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The dashing Robert Carr is a well-known favourite of King James I and he rises quickly through the ranks. But when he is married to the cunning and beautiful child-bride, Frances Howard, a very dangerous liaison changes everything.

 Frances emerges as a headstrong force of nature – determined to have her way, no matter what the cost. Her attempts to rid herself of an unwanted husband, and later to ensnare a lukewarm lover, lead her deep into the world of spell-makers and treachery. This is a woman to underestimate at great peril. But when Robert finds himself ensnared in one of Frances’s plots he finally learns what she is truly capable of.
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An Accident in the Tiltyard

FROM HIS CHAIR of state which had been set on the stage in the tiltyard at Whitehall, the King lazily watched the champions as they tilted against each other. James was forty-one and did not himself tilt; he preferred the chase; but his young friends were eager to display their superiority over each other in this harmless way. So let them, mused James. He watched them – such handsome young men, all eager to show their Old Dad and Gossip, James the King, how much better they were than their fellows.

‘Fill the goblet, laddie,’ he said, glancing at the tall young man who stood behind his chair waiting to perform this service.

The boy obeyed – a pleasant creature; James insisted on having pleasant-looking young men about him; and this one was kept occupied, for the King was constantly thirsty and nothing satisfied him but the rich sweet wine which many of his courtiers found too potent for their taste. James prided himself that he was rarely what he would call ‘overtaken’; that was because he knew when he had had enough.

He fidgeted inside his padded clothes, which gave him the appearance of being a fat man; but ever since the Gunpowder scare he had insisted that his doublets be thickly quilted – and it was the same with his breeches, for how could he be sure when someone, resentful against a Stuart or protestant, might not have the idea to thrust a dagger into him? There were plenty of Englishmen who were not pleased to have a Stuart on the throne; he knew that they whispered about the days of good Queen Bess, and did not care for the Scotsmen he had brought to the Court, nor their Scottish manners either. They thought him ill-behaved at times, and said the Tudors had had a royal dignity which he lacked.

James could laugh at them. He might not have the looks of a King. His ancestor Henry VIII had been a fine-looking man, he knew; well over six feet tall, and men had trembled when he frowned. James was neither tall nor short; his straggly beard was characteristic of the rest of him; his eyes were too prominent; his tongue seemed too large, which resulted in a thickness of speech; and since he made no effort to cast off a broad accent, and sometimes lapsed into Scottish idiom, the English were often bewildered by his utterances.

He was glad to be seated; he never felt easy when his legs were all that supported him, for they were inclined to let him down at any moment. perhaps they had never recovered from the tight swaddling of his infancy; moreover, he had not been allowed to walk until he was five years old, and there were times when he still tottered like an infant or a drunken man.

His nature was a philosophical one; he accepted his physical disabilities by taking a great pride in his mental superiority over most of his contemporaries. The title of ‘The Wisest King in Christendom’ had not been lightly bestowed, and he believed that if he put his mind to it he could get the better of Northampton, Suffolk, Nottingham, or any of his ministers.

He scratched with grubby fingers through the padded and jewelled doublet. He disliked washing and never put his hands in water, although occasionally he allowed one of his servants to dab them with a wet cloth. The English complained of the lice which often worried them; but James believed it was better to harbour a few of the wee creatures than undergo the torment of washing.

‘In the reign of good Queen Bess,’ these English grumbled, ‘ladies and gentlemen came to Court to search for honours, now they have to search for fleas.’

‘’Tis the more harmless occupation,’ James told them.

So the Court had deteriorated since Tudor days, had it? But he believed the Tudors had not been such lenient sovereigns. They had demanded flattery – something which James would have scorned, immediately understanding the motive behind it, and not for one moment believing that he was the most handsome of men. The old Queen had had to be more or less made love to by her ministers when she was a black-toothed hag. Was that wisdom? Nay, James knew himself for what he was and asked for no deception. His subjects had no need to fear that their heads would be parted from their bodies on the slightest provocation. They called him Solomon; and he was proud of it, although he did not much like the jest that the name had been given to him because he was the son of David. He was the son of the Earl of Darnley and Queen Mary; and it was a calumny to suggest that his mother had taken David Rizzio as her lover and that he was the result.

But there would always be these scandals; and what did they matter now that the crown which united England and Scotland was his. The result was peace in this island as there had never been before, and all because the wisest King in Christendom, who had been James VI of Scotland, was now also James I of England.

‘Fill up, laddie,’ he said gently.

Wine! Good wine! When he was a baby he had had a drunkard for a wet nurse; it had not been discovered for a long time, and sometimes he wondered whether her milk had been impregnated with stronger stuff and that as he had been nurtured on it he had acquired not only a taste but a need for it.

A strange childhood his. The youth of royal children was often hazardous and that was doubtless why, when they came to power, they frequently abused it. But his childhood was even more unsettled than most; and that was not to be wondered at when he considered the events which had taken place in his family at the time. His father murdered – by his mother’s lover – and some said that his mother had a hand in it. His mother’s hasty marriage to the Earl of Bothwell; the civil war; his mother’s flight to England where she had remained a prisoner in the hands of good Queen Elizabeth for some twenty years. Not a very safe background for a child whose legs were weak and who had only his wits to help him hold his place among the ambitious lairds surrounding him.

How he had gloried in that good quick brain of his! He might not have been able to walk but he soon learned to talk. He could memorize with the utmost ease; his prominent eyes seemed to take in more than those of the grown-up people about him; there was little they missed; and with childish frankness he did not hesitate to comment on what he saw. As soon as he began to talk his wit was apparent; and all those ambitious men who wished him to be no more than a figurehead for their schemes, were often dismayed.

That excellent memory of his had many pictures of the past preserved for him; and one of those which he liked best was himself, not yet five, being carried into the great hall of Stirling Castle by his guardian the Earl of Mar, there to be placed on a throne to repeat a speech which he had had no difficulty in learning by heart. He had astonished them all by the manner in which he could make such a speech; and as he had made it, his observant eyes had noticed that one of the slates of the roof had slipped off, and through it he could see a glint of blue sky.

He could still hear his high, precise voice informing the company: ‘There is ane hole in this parliament.’

From then on men had respected him, for what to him had been a statement of fact had been construed as grim prophecy. The Regent Moray had been assassinated, and the Earl of Lennox, James’ paternal grandfather who had been elected the next Regent, quickly met a violent death.

The Scottish lairds were certain that their young King was no ordinary child.

James had been gleeful. He could not walk, but while he had attendants to carry him wherever he wished to go, what did that matter? He would walk all in good time; and while he waited for that day he would read, watch and learn.

He had come a long way from that Stirling parliament to the palace of Whitehall.

His eyes brightened as he watched the riders. There was Sir James Hay. A pretty boy James Hay had been when his King had brought him to England from Scotland; now he was a very fine gentleman. James had been very fond of young Hay and determined to advance him. A pleasant boy with manners to please the English because they were more polished than most Scotsmen’s since Hay had been brought up in France; James had made him a Gentleman of the Bedchamber and young Hay had proved to be a good companion, his nature being an easygoing one and free of tantrums.

He was a little vain, of course, but who would not be, the King asked himself indulgently, possessed of such outstanding physical charm? The young man liked ostentation and, as James liked to bestow gifts of money on his friends, it was no concern of his how they spent it. If their tastes ran to fine garments, lavish displays, well let them enjoy themselves, remembering all the time whose kindly – if somewhat grubby – hand bestowed these favours.

Sir James was followed everywhere by his retinue of pages, all handsomely dressed, though naturally less so than their master, and it was certainly a pleasant sight to see Sir James and his little retinue in action.

James caught the eye of the Queen upon him. Her expression was reproachful. poor Queen Anne, she was getting somewhat fat and showed the effect of seven pregnancies; yet she still preserved the petulance which he had once thought not unattractive. That was in the days of his romantic youth when he had braved the storms to go to her native land and bring his bride back to Scotland. He could smile now to remember their first meeting and how he had been delighted with his young Danish Princess, how he had in time sailed with her back to Scotland and brought to trial those witches who he believed had sought to drown his Anne on her way to Scotland. pleasant days but gone, and James was too wise a man to wish to return to youth; he would barter youth any day for experience; knowledge was more to be prized than vigour.

Theirs had not been an unsuccessful marriage, although they sometimes kept separate Courts now. That was wise, for her interests were not his. She was a silly woman, as frivolous as she had been on her arrival, and still believed doubtless that what had been charming at sixteen still was at thirty-two. She kept with her those two Danish women, Katrine Skinkell and Anna Kroas, and it seemed to him their main preoccupation was to plan balls, the Queen’s great passion being dancing. But he must be fair: dancing and her children.

Every now and then her gaze would rest with pride on their eldest, Prince Henry; and James could share her pride. He often wondered how two like himself and Anne could have produced such a boy. A perfect King, Henry would make one day; the people thought it. They cheered him heartily whenever he appeared in public. He was an English Prince, they thought, though he had been born in Stirling. Doubtless they would not be displeased when his Old Dad gave up the crown to him.

But there’s life in the old gossip yet, thought James.

Then his attention was caught by a figure in the retinue of Sir James Hay. This was a tall, slim young man who was carrying Sir James’ shield and device and whose duty it would be, at the appropriate moment, to present these to the King.

That laddie is familiar, mused James. Where can I have seen him before? At Court? ’Tis likely so. Yet once having seen him, would I not remember?

He forgot the Queen and young Henry; he forgot his own brooding on the past.

His attention was focused on the young stranger, and he was impatient for the moment when the boy would ride to the stage, dismount, and come to kneel before him with his favourite’s shield and device.

The young man who had attracted the King’s attention would have been delighted had he known that James had already singled him out, because that was exactly what he was hoping for.

He had recently returned from France where he had heard rumours of conditions at the English Court. The King, it was said, surrounded himself with handsome young men who, it seemed, had little to do but look handsome – which was an easy enough task if one had been born that way, as he, Robert Carr, certainly had.

This habit of the King’s was deplored by his more serious statesmen, but as long as they were able to keep the favourites under some control they accepted it. There were worse faults in Kings.

Robert Carr, tall, slender with perfectly shaped limbs, a fine skin to which the sun of France had given a light golden tan, features so finely chiselled that strangers turned to take a second look, hair that glistened like gold and was thick and curly, was an extremely handsome young man. Women constantly plagued him, but while he enjoyed their company he did not allow them to take up too much of his time.

He had always been ambitious, and being a younger son in a not very affluent Scottish family had given him a determination, at a very early age, to rise in the world; and he had seen his opportunity when his father, Sir Thomas Carr of Ferniehurst, had found a place for him at the Court of the King.

James had been pleased to receive the boy, for Sir Thomas Carr had been a faithful friend to his mother, Mary Queen of Scots, during her long captivity and James felt the family should be rewarded in some way.

So young Robert had been allowed to come to Court to serve as a page; but he was young and ignorant of Court ways and scarcely ever saw the King in whom in any case he would have been too young to arouse much interest.

He had not been long at Court when that event took place which was to unite the two nations who for centuries had been at war with each other. Queen Elizabeth died and James was declared King of England and Scotland.

It was natural that James should leave the smaller kingdom to govern in the larger, although he had declared in St Giles’ Cathedral that never would he forget the rights of his native Scotland and it would be his endeavour to see that Scotland lost nothing but gained everything from the union. James kept his word and many a Scotsman now was lording it below the Border.

Robert had come South in the royal retinue, but James, finding his Court somewhat over-populated by Scottish gentlemen, had found it necessary to placate his new subjects by dismissing some of them in favour of the English. Young Robert had been sent to France, which, he now realized, had been for his good. In that country he learned more gracious manners than those he could have acquired in his native land; and there was no doubt that they added to his extreme attractiveness. In France he learned what an asset good looks were; and the raw Scottish boy had become an ambitious young man.

He considered himself fortunate to have been taken into the retinue of Sir James Hay, himself brought up in France, and handsome enough to have won the King’s favour; in fact one on whom young Robert might, with reason and hope, model himself.

The King’s presents to those he favoured were varied, and Sir James had been presented with an heiress for a wife. Robert being somewhat impecunious was in need of such a useful acquisition; he had no intention of remaining in a minor position in the household of a favourite when he himself – and it would have been falsely modest to deny this – was far more personable. He lacked experience of course, but that would come with time.

It was a very excited, hopeful young man who rode into the tilting yard on that day.

He could see the King seated on his chair of state, the light catching the jewels on his quilted doublet. James did not wear those costly garments with elegance; but what did that matter when it was well known how he admired that quality in others. perhaps it was because he was uncomely, bulky and weak in the legs that he so admired physical perfections in others. And there was the Queen – but wise young men did not concern themselves overmuch with the Queen. If a young man could make no headway in the King’s Court, then he might try in the Queen’s; and there had been cases when the Queen’s favour had actually led to the King’s. But Anne was not pleased by the King’s delight in handsome young men, so at this stage she need not be considered.

There was Prince Henry, himself personable, but very young, of course. He too had his friends and Robert had heard that he used his influence with the King for the benefit of those he favoured. So there they were – the royal trio on the stage, from each of whom blessings could flow.

Determined to have the King’s attention, Robert rode close to the stage. But at that moment when he was prepared to dismount gracefully, the horse rose from his haunches, and kicking up his hind legs shot his rider over his head.

Robert rolled over and over. Then he lost consciousness.

Robert Carr who had so meant to impress the King by his equestrian skill had taken an ignoble tumble and lay unconscious before the royal stage.

James rose unsteadily to his feet. He disliked accidents; he was constantly afraid that they would happen to him, and the ease with which they could occur distressed him.

He descended from the stage, and by this time a little crowd had collected about the fallen man. It parted to let the King through.

‘Is he much hurt?’ he asked.

‘His arm’s broken for one thing, Sire,’ said one of the onlookers.

‘poor wee laddie! Let him be carried gently into the palace, and send one of my physicians to look to his needs.’

Someone had removed Robert’s helmet and his golden hair fell across his pale brow.

James looked at him. Why, he was like a Grecian statue, what beautifully moulded features! The eyelashes were golden brown against his skin, and several shades darker than his hair.

At that moment Robert opened his eyes and the first face he saw among those bending over him was that of the King.

He remembered in a rush of shame that he had failed.

James said gently: ‘I’ve sent for a man to look to you, laddie. Dinna be afraid. He’ll look after you.’

He smiled, and it was the tender smile he bestowed on all handsome young men.

He turned away then and Robert groaned.

He had had his great chance but believed he had failed.

That evening James called his favourite, Sir James Hay, to his side and demanded to know how the young man who had fallen in the tiltyard was faring.

‘A broken arm, Sire, seems to be the main damage. He’ll mend fast enough. He’s young.’

‘Ay, he’s young,’ agreed the King. ‘Jamie, where is the lad?’

‘Your Majesty commanded that he was to be housed in your own palace and given the attention of your own physician. This has been done. He is bedded next to your own apartments.’

‘poor laddie, I fear he suffered. He was so eager to do well in the yard.’

‘perhaps he has not done so badly, sire,’ murmured Sir James.

‘I’ll go and tell him so. He’d like to hear it from me, I’ll swear.’

‘He might even think it worth a broken bone or two,’ replied Sir James.

‘What! A visit from his King! You boys all flatter your Old Dad, Jamie.’

‘Nay, Sire, I was not thinking to flatter.’

James laughed, nursing a secret joke. His lads were always afraid he was going to single one of them out for special favours. Jealous cubs, they were, fighting together. Yet they never amused him so much as when they jostled for his favour.

So James went along to see Robert Carr, who lay in bed, his beautiful head resting on his pillows. He tried to struggle up when he saw the King.

‘Nay, laddie, bide where you are.’

James took a seat beside the bed.

‘Are you feeling better now?’

‘Y . . . yes, Sire,’ stammered the boy.

A very nice natural modesty, thought James; and now there was a faint colour in the young face and, by God, there could not have been a more handsome face in the whole of the Court . . . now or at any time.

‘Dinna be afraid, laddie. Forget I’m the King.’

‘Sire . . . I lie here and . . .’

‘As you should, and I forbid you to do aught else’

‘I should be kneeling.’

‘So you shall when you’re well enough. Tell me now: is it true that you’re Robbie Carr of Ferniehurst?’

‘Yes, Sire.’

‘I’ve heard tell of your father. He was a good and loyal servant to my mother the Queen of the Scots.’

‘He would have died for her as I would . . .’

‘As you would for your King? Nay, mon! he’d not ask it. This King likes not to hear of men dying . . . and this is more so when they have youth and beauty. Wouldn’t a broken arm be enough, eh? Is it painful?’

‘A little, Sire.’

‘They tell me it’ll be well enough soon. Young bones mend quickly. Now, Robbie Carr, were you a page to me back in bonny Scotland?’

‘Yes, Sire.’

‘And came South with me and then left me?’

‘I was sent to France, Sire.’

‘Where they taught you pretty manners, I see. Now you’re back at the King’s Court, and Robbie, your King’s telling you this: he hopes there you’ll stay.’

‘Oh Sire, my great wish is to serve you.’

‘So you shall.’

Robert had heard that the King was always deeply impressed by good looks but he had not believed that they could have such a remarkable effect as his evidently had. The King was as indulgent as a father; he wanted to know about Robert’s childhood, what life had been like at Ferniehurst.

Robert told of how he had been taught to tilt and shoot, and how he had become an expert in such manly pastimes.

‘But what of books, lad?’ James wanted to know. ‘Did they not tell you that there was more lasting pleasure to be found in them than in the tiltyard?’

Robert was alarmed, because his teachers had despaired of him and he was far happier out of doors than in the schoolroom; it had seemed more important to his parents that he should grow up strong in the arm than in the head.

James was disappointed.

‘It seems to me, lad, that your education has been most shamefully neglected. And a pity too, for ye’d have had a good brain if any had taken the trouble to train it.’

James went sorrowfully away, but the next day he returned to Robert’s bedside. With the King came one of his pages carrying books, which at James’ command he laid on the bed.

James’ eyes were bright with laughter.

‘Latin, Robbie,’ he cried. ‘Now here ye are, confined to bed for a few days. And already you’re longing to be in the saddle again and out in the sunshine. Ye canna, Robbie. But there’s something you can do. You can make up a little for all ye’ve lost, by a study of the Latin tongue, and ye’ll discover that there’s more adventure to one page of learning than to be found in months in the tiltyard. For ye’re going to have a good tutor, Robbie – the best in the Kingdom. Can you guess who, lad? None but your King.’

In the Court they were discussing the King’s latest oddity. Each morning he was at the bedside of Robert Carr. The young man was not an apt pupil; but the teacher quickly forgave him this deficiency because he had so much that gave him pleasure.

It was clear; the King had found a new favourite.

Opposite the entrance to the tiltyard at Whitehall was the Gatehouse, a magnificent pile, built by Holbein, of square stones and flint boulders, tessellated and glazed. Several busts of terracotta and gilt adorned the Gatehouse; one of these represented Henry VII and another Henry VIII; and it was known as the Cockpit Gate.

At one of the windows two children – a boy and a girl – stood looking down towards the tiltyard where a group slowly sauntered, led by the King who was leaning on the arm of a tall, golden-haired young man.

The boy was about thirteen although he looked older and the expression on his handsome face was very serious. The girl, who was some two years younger than her brother, slipped her arm through his.

‘Oh, Henry,’ she said, ‘do not let it disturb you. If it were not this one, it would be someone else.’

Prince Henry turned to his sister, frowning. ‘But a King should set an example to his people.’

‘The people like our father well enough.’

‘Well enough is not good enough.’

‘It will be different when you are King, Henry.’

‘Do not say that!’ retorted her brother sharply. ‘For how could I be King unless our father died?’

Elizabeth lifted her shoulders. Although but eleven, she already showed signs of great charm; she adored her brother Henry, but she was much happier when he was less serious. There were so many pleasures to be enjoyed at Court, so why concern themselves with the odd behaviour of their parents? At least they themselves were indulged and had little to complain of. Their father might be disappointed because they did not show signs of being as learned as he was, but on the whole he was a tolerant parent.

Henry however had a strong sense of the fitness of things; that was why everyone admired and respected him. He was constantly learning how to be a good king when his time came. He was wonderful in the saddle but did not care for hunting, believing it to be wrong to kill for the sake of killing. Many thought this a strange notion, but it was natural that the son of King James should have odd ideas now and then.

If he had not excelled at all games and disliked study he would have been too perfect to be popular, but his small faults endeared him to everyone.

Elizabeth put her head on one side and regarded him with affection.

‘What are you thinking of?’ he demanded.

‘You,’ she told him.

‘You might find a more worthy subject.’

She put her arms about his neck and kissed him. ‘Never,’ she told him. Then she laughed. ‘I heard two of your servants grumbling together today. They complained that you had caught them swearing and insisted on their paying a fine into your poor box.’

‘And they liked that not?’

‘They liked it not. But methinks they liked you for enforcing the rule. Now Henry, tell me this: are you pleased when your servants swear?’

‘What a question! It is to prevent their swearing that I fine them.’

‘Yes, but the more fines they pay, the more money for the poor. So perhaps the poor would wish your apartment to be filled with profanity.’

‘You are becoming as serious-minded as you say I am.’

‘Oh no!’ Elizabeth laughed. She changed the subject. ‘Our father does not like you to visit your friend in the Tower.’

‘He has not forbidden me to go.’

‘No, he would not. Our father is a strange man, Henry. He hopes that you won’t, but he understands that you must; and therefore he does not interfere.’

‘Why do you tell me this?’

‘It is like the fines in the poor box all over again. So much that is good; so much that is not good. It is hard to weigh good against evil. There is much our father does which you do not like; but he is a good father to us.’

‘My dear sister,’ said Henry with a smile, ‘I sense your reproach.’

‘Why do we concern ourselves with matters beyond us? Are you practising vaulting now, and shall I come to watch you?’

‘I am going to the Tower.’

At that moment the door opened and a woman entered holding a little boy by the hand; the child was about seven and walked with great difficulty.

‘My lord, my lady,’ she said, ‘I did not know you were here.’

‘Come in, Lady Carey,’ invited Henry. ‘And how is my brother today?’

The woman’s face was illumined by a loving smile.

‘Tell your brother, sweeting,’ she said. ‘Tell him how you walked all alone this morning.’

The pale-faced little boy nodded his head and his eyes sought those of his elder brother with adulation.

‘I w . . . walked,’ he said, ‘alone.’

An impediment in his speech made the words sound muffled.

‘That is good news, Lady Carey,’ Henry told her.

‘Good news, of a surety, my lord. And when I think of this little one . . . not so long ago!’

‘You have been good to him,’ put in Elizabeth.

‘He is my precious boy,’ declared Lady Carey. ‘Are you not, Charles?’

Charles nodded and thickly confirmed this.

Elizabeth came and knelt down by the side of her younger brother. She touched his ankles. ‘They don’t hurt any more, do they, Charles?’ she asked.

He shook his head.

Lady Carey picked him up in her arms and kissed him. ‘My boy will be taller and stronger than any of you before long; you see!’

Elizabeth noticed how the little boy gripped Lady Carey’s bodice. poor little Charles, he was the unfortunate one. But at least he was able to walk now, after a fashion; there had been a time, not very long ago, when they had all thought he would neither walk nor speak; and several of the Court ladies had declined the honour of bringing him up because they feared it was an impossible task.

Lady Carey, however, had taken a look at the poor helpless child and decided to devote herself to his care; it was small wonder that she was proud of what she was doing, even though little Charles was an object of pity to most who beheld him.

Elizabeth took her little brother from Lady Carey and set him on a table.

‘Have a care, my lady,’ implored Lady Carey; and she was immediately at the side of her little charge to hold his hand and assure him that no harm could come to him.

Henry came to the table. ‘Why, Charles,’ he said, ‘you’re as big as I am now.’

Charles nodded. He was intelligent enough; it was merely that his legs were so weak, and it was feared that his ankles were dislocated and he would never be able to do anything but stagger about; moreover some deformity of the mouth prevented him from speaking clearly.

Henry, deeply touched by the plight of his young brother, began to talk to him about riding and jousting and all the sports which he would be able to take part in when he grew stronger. Young Charles listened avidly, nodding from time to time while he smiled with delight. He was happy because he was with the people he loved best in the world – his adored foster mother, his wonderful brother, his sweet sister.

Anne, the Queen, chose this time to visit the royal nursery. She came whenever she could, for she loved her children dearly, particularly her first born who seemed to her all that a Prince should be.

So while Henry and Elizabeth talked to the little boy seated on the table, Anne came in followed by Katrine Skinkell and Anna Kroas.

‘My sweet children!’ she cried in her guttural voice. ‘So little Charles is here with his brother and sister.’

Lady Carey made a deep curtsy; Elizabeth did the same while Henry bowed and Charles looked on with earnest eyes.

‘Henry, my Prince, how well you look; and you too, daughter. And my little Charles?’

‘Making good progress Your Majesty,’ Lady Carey told the Queen.

‘And can he bow yet to his mother?’ asked the Queen.

Lady Carey lifted the little boy from the table and stood him down where he did his best to make a bow.

Anne signed to Lady Carey to lift him up and bring him to her, when she kissed him.

‘My precious baby,’ she murmured. ‘And what a pleasure to have my family at Court all at the same time.’ A petulant expression crossed her otherwise placid face. She loved her children and had longed to be able to bring them up herself. She hated the royal custom which ordained that others should have charge of them. She would have been a good mother – even if she had tended to spoil her children – had she been allowed to.

Now here was Charles more devoted to Lady Carey than to her; and Henry – beloved Henry, a son of whom any parent might be proud – while affectionate, depended on her not at all.

She never saw Henry without remembering her joy at the time of his birth, when she had believed herself the most contented woman alive; but what anger and frustration had followed when she had learnt that she was not to be allowed to bring up her son. That he should be taken from her and given into the care of the old Earl and Countess of Mar had been more than she could endure. James, always the most affectionate and tolerant of husbands, had commiserated with her, but had insisted that the custom of Scotland was that its kings should be brought up in Stirling Castle under the care of an Earl of Mar, and there was nothing he could do about that.

She had stormed and raged, and perhaps her relationship with James had changed from that moment. She had pointed out that a King should be the one to decide how his son should be brought up and, when his Queen passionately desired to nurture her own son, he should have thrust aside custom.

How she had hated the Mars! She had never lost an opportunity of showing that hatred; and as there had been many turbulent lairds who were only too pleased to make mischief, James, who could be very clear-sighted, reprimanded her gently.

‘I lived through a troublous childhood,’ he told her, ‘and ambitious men used me in their schemes against my mother. I beg you, wife, do not seek to bring discord into this kingdom.’

Anne had been young and heedless, and not prepared to have her wishes set aside. There might easily have been trouble had James been of a different nature; but while he sought to please the Queen by arranging for her to see as much as was possible of her son, he never allowed her to poison his mind against the Mars.

She had never forgiven James; she had continued to fret for her son; but soon she was pregnant again and Elizabeth was born, only to be taken from her to be given into the care of Lord Livingstone and his wife.

There had followed other pregnancies and Anne was in a measure resigned. The children were growing up now and she contrived that they should be at Court as much as possible; they were fond of her; and she tried to forget the grudge she bore against their guardians and gave herself up to the pleasures of ball and banquet.

She had become frivolous; there were some who declared that she had had a hand in the Gowrie plot, but that was nonsense. Anne would never bestir herself to plot against a husband who had been indulgent to her; there were others who said that she had preferred the Earl of Murray to the King; that was again not true. Anne was no intriguer; she was a thoughtless, somewhat spoiled woman, who, when she became a mother wanted to devote her life to the children she adored.

Now, as she gave herself up to the pleasure of talking to them, Anna Kroas came close to her and whispered: ‘The King has entered the Cockpit Gate, Your Majesty. He is on his way to the nursery.’

Queen Anne’s expression scarcely changed. ‘Is it so, Anna,’ she said mildly.

Anna wanted to tell her that she had seen from the window that he had the new young man with him, the one who had broken his arm in the tiltyard and of whom the whole Court was talking. But her mistress would discover that soon enough; Anna hoped the Queen would not show too openly her dislike of the new favourite.

The door was opened and James came into the room, not as a King should come; he was quite without dignity, thought the Queen angrily. Sometimes when his young men were in high spirits she heard his voice weak with laughter. ‘You laddies will be the death of Old Dad.’

Old Dad! And sometimes Old Gossip! A fine way for a King to behave. It was small wonder that the English sighed for the days of the Tudors when a King or a Queen was a being, far above them, whose smiles were coveted, whose frowns were feared.

‘The family is assembled here then,’ cried James with a chuckle.

He was leaning heavily on the arm of Robert Carr who had flushed and was uncertain how to behave when he saw the Queen.

He bowed in an embarrassed way but Anne did not look at him.

‘Henry,’ said James, ‘it does me good to see you so bonny. And Elizabeth.’

The children, Anne noticed with pride, ignored their father’s crude behaviour and showed the respect due to a great King.

‘Well, well,’ laughed James, ‘get off your knees, lad. This is no state occasion. Why, Elizabeth, you’re taller every time I see you.’ He smiled at Anne. ‘’Tis true, eh, Majesty?’

‘’Tis true, Your Majesty,’ Anne answered, and her tone was warm as it must be when she talked of her children.

‘And I must not forget my youngest. Well, how’s my mannie?’

Lady Carey who was at Charles’ side, took his hand and pressed it reassuringly while James came close to his youngest son and took his chin in his hand. Charles looked into his eyes, unafraid; no one could be afraid of James unless they had offended him deeply, and even then he would be calmly judicious.

‘Prince Charles is walking a little now, Your Majesty,’ Lady Carey told the King.

‘Good news. Good news. And he is talking?’

Lady Carey whispered to the boy: ‘Say Yes, Your Majesty.’

Charles opened his mouth and did his best, but the words were strangled. James nodded and patted the boy’s shoulder.

‘Well done,’ he said. ‘Well done.’

Then he laid his hand on Henry’s shoulder and pushed him towards the table on which young Charles was sitting. ‘Talk to your brother, lad,’ he said. ‘And you with him, Elizabeth.’

Then he took the Queen by the arm and walked, away from the group round the table, towards the window, calling over his shoulder to Lady Carey to follow him.

When they had reached the window he said quietly to Lady Carey: ‘The lad does not improve.’

Lady Carey’s face puckered. ‘But, Your Majesty, he does, indeed he does. He is much better.’

‘He is no longer a baby.’

‘But he can speak a little. Forgive me, Your Majesty, but he is overawed by your presence.’

‘He’s the only one in this Court who is then,’ said James with a laugh.

Lady Carey was afraid, for the Queen was regarding her with the dislike she had for all those who took her children away from her.

‘It cannot go on,’ mused James.

‘Your Majesty, he is improving. I do assure you of that.’

‘I’ve been consulting my physicians about him, Lady Carey, and they believe he should be put in iron boots to strengthen his bones, and the string under his tongue be cut.’

‘Oh no, Your Majesty. I implore you. Why, do you not see how he has improved since he has been in my care? The boots would be too heavy for him and he would never walk. He has a horror of them. Your Majesty, I beg of you, do not do this.’

Lady Carey’s eyes were full of tears; her lips twitching, her hands trembling. She looked imploringly at the Queen.

‘Why should she have the care of my baby?’ Anne asked herself. ‘She behaves as though she were his mother.’

Lady Carey was so overwrought that she laid a hand on the King’s arm. ‘Your Majesty, he is speaking more clearly than he was a month ago. He needs confidence . . . and loving care. To cut the string might mean that he would never speak again or at best have an impediment for the rest of his life.’ Her eyes were shining with faith. ‘I know I can make him well. I am certain of it.’ She looked from the King to the Queen and seemed suddenly aware of her temerity. ‘Your gracious pardons,’ she murmured, lowering her head; and the King and the Queen saw that she was fighting to control her tears.

James looked at his wife, but she would not meet his gaze. She was thinking: This woman loves my Charles as though she were his mother in truth. And I hate her because she has taken him from me. But it is good for Charles to have one who loves him so.

The maternal instinct was stronger in Anne than any other and she could forget her jealousy in her concern for her son. So she said: ‘Lady Carey should be given a further opportunity to prove her words. It is true that Charles is better since she took charge of him. It is my wish that there should be no iron boots, nor cutting of the string . . . as yet.’

‘My dears,’ replied James, ‘this is the advice of the doctors.’

But the two women stood firm; there was a bond between them; they were so conscious of their feelings for the child, and they shared the belief that the power of maternal love could exceed the experiments of doctors, however wise.

James regarded them with mild good nature. They loved the boy; there was no doubt of that; and there was also no doubt that young Charles loved his nurse.

James often preferred to thrust aside decisions.

‘Then for the time let things be as they are.’

Lady Carey seized his hand and kissed it.

‘Why,’ he said kindly, ‘it is the Queen and myself who should be showing gratitude to you, my dear.’

The Queen’s mouth tightened. ‘I know,’ she added, ‘that Lady Carey has looked after him as though she were his mother. She could not do more than that.’

James turned to Robert Carr who had been standing at some little distance while this conversation took place.

‘Come ye here, Robbie,’ he said. ‘Give me your arm.’

‘So Your Majesty needs support, even as little Charles?’ murmured Anne maliciously.

‘Aye,’ retorted James. ‘I like a strong arm to lean on.’

‘There might be stronger and more practised arms,’ said the Queen.

And when Robert Carr came to the King she turned her back on him.

James, smiling, went to the children, exchanged a few jocular words with them and then, leaning on the arm of Robert Carr, left the apartment.

James went to his own quarters and when his little party arrived there he dismissed them all, with the exception of Robert, because he sensed that the Queen’s antagonism had upset his favourite.

‘Sit down, lad,’ he said, when they were alone, and Robert took a stool and placed it by the King’s chair. He sat leaning his head against James’s knee while the grubby royal fingers gently pulled at his golden hair. ‘Ye mustna let the Queen upset ye, Robbie,’ went on James. ‘She never did take kindly to my lads.’

‘I thought she hated me,’ Robert said.

‘No more than many another. The Queen’s a kind woman in her limits and it grieves me to plague her. Ours has been a good union, though, and we’ve children to prove it. Two boys and a girl left out of seven; and the eldest as bonny as children could be. Little Charles . . . well, you heard how the women stood against me, Robbie. But ’tis on account of their fears for the boy. The Queen would have been a good mother if she’d been in another station of life. Queens, poor bodies, are not permitted to care for their own. From the time of Henry’s birth she changed towards me, and all because I’d not dismiss the Mars and give her charge of the bairn.’

‘I fear that she will poison Your Majesty’s mind against me.’

‘Nay, laddie. Never. I’ve been a happy man since my Robbie came to cheer up his Old Dad. Dinna take much notice of the Queen’s little spites. Bless ye, boy, others have felt it before you.’

‘Sire, there is something I must explain to you.’

‘Your Old Dad is listening, Robbie.’

‘Your Majesty has raised me so high in so short a time. But often I feel out of place at Court. Your Ministers look down on me – men like the Howards. I’m not one of them. I’m shabby . . . I’m poor.’

‘Give your Old Gossip time, laddie. I’m going to make ye the most grand gentleman among them. Ye shall have fine clothes and in time an estate of your own. Why, I might find you a rich bride. That would be a fine plan, eh?’

‘Your Majesty is so good to me.’

‘I like to see my boys happy. Now, dinna fret. All will be well. If fine clothes would help you to be happier, fine clothes you shall have. This very day you shall see some silks and satins, brocades and velvets; and make your choice. Why, mannie, there’ll be no one to hold a candle to you. Though your Old Dad thinks that’s the case without fine clothes.’

‘How can I thank Your Majesty?’

‘Ye do well enough, Robbie. Now bide quiet a wee while and let me chat



































































































BIBLIOGRAPHY

A Detection of the Court and State of England during the Reigns of James I, Charles I, Charles 11 and James II, Roger Coke

The History of Great Britain, being the Life of King James the First, Arthur Wilson

James I, Charles Williams

Lives of the Queens of England, Agnes Strickland

The National and Domestic History of England, William Hickman Smith Aubrey

British History, John Wade

King’s Favourite, Philip Gibbs

Her Majesty’s Tower, William Hepworth Dixon

The Dictionary of National Biography, Edited by Sir Leslie Stephen and Sir Sidney Lee

Abbeys, Castles and Ancient Halls of England and Wales, John Timbs and Alexander Gunn

Political History of England 1603-1660, F. C. Montague

 History of England, James Anthony Froude

History of England, John Lingard



This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Epub ISBN: 9781448150311

Version 1.0

www.randomhouse.co.uk

First published 1964 by Robert Hale and Co

© Jean Plaidy 1964

Arrow Books
 A Random House Group company

Addresses for companies within The Random House Group Limited can be found at: www.randomhouse.co.uk/offices.htm

The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009 

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 0 330 02660 7



OPS/images/cover.jpg
The
ITZL{rder in

: the\ Tower






OPS/images/logo.jpg





