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I

At the Center of Disastrous Events

THE MIDNIGHT HOUR being well past, the day is now Wednesday, the eighth of February, 1587. The sound of hammering in the great hall of Fotheringhay Castle has not ceased. In a few hours the most important day of my life will dawn. I have written letters to those I love. My red petticoats and my black gown lie ready. My women, dressed in black, sit with me, and I ask one of them to read aloud the story of the good thief crucified beside our Lord.

When she has finished, the women are weeping. “It is true that the thief was a great sinner,” I remind them, “but not so great as I have been.”

I lie down and close my eyes, though I have no wish to sleep. Outside the door of my dreary chambers, the guards tramp back and forth, back and forth, stationed there lest I try to escape. They need not worry My body remains here, but my thoughts have already flown away, back to my earliest beginnings and all that has followed.
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  CHAPTER 1


Farewell, Scotland

I WAS THE CAUSE OF MY FATHER’S DEATH.

My father, King James V of Scotland, drew his last downhearted breath and died when I was just six days old. “He had not been ill,” my mother explained to me years later, “but was deeply saddened by his defeat at the hands of the terrible English.”

Henry VIII, king of “the terrible English,” was determined to take over Scotland. In the bloody battles between the two countries that shared a border, the outnumbered Scots always got the worst of it. After my father’s humiliating loss at his last battle, he took to his bed.

My father had badly wanted a son who could be the next king. When he married my mother, a French duchess, he already had three illegitimate sons, but by law a bastard could not inherit the Scottish throne. My mother bore him two more sons; both infants died. I was my father’s last hope, and when the news reached him of the birth of a 
lass—a girl—that bitter disappointment was more than he could endure. Had I been a boy, he would still be alive. I have no doubt of that.

From my earliest days I have too often found myself at the center of disastrous events. That was the first. My birth killed my father, and I became queen of Scotland.
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I was playing with my friends when the guard rushed in from the watchtower and announced to the queen, “My lady, the ships flying the colors of France are moving up the firth,” and my mother burst into tears.

“Mither?” I jumped up from my game and ran to her. I touched her cheek. “Maman?” I asked, changing to French, my mother’s language.

She dabbed at her eyes and tried to smile. “Shall we go see the ships, Marie?” Her voice trembled. She took my hand, calling to my friends, “Come, dear little Maries!” All four of my friends were named Mary, as I was, but my mother called us by the French version of the name—even Mary Fleming, who was pure Scots. To everyone, they were the Four Maries. Trailed by governesses who always seemed to move too slowly, we dashed eagerly out of the castle and peered down over the stone parapet to see for ourselves these foreign ships far below us. A strong north wind, chilly even in July, whipped our skirts and petticoats and blew our long hair into our faces.

“Look,” my mother said, “the king of France has sent 
his own royal galley for you. This shows how much he honors you.”

“Me?” I gazed up at my mother, puzzled. It was the summer of 1548, a few months before my sixth birthday, and there was much I did not yet understand.

Maman sighed deeply and pulled me close. “The time has come to explain it to you, ma chère Marie.”
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At the age of nine months I was carried in a great procession to the royal chapel at Stirling Castle and crowned Mary Stuart, queen of Scotland, in a solemn ceremony. I remembered none of it, of course, but the event was described to me so often—how I reached out and tried to grasp the scepter; how I did not stop wailing throughout the ceremony—that in a few years I came to believe I actually could remember it all.

I was barely a year old when the Scottish Parliament signed an agreement with England declaring that when I reached the age of ten I would marry Prince Edward, the son of King Henry VIII. I was pledged to marry the “auld enemy”! That promise was not enough to satisfy King Henry. He demanded that I come to live in England until my marriage—for my safekeeping, he said. My mother refused to allow it. Fearing that King Henry would have me kidnapped, my mother moved me from Linlithgow Castle, where I was born, to Stirling Castle, far north of the border and better fortified against an English attack. But still my 
mother did not feel easy. We moved again, to an even more remote castle.

While we were there, news came from England that Henry VIII had died. Nine-year-old Edward was the new king. I was four.

“I am certain it is safe now,” said my mother. “We can go home to Stirling.”

But she was wrong. The English continued their attacks along the border. They mowed down ten thousand Scots in the Battle of Pinkie Cleugh and began the march to Stirling. In the dead of night my mother and I were bundled onto a litter and carried to an Augustinian priory on a quiet lake far from the smoke and noise of battle. Within a few days the Four Maries and their mothers joined us on the island of Inchmahome. I would have happily stayed on that pretty island, unaware of the bloody fighting that still raged, chasing butterflies, gathering eggs from the hens’ nests, and devouring the rich buns the monks baked for us every morning.

My mother now made a decision that would determine the course of my life: Instead of marrying Edward, the new king of England, I would marry the future king of France. But the future had its beginning in the present. “Until you are old enough for marriage, you will live at the French court and learn their language and their ways,” said my mother. “Someday the king’s son, the little dauphin, will become king, and you will be queen of France.”

“What is the laddie called?” I asked—my first question.

“His name is François de Valois. He is four years old, a little younger than you.”


“You are coming too, are you not, Maman?” I asked.

“Non, Marie,” she said. “I must stay here. But your nurse and your governess will go with you, and Lord Erskine and Lord Livingston as your guardians, and the Four Maries, and your three Stuart half brothers, and many others who know and love you. When you arrive in France you will have your grandparents and your uncles to look after you, and the king of France and his children will welcome you into their family. You will not be lonely, Marie—I promise.”

“Then you will come later,” I insisted stubbornly.

“Oui, my darling child,” she said, smiling. “Later.”

Her smile was a lie. I sensed the tears behind it, ready to pour again at any moment. I knew without asking that once I left Scotland, my life would change. I could not possibly imagine how much.
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To prepare for my departure for France, we moved again, this time to Dumbarton Castle, in the far west of Scotland. The ancient fortress was built high on a rocky mound where winds howled and rains lashed, and no English soldier would dare scale the steep rock face that jutted straight up from the water and overlooked the Firth of Clyde, where the river joined the sea. To avoid the English ships, the French fleet had taken a long and dangerous route to reach me, sailing around the northern end of Scotland before heading southward to Dumbarton.

I hated to see my mother weep, but on the day those French ships appeared in the firth, I was too filled with 
excitement to be overly concerned. The king of France had sent his ships to fetch me! I was going to marry the king’s son, and one day I would be the queen of France! I loved the sound of that: queen of France. Even my mother did not have such a splendid title. While my father was alive, she had been titled the queen consort of Scots. Now she was known as the queen mother, meaning that her husband, the king, was dead and she was in charge of things in the kingdom until I, her child, was old enough to rule as queen of Scots.

My own little court was made up of the Four Maries, my father’s three bastard sons, and a number of others. My nurse, Janeen Sinclair, would accompany me, as would my governess, Lady Janet Fleming, Mary Fleming’s mother. Mary Livingston, the daughter of Lord Livingston, one of my guardians, was in my party as well. Mary Seton and Mary Beaton were the other two Maries, and Seton’s younger brother Robbie was coming too.

The Marie dearest to me was Mary Fleming. Because of her reddish curls and mischievous smile, we called her La Flamin. A little older than I and “irrepressible,” in my mother’s opinion, La Flamin made it her duty to keep me informed of what was really going on. It did not occur to me that she might have been inventing some of her stories, or at least embellishing them a little. Her father had been killed at the Battle of Pinkie Cleugh.

“You and I had the same grandfather, you know,” she told me proudly “King James the Fourth.”

“I do know that,” I said, not wanting her to think I was 
ignorant, but in fact I was not sure I did know. “He was killed in battle too,” I said, eager to show off my knowledge of Scots history. “Fighting against the English at Flodden Field.”

“He was married to Queen Margaret, so he couldn’t marry my grandmother,” added Mary Fleming with a deep sigh. “And so my mother is a bastard.”

“Pity,” I said, nodding sympathetically. Queen Margaret was my grandmother. It was indeed unfortunate that a person born out of wedlock could not inherit titles and property—like my three older Stuart half brothers. “But you and I are still cousins, are we not?”

“Aye, of course! But I am pure Scots on both sides of my family,” she boasted, tossing those red curls. “The other Maries have Scottish fathers and French mothers, like you. When Marie of Guise came to Scotland to marry your father, the others came with her as her ladies in waiting.”

“I know that too,” I said.

“And did you know that your father had another wife, before your mother?”

Sometimes I had to pretend I knew more than I did; this time I did not. “Her name was Madeleine,” I said, “and she was the daughter of the previous king of France. She was sixteen when she came here to marry my father, and within forty days she was dead of a fever, poor thing. They blamed it on the Scottish air.”

“The air in France is said to be much more pleasant,” said La Flamin helpfully

“My mother’s first husband, the duke of Longueville, 
died as well, when she was expecting her second child. Poor Mither! That baby died when he was only four months old. But her older boy still lives in France. I suppose I will meet him when I go there.”

“That must have been so sad!” Mary Fleming said, her brow furrowed sorrowfully. “And then your mother, the duchess, received a proposal of marriage.” She leaned toward me eagerly and took my hand in both of hers. “My mother told me about it. Do you know who her suitor was?”

“My father? The king of Scotland?” I hoped I was right. I did not like La Flamin knowing more than I did about my own family, even if she was my dearest friend.

“No!” she cried. “You are wrong! He was a king, it is true, but not of Scotland!” Mary Fleming was bursting with her triumph in our storytelling. “It was Henry the Eighth of England!”

“That horrible man wanted to marry Mither?” I was so shocked by that bit of information that I flung Mary’s hand away. Why had my mother never told me this?

“Aye, but she refused him! My mother knew all about it!” La Flamin struck a pose that she considered queenly “This is what Marie of Guise said: ‘I may be a big woman, but I have a very little neck.’ King Henry had had his second wife, Anne Boleyn, beheaded, you see, and before the swordsman cut off her head, Queen Anne said, ‘I will be easy to kill, for my neck is little.’ Your mother had heard that story, and she was not about to have her head cut off.”

“Then I thank a gracious God that she refused him and 
I did not have Henry the Eighth for a father!” I exclaimed. “How horrible to have one’s head cut off!”

My friend agreed that it was horrible. “But still you had him for a great-uncle, you know. King Henry married three more times before he died. Six wives all told!” she went on, sure of my interest. “He divorced two of his wives and had two beheaded. One died—that was Edward’s mother—and one outlived him. I would never have married that dreadful man—would you?”

I shuddered at the thought. “Or his son either,” I added. “A wicked lot, the English.”

My cousin clearly enjoyed shocking me with her grisly tale. I shivered at my mother’s good fortune in escaping the clutches of the evil King Henry. I did not stop to wonder then how she must have felt when she left France for Scotland, a country she had never seen, to marry a man she had never met, leaving behind her little son without knowing when she would be with him again.
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  CHAPTER 2


Storms at Sea

FOR TWO DAYS after the arrival of the French ships, a small army of servants bustled around my apartments at Dumbarton, packing my possessions in brass-bound leather trunks under the watchful eye of my mother’s friend Lady Seton. Some trunks were filled with gowns of silk and velvet trimmed with lace and gold braid and embroidered with sparkling jewels. Others were stuffed with dainty gloves and little slippers and underthings. I amused myself by counting the trunks as the servants struggled to carry them down the steep, narrow steps to the royal galley tied up at the pier. I could not yet count past twenty, and there were still more to come.

My mother fretted that my finery would not be fine enough for the French court. “The French have a different idea of fashion,” she said, sighing as she watched the trunks being carried off. “But your grandmother will see that you are given many new clothes when you arrive.” Then, as 
happened often during those last few days, tears began to slide down her soft cheeks. “Oh, my sweet Marie, you will have so much to learn!” she cried, brushing away the tears. She took me on her lap and kissed me, murmuring endearments in French, which I understood well enough, though I always replied in Scots. “You must learn to speak French, ma chère,” she said softly, pushing strands of hair away from my face. “No one in France understands the Scots language.”

“Then I shall speak Scots with the Four Maries,” I declared.

“What a stubborn child you are,” she said fondly. “Besides that, you are accustomed to being the sole object of all our attention. Now you will join a family—the dauphin and his two sisters—and you must remember that you are no longer the most important person in the room.”

“But I am the queen of Scotland!” I exclaimed, surprised and a little put off by what I had just been told.

“Yes, dear child, you are the queen of Scotland, but you are going to live in the French court. The dauphin outranks you. Fortunately, you are young, and I have no doubt you will learn quickly”
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While the French ships were being provisioned for the journey, my mother arranged farewell banquets in my honor and invited the Scottish lords and ladies and the landowning lairds. Royal banquets were usually merry affairs, but young as I was, I sensed the sadness rippling like an 
underground stream beneath the music and dancing and feasting. Though everyone rejoiced that I was going off to marry the future king of France, I would be living far, far away, and I had no idea when I would see Scotland—or my dear mother—again. I tried not to think about that.

The day came to say goodbye: the twenty-ninth of July in the year 1548. My mother and I clung to one another and felt our hearts breaking, though I had been taught that as a queen, I must not give way to displays of emotion. “Your subjects do not wish to see your nose dripping and your eyes red with weeping,” my mother had told me over and over. “It is your duty as queen to appear calm and steadfast, no matter what you may feel.”

On the occasion of my leave-taking, I tried to follow her instructions but failed entirely The French ambassador, sent by the king to escort me on my journey, attempted—without success—to lure me away from my mother. “Go, dearest child,” my mother said at last, her voice thick with tears. “I shall remain on the parapet and watch you from here.”

Finally my guardian Lord Erskine swept me up in his arms and began the long descent down the steep steps cut into the rock to the waiting ships below. I insisted that he put me down at once. “I am the queen,” I lectured him, “and I do not wish to be carried like an infant. I shall walk to the ship myself.”

From somewhere below me on the rough path, Lady Fleming complained that her shoes were being ruined, that 
they were not made for climbing mountains, and I called down to her, “Lady Fleming, we are not climbing a mountain, we are going down!” That only made her more irritable.

Musicians played lighthearted tunes, but once my companions and I were taken aboard the ships, they turned to something slow and serious. A priest gave a final blessing to the passengers, the crew, and the royal ship itself, and every one of us prayed for a safe journey. Dozens of galley prisoners chained below deck bent to the oars and rowed the royal ship away from the shore, and the crowd that had gathered high above us on the parapet cheered, their shouts carried on the wind. My mother waved her handkerchief. As the ship moved through the Firth of Clyde, my companions and I stood on the deck and watched until Dumbarton Castle, looming remote and forbidding on its great rock, was far behind us. We could no longer make out the tiny figures on the parapet, though I was sure I could still see my mother’s handkerchief fluttering bravely Then that, too, disappeared.

When my friends were done sniffling and wiping their noses over the sadness of leaving their families behind, we set out to explore the ship. I found my quarters and thought them too small, and I protested that I should be given a much bigger cabin. Then my half brother James, who was seventeen and on his way to France to continue his religious studies and who had traveled there once before, explained, “We are truly going to sea, dear Mary, and this is how seafarers live. Even queens must travel this way.” So I 
decided that my tiny cabin was, indeed, quite large enough after all.

As a child, I was always full of energy and high spirits, and besides, my dearest friends were with me, and I was sure we would have nothing but happy times during our voyage. Neither I nor any of the Four Maries had been to sea, and so we had no idea of what lay ahead of us. At that hour we were very pleased with this grand new adventure, but our enjoyment was not to last.

We passed the Isle of Arran, its rugged mountains shrouded in mist, and were about to enter the open sea. But Captain Villegagnon observed the sky rapidly filling with black clouds and ordered the ships to heave to just as a great ocean storm roared down on us. The royal galley pitched and rolled in the angry waves, and a gale blew so hard across the deck that I could scarcely stand upright. Hours stretched into days, and still the storm punished us. My three half brothers organized games of handy-dandy and hide-fox-and-all-after to amuse the children. But eventually they as well as the rest of the passengers, young and old, grew sick and listless; they could not bear the sight of food and spent their time clutching the rails of the galley. Day after day passed in misery while the captain waited for the storm to wear itself out and the benevolent west winds to rise and carry us on.

“When will the winds be right?” I asked the captain, and he explained wearily that it was all in God’s hands.

Lady Fleming was not willing to wait for God and made a great fuss to the captain, demanding to be put ashore. “It 
is utter nonsense to have us all imprisoned on this wretched ship and going nowhere!” she complained. “I shall die if I cannot go ashore and recover myself.”

But Captain Villegagnon refused to yield to her. “You are not going to shore but to France,” he said curtly “If that does not please you, madame, you have my permission to drown.”

Lady Fleming let out a sharp little cry and closed herself in her cabin and did not come out again for at least half a day; her usually rosy complexion seemed quite green when she eventually reappeared.

On the tenth day the clouds broke. The captain ordered the sails raised and the prisoners on the oars to row. The royal galley began to plow through the still towering waves, heading westward into the Irish Sea, passing by the Isle of Man and then going south along the coast of Wales. My friends never ceased to be plagued with seasickness and whimpered piteously. I was not afflicted and could not understand why they were so distressed.

Within a day the storm had caught up with us. Once more the royal galley bobbed like a cork on the white-tipped waves, and the rudder was smashed. While the men struggled to repair it, the ship began to roll from side to side so violently that objects slid back and forth across the deck. I had a favorite doll I called Wee Mary—I could not think of any other name for her—and she was swept overboard as I watched helplessly. For the first time since we’d sailed from Dumbarton I was truly upset, and I sobbed until Lady Fleming promised to find me another, though I knew no new doll would be nearly as pretty as Wee Mary


My oldest brother, James, was bent over the captain’s chart table, studying our course and reporting on the progress of our voyage to anyone who cared to listen. The French fleet rounded Cornwall and entered the English Channel, still with no relief from the battering sea. Then, just as everyone had begun to think that we might never arrive, that we were doomed to endure calamity after calamity, land was sighted.

“France! France!” rejoiced the passengers, though it was said weakly by those suffering from a delicate stomach. We had been on the open sea for eighteen days, twice as long as expected.
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Nearly every citizen of the little fishing village where we landed turned out to welcome the king’s galley. The deck had heaved beneath us for so long that our legs wobbled as we left the ship and came ashore. “Vive la petite reine écossaise!” someone shouted. “Long live the little Scottish queen!” Others joined in. The cheering crowd accompanied us in a joyful procession to a nearby town, where the local lord received me at the gates with great ceremony. I understood hardly a word of what he said—it was all in French—but I believe it included “welcome” and “safe arrival.” I said, “Mera’—thank you—and smiled.

But then: trouble. As our mounted guards crossed the drawbridge, it collapsed, carrying men and horses into the moat below, where some surely drowned and others were crushed beneath their mounts. Cries of “Treachery!” went 
up from the Scots, causing the French lord to shout insults back at them.

Lady Fleming rushed to assure herself that I was unhurt. “It was just an unfortunate accident,” she said soothingly, for I was badly frightened and had begun to weep. “No one meant us any harm.”

Lord Livingston was not convinced. “Perfidious French!” my guardian muttered darkly. “I have never trusted them, and I do not trust them now!”

Once calm had been restored and our safety guaranteed, we entered the town by a different gate and found our way to the church. A Te Deum was sung in thanksgiving for my safe arrival. All seemed peaceful again, but I still felt shaken. I had thought everything would go perfectly, and it had not. For the first time since I left Scotland, I wished desperately that my mother were there to comfort me and reassure me that all would indeed be well.
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  CHAPTER 3


Grand-Mère Antoinette

AFTER SEVERAL DAYS OF REST—I was not in the least tired, but the others seemed exhausted—we resumed our journey by land. We were bound for the palace of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, where the children of the king and queen were presently residing. “No doubt to escape the heat of Paris,” Mary Seton explained. “My mother told me that Paris is very hot in summer. Much hotter than Scotland.”

With leather trunks piled on wooden carts, the ladies carried in litters, and the gentlemen mounted on horseback, we traveled first to Nantes, a city at the mouth of the River Loire. It was quite a long procession, several hundred people, and it attracted a lot of attention. In every village through which we passed, I was received with great ceremony and whatever festivities had been arranged. As a mark of respect for me, the doors of the local prison were thrown open by order of the king and the prisoners released.


“Robbers too?” I asked Lord Livingston, who nodded. “And murderers?”

“Aye, and every kind of villain. It is the custom of the French, I am told. We Scots are more likely to hang a blackguard than let him walk away a free man.”
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Each night we stopped at a convent or at a château, the French word for “palace,” I learned. In Nantes we boarded a luxurious riverboat—bateau de rivière—that moved smoothly upriver, passing densely wooded forests, handsome châteaux, and neat little villages. If all of France was as beautiful as this lovely river valley, so different from the ruggedness of my homeland, I would surely be proud to be its queen.

“How delightful to be on a pretty boat on such a pretty river with no huge waves trying to drown us!” remarked Lady Fleming, who had quickly recovered herself and was again in bright spirits. All agreed that traveling by bateau de rivière was much superior to being blown about at sea, and we cheerfully returned to the singing and dancing and games we enjoyed. There seemed to be no rush to reach Saint-Germain.

But our pleasure came to a quick end when, one by one, the gentlemen in my company began to fall desperately ill. The first was Lord Erskine, followed within hours by Lord Livingston. Both of my guardians were much too ill to go ashore, and though physicians came aboard the riverboat to bleed the patients, they suffered greatly, raving from fevers and shivering, though the day was hot. No one knew the 
cause of the illness. Poor Mary Livingston sat by her father’s bedside hour after hour while he hovered between life and death. All those on board prayed for his recovery. We also prayed that we might be spared the same unhappy fate.

Not all prayers were answered. Next Mary Seton’s younger brother Robbie was stricken. After one feverish day and night he was dead. Mary Seton was inconsolable. Little Robbie’s body was carried to a nearby church, Mass was sung for the peace of his young soul, and he was buried in a grave far from home. We shed tears for Robbie, a bonnie lad everyone had dearly cherished. This was the closest I had ever been to the death of someone I loved, and I was deeply shaken by the experience.

Downcast, we continued our journey, praying that no one else would be taken from us. For some reason, all the women and girls in my party were spared, but my two guardians as well as several other men still languished. Perhaps it was God’s mercy that saved us. Or perhaps, as my nurse, Sinclair, suggested, it was because we are the hardier sex.
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Despite these early trials, I eagerly looked forward to our arrival in Tours, where I was to meet my grandmother Antoinette, duchess of Guise, and my grandfather Claude, duke of Joinville. As the boat nosed close to the dock, Mary Fleming was first to see them. “Look,” she said, pointing, “I think those old people are your grandparents. Shall we wave to them?”

I knew at once that the stately female figure, elegantly 
dressed and attended by liveried servants, was my grandmother. Beside her, my grandfather stood straight as a ship’s mast. I hesitated, not sure what was the proper thing to do, but La Flamin was already leaning over the rail and waving, first one hand, then the other, then both, to attract their attention.

Musicians played, and servants helped my grandparents to board the riverboat. My grandmother took a long moment to look over the group eagerly waiting to greet them, including me and the Four Maries. Why is she frowning? I wondered, but as I stepped forward, my grandmother’s frown melted into a smile. She swept me into her embrace while my grandfather beamed.

Both grandparents spoke to me rapidly in French, and I judged from the tone of their voices as well as their expressions and gestures that they were very happy to see me, but I understood only a bit of what they actually said. “Bonjour, Grand-Mère. Bonjour, Grand-Père,” I murmured and repeated the greeting I had practiced: “Je suis très heureuse de vous voir” I hoped it meant “I am very happy to see you,” though I was not sure if I had gotten it right.

“Non, non, non!” Grand-Mère frowned again. She carefully repeated my words, but somehow they sounded different on her lips. Grand-Père gently tugged her sleeve, gesturing that she must proceed slowly.

Grand-Mère turned her attention to the Four Maries, who were hovering nearby, staring wide-eyed at my regal grandparents. Grand-Mère’s frown deepened. She spoke to each girl as she was presented. Only Mary Fleming stepped 
forward boldly and made a deep révérence, bending her knees and bowing her head; I cannot think how she learned it, as it was not then the custom in Scotland.

The other three Maries anxiously turned their eyes toward me. I did not know what to say, but Grand-Père came to the rescue, gallantly bowing to each of my friends and greeting her by name. “Bonjour, Mademoiselle Marie!” They rewarded him with grateful smiles.

Once my grandparents’ entourage and their baggage had been brought aboard, our river journey continued on to Orléans. Grand-Mère devoted herself to my wardrobe, my language, and my habits. She decreed that I must forgo my usual breakfast of oat porridge with fresh cream, which had been prepared for me every morning of my life by Sinclair, and ordered that I have hot milk and a delicate pastry instead. We spent hours going through my leather trunks, my servants unpacking them one by one while my grandmother critically inspected each item.

“Those things that you will be allowed to keep are to be put here,” she said, pointing to a small table on her right, “and the rest, which will be given away, over here.” A much larger table on the left was for the discards. Some gowns were not even deemed fit to try on. “À gauche!” she would announce haughtily. “To the left!”

Most of the gowns that were sent to the left were not poorly made; they were merely not equal to the standards of fashion she had for an almost-six-year-old queen. Most of my shoes she judged sturdy but too clumsy, and away they went.


“You are already growing tall, ma chère Marie. Your uncles, like your dear maman, are all very tall. Like your grand-père,” she added, nodding toward my grandfather, who beamed proudly as he watched the proceedings. “The child is a Guise, that much is plain to see,” Grand-Mère liked to point out to anyone who would listen.

She loved to compare me to my mother, how my auburn hair was like my mother’s, my complexion delicate and white like hers. My face was well formed, she decided, adding thoughtfully, “but your chin is a trifle long. Perhaps I should not tell you this, ma chère Marie, for I do not want it to turn your head, but I believe you will someday be a great beauty—perhaps even greater than your maman. And that is saying a good deal.”

During my first weeks in France I understood scarcely anything Grand-Mère said and relied mostly on her eloquent gestures. But I did have what my tutors called a good ear, and soon I was picking up much of what was said, though I was much slower in learning to speak it.

It was obvious that my grandmother was not favorably impressed by the Four Maries. She shocked me by speaking of them as les petites sauvages—“the little savages.” “They are ill-looking and certainly not even as clean as they might be,” she complained to Grand-Père, who waved away her complaints.

“They are children,” he replied. “And they are beautiful, all of them.”

Grand-Père must have sensed that I was troubled, for he did his best to comfort me with gestures and simple 
words. I believed he was trying to convey to me that my grandmother had strong opinions, and I must not let it bother me.
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When the riverboat reached the city of Orléans, our trunks were again loaded onto wooden carts for the last part of the journey. There were not as many trunks, I noticed (we were counting them again, and I enjoyed showing off to my friends that I could now do it in French: un, deux, trois, quatre . . . ). The silk and velvet gowns that my grandmother had decided were not suitable would be delivered to a convent where one of my Guise aunts was the abbess. Grand Mère promised that the nuns would salvage what they could and make them into altar hangings, and the plain woolen dresses I wore for every day would be distributed to the deserving poor. Not many of my gowns had survived Grand-Mère’s critical eye.

Only one outfit became a source of real disagreement between us: the furs and leathers that made up the traditional dress of the Lowland Scots. I stubbornly refused to part with them.

“Surely you do not want to keep them, Marie,” said Grand-Mère with a little grimace.

“Oui!” I cried. “Je vous en prie! I beg you!” I had learned enough French to plead with her.

She sniffed, pointed to her nose, made a face, and turned away The costume did have a gamy odor, I realized, but I adored this outfit. I took my pleas to Grand-Père, explain
ing that even if I never wore it again, it was my most important possession.

Grand-Père listened sympathetically “Je comprends, ma petite,” he said. “I will speak to her.”

At last Grand-Mère gave in. She ordered the furs and leather packed in a separate trunk, and I watched closely until I was certain that the trunk with my Scottish costume would indeed be going with me and not to an orphanage—or worse.

“Do not worry, ma chère,” my grandmother said as the last of the trunks were tied to the baggage carts. “You will have everything waiting for you when you reach your new home.”

My new home! If I had been a little older, I might have felt uneasy, perhaps even fearful of what this could mean. But I was not yet six years old, I was the queen of Scots, and everywhere I went, I was greeted with cheering crowds and music and adoring children presenting gifts. It was the kind of welcome I had come to expect, and I delighted in it.
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  CHAPTER 4


Madame de Poitiers

I HAD LEFT Scotland in summer, traveled for two months by royal galley, litter, and riverboat, and finally in autumn arrived at Carrières-sur-Seine, a huge old fortress that reminded me of the castles in my homeland. Bands played, flags fluttered, and I was welcomed with pomp and ceremony Lord Livingston, now somewhat recovered from his illness, explained that I would be staying here while one of the other châteaux was being prepared, the cleaning that always preceded the arrival of the royal family.

The welcoming ceremonies, so enchanting at first, had grown quite tiresome. I was impatient to meet the family of which I would become a part—King Henri II and Queen Catherine; their son, François; and his sisters. However, at Carrières I was not presented to the queen, as I had expected to be, but to Diane de Poitiers, duchess of Valentinois, a handsome older woman who seemed to be in charge of everything. Who is she? I wondered.


“I am a great friend of King Henri,” the duchess said, as though she had guessed my question. She spoke to me in slow, careful French that I was able to understand, at least in a general kind of way. “The king is in Italy and regrets that he cannot be here to greet you. He has asked me to see that you are made welcome and comfortable.”

The duchess then presented Princesse Élisabeth, who made a graceful révérence. I judged her to be at least two years younger than I. And then I met the dauphin, François, the boy I would someday marry.

Prodded by Madame de Poitiers, the dauphin stepped forward. I knew that he was more than a year younger than I—he would not be five years old until January; my mother had told me that much—but I had not expected him to be quite so small. He was thin and pale, and his eyes were listless and dull. My three older Stuart half brothers were all big, strapping lads, but I did not think that this little fellow would ever grow to be so large and muscular. His nurse was continually wiping his dripping nose.

The dauphin bowed deeply and stammered a little speech of welcome in a high-pitched voice. I felt sorry for him. But when he smiled at me, his eyes suddenly came to life, and his whole face changed. I believed his words were heartfelt, and his smile seemed true and genuine. I attempted to respond to him in French, resorting to Scots when the French words failed me. The dauphin seemed pleased by my efforts, crude as they must have sounded to his ear.

“W-w-we shall soon become good friends, I am sure,” said François.


I understood that perfectly and would have been happy to try to converse with him, but Madame de Poitiers instructed his nurse to lead him away Another nurse appeared, carrying a plump and smiling baby. This was Princesse Claude.

Only then did I notice the rather plain woman who had been sitting quietly nearby while the royal children were being presented. Princesse Claude reached out her chubby arms to this woman, who kissed the infant and returned her to the nurse.

“I am Queen Catherine,” said the woman as she rose to leave. “You are welcome here, Queen Marie,” she said, and walked away without waiting for my slow response. I had no experience in acknowledging queens. Everyone had always acknowledged me.

“Madame Marie,” said the duchess after the queen had gone, “it is my duty to inform you of the rules of precedence, as ordered by His Majesty King Henri.” François, as dauphin, would take precedence over me, while I, a crowned queen, would take precedence over François’s younger sisters, the two princesses, Élisabeth and Claude. These were rules that I had never actually had to think about—who was first to enter a room, who was seated first, who was served first at a banquet, who left first. Except for the first six days of my life, I had always been a queen, and so I was always first. I had never thought of the arrangement being any other way Now I understood what my mother meant when she had warned me that I would no longer be the most important person in the room.


“It is the king’s desire that you share lodgings with Princesse Élisabeth,” continued Madame de Poitiers.

Share lodgings? I had never shared lodgings with anyone. I was surprised but said nothing. Perhaps someday this young girl and I would become great friends.

That was only the beginning of the changes to which I now found myself subjected. The hardest was the departure of the Four Maries. During the first weeks in France, my friends went everywhere that I did, and their company helped me adjust to all the strangeness of my new circumstances. Then quite suddenly they were gone, sent to a convent to learn French and be schooled in the ways of the French court. I burst into tears when I found out—tears that distressed little Élisabeth but left Madame de Poitiers unmoved.

“It is feared that you will not learn to speak French well if your friends remain here and you are continually tempted to converse with them in your native tongue.”

The duchess left me to deal with my misery alone.
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I had barely learned my way around the château at Carrières-sur-Seine when the entire court moved to Saint-Germain-en-Laye. “Papa’s favorite château,” Élisabeth told me. During the move—it was not far, and within half a day we were settling in—I discovered that I had been separated not only from the Four Maries but from nearly all the Scots who had accompanied me. Lord-Keeper Livingston, as my guardian was titled, stayed on, but now that Lord Erskine 
had recovered from his severe illness, he and most of the other gentlemen in my suite were on their way back to Scotland. My half brothers Robert and John Stuart went with them, though James stayed in France to study We went to see them off, and Lady Fleming remarked that unlike the French, our men went about gripping the hilts of their swords. “Our loyal Scots are always on guard, as though they expect to be attacked at any time. Doubtless, they are relieved to go home to Scotland.”

Fortunately, Lady Fleming remained with me as my governess, and Sinclair stayed on as my nurse.

Sinclair seemed to have as much trouble as I did deciphering this distinctly new way of life. I missed the oat porridge that she had always fixed for my breakfast, and she curled her lip at the broth she was given in the servants’ hall.

“Aye, they want to get rid of me too,” she complained. We were whispering in Scots, though I had been warned by Madame de Poitiers that Sinclair too would be sent away if we persisted. “These French hate the sound of our auld tongue. I heard one of their fancy gentlemen say that he could scarce believe such ugly sounds could come from such a pretty little mouth like yours.”

Sinclair was mending one of her thick woolen stockings, and she bit the thread angrily. “Seems to me like these folks want to drain every drop of Scots blood from you and replace it with French,” grumbled my nurse, who never ran out of complaints. She yearned for “just a crumb of oatcake and a tasty bite of salmon from our own fresh rivers,” she said every time it came to mind, which was often. “And ne’er
mind that you’re first and foremost the queen of the Scots and will someday come back to your own country to rule your own people, God be willing.”

“I am to be queen of France, Sinclair, and I shall rule Scotland from Paris. But,” I added wistfully, for I often felt homesick, “no doubt I shall be able to visit whenever I please.”
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I missed the Four Maries, but I did not have time to dwell on their absence. Soon after I arrived at Saint-Germain, my grandparents brought my half brother François, duke of Longueville, for a visit. He was the son my mother had had to leave behind when she left France for Scotland to marry my father. The duke, who had inherited his father’s title, was now fourteen, tall and auburn-haired. I thought him quite handsome.

“You are so like our mother!” he exclaimed at our first meeting, though how he knew that I cannot say, as he had been just three years old when he had last seen her.

“And so are you!” I replied.

Our grandmother smiled and nodded. “You are all Guises,” she said, dabbing at the tears that sprang to her eyes.

François wanted to hear everything I could think to tell him about our mother, and he asked me many questions that I tried hard to answer.

“Did she sing to you?” he asked. “Before you went to sleep at night?”


“She did! Mither has a lovely voice. I can sing the tune but not the words. Lu lu la, lu lu lala lu,” I sang.

“I remember, I remember!” he cried, and began to weep softly. “Venez rêves, venez à mon enfant.’’

Before he left that day, my brother kissed my hand and told me I was as beautiful as his memory of our mother and he was sure we would spend many happy hours together from that day on.
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I now belonged to the royal nursery The king had decided that I must be educated with the royal children, including the dauphin. That seemed a surprise to many—especially Lord and Lady Humières, who supervised the nursery (though it was Madame de Poitiers who told them, and everyone else, what to do, claiming she had received her authority from the king). It fell to Lord and Lady Humières to make certain that, from the time I opened my eyes in the morning until the moment I closed them at night, I heard nothing but French. They were pleased when I was able to reply in complete French sentences.

I was delighted with my new “sister” Princesse Élisabeth, probably because she seemed delighted with me. The infant Princesse Claude was still at least a year or two away from joining in our conversations and little games. The dauphin, François, was closest to me in age, so naturally I spent a great deal of time with him. He became the one who answered my many questions.

“Who is Madame de Poitiers?” I asked one day when we 
were not attending to our lessons, and Lord and Lady Humieres had left us a little time to ourselves. “Why is she with us so much more than your mother, the queen?”

“She is my father’s mistress,” he replied with a shrug. “She wants to make sure we are properly trained in the ways of the court.”

I nodded, having only a vague idea of what a mistress was. Later I overheard Sinclair muttering to Lady Fleming on this very subject. Neither my nurse nor my governess liked Madame de Poitiers. In truth, they could not abide her.

“It is beyond understanding that the queen puts up with that woman,” said Lady Fleming. “The king must be in her thrall.”

“I’ve heard all about it in the kitchens,” said my nurse with a snort; she always enjoyed a bit of gossip with her meal of bread and sausage. “King Henri has been Madame de Poitiers’s lover since he was a young lad and she old enough to be his mither,” Sinclair said disapprovingly. “And poor Catherine de Médicis, coming here from Italy to marry him when she was a lass of fourteen and him not wanting much to do with her in the way of husband and wife. Married eight years and not a single bairn! At last God showed His mercy to that good woman, and she brought forth the little dauphin, someday to be the husband of our own darling Mary!”

“Now the queen is about to give the king a fourth child,” Lady Fleming pointed out. “Another for Madame de Poitiers to rule.”


“Aye, and how hard it must surely be on Queen Catherine, her rival running the royal nursery with an iron fist like she does. Nobody can do anything regarding the queen’s children without Madame’s say-so.”

“I wonder if it is so when the king is here,” mused Lady Fleming. “He is expected in the next week or two, I hear. I look forward to meeting him, as I am sure you do as well.”

“Not much,” said Sinclair sourly. “But we shall see what we shall see.”
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  CHAPTER 5


The Dauphin

“JOYEUX ANNIVERSAIRE, Madame Marie,” Madame de Poitiers caroled cheerily.

It was the eighth of December, my sixth birthday as well as the Feast of the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary. The duchess had arranged for a special celebration for me.

After Mass in the royal chapel, the king’s children and the children of the court gathered in the nursery. My French half brother, François de Longueville, came, accompanied by my grandparents. Servants carried in platters of cakes and pastries. Minstrels entertained us with shawm, recorder, sackbut, and hurdy-gurdy. Jugglers and acrobats performed. Queen Catherine, heavy with child, was on hand, observing quietly.

Madame de Poitiers had chosen this as the perfect occasion for me to have my first dance in public with the dauphin. “Soon you will be expected to dance together at the 
wedding of your uncle François, duke of Aumale, to the duchess Anne d’Este,” she said. “Great royalty as well as the highest nobility from all over Europe will be watching.” She must have seen how this unnerved me, but she smiled and added, “I am confident that you will perform faultlessly, Madame Marie.”

For several weeks, the dancing master had been instructing the dauphin and me on the pavane, a simple dance with long gliding steps and a few révérences and bows. But Madame de Poitiers wanted us to dance the much more complicated courante.

“Queen Catherine brought the courante to the French court from the Italian court of the Médicis,” Madame de Poitiers told me. “It will be sure to please her.”

The steps of the courante were not difficult—two single steps and a double to the left, a little skip followed by the same steps to the right—but there were gestures and poses meant to accompany each step. “The gestures are the signs of love,” our dancing master explained. We were supposed to pretend that François was courting me; I was to refuse his advances until at last I feigned acceptance and we danced off together. We had practiced this for days, but we had not yet learned the gestures to the dancing master’s satisfaction. Now, with the queen herself and members of the court all watching intently, we were expected to perform it.

I had dreaded this. It was not how I wished to celebrate my birthday. I looked to Lady Fleming for a way out. My 
governess, who had been supervising my dancing practice, glared at Madame de Poitiers—no one could fail to see the look of disdain that passed between them—but she did not argue with her. “You can do it, Marie,” said Lady Fleming. “It will be a good rehearsal.”

At a sign from Madame de Poitiers, the musicians began to play. I did not recognize the tune. Surely it was not the same as the music played at our practice—this was so much faster! Poor little François looked frightened half to death. “Be brave,” I whispered to him as we took our places. He proceeded to stumble about clumsily while I urgently whispered instructions: “Whenever I turn my back, you must kneel and pretend to implore me.”

“Implore you?” he asked, bewildered.

“Beg me!” I ordered. It would have been so much easier if our roles were reversed!

But he either backed away when he was supposed to step forward or knelt at the wrong time. With his every misstep, the duchess’s frown deepened. Lady Fleming forced an encouraging smile.

When the music stopped at last, the dauphin had tears in his eyes; he forgot that he was supposed to bow to me, rushed to his mother for comfort, and buried his face in Queen Catherine’s lap, leaving me to make my révérence to an invisible partner.

“More practice is in order. The king returns tomorrow,” Madame de Poitiers announced sternly. “His Majesty will not be pleased.”


Little François sobbed harder as the duchess led him away without a word of protest from his mother. I glanced at my governess.

Lady Fleming shrugged and raised her eyebrows. “Joyeux anniversaire, Madame Marie,” she said. Then she added in a whisper, “You did beautifully, Marie. Have no worries about the dauphin.”

But, of course, I did.
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