeisance as he showed the way to the entrance of the Palace. 

			The gesture touched me.

			We entered the great echoing hall – less of a palace, more a castle, with its rough walls and dark turrets.

			There was a commotion, footsteps resounding down corridors as my half-brother took command of the details of my welcome. I had switched to speaking in my native Scots, but my French servants who had accompanied me were of course not able to oblige.

			The air was chill inside the palace, and when one of my ladies made a move to take my cloak, I stopped her. 

			“There are no fires lit,” I observed, looking about me.

			Lord James caught my eye. “It is August.”

			“But it is freezing,” I murmured.

			My half-brother turned and shouted an order along the corridor. 

			“Get the fires lit, can’t you? It’s too cold for Her Majesty.”

			There was a flurry of movement, and then I was escorted up the main staircase and shown to my private apartments, a vast bedchamber with table, chairs and sturdy four-poster. 

			One or two servants set about creating a blaze in the fireplace. The panelled walls were bare, but the furniture was good solid oak. I had brought tapestries with me to hang on the walls.

			“What’s this?” I said, noticing a doorway in the corner. I stepped through it into a tiny turret chamber, the windows of which overlooked Arthur’s Seat. There was a table 
in the centre and tapestries already covered the walls.

			In the winter months, I was told, I would benefit from retreating into this turret room for warmth. With a fire roaring in its hearth, I could imagine it would be warmer than my larger audience chambers.

			“You will be tired after your long journey, Ma’am,” one of my French servants said.

			I agreed that I was.

			It was a journey across time. I had travelled backwards into my own past. When I stood on the rocky shore of the Forth twelve years ago, bidding farewell to my mother, France had been my future. Now everything was in reverse order.

			But I had escaped Catherine de Medici, and I had escaped my Guise uncles. This was the alternative left to me, and I was determined to rise to the challenge.

		


		
			Holyrood Palace

			August 1561

			It was early evening, and I lay down to sleep, exhausted. What did my future hold? Anxiety knotted in my stomach, and sorrow, for what I had left behind in France. I would need to adapt to Scotland. Its people were a mystery to me still. In France I had been paraded as a little Scottish maiden, a figure of curiosity, a novelty. But here I could not boast that claim. I could already see that those Scots I had come across since we landed at Leith regarded me as a foreigner. I would need to remedy this and prove a point. 

			It was still light outside when I heard a strange dirge drifting up to my windows. I recognized that sound – the wail of the bagpipes. Usually an instrument which moves me profoundly, it can resonate through my bones when I hear its lament. But this was not the case that night.

			I rose from my bed. In the courtyard beneath were gathered a group of people, mainly men, singing along to the dirge.

			Others had joined me and peered down. Lord James had appeared at my shoulder and gave a sigh. “You see, they are welcoming you, Mary.”

			One of my French servants began to laugh. 

			“What is it they are singing?”

			Lord James coughed. “It is a psalm, Madam.”

			“A psalm?”

			“That’s right, Your Majesty.” 

			He nodded.

			“And why cannot they sing something a little more…appropriate?” I trailed off, not knowing how to finish my sentence politely.

			Lord James met my eye, and I was certain I saw a twinkle of mirth there. “They are only allowed to sing hymns or psalms. Profane music has been forbidden.”

			“Forbidden?” I stared at him. “By whom?”

			He coughed again. “John Knox.”

			“John Knox?” 

			I had heard that man’s name mentioned before.

			“That’s right, Ma’am.” 

			My half-brother paused for a moment. 

			I stared down at the drab crowd gathered in the courtyard below. “And do they take all their orders from John Knox?”

			“Well, it appears so.” He corrected himself slightly. “They listen to their Calvinist ministers at any rate.”

			I gazed down. White faces were turned up to me in the gloaming twilight below, and they sang on, trying to sound as cheerful as they could under the circumstances.
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