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For Dad





20th September 1589, midday

From Andrew Drummond, Harbourmaster
at the Port of Leith, Scotland

A MESSAGE MOST URGENT

To His High and Mighty Majesty, King James the Sixth of Scotland, at Holyroodhouse

Sir – At ten o’clock this morning, a Scottish ship returning from Norway docked at the Port of Leith. Its crew say they almost perished in a tempest raging in the German Sea.

They witnessed vessels of the Danish fleet, which is conveying your intended Bride, Her Royal Highness the Princess Anna of Denmark, to Leith Port, struggling in the weather. The storm has been so violent that the Danish fleet has dispersed, and a distress signal of three cannon shots was heard from the Gideon, the ship carrying the Royal Princess, but the conditions were too dangerous to help, and the Gideon disappeared in a great mist.

There have been no confirmed sightings of the Gideon since then and there is now great concern for all souls on board.

I remain Your Majesty’s servant and will provide further news as soon as I hear it.






Chapter One

ANNA

Kronborg Castle, Denmark
One month earlier, August 1589

The witch Doritte Olsen is being burned at the stake today and they’re making us watch.

I’m going to be extremely brave about it, for she has confessed to the most wicked sorcery and deserves the flames. We’re waiting to be summoned out of the parlour and down to the beach, just beyond the castle walls, and Kirsten has snapped and told me to sit down and stop pacing the room. My restlessness is giving her a headache. She doesn’t ask if I’m terrified at what we’re about to see, or tell me to look away if I need to, but that’s simply what Kirsten’s like. I sit down gracefully to keep my skirts neat, then pick up my embroidery from the side-table and pretend to sew, for something to do with my hands. Recently I’ve become very good at pretending.

The burning needs to be done quickly before the Scots get here, and they’ll be here any day now. The Privy Council doesn’t want the Scots to know we have a problem with witches. Not after all the hard work and negotiations that have gone into my marriage to their king, and the union of our countries. We can’t risk having our reputation tarnished with rumours that the wave of witchcraft in the south has spread to Denmark.

Mistress Olsen used weather magic to capsize her husband’s fishing boat. When she found out about his whoring, they had the most fearsome row, right in the port. She cursed him for all to hear. And when he sailed into the strait, just as he had done every day for the last ten years with no trouble, a black cloud blew in and the water churned like boiling stew. The boat washed up the next day and so did he. Drowned by sorcery.

She’s been in the dungeons, right beneath our feet. Imagine it! I’ve barely slept, knowing she’s down there, cursing us, calling on the Devil. They say it took two days and both her thumbnails, but she finally confessed. I tuck my own thumbs into my fists and try not to think about it.

Kirsten looks up at me again.

‘Do I need to send you to your chamber, like a child, whilst we wait?’

Her tone is sharp, but I recognize the flinch in her eyes as fear. She, like me, has jumped at every creak of the floorboards outside the parlour door.

‘I can’t help feeling agitated,’ I reply.

‘Then you have not prayed hard enough,’ she says. ‘Sending Doritte Olsen to her death is the only way to end her wickedness.’

‘Yes, but I don’t agree that we must all watch.’

Kirsten flares her nostrils and closes her eyes, as if she is counting to three below her breath to keep herself under control. She opens her eyes again.

‘We are to watch because we are to learn a lesson from this. All of us. Every courtier and servant – and even you. We are to learn of the dangers of dancing with the Devil.’

Another creak of the floorboards. We wait, our breath in our throats, but the parlour door stays closed. It is getting gloomy. The time is near.

‘Can’t you ask Mama if I can be excused?’ I plead. ‘There’s still time. Say I feel sick.’

‘No one is excused,’ Kirsten says. ‘Just stand on the beach and pray, as everyone else will be doing.’ She lowers her voice. ‘The execution of Doritte Olsen is not our biggest concern,’ she warns, her eye on the door. ‘We have our own problems to worry about. When the Scots get here and your handfasting begins, that is when we face our real test.’

I nod and try to concentrate on my embroidery until she stops watching me, lights the candles and goes back to her reading.

For the first year of my marriage to King James the Sixth of Scotland I will be on trial. They are calling it a handfasting – a betrothal – to make sure that we are a true match. But I know it is a trial, and at the end of it I will be judged worthy or unworthy.

James says it wasn’t his idea, and that he fell head-over-heels in love with me as soon as he saw the portrait they sent. He insists the Scots will adore me, from the beggars in the Canongate to the lairds at court at Holyroodhouse. He’s said nothing of the ladies at court at Holyroodhouse, which bodes ill. They will be flame-haired and rude, with overly painted faces and overly plucked brows. Kirsten says we must try our absolute best to gain their favour quickly. But the ladies will hate me. I know it.

Kirsten is coming with me as my chief lady-of-the-bedchamber because she knows Scotland very well and speaks the language. She spent a year there when she was my age. Her father thought it enlightening to travel. I suspect that if she wasn’t so enlightened, she wouldn’t have got a place at court here at Kronborg, for she certainly hasn’t the temperament that makes a lady pleasant company.

The idea of the handfasting came from the Scottish advisors, James said, the group of red-bearded men who have sailed back and forth these past months negotiating with Mama until all the good wine had been drunk and everyone was in agreement, down to the finest points of my dowry and the confirmation that it would include ten thousand rigsdalers and exempt all Scottish ships of tolls in Danish waters. I humbly ask your forgiveness, dear heart, James wrote, but the handfasting is simply a formality to satisfy my advisors here. I have hung your portrait in my inner bedchamber.

I’m not sure whether to believe that James didn’t come up with the idea, for we haven’t met, so I can’t know his character. If he’s in love with the portrait they sent, then he’s bound to be disappointed. The artist was overly generous with my complexion and made my eyes the most vivid blue, at Mama’s insistence. And now it hangs in his inner bedchamber. I imagine him standing surveying it whilst his courtiers undress him. I imagine he has skin as white as milk and thin, girlish arms.

The trial will begin with a proxy ceremony, when the ship arrives with the Scottish ambassador who will represent James. The fishermen up the strait have been put on watch for lion-rampant flags and saltires. The sea breeze flutters with their expectant cries. The king could not make the journey to his own wedding as it would be risky for him to leave Scotland for an extended period. Either of us is free to abandon the pledge within one year, should we be unhappy at the match, or if it is thought I am not a suitable queen for the Scots.

The terms of the agreement sound civilized. But if I fail, I’ll be sent home in disgrace and put in the convent at Hellebæk Abbey, where the lame and hunchbacked daughters of the nobility are stored out of sight, alongside the ones who are caught being whoreish. It’s what happened to Lady Dorothea after she bore a bastard. I shudder again and Kirsten sighs, and I pretend I have pricked myself with my sewing needle.

‘Be careful,’ she says. ‘Don’t spoil all the work you’ve put into that doublet for His Majesty.’ All Kirsten cares about is making everything seem perfect and having everything go to plan. She is desperate for my marriage to be a success, but I have long given up trying to work her out or make a friend of her.

‘I’m sure it’s finished now anyway,’ I say, pushing the thought of banishment away and tying off the thread neatly.

‘So quickly? Let me have a good look.’ Kirsten heaves herself up, as though she is much heavier than her slight frame suggests, and settles on the chair next to me, smoothing her skirts across her lap. I hand her the doublet. Pale-blue satin. I’ve taken care to keep it pristine. Over the past few weeks I’ve embroidered delicate marguerites on its sleeves. The flower of Denmark. I marvel at the neatness of my own stitching, given the terror that is sewn into it.

‘Will he like it?’ I ask, for the hundredth time.

Kirsten studies my handiwork, then nods, seeming satisfied.

‘He will like what he likes, and there will be very little you can do about it, except try to please him in all ways,’ she tells me. ‘That is what the handfasting is all about. But I will be there, to guide you. Now look.’ She points with her slender finger. ‘There’s space for one or two more flowers – here, and here.’

I know exactly what will happen if I don’t please James in all ways.

‘I’ll do two more marguerites by the cuffs,’ I say, taking up my needle and thread once more. I always agree to everything. I’ve found it’s the only thing they want from me.

Kirsten goes back to her chair in the window recess.

‘They can’t leave any trace of the burning on the sand,’ she mutters to herself. ‘The Scots would see it as their ship comes in, and they might start asking questions. I’ll inspect it tomorrow myself.’

When I was shown James’s likeness, in oils on a panel, he looked to be positively glowering, as though he had bored of the sitting. He need not have sent it at all, for what would I ever say if I did not like his face? If it was afflicted with pustules, like that of the Austrian prince Mama and the Privy Council were considering? James has no pustules, but a sullen look of contempt that keeps me awake at night. Will he bore of me after a week at Holyroodhouse when he has realized I’m still learning his language and my conversation is dull?

They say he had thought over the matter of marriage for three days and had chosen a union with Denmark over one with France. Catherine de Bourbon, the other potential bride he was considering, is older but terribly sophisticated. She wears a great farthingale and writes sonnets. Apparently she and James still exchange letters. Mama has warned me.

‘You’ll like Scotland,’ Kirsten says. She has laid her book down, just as unable to read as I am to sew. ‘You shouldn’t fear it as much as you do.’

‘Will you not miss Denmark?’ I ask. I keep my voice light, for Kirsten rarely entertains emotional conversations.

She shrugs. ‘I prefer the Scottish landscape,’ she says. ‘And you will too. It’s majestic, with its mountains and lochs and woodlands. The Canongate, near Holyroodhouse, is very dignified and full of grand houses with gardens. Now, let’s have a quiet moment of prayer and ask the Lord for the strength we will need.’

She closes her eyes. I watch her. She’s not praying; there’s a frown on her forehead that is different from the earnest look Kirsten has when she is at prayer. She is in Scotland, in her thoughts.

What lies there that makes Kirsten Sørensen so unsettled?

I have not smiled in weeks. Not when I’m leaving Mama and Elizabeth, and the portraits of Papa that are so true to life that I can remember him vividly every time I look at them. And the rope swing in the gardens, and the fig tarts on Sundays, and the summer parties to which the girls from the village come and we all do chain-dancing in the hall and take swigs of wine when no one is looking, and I pretend they’re my friends even though I’m not allowed to make friends with ordinary girls. And I’m trying to be good and do everything they tell me, because I know how important it all is, but I wish none of it was happening. I wish they had left me alone and found another bride for the King of Scotland. I wish Catherine de Bourbon had seduced him with her sonnets. But she did not. The Danes seduced the Scots with our staunch religious views and our trading links. So Kirsten and I sit quietly awhile, dainty as two silk marguerites on a doublet sleeve, restless in our own storms.

There is a knock at the door and we both jump.

One of the servants comes in and bows.

‘You are to make your way to the beach,’ he says.






Chapter Two

ANNA

Mistress Olsen is bound to the stake already, a small pile of wood at her feet. Her face is sharp in the evening light and does not hang in shame, but stares back at us as though we are in the wrong, not her. Her gown is clean and white and everything is too vivid and too brittle, and I think my legs are going to give way. We are at the front of a gathering of Privy Councilmen, with Mama on the other side, so I can’t see whether she feels as sick as I do. We are at a safe distance, but it still feels far too close.

I can’t believe they are really going to do this, but they must.

Everyone knows about the trouble with witches in other places. We’ve seen the news pamphlets about the mass burnings in Trier. They say it’s spreading like a plague. Three hundred witches rooted out in one town alone. Everyone is alert to it now, and they caught a witch in Copenhagen last month. And now this, with Mistress Olsen, who only lived down the road. Everyone is terrified about how many witches there are and what they might do.

Kirsten presses her hand on my back as if warning me not to faint. Bishop Larsen steps forward, his robes dragging behind him in the sand, and asks Mistress Olsen if she has any last words. She spits in his direction. Everyone gasps, even the Privy Councilmen.

‘Defiant to the end,’ says Kirsten under her breath, sounding almost in awe. We are in the sheltered part of the beach where I used to play with Elizabeth, before we grew up and they stopped us running around and getting our feet dirty. Everywhere I look are memories of seaweed-gathering and shell-hunting and sand-digging, and I am glad she’s not here and being forced to watch too. Mama says I’m more demure than Elizabeth, which is why I was put forward for the Scottish king, and they are all supremely confident I will never cause trouble or step out of line. I think I just haven’t found out who I am yet. I’m supposed to be a woman, now that I’m seventeen, but I don’t feel it.

Bishop Larsen ignores the spittle on the sand and turns around and addresses us.

‘Take out your girdle books at Psalm Seven: O Lord my God, in thee do I put my trust.’

I reach for the psalter hanging from my waist and open it. But I can barely concentrate on the illuminated script, for I know the men are bringing the torch to the pyre. I hear a crack of fire and Mistress Olsen leaps and strains at her ropes.

‘I am not wicked,’ she screams. ‘You will all suffer in hell for this.’

She jerks her head, her hair flying about her face. She screams again, lifting her feet, as the sticks catch. I can’t watch. I look around me. The others are transfixed, ignoring their books, the same look of horror sweeping across everyone’s faces. I look down at my skirts trailing on the sand. The laundresses will have an almighty job with our dirty gown-hems. I wish I could put my fingers in my ears and close my eyes and scream as well. I can smell it. I glance up and her gown has caught alight and is burning off her.

‘We are going to see her naked,’ I gasp, shocked at the shame of it.

‘Lord protect us,’ Kirsten mutters, ignoring me. Her hand is on my back again, her grip has intensified, the heat flooding through her palm, all her energy rising to the surface like a kettle boiling on a stove. I shift a little to try to release her hand or it will leave a creased sweat mark.

‘Let her die soon, Lord,’ I pray, not caring who hears me. I look again and Mistress Olsen is howling behind a screen of fire. For one moment the flames die back, as if they are going to burn themselves out, and she looks straight towards me. I cannot look away; it is as though she has locked me in her gaze. Her eyes are dark. Her mouth moves. She is saying something. The fire is blazing too loudly now for me to hear, but as I watch her lips move, it is as if I know what she is saying: I curse you; you will never be Queen of Scotland. I don’t just see her lips move; I hear her voice in my head. Clear as a bell, as the orange fire consumes her.

Afterwards we are offered a supper of herring and wilted leek, the thought of which turns my stomach, but the Privy Councilmen and Bishop Larsen gather in the banqueting hall, eating so lustily that the servants can barely keep up. Silver plates clatter and wine gushes from jugs. We have brought the stench of smoke into the castle with us. It mingles with the dark wall tapestries and the high tang of the fish. It’s so pungent I feel as if we have brought Doritte Olsen with us. I want to get to Mama, to feel the comfort of her, but she is too busy with all the men gathering around the top table. I’m still trembling. My hand shakes as I hold my cup of warmed fruit wine.

‘Come,’ says Kirsten, ‘you’ve seen enough. I’m taking you upstairs.’

‘Bring some more wine,’ I tell her and she nods, even though she would never normally allow that.

We escape upstairs, sweeping over the black-and-white tiled floor and up the two steep flights of stone steps to my chamber. I stumble and think I might lose my footing, even though I’ve walked up these steps thousands of times. When we get to my room, Kirsten undresses me hurriedly in the yellow light of my oil lamps and hangs up my gown, ready for the laundry maid. There is a stain of damp sand along the bottom of my skirts and a faint crease on the back from Kirsten’s hand, the only trace now left of her fervour. She waits impatiently, shifting from one foot to the other, as I feed Aksel his little titbits of fruit through the bars of his cage. He peeps and flutters and I envy him his ignorance.

Kirsten pulls back my heavy bedcovers and waits for me to get in, then she curtseys sharply and leaves the room, leaving me to drink the rest of my wine and try to stop the bouts of shaking. I have smoke in my hair as though Mistress Olsen has woven herself about me. I can still hear her cursing me. I focus on the portrait on the wall by the door, the one of me and Elizabeth when we were girls staying with Grandmama and Grandpapa at Güstrow Palace. We stand under the pergola, looking as serious as two little grown-ups, but her hand brushes mine and I remember the tickle of her fingers and her restlessness as we stood there, being sketched, blissfully innocent of the conversations that would come from Mama after Papa died. With Christian sent to boarding school to learn how to be King of Denmark and Norway, and Elizabeth married, all attention was focused on my suitors. Anna, it is time for you to do your duty. James Stuart has the Scottish throne. If you serve him well, you can help him take the English throne too. It is the opportunity of a lifetime – for you and for all of us.

I can’t sleep yet. How could I? Bright flashes of the burning woman are seared into my eyes. Her howls above the whistling of the fire. The screeching of the gulls as they fled. Her voice in my head.

I get out of bed and go to the window. I can’t see the part of the beach where they did it, but Mistress Olsen’s body will need to burn for hours yet before it becomes ash. If the Privy Council wanted us to learn a lesson, it has succeeded.

Now we know how savage it is.

The sun is setting now, over the Øresund strait. My belongings, and those of the courtiers accompanying me, float on the dozen or so ships there, filled with everything you can imagine: furniture, a solid-silver coach and my trousseau. Five hundred tailors worked for three months on that. They are talking of my gowns as far afield as Saxony, Mama says. The spectacle of the anchored fleet looms over Helsingør, dwarfing the half-timbered houses and ferryboats and farms. Their cannons, pointing at the harbour from gun-holes, will protect us. The Gideon is the ship I am sailing on with Kirsten, and although it sprang a leak on its last journey, they say the best carpenters and blacksmiths have repaired it and now it is even finer than when it was first built. They say it is unsinkable.

‘Are you still awake?’ Mama stands at the door, a candle in her hand. I am relieved to see her.

‘Please come and sit with me on the bed,’ I reply, sounding like a child again, for she rarely visits my chamber.

‘I know you feel like you will never get over what we all witnessed today, but please know that it was for the best,’ Mama says, setting the candle on the stand.

‘They should never have made us watch,’ I say.

‘Bishop Larsen says we must show the Devil we have no fear,’ she goes on. ‘And you are not to breathe a word of this to any of the Scots. They cannot think we are afflicted with this disease.’ Mama looks truly disgusted. ‘Ordinary women – everyday women – having their heads turned by the Devil. I pray to God that He will save us, and you must pray too.’

‘I will say nothing to the Scots,’ I promise her. I open my mouth to say that I think Doritte Olsen cursed me as she died, and that I am unfit to marry James as it is doomed from the beginning. But then I think better of it. I don’t want that getting back to Bishop Larsen. He might return me to Hellebæk Abbey.

We went there a few months ago, as they were agreeing that we would enter a handfasting and the Privy Council wanted me to understand the risks of failing.

It’s a cloistered convent of Lutheran nuns who live a life of prayer, locked away from the world. Some are noblewomen given to the Lord by their families, to keep them in His favour – the ones no one wanted to marry or the ones who ruined themselves. We went with Kirsten, her facial expression stiff, even as the salty sea winds battered our cart and her eyes streamed.

‘Life is a journey, just like this,’ Bishop Larsen said, settling onto his seat. He pointed ahead. ‘We all reach a fork in the road, exactly like that one, do you see? One path goes through the wheat fields and all the way to Copenhagen. The other path leads up to the cliff edge, which is a treacherous place to be. Think about which path you would like to be on, Your Royal Highness.’

‘Her Royal Highness wishes to be on the path of righteousness, don’t you, Anna?’ Kirsten said.

I nodded and I lifted my face to the wind, willing it to slap my cheeks so pink that the nuns would think me excitable and wouldn’t want me. The convent was up on a hill, overlooking the village. The women inside it were as hard as the rocks it stood on, and as grey.

We entered a silent cloister and were met by the abbess, who peered at us from under a linen wimple pinned rigidly into place. She nodded. I stood there waiting for her to curtsey, but she did not. My mouth fell open in surprise.

‘I bow my head only to God,’ she said, and took us on an awkward tour of the kitchen, the refectory and the chapel. Up and down narrow, twisty stairs and past nuns cleaning floors and studying thick books. My legs started to ache. My face was back to its pale shell as I realized how soul-destroying my days would be if I ended up here.

Finally the abbess had shown us the dormitory, where they slept six to a room. Each tightly made bed was exactly the same. It smelled of sweat and pining and despondent dreams.

‘We find this a harmonious place, and you would too, should you come here. It would take you a while to get used to our ways. We don’t have fine gowns or fripperies here.’ She was looking at the emerald pin in my hair. ‘But we have humility, and there is more peace in that than you can imagine.’

She poured herself a cup of water from a jug on a bedside table, without offering us a drink.

I could feel Bishop Larsen fighting with himself to avoid looking at the women’s stockings airing by the window.

On the way out, in a neat vegetable patch, one of the nuns stood up from her weeding and stretched, her eyes following us as we approached.

‘Lady Dorothea,’ Kirsten had whispered, ‘serving her penance now.’

I had met Lady Dorothea at one of Mama’s balls, my memory of her now hazy. She was tall with sharp cheekbones, and so animated, her fan dancing about her curls. As we passed the vegetable patch she gave the faintest of curtseys, as though she had forgotten how to do it but was determined to try. Kirsten and Bishop Larsen ignored her. I opened my mouth as if to greet her, but Lady Dorothea silenced me with a frown. When I looked back, she was still watching me. She shook her head at me, slowly but purposefully, and I knew what that signified. It meant I must not end up like her.

Mama kisses me now and leaves. I want to ask her to stay, to get into bed beside me and hold me until I sleep, but I don’t want to embarrass myself. It’s not something she has ever done.

Aksel is silent, roosted on his little top perch. Perhaps the Devil is here, come for Mistress Olsen. I must pray. I must ward him off. Just as I close my eyes there comes the most almighty crash. I let out a scream – I can’t help it. The portrait of Elizabeth and me, which has hung on my wall for years, has fallen to the floor.






Chapter Three

ANNA

The Scots arrive three days later, after the sand has been raked and the portrait returned to the wall. Their ship is spotted at first light and I am pulled from my bed and thrown into a pink damask gown, my hair braided into rolls as tight as stale buns.

Kirsten had scolded the servants for the way they bang the door on their way out and said the portrait falling was an accident waiting to happen and it was lucky it didn’t get damaged.

I don’t believe it was an accident. As I am dressed, I ask her for the crystal pendant from my jewellery trunk.

‘And why ever are you matching crystal to a day-dress?’ she asks. ‘Is this a new fashion I have not caught up with?’

‘Crystals ward off witches,’ I say.

‘The witch has been burned,’ she replies. ‘No trace of her left at all. And crystal is for evening wear, and we have barely breakfasted. You are to wear the small gold necklace and matching headpiece for the arrival of the Scots. We decided this weeks ago.’ She takes the jewellery from the trunk, passing the window on her way back to me. ‘They’ve beaten a storm,’ she says, glancing to where a huge cloud is hanging over the strait. ‘That has come from nowhere,’ she murmurs. ‘That is autumn weather.’

I concentrate on my breathing to stop my heart hammering so hard that the maids will notice. After the vows, I am to lie fully clothed on a bed with Earl Marischal, the ambassador representing James at the ceremony, as a symbol of the betrothal. I had to practise lying gracefully when I rehearsed it with Mama and Kirsten, and I lay there very still, squeezing my eyes closed because I thought I might start to cry. I can’t do that now, not with everyone fussing about my face and my hair. Everyone is swarming, intent on doing their best. I can’t let them down.

‘For goodness’ sake, try to look happier,’ says Kirsten. ‘The Scots don’t want to see a bride with a face like that storm cloud.’

By midday the Scots have docked and disembarked and we receive them in the banqueting hall, the old kings and queens of Denmark staring down upon us from their portraits. I avoid looking at the painting of Papa. It’s so lifelike that he could be in the room. But he is dead and entombed in a cathedral miles away, and I can’t bear to think of that. Mama stands next to me, her jaw set for deal-making and hosting, her collar so high that she can barely move her head.

The Scots enter in a fine marching line of beards and bellies and bulbous noses. Sturdy and sea-swept and wild, they cross the tiled floor, leaving footprints right across it. They look stronger than the Devil himself, and that is a reassuring thought.

‘They’ll be famished,’ whispers Mama. ‘Whatever the kitchen has prepared for the banquet won’t be enough. They will drain us of broth and wine.’

‘Indeed,’ says Kirsten. ‘And our maids will be slapped and tickled half to death. Someone should keep an eye on the servants’ chambers tonight.’

‘There’s Earl Marischal, look,’ I reply. He’s short and round, with hair and whiskers the colour of mead. Thank God I’m not actually marrying him.

He weaves past the tables to us and bows. ‘God has blessed our voyage and brought us here safe and sound,’ he says. He smells of damp. There is a film of sweat on his face. ‘A momentous day for Scotland and Denmark.’

He kisses my hand and it feels prickly and hot, and I wipe it on my skirts when Mama says it’s time for us all to sit down. Although Kirsten is fluent in the Scots language, I am not. She has tutored me these past months and now we’ll find out if she has taught me enough to get by.

‘Earl Marischal, we’re delighted to see you once again,’ I say as he lets the chair creak under his weight.

He looks around him, taking in the chandeliers and the high-vaulted ceiling and the wide windows as if he can’t quite believe he’s here.

‘It’s a relief to be on dry land,’ he says. ‘Bad weather.’

I try not to look alarmed, for we return to Scotland as soon as the proxy ceremony is completed and the papers are signed.

‘Don’t worry,’ Kirsten mutters to me across the table. ‘The captains know what they’re doing, and yours is the admiral of the Danish fleet. Have no fear.’

Earl Marischal tackles his pie and figs as though he has not eaten in days. I sip wine and try not to gulp. As he relaxes, he launches into a long story, full of raised eyebrows and much pointing of his fingers, about his journey. How cold the wind was, and how the sails needed patching, and how delighted he is to eat fresh food again.

I nod, understanding some of it, then losing track. Mama, on the other side of the table, seems altogether lost and keeps asking Kirsten to translate. We muddle through much of the meal like this, with pained smiles and the raising of goblets together, and it hits me fully in the face how difficult the language is going to be in Scotland. How will I communicate with James if I can only understand half of what he says? I should have paid far more attention to Kirsten.

When they bring out the fruit plates, Earl Marischal turns from me and enters into a heated conversation with the man next to him, then turns back.

‘Your Royal Highness,’ he says. ‘This man is Henry, Lord Roxburgh, another of our Scottish ambassadors. Henry is our expert in the Danish language and culture, having studied at the University of Copenhagen.’

Earl Marischal sits as far back as his belly will allow, and I shift forward so that I can get a better view of this Henry, Lord Roxburgh, and find myself, plum in one hand and wine goblet in the other, face-to-face with a man who is quite unlike the other Scots, for he is handsome and dark-haired and young.

I blink.

He smiles.

‘Good evening,’ he says in perfect Danish. ‘I have come here as your language tutor and translator.’

Everything else in the room fades away. I know there’s a trio of fiddle players, and I know the Scots have drunk so much their chatter has become a din, and I know the smell of the whale-oil lamps has become high and pungent. The serving girls refilling the goblets look pink-cheeked and sweaty and harangued, and yet all of it is happening in the background, like a smudged chalk-drawing. Henry and I are in the foreground. He understands everything I say, and I understand him. There is no pained smiling or miming of words.

‘They didn’t tell me I was getting a tutor,’ I reply.

‘It was decided last-minute. His Majesty wanted to be sure that you would be able to converse well and have an understanding of Scots history,’ he says.

I look across the table at Kirsten, who looks most miffed and is fiddling with her brooch, which is what she does when she can’t think of something to say.

‘I’ll be giving you lessons on our return voyage. Trust me, you’ll be glad of the distraction,’ he continues. ‘There’s nothing more interminable than a sea journey.’

I do not speak to men in close proximity very often. They’re not allowed near me. Tonight the rules have shifted and no one seems to mind, except Kirsten, who has left her brooch alone, but now toys peevishly with her fruit plate. She is irritated at this unexpected turn of events. Henry appears to be a man around mid-twenties in age, who ought rightly to have a wife and children, but he makes no mention of either when I ask him where he’s from.

‘Roxburghshire in the Scottish Borders,’ he says. ‘But I live at court at Holyroodhouse.’

‘Then you can tell me what court is like,’ I tell him. ‘Because that’s what I need to know.’

He nods. He understands. ‘I will tell you,’ he says. ‘But now is not the time. Today is for celebrating.’

And he will not be pressed any more on the matter, and I must trust him to tell me when he is ready to. We sit for a while and watch the musicians, but even so I can’t bring them into focus, with Henry next to me. We sit in a companionable silence. We share a plate of red berries. I have never before shared a plate of berries with a man.






Chapter Four

JURA

North Berwick, Scotland
August 1589

Feathers are for wishes: the wee white ones are best.

Stones for safe travels, especially smooth ones.

Red berries, all edible sorts, are for passion.

Ma’s charmes are like Ma herself. Strange and meticulous and not to be tampered with. There’s only one way of doing a charme, to make it work right. There’s only one way of being Auld Guidwife Craig. A belligerent old bird, but she’ll aye help those who come to our door in need. Usually lassies looking for love inchantments or potions to get unpregnant. If I can be more like Ma and less like those lassies, mibbie life will be easier.

Oh, Ma. You’ve been dead a fortnight and I’m still talking like you’re here. If you’re looking down on me, I hope you’ll understand why I’m marching quick-smart away from our wee beach cottage, away from Da. But I can’t stay there alone with him. Not with the way he sits and drinks all day, repeating himself and ruminating and pissing in his breeks. If I stay, I’ll end up just like him. This is a one-way journey.

I’m on my way to the Kincaids, who live in the big sandstone house halfway to the Berwick Law hill. Stuart Kincaid is baillie of the Royal Burgh of North Berwick, collecting rents and managing farms, serving summonses and orders and executing warrants for all of the district. Baillie Kincaid is the most important man in North Berwick. I’ll be his new maid. My fortune charme – the one I did the night after you died, Ma – has worked. I know you never liked Baillie Kincaid, but I’ll be getting good coin.

I am sweating from the walk, for it’s a braw day. You’d call it a belter, Ma. The August sun beats down and bounces off the low tide and the wet beach. The gulls are hot and crabbit and swoop and screech, hunting for dead things. My hands ache from lugging my bags already, and I’d aye stop for a rest but the Kincaids need me at great speed. I first heard about the vacancy at kirk; all the lassies were gossiping about it, lifting their psalters and ducking their heads to hide their lips. The Kincaids’ old maid ran off in disgrace and Guidwife Kincaid was at her wits’ end. It is better to trust the Lord than put confidence in man.

After the service I sought out Guidwife Kincaid and found her in the kirkyard. She was standing in a huddle of guidwives all grumbling about their aches and their husbands and their hoorish maids. Her lassie Hazel stood nearby with all the other well-to-do girls, spying on the farm boys from under their caps.

I’d caught Guidwife Kincaid’s eye and she’d stepped away, irritated at the interruption.

‘I’ll come and be your maid,’ I told her, mustering up all the bravery I could find. ‘I’m guid with brushes and cloths and laundering paddles, and I don’t take more than my fair share at the dinner table. And I don’t take fright at spiders and mice, but I’ll tell you now, I’m terrible feared of wasps.’

She’d looked me up and down and I’d wished I’d washed my face that morning. She wore a cream fustian coif, unfussy but expensive-looking, knotted particularly tight under her chin as if someone might steal it.

‘I need a lass about the house who can get out of bed on time and knows better than to complain about everything. But I pay a decent wage, with bed and board, and I provide three kirtles – two for work and one for best. Master Kincaid deals with the wasps, but you’ll be up at five doing the hearths. Do you think you can manage that?’

I thought I could manage that.

‘And have you a sweetheart? For I don’t want any more maids getting themselves into trouble.’

I shook my head. I’d assisted Ma so long that my twenty-two summers had passed with no sweetheart. The way Ma was, odd and missing half her teeth, folk visited when they needed to, not because they wanted to. I hope that’s why no sweetheart came, for the alternative – that I am too plain a dumpling to get a marriage proposal, even from a drunkard or an idiot or that lad who cleans the ferryboats, the one with the lugs like jug handles – is no cheery thought.

Guidwife Kincaid nodded, looking satisfied. ‘I was sorry to hear about your ma,’ she added, her voice low. ‘Your ma was a cunning wifie – have you her knowledge?’

I wondered what charmes Guidwife Kincaid had ever needed, because I couldn’t recall her come knocking at our door.

‘I have some knowledge,’ I said. ‘But she was still teaching me when she passed, and her healing was never enough to make ends meet.’

‘Well, we all must make ends meet somehow,’ she said, then she straightened herself. ‘You can start with us right away. Guid news, Hazel,’ she called to her daughter. ‘A new maid, so you won’t have to do the scrubbing and the fires.’

The other guidwives laughed and said Hazel Kincaid wouldn’t know how to lay a fire, even if it was so cold hell was freezing over. Hazel dragged her gaze from the farm boys and stared at me with open curiosity, before turning to Guidwife Kincaid.

‘If she has the cunning wifie’s gift,’ she said, ‘that might be a blessing on us all.’

It takes three raps of the Kincaids’ brass door-knocker before anyone comes, and I am beginning to lose my nerve. The front garden is walled and filled with tall, shady trees that nod down at the village, most pleased with themselves. I haven’t been in a nice house before, and I’m worrying if I should take off my pattens when the door swings open and I am faced with a short man with curly silver hair and a red bulbous nose, upon which are balanced a pair of eyeglasses, slightly askew, giving his face the appearance of a set of weighing scales.

‘No vagrants,’ he says, adjusting his spectacles. ‘There are alms down at the kirk, and you should take yourself there before I have you whipped for trespassing.’

‘I’m not a vagrant, sir,’ I stammer, ‘I am Mistress Jura Craig, come at the guidwife’s summoning to work as your new maid.’

The man runs his fingers over his moustache.

‘My new maid,’ he says, slowly. He takes off his eyeglasses and lets his gaze slide over me. ‘You look like a beggar.’

‘I most certainly am not, sir,’ I tell him. ‘I am from down in North Berwick village and I have never begged in my life.

‘Have I seen you in kirk?’ he asks.

‘I’m there every week,’ I say, ‘and so are you, Master Kincaid, as I always see you in the front pew, worshipping God Almighty in the most devout way, as I do myself.’

He looks satisfied at this and stands back, allowing me into the cool, dark hallway. The rush mats are clean and the air has the faint scent of lavender, but I don’t see any, nor any ornaments or pictures at all, save for a single small looking-glass hung by the door. This is a house without fripperies.

‘The maid’s chamber is on the top floor,’ he says. ‘I’ll take you up. The mistress and Hazel are down in the town, and Lord knows when they’ll be back.

I don’t know what masters should and shouldn’t do with their maids, which is why I don’t tell Baillie Kincaid that I’ll wait for them to get back or ask him to go and find Cook. Instead I let Baillie Kincaid show me up to my chamber, and that is when the trouble with him starts.






Chapter Five

JURA

The Kincaids seem odd to me, but mibbie I’m the odd one and, having been raised in a home with a drinker and a cunning wifie, I don’t know right from wrong.

Most I ever see of the mistress is the hump of her back, and that suits me fine. She passes her instructions through Cook, and Betsy the housekeeper, and they have an abhorrence of all things slovenly – which includes dirty fingernails and slouching and sniffing – so much that within the week I have lost all my habits.

Hazel Kincaid is pasty-faced, but with an angry-looking rash on her foreheid that I am desperate to dab a poultice on. She is tutored in reading and writing and numbers twice a week, and has reached the age of sixteen, which is marrying age, yet I hear no talk of any arrangements. The Kincaids also detest beauty and art in all its forms and will not adorn their home with anything but candlesticks and books – the plainer and the holier, the better. I think of the sea-shells and smooth pebbles and bottles and jars that adorned our wee cottage and I consider it most sad, not to like nice things.

Master Kincaid is a problem.

It started in my attic room on that first day. He watched at the door as I took in my new surroundings. The creaky floorboards and the low eaves and the small window that looks right across the Firth of Forth to the Bass Rock and to Fife. A cream wool blanket on the bed and a thin grey shawl hanging over a chair. I thanked him, expecting him to take his leave. He did not.

‘The last maid left that shawl,’ he said, nodding to it. ‘I suppose it’s yours now.’

‘I’ll hang it up when I unpack,’ I replied, folding my arms and waiting for him to go.

‘She was a wicked girl, the last maid,’ he said. ‘She was idle and sluttish and let the fishermen have their way with her. We cannot have wickedness under this roof.’

‘I don’t plan on being wicked, sir,’ I said.

‘I shall be watching you,’ he warned. ‘The mistress thinks she’s in charge of this household, but she’s not. I am the master of this house.’

And he has been true to his word. He watches me. He watches my arse as I clean the fireplace in his study, and he watches my hands as I serve him his supper, and he watches my face to see how much it unsettles me.

I do not let him know how much it unsettles me.

By the time the Kincaids have provided me with new kirtles and Bristol grey soap and two pristine white caps, I hardly recognize myself. The work is no more taxing than looking after a dying ma and a drinking da. I am up at five to do the fires, and I spend most of the day dusting and sweeping and cleaning kitchen pots and chamberpots, and trying to avoid scalding myself on the big pottage cauldron that hangs over the hearth in the middle of the kitchen.

Master Kincaid pays me my wages on a Friday morning, watching my bosom as I count the pennies out, and I keep them in a drawstring bag in the bottom drawer in my room. It was the same drawstring bag that Ma kept her pennies in, from the people who came to the door. She had to keep it hidden from Da, else he would have drunk it.

‘Will you visit your da on your day off?’ Hazel Kincaid has an open curiosity about me. Between her and the master, I feel like a specimen in one of Ma’s jars.

‘Perhaps,’ I lie. I could take him some pennies, but I would rather go to the kirkyard and take flowers to Ma’s grave, or sit by the beach and think of her and share my grief with the wind that comes in off the Forth, for both elements are wild and can take you unawares.

‘Is it true your ma could cure all manner of sicknesses?’ Hazel comes closer. She has a way of breathing through her mouth that is unsettling and makes her breath smell a wee bit foosty.

‘She knew inchantments and charmes,’ I say.

Hazel touches her forehead where the rash is flaring.

‘You want a poultice on that,’ I suggest.

‘Ma’s tried giving me poultices. They don’t work,’ she replies.

‘Then you need one of my poultices,’ I say. ‘I’m going to market on my day off. Meet me down there and we’ll have a wee daunder and get something together.’

There’s a heaving crowd at Saturday market. I’ve had my sit on the beach and my think about Ma and I’ve taken a posy of daisies to her grave. No sign of any blooms from Da. I almost go to the cottage, but I am scared he’ll be in such a state that I’ll get caught up with his troubles and I’ll never leave again. I have a nice yellow kirtle on, the colour of sunshine, bound firm at the bodice. My face shines from the Bristol grey soap, and my hair is plaited under my cap.

Hazel is waiting for me. We daunder to the ribbon stall and buy a ribbon each. She buys a white one and I buy a red one. Red is for love. Ribbons are for binding, but I’m not thinking of that when I buy it; I’m only thinking of my hair, which is a fine shade of brown like chestnuts, if I do say so myself, and about the bonniest thing about me.

Next we buy oats and honey for the poultice I will give her, but I have found the extra ingredient we need on the beach: a stone that leaves white marks like chalk. I show it to Hazel.

‘Is it for a spell?’ She looks worried. ‘I don’t want anything divvilish.’

‘It is nothing to do with the Divvil,’ I tell her. ‘He has no interest in you or me.’

We pass the poultry stall before we leave, piled with caged chickens and boxes of eggs. Robbie, Poulterer Bathgate’s son, winks at us. Hazel pulls her cap over her rash and blushes so bright I can feel the heat coming off her.

‘How about half a dozen eggs for tonight’s supper? I’ve saved my best ones for you,’ he calls to Hazel and she blushes even harder.

‘We have our own chickens up at the Kincaids’,’ I tell him.

‘Jura Craig,’ he says, ‘I’d hardly recognized you, looking so smart.’

Hazel bristles.

‘It’s very cheeky to comment on a lassie’s appearance,’ I tell him. ‘Especially when your boots are covered in chicken shit.’

He laughs and wraps two eggs in a cloth. ‘Take these,’ he says, ‘by way of an apology. But I can’t help admiring your fine looks today.’

Hazel flounces off. I take the eggs. I have no shame when it comes to free food. Robbie smiles as he watches me. Brown eyes, bright and light-brown hair turning fair at the tips – a funny combination, like sweet on top of savoury. Hazel has disappeared into the crowd.
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