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Author’s Note


THOUGH THIS BOOK enjoys the freedom of fiction, my purpose is to evoke a real person in her time. Who was Mary Queen of Scots? That question has perplexed me since childhood, and I am not alone. So I ask forgiveness if


I have unwittingly trod on anyone else’s holy ground.


However, through researching and writing, I have come to distrust the conventional readings of Mary as either a deceitful adulteress or a pious martyr. Both are based on propaganda and deliberate distortions which have remained insidiously influential for centuries.


I acknowledge my debt to many historians and biographers while exculpating each and all from my end result. Of the older books


T.F. Henderson’s Mary Queen of Scots: Her Environment and Tragedy is exemplary in its commitment to primary sources, though I do not follow his judgements. Antonia Fraser’s biography, Mary Queen of Scots remains a good psychological guide. More recently John Guy’s My Heart is My Own: The Life of Mary Queen of Scots returns to the sources, particularly the English ones, to shed valuable new light on the evidence against Mary. Rosalind Marshall is one of the few biographers to take a serious look at the four Marys in her Mary Queen of Scots and her Women.


I also owe a debt in formative years to Fionn MacColla’s historical fiction. MacColla’s work is sadly an unfinished and still largely unrecognised project. To Robert Crawford, I owe an apology for quoting from his fine translations of George Buchanan’s Latin poetry and misattributing them to the Marys.


I hope he will take that as a roundabout compliment. The full translation of George Buchanan’s ‘Epithalamium’ can be read in Apollos of the North (Edinburgh: Polygon, 2006) edited by Robert Crawford. To Stewart Conn, I owe a huge thank you for much patient listening and acute observation.


I could not have tackled this work without my wife Alison’s generosity.


I apologise for organising a trip to modern day Reims before discovering that that the Abbey of St Pierre, along with Marie de Guise’s tomb, had been destroyed during the French Revolution. History goes on happening.




Stewart Succession to the English Throne
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Principal Characters


James Maitland, son of Mary Fleming and William Maitland


Sir William Maitland, Secretary of State for Scotland


Sir Richard Maitland (James’ grandfather)


Mary Stewart, Queen of Scotland, and, for a time, of France


Marie de Guise, Mary’s mother and Queen Regent of Scotland


Mary Fleming, principal lady-in-waiting


Mary Livingston, lady-in-waiting


Mary Beaton, lady-in-waiting


Mary Seton, lady-in-waiting


James Stewart, Earl of Moray, half-brother to Mary Stewart


Henry Stewart, Lord Darnley, Mary Stewart’s second husband


James Hepburn, succeeding his father Patrick as Earl of Bothwell, and Mary Stewart’s third husband


Elizabeth (Beth) Hepburn, Cellarer of Haddington Convent


John Knox, Protestant Reformer, previously a priest


Sir William Kirkcaldy, knight and soldier


Margaret Kirkcaldy, his wife


Sir James Kirkcaldy, his father, formerly Court Treasurer


Sir James Balfour, courtier and politician


Sir David Lindsay, courtier and dramatist


George Buchanan, scholar and poet


Sir James Melville, courtier and diplomat




The Last Mary


Rheims, 1597




James Maitland


ON THE SECOND day the weather continued fine. The road was dry and on each side flat ground stretched as far as the eye could see. There were few travellers but courteous greetings were exchanged as each passerby turned their attention once more to navigating the noonday heat. What did they see in my lonely figure? A gentleman about his own business, French judging by his dress and Picardy accent. No one saw the Scots exile, a Maitland of Lethington loyal to the traditions of his family and kingdom.


I had gone from Paris to Rheims before and criss-crossed the plains of northern France to Louvain, Flanders and the Dutch cities many times. My business was with Scottish and English exiles, exchanging information, and planning for restoration. Now that cause seemed lost, the hope extinguished. James Stewart was clearly poised to succeed Elizabeth Tudor on the throne of England, uniting the two kingdoms under one Protestant monarch. Mary of Scots had been our last flickering light.


Why had my ancient country denied the faith of our ancestors and of the civilised world? The nobility of Scotland had bought the Church at the lowest price and sold our nation to the highest bidder. And my own father accepted one part of this bargain, before refusing the other.


Villages drifted by on both sides but I pressed on, keen to reach Rheims by evening. In Lothian the air is never windless, white cloud drifts even on a summer’s day, and two hours of sun bring one of rain. With a sudden stab of longing, I saw Haddington clustering round the Tyne fords with St Mary’s Lamp rising squarely from the valley floor as if planted there by some giant hand. Beyond the church tower the Lammermuirs are wearing a white shawl of snow. To see Lethington again, even once, and hear the raucous cries of rooks wheeling above the castle gardens to roost in the ash and oak trees planted by my father. He did not live to see them grow through my childhood years.


I wanted to understand his thoughts and actions. Suddenly that seemed more important than ineffectual pamphlets and secret letters going to and fro between men afraid to speak their mind for fear of arrest and torture. I cannot turn the tide of what now is, but perhaps I could tell the truth of what was and end the lies. Does truth still have power to convict?


Today I will meet Lady Margaret Kirkcaldy at the Abbey St Pierre in Rheims. Having sought refuge there after her husband’s execution, she is now the Abbess, distinguished by charity and gracious rule. She knew my father and mother, and Queen Mary when she reigned in Scotland. Also living in quiet seclusion at St Pierre is one of my mother’s dearest friends, Mary Seton. She was the last of the four Marys to leave the Queen.


Through my interviews at the Abbey I hope to complete my enquiries, and then publish an account of those troubled times in Scotland. My first aim was to explain my father’s actions but this has been a harder task than I realised at the outset: other voices demand to be heard as the story has so many tellers. Soon I became aware that, though her name is on every lip, Queen Mary’s own story remains untold. Between hateful propaganda and slanted piety her true feelings and motives have been hidden or distorted.


By late afternoon the Cathedral of Rheims was rising on the horizon like a Spanish galleon above the waves. Coming into the town, I stopped in the market square to gaze in admiration at the towers which reach to heaven. I led my horse by the bridle past the Cathedral, turned up the Rue St Pierre, and approached the Abbey precincts, grateful for the cooling shade between the high narrow houses.


Lady Margaret herself greeted me in the guest chambers and ordered refreshment to be brought. She seemed unbowed by age or suffering, fine in skin and feature, and with a steady eye that combined mature beauty with authority in equal measure. I was moved to find myself in the presence of someone who experienced at first hand events that shaped my life, driving my father to his early death and his son into exile.


When we had exchanged the normal courtesies, I asked her about the news from Scotland.


‘I am not closely informed of what is happening at home,’ she responded cautiously.


‘King James now rules in alliance with England,’ I probed, aware that her husband had made this alliance his life’s work and then turned against it at the cost of his own life.


‘Indeed,’ was her non-committal reply.


‘The Earl of Morton was tried and condemned for his part in Darnley’s murder.’ Whether Morton was responsible for the brutal assassination of Mary’s consort or not, he was certainly answerable for the judicial execution of my father and Sir William Kirkcaldy. ‘He denied his guilt to the last.’


‘The mills of God, Master Maitland, are slow but sure. Earl Morton showed no mercy to others and has received none. Yet I forgive him and pray for his soul along with all the rest.’


‘His principal accuser was Sir James Balfour,’ I prompted, ‘the arch-deceiver became the final instrument of vengeance.’


‘It is a sign of our troubled times that such a man should engineer the destruction of many, and yet survive all his victims.’


It was frustrating to question someone so reluctant to divulge her undoubted knowledge, or even her feelings. I made a last attempt.


‘Word has come from England that William Cecil has died in prosperous old age.’


‘The ways of God are strange.’


Lady Margaret was not to be provoked even by the fate of the man who contrived Queen Mary’s end.


‘We are enduring a wicked age,’ I replied in similar vein.


‘In just such a time our Saviour lived.’


I resigned myself to failure and changed tack.


‘Reverend Mother. I wonder, might I ask you...’


‘Yes?’


I felt her eyes on my face as I struggled to express myself.


‘Forgive my curious spirit.’


‘You are a historian, I believe,’ she countered with something like amusement in her quizzical look.


‘I am trying to write a history. My question is how you, a Protestant, have found peace in this Catholic sanctuary?’


Lady Margaret smiled for the first time.


‘You must understand, Master Maitland, that the Abbey of St Pierre is a community of women, devoted to the service of Christ and living in harmony with one another.’


‘Yes.’


‘You do not grasp my meaning. We live in obedience to the Holy Gospel, and not to kings, or preachers, or even popes.’


‘Do you not acknowledge the authority of the Pope?’ I asked, genuinely surprised.


‘Of course I recognise the Holy Father. But the Bishop of Rome has never troubled me in this place, or I him. Now, shall I call Sister Mary?’


‘I would be very grateful. Thank you for your help in allowing me to visit,’ I acknowledged.


‘I thought long before agreeing. Not least for your mother and father’s sakes. But I must warn you that Sister Mary does not keep well. Her mind sometimes wanders.’


‘She is a good age, Reverend Mother.’


‘It is not age that troubles her. Sister Mary is haunted by regret and guilt that she was not with the Queen when she was executed.’


‘My mother told me she was sent away for the sake of her own health.’


‘Mary Seton was the last of the Marys to remain with the Queen. She feels therefore that she should have been there, even sometimes that she was there. I shall fetch the sister and you will see for yourself how she is today.’


I was left in the wood-panelled room remembering that Mary Stewart had spent her last days in France within these chambers, and that her mother lay buried in the Abbey Church. The evening shadows gathered outside the narrow windows.


The door opened and Lady Margaret led in a bent, withered dame. I was taken aback to see Mary Seton so decrepit, having in my mind a portrait of her exquisite features framed by smooth raven hair. But as the old woman shuffled forward, I noticed that her white locks were neatly dressed and pinned inside her cowl.


‘This is Master James, Sister, William Maitland’s son, James.’


She turned a vague rheumy eye in my direction.


Lady Margaret tried again. ‘Mary Fleming’s son, James – he is writing a history of his father’s life and of Queen Mary’s reign.’


The eye shifted into focus.


‘Her Majesty remained calm and undisturbed. When we burst into lamentations she said, “Weep not for me but rejoice, for today you will see Mary Stewart relieved from all her sorrows.”’


The wavering voice trailed off, but the air around us had become charged with tension. The slight stooped figure seemed to grow in stature and authority.


‘Sister, please take some refreshment.’ Lady Margaret poured a few drops of red wine into a glass and added water. ‘Tell James, Sister, about when you last saw Her Majesty, and how you cared for her through her long imprisonment.’


Mary Seton put down the glass having barely wet her lips.


‘It was only with difficulty that we were allowed to attend Her Majesty on the scaffold. A block and a chair were placed there covered by a black cloth.’


I tried to interrupt. ‘Please, Sister Mary, I don’t need to hear such upsetting details.’


‘Be quiet, young man. When she was seated in the chair the warrants were read. She refused the Dean’s prayers and implored the mercy of Heaven. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now, and at the hour of our death.’


Lady Margaret and I crossed ourselves but refrained from adding Amen.


‘Refusing help, she took off such parts of her attire as might obstruct the deadly blow. Then commanding us to be silent, she laid her head on the block.’


‘Please, Sister.’ But Mary Seton’s voice was getting stronger.


‘It took three blows to sever the head from her neck. Then the executioner held up her head and the Dean cried, “So perish Queen Elizabeth’s foes.” But none could say Amen.’


She looked at us reproachfully.


‘The head fell to the ground, leaving Her Majesty’s best wig in the executioner’s grasp.’ She paused. ‘Is that what you need to know?’


‘Yes, thank you, Sister Mary, I am moved by your testimony. You have been of great assistance to me. I am truly obliged.’


There was nothing new to be gleaned from Mary Seton. She was trapped in the past.


‘You want to tell the truth?’ Two dark blue eyes were now fixed on mine. ‘And end all the lies?’


The sister’s head lowered, and she appeared to struggle with the folds of her habit.


‘Let me help you, Sister,’ the Abbess said, moving towards her. But Mary Seton waved her away, and with another tug she pulled out a cloth bundle, bound in soiled ribbon. She lifted the package onto the table.


‘Take this.’ She fell back in the chair exhausted.


Lady Margaret stared at the bundle in surprise.


‘What is it?’ I asked. But her eyes had clouded over once again. Without further delay, Reverend Mother raised the old woman bodily in her arms and half carried her out of the room.


Returning a few minutes later, she told me that the sister was sleeping quietly. She appeared to have suffered no ill effects. Mary Seton seemed more at peace, free from the anxieties that often troubled her rest.


‘I shall leave you to your studies, Master Maitland.’ Lady Margaret made no direct reference to the bundle which still lay between us, untouched. ‘Please give my warmest regards to your mother when you next write, and give her our news.’


I assured her that I would. She started to leave, then hesitated for a moment.


‘Fleming was first among the Marys. I admired her greatly. Please tell your mother she is always in my prayers and in my heart.’


Then she was gone.


As soon as I was shown to my room, I unwrapped the bundle with unsteady fingers, and laid out its contents on the table. There were letters, and a series of small bound volumes like journals or day books. Everything had been tightly packed. At a glance I could see four or five different hands and some headings that had been written by children. I could not bring myself to begin reading.


My mother had been Queen Mary’s chief lady-in-waiting, but as I grew up she was reluctant to speak about the tragedies that marred her life. My father died before I could speak or listen. But as I looked at these papers, I felt on the verge of a lost world, which in some strange sense, was a part of me that remained hidden, unexplored.


I drew my chair nearer to the fire, picked up each volume in turn, and gently teased open pages that had been tightly pressed for so long. With the table on my right hand and a basket of logs on my left, a long night’s vigil commenced.


Before leaving Rheims the next morning, I made a reverence at the tomb of Queen Mary’s mother in the Abbey Church. As I lit a candle to the blessed memory of Marie de Guise, I pledged to publish her daughter’s story, however incomplete, however shocking or intimate the matter, so that her true self might at last stand clear for all to see. In God’s mercy, Queen Mary’s own mortal relics may yet come to rest here in Rheims beside her mother, reunited in this holy place of peace.


The Guest Mistress bade me farewell at the Abbey gates, I turned back towards Paris with my precious burden.




Learning to Dance


France, 1548–1559




James Maitland


THE READER HAS a right to know something of his guide and author. I left Scotland as a young man, because of my Catholic faith, and went into exile in Europe. While my family, the Maitlands of Lethington, were conforming to a new political order, something in my nature stubbornly identified with an older family tradition. Queen Mary had recently been executed in England and my mother had remarried. I was dissatisfied with the condition of my native land.


I conceived the idea of telling the story of my father’s life by writing a chronicle of those times. I had not known him when I was a child which made me more curious. Though Protestant by conviction, William Maitland urged tolerance, upheld royal government, and remained loyal to Queen Mary.


To aid me in my task, I had my father’s state and private papers, which he smuggled out of Edinburgh Castle before his death. With these were the fragmented memoirs of his comrade Sir William Kirkcaldy, which seem to belong to that gallant soldier’s last months. I have the testimony of my own mother, Mary Fleming, who was chief lady-in-waiting to the Queen throughout her reign, and the strange account of Elizabeth Hepburn which was recorded in Haddington Convent.


Travelling in Europe, I have gathered a narrative supposedly dictated by the Earl of Bothwell before he succumbed to madness and disease in prison, and a manuscript of John Knox’s ‘History’, edited by his Secretary Bannatyne, which is in open circulation. Subsequently I have obtained, from a most reliable source, fresh documents, some in the Queen’s own hand and some the private diaries of her ladies, the four Marys.


I confess, however, that this endeavour has not progressed according to my first plan. My father’s purpose and actions have proved harder to discern than I had expected, for in his own writings he conceals as much as he reveals. I have found that we are divided by religion, even in death. Nevertheless, I believe that these pages will vindicate his cause.


What began as a hard task, cutting a straight path through the maze, appeared at points almost impossible. Sometimes as I read, these documents spoke directly to my heart: I was caught up in the emotion of the moment and enjoyed a poet’s freedom. In other parts my mind questioned what was before my eyes, wishing to qualify or correct. Truth comes in many forms so I have decided to lay them all out, that everyone may judge for themselves.


Like so many others, William Maitland lived in the shadow cast by Mary Stewart. She is the true north to which every lodestone points. No one is unaffected by her life, yet the Queen’s testimony remains hidden. Only the stubborn loyalty of Mary Seton, the Queen’s last Mary, has enabled her voice to be finally heard.


In pursuing this work, however imperfect, I have found my own vocation after many wandering years in exile. For unveiling truths inconvenient to those who fashion worldly histories in their own image, I expect no praise or reward. But I can be patient since what we have seen darkly in a mirror will eventually be known face to face. For now our sight is imperfect and I must retrace my steps from the conclusion of the story to its beginning, for all the Marys.




Day Book of the Marys


He may be God, with a big beard. Long and grey in a white robe. His eyes smile.


Father Gardener. And this is our garden. He planted little bushes for our wall.


To make it safe. But we plant the flowers.


Ring a ring a roses


A pouchie fou o posies


Atishoo! Atishoo!


We all fall doun.


You must fall down. No, no. I won’t fall. For I am the Queen.


Everyone is quiet. We were wondering.


Yes, this is my island. I am Queen here and my boat will come for us. They will row across for us again. I don’t know when. We may live here for evermore. Don’t cry, because we shall all still be friends. You be mother, Fleming, and give us bread to sop our broth.


Then we must be good and do our lessons.


Clever maids letters learn, foolish girls careless turn.


The Marys are my ladies. Beaton is clever, but Livingston loyal. Fleming, my cousin, must be first always. Seton, well Seton may bring my rosary, since she knows so many prayers from home.


But this is home now, just for a time as we are safe here.


Who must we be safe from? Our old enemy.


I do hope Maman will come to see me.


The sun is shining later so we go to see our flowers instead. Rosemary and Marigold, tall Lupin and blue Lavender. All in rows like our soldiers. Here comes Father Gardener with his nodding head. Run, quick, to the trees and grasses. We can hide. Find daisies, buttercups and Bride’s gold dandelion for our hair.


Mary, Mary, quite contrary


How does your garden grow?


With bluebells and tortoise shells


With red rosehips and fairy lips


With honey sips and buttercups


With hairy thistles and maids’ kisses


No, I won’t, I won’t. You be it. You won’t, you won’t.


But Fleming will decide. Fleming is fair, Fleming is just, Fleming is old, her birthday comes first. You be mother, Fleming. Mary.


We kneel in a row to say Hail Mary, Our Father, our Mothers. I see her bending down to kiss me. Lovely lady, come low to touch me, as you are so high. Your face soft on my fingers. Breath on my lips. I was a baby in her arms like Jesu.


Her picture is in the great church.


Sweet little boy, but we little girls have no mothers here.


Hands clasped, head bowed. No wriggle or giggle. I must show them how. Monks and servants.


One, two, three


Holy Trinity


God the Father, Spirit, Son


Holy Mary, prayers be done


I am not what they think. Messengers come, whisper and open letters, look at me. We are not frightened, though we are alone, on my island. I will not be theirs.


The boat comes. And my mother sails with her. She is here with me, and all my Marys. We are joyful, as she is a grown up Queen with lovely dresses. And I am a pretending Queen. Now we Queens play together, not apart.


We are going to my castle at Dumbarton where a great ship will come and carry us over the ocean


Big ship, tall ship, Galleon fine


Over the seas, with gold and wine


Are you coming with us, Maman? Will I go with you?


Never beg or plead, little Marie, for it is not proper. Propre, mine own.


We are all going to my castle, where the big boat will come.


Winds blow and rains fall, so we will chance all. But we are not on our own, since all the mothers have come. All the Marys’ mothers, fine ladies four, and Marie five, bees come to their hive.


They take us to the walls to look out onto the river running, and the green banks flowing, and the rain falling, and the wind blowing. They take us to the boat with white sails flying.


This is not our lovely lake, but a little boat in big waves. Salt sea on my lips. Blow wind blow. For we will not leave ourselves behind.


White handkerchiefs waving on the shore.


Au revoir, Scotland.


She will come to visit soon.


Below decks on the big ship we stay. Darkness rolls, and heaves. The old enemy may come so we must learn our lessons and be good girls, playing quiet games.


Sea-sick, sea-sick,


Jelly legs, and dizzy heads.


Babies below, ladies above,


Roll the waves, in search of your love.


Fleming


Dear Mother, we are going safely to France. The boat is very big. I tuck Her Majesty up in bed. When the Marys are all in bed, I blow out the light and think about you, and about Papa who has gone away. I miss my brother very much. I am pleased that you are coming to France in the other ship. But I will look after all the little ones until you come. I love you very much, Mary Fleming.


Beaton


Dear Mother, we are going to France. The waves are very big so I curl up small in bed. I have read all my primer and know French very well. In France I will be able to speak in my French. But I expect we will learn Latin too. When I see Uncle Cardinal I will give him your love. I hope you and Papa and all my sisters are well too. I think about you every night, your loving daughter, Mary Beaton.


Livingston


Dear Mother, we are going brave to France. The boat is very big and sea wild. I sleep beside Marie every night to keep her safe. English may come but no harm. The waves are rolling. She goes up on deck and I would like to go with her. But I have to sick. I love you and Papa very much, but I do not cry in bed. I am your big girl now, Mary Livingston.


Seton


Dear Mother, we are going over the sea to France. Please do not be afraid. I pray every night for my Queen and all the Marys. I remember what you told me about our Holy Mother. Marie is sometimes naughty but we forgive her. Please remember me in your prayers. God bless you and Papa, with all my love, Mary Seton.


Mary


Dear Maman, we are very tired since there is not enough to do in the big ship. I like the wind and big waves. I get cross sometimes when I cannot go up on the deck. I still do my lessons. I hope it will be better in France, for we need our garden again to play. Please tell God to visit me in France, and come soon, as I do not wish to be alone. I and all the Marys send their love. La Reine Marie.


***


Beaton


A book of games, plays and notices, written at the Court by four ladies in waiting and their Queen.


Mary


It is a Folio, which is a Queen’s book. Grannie Bourbon has her household book, and I have a household now.


Fleming


But this is different. It belongs to the children. No adult will ever be allowed to read this book. By Mary’s command.


Livingston


Only those we allow will read this folio, or write in it. They are Francis, Elizabeth, the four Marys, Claude, and little Louis if he is not sick.


Mary


Only those I permit will read this book. They are Francis, Elizabeth, Charles, little Louis, Fleming, Livingston, Beaton and Seton. I shall sign this, Mary of Scots, for though Francis will be a king he is not one yet.


Beaton


All others are forbidden. It is secret to us.


Seton


Livingston has shoulder length chestnut hair. I bind this into tresses and wind it into a crown when we are at court, to sit under her linen veil. Often she likes the tresses to fly free, especially when riding, and hunting when she is permitted. Beaton is blond and very curly by nature. I trim and crop her curls which never lie down.


Fleming is brunette and her hair falls in delicate waves round her warm colour. I tie her hair with ribbons to train it back round her ears and neck. I love Fleming because she is so kind. My own hair is dark and quite dull so I cut it short and tuck it under my bonnet. I admit that this bonnet has river pearls sewn into its hem, which makes my dark hair look better.


Mary Stewart’s hair is thick and auburn, almost red like a Highlander. When she lets it fall down over her shoulders she seems a grown woman, not a girl, but that is only in her bedchamber. I plait the tresses into coils which I wind round her high brow. Mary is beautiful, and she likes to look in the mirror as I pile up her abundant hair. Sometimes she leaves off her headdress and puts a diamond tiara on top of her auburn crown, in the bedchamber.


Mary


A Queen must confess more than a commoner or even a courtier. Grannie Bourbon takes me every day to the priest. We receive Holy Communion. But I like it best when we kneel together, Grannie Annette and I, before the Virgin. She knows how hard it is when your mother is far away. We pray for Maman far away in Scotland, and Uncle Francis and Uncle Charles and all the Guise. I cannot remember much about Scotland except for flowers in my garden. Then Grannie prays for lots of people I do not know. Many of them are in Heaven like Grandpa Guise, or like King James my father, whom I do not know except in a picture. He has red hair too. Last of all we say our rosary. Holy Mary, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death, Amen.


Beaton


Amo, amas, amat, amamus, amatis, amant. We are all learning French but also Latin. The teacher says that if we do well at Latin then we can begin Italian. This is France but everyone wants to be Italian in clothes and houses and drawing pictures. The Pope is Italian. I am not sure if the Holy Father is in fashion here or not. Queen Catherine Medici is the Pope’s niece, as the Medici are in charge of everything in Italy. I like poetry and speeches but not histories even when they are in Latin. French poems are very good and Queen Mary has her own poet Monsieur Ronsard. Everyone thinks I am very clever but not, of course, as clever as the Queen of Scots. She is very fast at lessons and scolds all the children when they are slow. Especially Francis and little Louis, before he became ill and died. Boys are supposed to be more clever than girls so clever girls should pretend. Mary does not like pretending. She is to give a speech to the King and all the Court.


My uncle was Cardinal and Lord Chancellor of Scotland till the rebels killed him. I think he was a bishop in France too. Is that why I have to live here? Queen Mary’s uncle is a cardinal as well, so that makes us good friends of the Church. Seton prays for us all every day. Mary Stewart, our Queen, says that in Scripture there are only three Marys but she has four.


Mary


I cannot write in our book today because I am too sad writing to Maman in Scotland. It is very far away. They say it is cold in Scotland but sometimes it is cold in France as well.


Livingston


Château means castle but in Scotland châteaux are smaller. Here the castles in which we stay are palaces. Except for Fontainebleau which is my favourite place to stay. We have many horses there and are allowed to go riding and sometimes hunting in the forest. At Callendar when I was wee, you could ride out of the castle and up onto the moors and forests. It was called Slamannan which is a Scots word. I am writing it down here so that I always remember names from my home. Beaton is a good rider as well as me, but Mary Stewart is best. On a horse she has no fear and would gallop ahead through the trees if the men did not hold her reins. When we are on horseback we are free, but when we are inside our palaces there are rules for everything we do, unless we hide.


Mary


Livingston is right. Fontainebleau is the best for riding because it is a royal hunting lodge. One day we will go hunting and not be held back. I will teach Francis not to be afraid for Kings should not ever be afraid. My favourite château is Anet, because it has the best gardens for walking and playing. Also it is Lady Diane’s favourite. I think that King Henri has given it to her, because she is so beautiful. She is very kind to all the Marys but especially to me because my mother is in Scotland. Her skin is smooth like cream and she lets me touch her and try her oils and perfumes. There is something fragrant about Lady Diane and the King likes nice smells. I would like to be beautiful like her but I think my skin is too white. Lady Diane says I shall be beautiful and told the King and Queen Catherine. She is best friends with the Queen. I have no best friends but love all the Marys, Elizabeth, Claude and little Francis. Perhaps he is my best friend, but I like Diane most of all. The King wants me to be kind to Francis and to love Diane.


This bit was rude and was written by Elizabeth, but it has been scored out by Fleming.


Livingston


I love Lord James because he is the best rider and hunter. He is Mary Stewart’s brother but is a bastard. I don’t care as he is a royal bastard.


Livingston must be more careful, even if our book is secret. Fleming.


Unless we tell our secrets this book will be dull. Beaton.


We should not quarrel but be like sisters to one another. Seton.


Don’t be so holy, Seton. We are five Marys and not three.


Beaton


Lady Diane has arranged dancing lessons for all the children. She watches while the musicians play and the dancing master puts us through the beat with a cane. I think he likes to whack the girls’ behinds. We have to dance with each other, but Mary partners with Francis, even though she is taller. We would laugh but the Poitiers is unbending. The Queen steers him round keeping time, with a solemn expression.


Fleming


Her Majesty has had an audience with the King. She and Francis talk with Le Roi Henri. He is the Dauphin of France and she Queen of Scots and ‘a special daughter of France’. They play with each other every day but converse like strangers. ‘I am very honoured to meet His Majesty the Dauphin. I bring him the greetings of my Scottish kingdom, and of my mother Queen Marie de Guise.’ I am her chaperone. ‘We hope very much that your mother will come soon to visit us here in France’, Francis stutters. ‘Indeed, nothing would give our sacred person greater joy.’ She plays her part guiding young Francis through the performance, like a game of toy soldiers.


The King looks on with dark eyes and his hawk nose, drinking it all in. He is master of the masque, and knew my mother. She came with us from Scotland but I have become more grown up since she left us to go back. Because of that man and his dark eyes. Sometimes I am afraid that everything that may happen has already been decreed. What does he intend for the Marys? Shall he send us away as well? I shall not leave the side of my Queen, as this is my sacred duty.


Mary


The King and I talked together. He called me his own daughter and asked me what I thought of Lady Diane. I said I loved her best of all which pleased him very much. Then he spoke about Francis as if he were a stranger. But I spoke fondly of Francis as my dear playmate and brother monarch. I said we would be bound together by ties of duty and affection. The King said that I was wise beyond my years – an old head on young shoulders – and that he had more profit in talking to me than with one hundred of his courtiers. Fleming was not present. We were private together.


Beaton


Mary presented her oration to the Court. I stood behind her, notes in hand, but she was word perfect. She declares that women should be educated because they are intelligent governors of the realm and of their own natures, if given equal learning. She was applauded, especially by the King. Yet what she says is denied by almost everyone. I saw Queen Catherine look closely at my mistress as if seeing her for the first time. Mary’s brow was shining and her colour high. I never loved her so much as today, because she said what was inside me too.


Mary


Maman is coming to France at last. I hardly see her face at night any more. She will be here within weeks, or even days. My whole life so far has been for this moment. Now I shall not be left on my own again.


Beaton


We shall be going to Rouen as Marie de Guise will arrive from Scotland. Our Mary is excited but very tense, wound tight within herself. It is too much to hope, fatal to expect. Before we leave Paris there is a court ball. The great hall is cleared, the music poised for a pavane. Will the King himself lead a lady to the dance? All wait with respect. But young Francis comes to the floor accompanied by four pages. We bring Mary forward and she curtsies. He bows, and they turn into the dance, hand in hand. Everyone watches as she steps and glides like a Queen, hiding all her partner’s awkward stumbles. The music swelled with applause; pair by pair the company takes to the floor in golden silks and crimson satins. We stand to one side and watch our Mary, slender in royal blue, our Grace dancing into the future.




Maitland of Lethington


William Maitland of Lethington


This is my father’s own hand. He has left no record of his early years, other than these adult journals. They are full of his thoughts on the condition of the realm. He is very politic and questioning in the modern way.


Lethington is only a house. A valuable estate which one day should be mine. The house of my ancestors, a noble name. None stands higher. I will restore the gardens which I love, like terraces on the Loire. But I must prove myself first. I shall do this by always treating my name and my work with the utmost seriousness, but never my own self. I regard that with quizzical detachment and sometimes derision.


When everything dear to the house of Maitland is at risk, I am removed to safety. I was in France before and there is security in what is known. My father, too, was put to the schools in France. There he got law, and poetry. Good Sir Richard – courtier, diplomat and poet – and in his own way an enigma. Is he also detached, but unable to confess?


Our girl Queen lives in belle France, and is pledged to marry the Dauphin, so France is a safe harbour for loyal Scots gentlemen. And profitable, if I can fathom French designs. I am not sure if that is what my father intends.


Lethington Tower has been burned and our estate is a camp for Haddington’s besiegers, Scots and French. This is what France has cost our nation. The English would make Lothian an Irish Pale, a fortified state from which the natives may be subdued or at least resisted. Are we heathen savages?


Which is why Scotland turns to France. Better an unequal ally than a conquered province. The English have a strangely blinkered view of their nearest neighbor, and we must be careful to live up to their prejudices. They expect bloody resistance with at least a dash of barbarism


But in France I shall see more closely what alliance means. Are we a province or a nation? We are destined to join England or France. Yet can we be our own still? He who discovers an answer to that riddle will stand behind the throne. It is a game of hazard.


The English invade at great cost to their purse and to Scottish lives. Yet French coffers too are emptied in the attempt to win Scotland back. Have we gained or lost? It lies in our Queen’s marriage, as she may be Queen to four kingdoms, if Ireland counts.


The next stage of this drama will be played in France. That is what Sir Richard realised.


Puzzles are passed down through the generations. My grandfather could be inscrutable. I remember him well for he lived into a ripe old age, long after his son, my father. When his sight failed it was the task of my aunts to record his poems and other writings. But of his own life he would only say, ‘The world is very strange and I have seen many changes.’ A sphinx could be more confidential.


My father acquired a more ambitious creed, but no less upright. The clues are in these meticulous densely covered pages. Was anyone other than himself ever supposed to read them? I am in his labyrinth searching for my thread.


William Maitland will get learning, but in a style Sir Richard may not approve. My wits were whetted in the schools at Paris but I am no longer an idle student. A new world has been discovered but it is in our own minds as well as the Americas. I am a citizen of this new age, but derive amusement from the death pangs of the old.


The view from one side of the river is different from the other. Left bank and right bank. In truth you can hardly see the river for houses stacked drunkenly together, mists, and piles of barely floating rubbish. Then, every so often, floods cleanse the soul of Paris. The city closes round you, peopled by fantastic creatures of the day and night. All life is here.


In St Andrews you can always smell, and usually see, salt ocean. Edinburgh turns its back on the sea to live in open market squares, and lurk in secret courts or closes, but the hills and rivers are never far from your eyes. Even the gentle slopes, woods and pastures of Lethington are nearby – I can call them to my view when I am melancholy or disturbed. The streets of Haddington rest peacefully below the Lammermuirs, but Paris is a world unto itself, apart from nature. Man is remade here as the creature of the city, not of the country, or even the nation. Here is France and Europe, Babylon and Rome. Scots College and College de France. University and Palace. The old world and the new.


In the Scots College as a boy, I slept on straw and fed on gruel. But now I lodge south of Seine in rooms furnished with a bed that does not fold away, carved settles with arms on which to rest a book or glass, and Persian rugs before an ample fireplace. True comfort for one no longer forced to memorise a lesson. My present orbit is not the schools but Court. A Scots gentleman attends on royal France, courtesy of Sir Richard’s guineas.


Though I read still in texts as well as faces. Like a physician who takes his patient’s pulse while scanning a book of cures.


The young Queen, Mary of Scots, was received here as a child with royal honours. Her entry to Angers is remembered, because she was attended by four pretty little maids. A doll Queen, the lass held herself with solemn dignity. Prisoners were graciously released at her command.


All becomes slowly clearer for my father. News from everywhere arrives in Paris. Boulogne had been recaptured from the English. In Scotland, Haddington had been abandoned by its starving garrison, and one by one England’s forts were dismantled. So in due season Marie de Guise came to France to share Scotland’s triumph with her allies, and to see her growing girl, our young Queen of Scots. This was my father’s chance to show his mettle and he takes it with his usual discretion. He seems more at home with French subtlety than Scots gusto.


At Rouen the Scots arrive, a straggling troupe of earls, courtiers, knights, wrestling with too much baggage, giving precedence to no one, fighting for place and lodging. My vain, proud, calamitous countrymen, bragging to all and sundry how they had defeated the English. They are a band of strolling players ready to play farce or melodrama alike. The French look on bemused and yet indulgent to les Écossais très fiers.


Amidst the drinking and squabbling, I make myself useful, advising here, cajoling there, administering my little store of experience. For the first time I meet Lord James, the Queen’s brother. A sober youth, he holds himself aloof and canny. There is matter here to be probed.


As a Guise, Marie herself is taken to the bosom of the Court, enfolded in the royal embrace. With King Henri, Queen Catherine – the Medici – and Mary of Scots, she sits in state beneath a golden canopy to watch a grand entry across the Seine Bridge to Rouen. From where I watch beyond the stand tiers of godly beings seem to rise midst waving silks and banners towards the skies. And at their summit the monarchs sit like Jupiter and his heavenly council, clothed in light.


Drums and trumpets. The great cavalcade begins processing towards the bridge, at each end of which a towering triumphal arch has been erected. The arches proclaim an Age of Gold, religion restored with culture, learning, music and martial might.


First comes a panoply of flags and heralds all emblazoned with three crescent moons. Their motto resounds –‘three crescent moons will fill the earth’. So Henri, King of France, of England and now of Scotland will command the globe. Yet gossip has it that the full moon is Poitiers his mistress, with her glowing form rising on the King. Henri likes to flaunt every kind of triumph.


Now come all the dignities of Rouen – nobles, merchants, councillors, guild masters, crossbowmen, mace bearers and notaries. I saw Henri lean down to Mary to pet his little favourite – ma propre fille. Did his consort look for a moment hard and sharp? A Medici look. The crowd roars as Rouen’s soldiers march past followed by eighteen Roman gladiators whirling in close combat as they move along. All are swept into the city gates, and everyone turns to eat and drink until the next wave arrives.


If all Scotland came together to fashion a parade, we might equal the spectacle so far, with some tumblers and masquers added for satiric zest, rollicking up the High Street. But what comes next belongs only to a France, or the Empire. Even England might not attempt it, except in Henry Tudor’s time. Gaze on imperial might; submit; obey: those are the lessons to be scanned.


The first float is drawn by four winged horses. Its charioteer is the mighty angel Fame, also winged and enthroned, with a trumpet to his lips and round his feet scenes of bloody conquest. Next comes the capture of Boulogne modelled like some war game on another float. This scene is accompanied by swordsmen, pikesmen, musketeers, and cannon hauled by plumed horses, caparisoned in silver. After them prisoners taken in the siege are dragged along, followed by more gladiators. And at the centre of the column, garlanded with fanfares, drowned by cheers, six mighty elephants – creatures of the Indies with flapping ears and a long snaking trunk instead of a nose. So Hannibal, so Henri. The rabble are completely taken in by papier mâché. I salute this art of painting and design: we do not have its like at home.


Scotland though is not forgotten. A troop of Roman warriors preceded by drum and trumpet, bear a line of banners. Dundee, Broughty Craig, Edinburgh, Eyemouth, Inchkeith, Haddington. Each one a conquest, repulsing the English claim to occupy and rule. They might be cities for all anyone knows. We Scots look on from the royal pavilion, in the lower tiers.


Henri himself, followed by Queen Catherine, our Mary with the other royal children, and Marie de Guise, descend to lead the last procession into Rouen. Mounted on a white charger Henri heads a pageant of court officers towards the bridge. Then all comes to a halt, for on a specially constructed island, two naked tribes appear, men and women. They hunt, cook, trade and then begin fiercely trading blows. Here is fabled Brazil to which France also lays her claim. The uncovering of nature, even in its secret parts, delights the multitude.


At the city gate the King is met by two children carrying a coiled snake eating its own tail in flame and smoke. ‘Here is Time’ was the motto. Suddenly the stage becomes a giant globe lapping at the fires. Rent asunder the globe reveals a mighty Triton mounted on winged Pegasus. Last of all the globe re-forms bearing an image of the King at whose feet this final scene is laid. The spectacle has reached its apt conclusion. Then all dissolves, as people fight to gain the Cathedral for a Victory Te Deum and solemn Mass.
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