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	Mary said what she said because my husband’s father, Henri the Second of France, got her mother, Lady Fleming, with child. He was king, and no king was ever a free man. He had eyes in the back of his head, but of these two eyes, only one was beautiful, Diane de Poitiers. The queen, the evil eye, Catherine de’ Medici, was as outraged as the beautiful Diane de Poitiers that Mary’s mother did talk so, did boast so. And so they sent Mary’s mother home. Let Scotland shut her up, they said. Let Scotland be her lying in. Let him fill her there. If you ever bed a king, keep it to yourself. Mary did not weep, but I did, I wept. The king gave me pearls and told me to wash them in the sea, knotted strand by knotted strand. I am no stranger to the sea. I have smelled it and seen it and tasted it. I have even been delivered up to safety by the sea. But the only salt water that has ever washed my hands or my pearls, wherever they be now, came from my own two eyes.

            	Father of France, farewell. He died of a splinter in his eye. Death sneaked into his body’s mighty fortress like a bird come over the rampart, a little thing not singing. My father died of grief and this royal grief 4made me queen. My mother became sick at sea easily. My mother took me, the girl queen of Scotland, to France. She was so tall I thought men carried her before me, like a statue. But then I never saw her again. I was in France where Henry the Eighth kept no table. He wanted to feed me to England. My mother snatched me from England’s kitchen. Arm yourself with patience, she said. And then someone tried to poison my pears. Memory, open my heart. Let the past part my lips. The stars never lie. But how we misread them, bright drop after bright drop in the sea of night.

            	We had begun our journey on the wrong day, that day I was received in Rouen with my mother. It was not the right day, and because of that mistake their birds, a gift to me, all died. They carried us in procession and set us down near the cathedral in a square filled with grass and grown up from this floor were tiny dwellings of straw. This was a village brought all the way from the other side of the horizon, from Brazil. The savages were dressed in helmets of feathers and themselves looked like their huts from Brazil. It had been bread day the day before and the air was still sweet and the morning wind brought such a burning sweetness. The savages were frightened of the bears and the people of the savages and my mother of the feast. (I never saw her again.) Brought with as much care as gold, the birds from Brazil that had been alive 5the day before were living no longer. They hunted out a witch and burned four of them. They burned the village from Brazil and converted those of the savages that would, and burned those that would not. And all because it had not been an auspicious day. The priests prevailed upon the people nevertheless to pray for me and never to cease to love me. But it had been the wrong day for this love.

            	Once upon a time I was so white the poets went mad. I was white, white and smooth and flawless. They went mad, I was so fair. They couldn’t believe it. They said so. I was just-fallen snow to this one and worked alabaster to that one. I can’t remember all the flattery. Star in the heavens, something to aspire to, unblemished, pure, someone to die for. You are the bouquet of your own bouquet, they said. She is so wondrous fair, they said. Her sweet mouth, her eyes in which love must rise victorious. So they said. They would not stop. Fairest of all goddesses. (That one lost his head over me and they cut his head off for it.) But for another poet the sun was too common. In me the poets drowned. They hid under my bed. Is it not insane to write of love? Men make for the cruellest of mirrors. I can see in their shyness how beautiful I was. No, women are the meanest reflection. In their smiles I can divine what I am no longer. They should take heed. Beauty is a tyrant and bitterness is all the tyrant teaches. 6


            	I had never seen a boy. I’d seen only my husband, the new king of France. Poor feverish thing, born of the evil eye. What chance had he with her for a mother, her heart an innkeeper’s book, no better than she should be, come, as she did, from a brutal line of cheats? What chance did he have in his soft blue cloak? Mary said we looked like a pair of bejewelled goblets, but one of the eggs was cracked. He crawled up the marriage bed like a shadow. We slept, hand in hand, slipper to slipper. We tossed bread from Mary to Mary. We chased my Marys from door to door. He tried to dance, but he could not keep up. He fell down in a sweat, rolled over, and cried out. They carried him off and he died. No longer Queen of France, better I had died in my white widow’s dule, better I had stayed in the nunnery. But then I would never have seen a youth in all God’s perfection or known a man in all his God-given violence.

            	Mary dared to say what she said because Henry was my cousin. She dared to say, Sister in misery, what are you thinking of? This is never what I had imagined for you, you, with him, like that. A queen is never alone. Her privacy belongs to those who must never cease from gazing upon her.

            	So it was, before this, but I like to think of them as around, and so you are around, my maids, my Marys, even you, miserable Mary Fleming. You are here with 7Mary Beton, singing and choosing my jewels, and the two of you are with Mary Livingstone, at embroidery and ready to laugh, and the three of you have gone to find dear Mary Seton, who loves me best, and always has.

            	His skin slides through my hands, and when I bathed his neck, I bathed my wrists. I was so white. Better I had died at sea than marry that beardless head, my ruin. Better I had eaten the pears from the evil eye than break free and set sail, queen of that land where all is fog and rock and urinating sheep and where all the houses have ridiculous names. Inchmahome. Peebles. Strathbogie. Even now I can smell the gamey chamber pots and the wine, the mildew in the borrowed tapestries and the maggots in the dead green horses. Scotland dishonoured my brave father. O it is a shock, a sin, but I do hate Scotland. How I hate Scotland. I hate France and I hate the Mother of France, covered in her tomb by worms, her black heart tarnishing its silver box. (Adieu, adieu, ma France.) I hate Scotland, but most of all do I hate England. When I think of England I want to kill. Had I been born a man.

            	Go a-hawking then.

            	Eat fresh ginger, the silly Mary said. Fit for the beggar Scotland made of me. Farewell, France. I fear I shall never see you more. Scotland had wood. 8The barbarous folk lit bonfires everywhere that could not fail to raise wonderful tragedies. They came to sing. O lusty May, with Flora Queen, her turtle dove for her mate. They sang and sang. They screamed like the savages they were. They called this music. So this was music. Well done, Scotland.

            	I was a bride. Our marriage was proud, though our love was not real. The great had been against us. Mary said what she said because she herself wanted to marry. Queen of the Bean, Mary Fleming was wooed by a wretch. He seemed a man, but he proved a traitor. He was a traitor and he dragged Mary Fleming down with him. She thought of her mother, punished out of France. She betrayed me, on her husband’s say-so alone, she who had lived with me and for me all her life. She said they were my letters.

            	I said they could marry, each one of them, every Mary. They were free. They knew my mind then. My time to wed again had come. He was so pretty-waisted. I will save you and you me, I said. The stars we are born under. He loved diamonds and sapphires and to have men scrape before him. He was as pretty as Salome, he who would set himself over me. This Henry was just a boy. My cousin, king of this, my kingdom, your bride Mary is contrary, so take good care. 9


            	’Tis true, James, I am married, and have given myself to another, and in that act have falsified the promises I made you. But were self-interest forgot and impartial justice had liberty to speak, you would with the surest compassion reflect on the bad necessity which forced me to it. France, Spain, England and Rome were providing me with husbands; my half-brother was depriving me of everything but the name of Queen. How but by marriage could I put a stop to the solicitations of the one side or have curbed the insolence of the other? Well you know it was not in my power to make choice of you then, unless I would see my crown torn from me, but also to resign both our lives to glut the implacable malice of our foes. (I did not write this letter.) Think not that it is love which furnishes me with arguments to justify my choice, for I protest by the same dread power by which I have so often sworn that your brow is the dearest thing on earth, that it is still, and ever will be so, while I have life. (This I wrote.)

            	The boy had pretty legs and pretty fingers and big sad eyes and he followed me everywhere demanding of me in the most unmanly way anything and everything I had within my gift to bestow upon him. Twelve falcons, twenty gold horns, his best boon’s best manor, it mattered not. His slender be-ringed hands were always floating just below my eyes. He was empty-headed and besotted and he was a bore. 10He pouted. He wanted to go through doors ahead of me. The pack of rascals made short work of him. Not a year had gone since his vows, to me, and the rascals of Scotland made him hate me and want to do away with me. Backward country of hounds and jackals, place of hell laid waste with fire and sword. When he thought he had killed me he remembered how much he loved me.

            	There is nothing more to do here. My prayers are short and frail. He had such beauty, and he had a heart of wax. He would have let the lords of Scotland kill me, but I had my champions. To save my child’s life, I smiled at him. He confessed how he got among my murderers and the murderers among my beloved Rizzio. My musician, my confidant, trusted even by Mary Seton. My hated husband confessed, then his tears poured, as water from a bleeding rock. We fled the palace after dark, together, but I could not ride. I was sick with child, his child. We will get another, he cried. I rode after him, and how I rode, hating him, the drunken boy father, the coward and schemer.
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