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THE BETROTHAL

IAOW, MIAOW

‘It'sa wonder what people see in some people!” remarked
the beautiful Lady Ann Gray.

‘Indeed!” her companion agreed. ‘Some people there
are, in this world, who are good for nothing but making a flash.’
Lady Elinor Hume, small and waspish with the sting of the inade-
quately husbanded, gave a sniffing toss to her sharp-featured head.

‘And others there are’, said Lady Ann, ‘who are good for nothing
but admiring those people. Look out for that ditch, will you not?’

‘Thank you, Mistress Gray, but I had observed it,” said Lady
Hume, who had not. Lengthening her tight mincing step the few
inches necessary to clear the sedge-screened treachery of the ditch,
the wife of the Lord Chamberlain of Scotland added:

‘It is doubtless the luckiest occurrence that could have befallen
her.’

‘It 1s hardly uncharitable to suggest that there was little time to
lose.’

‘Indeed not! If Polmood had not fallen for her so utterly, quite
possibly no other would. And she might very soon have been obliged
to leave our society in some other way!’

Tall and dark, Lady Ann sighed her sorrowful assent.

The two ladies reluctantly concluded that there were some who
knew and some who just did not know about such things, and, as the
late-afternoon sun began to yield its strength to the purply-brown
heights of the distant watershed, they turned their walk around and
headed eastwardly home, along the north bank of the meandering
Meggat Water, towards the angular grey mass of Crawmelt Castle.

CRAWMELT CASTLE

[t was not really a castle but rather a hunting tower, owned by the
Crown and customarily visited by the King and his nobles during the
harvest months, when great sports were enjoyed and much merri-
ment made. While the King and his lusty gallants enjoyed the chase
and the slaughter of stags on Meggat-dale and the mountains of the
Lowes, the Queen and her attendant ladies would usually remain at
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the larger and more comfortably appointed Castle of Nidpath, near
Peebles, where the terrain was less intractable and the climate less
severe. But when the weather was fine and the mountains of the
forest clear, the Queen and her maidens would sometimes make
excursions to the hunting quarters and here spend a few days in
diversions with their menfolk.

And it was during one of these excursions that the laird of
Polmood fell very desperately in love with one of the Queen’s
maidens, a very young lady, so freshly ripened in her outstanding
beauties that the previous year her charms had passed unnoticed.

Elizabeth Manners was her name.

Of English extraction, and orphaned in early childhood, she had
followed Queen Margaret from her native London three years ear-
lier, in 1503, when Margaret, herself barely nubile, was banished
north for politic marriage to the grizzly-red and already middle-aged
King of Scots. Also in the wedding entourage had been the minx-
minded Lady Ann Gray. Daughter of the Countess of Surrey and the
same age as Queen Margaret, Madam Gray, raven-locked and as
slim of waist as she was full of breast, had until recently reigned
unrivalled as the foremost beauty of all Scotland.

But now the public eye blinked wide for Elizabeth.

And yet, though many of the younger courtiers admired the glow
of her opening attractions and not a few had begun to flatter her,
with all the niggling silliness of the sexually captivated male, it was
noticed that none had yet the purity of motive to ask for her hand in
marriage. For, she being an orphan from a strange country and
dependent on the bounty of the Queen, by whom she was greatly
beloved, her prospects were severely hampered by her destitution of
title and inheritance.

Until she came to Crawmelt in the summer of 1506.

POLMOOD PROPOSES

Norman Hunter of Polmood, the ninth of that name, and chief
forester to the King of Scotland in all those parts, was a man of
surpassing courage, physical endowment and sporting accomplish-
ment, and hence was much respected by his Majesty and all the
nobles of the court who frequented the forests of Frood and Meggat-
dale for the purpose of hunting. He had often entertained the King
himself at his own Castle of Polmood, and while James remained at
Crawmelt, some six miles to the south-east, Norman of Polmood
was seldom absent from the royal side. For, besides the other
qualifications that endeared him to the King, Polmood was far and
away the best marksman then in Scotland: so sharp was his eye that
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even when the deer was running at full speed, and the arrows of all
others had fired and failed, whenever Polmood’s shaft was un-
leashed the quarry was seen to founder.

‘Your Majesty,” Polmood had requested, the morning after the
hunt convened at Crawmelt, ‘may I have a word?’

‘Yes, indeed, great old friend,” said James, whose waggishness was
noted. ‘Our entire vocabulary is at your disposal.’

But Polmood was a man whom waggishness largely lost.

‘It is yonder fair maid, Sire,” he confessed, earnestly direct and
gruffly deep. ‘She with the flowers in her hair, that is never apart
from the Queen.’

‘Mmmm?’

‘Her name, Sire . .

‘Is Elizabeth. Elizabeth Manners. A most polite and refined little
name, for a most polite and refined young lady. Is it not?’ James
scratched his straggling gingery beard and gazed amusedly from
Polmood’s shuffling discomfiture to the far end of the Great Hall,
where the court ladies were closely grouped round the Queen in
their customary gaggle of giggle and gossip.

‘[ have in mind, Sire, to ask for her hand. If she is not promised,
that is. And if your Majesty permits.’

‘She is very young, Polmood!

‘I ken that, Sire. But . . .’

‘Very young indeed.’

‘No younger, Sire, if your Majesty will allow me so to say, than
Queen Margaret herself when she was wed.’

‘Quite possibly true, Polmood. Yet . . .’

‘Yet what, Sire?’ v

‘Polmood, sir! You do forget yourself”” But there was affection to
cushion the King’s rebuke.

‘Forgive me, Sire.’

‘Think nothing of it, Polmood,” breezed James, pricked by guilt at
his readiness to put Authority to pranking advantage. ‘The fault was
entirely ours. As to the girl, she is comely, it is true. But an orphan,
Polmood. An orphan. She has no dowry, you know.’

‘T'll want no dowry, Sire, but her beauty and . ..’ Polmood
swallowed unsurely, for pretty words felt seasick on his simple
tongue. ‘And her virtuous honesty.’

‘Quite so. Quite so. In these she is rich indeed. Incomparably
richer than her Majesty’s father!” The King’s passing frown reflected
his inability to forgive the meanness with which Henry VII of
England had endowered the wedding of his daughter, Margaret, to
Scotland.

’
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“Very well, Polmood,’ he then pronounced. ‘As she is our valued
ward and you our staunchest henchman, so we do consent. But only
that you court her, Polmood. No talk of weddings until the girl
herself agrees. And even then the Queen will miss her sorely —as will
we,” he added absently, his eye brightening as it passed from Eli-
zabeth to the mischievous charade being enacted by Lady Ann for
the titillation of the onlooking ladies.

“Your Majesty is most gracious,” growled Polmood, his rustic mind
already wrestling for fine phrases and tender endearments to en-
hance his suit.

‘Eh?’ murmured the King. ‘Ah yes. If you say so, Polmood. Most of
our subjects do — not all, mark you. Et alors! Bonne chance pour
votre amour.’

So it was that the madly enamoured forester, having successfully
started his game with the King’s approval, lost no time in the chase,
and by the most determined perseverance, to use hisown expression,
he ran her down in the course of just one week.

‘Mistress Elizabeth!” he called, on the fifth morning of his campaign.

“Yes, kind sir,” she returned, politely cool. ‘Good morning to you.’
She paused and waited for her lumbering wooer to catch up. The
Crawmelt Burn was fast and foaming, following heavy rains the
previous day, and Elizabeth had gone strolling up the bracken-
decked east bank of its lower reaches, to enjoy the pure primitive
pleasure of singing with abandon in the privacy of the wild waters
roaring.

Polmood’s intrusion was far from unexpected, as for the past few
days he had dogged her every footstep with the devotion of a
lovesick spaniel.

Yet how irksome to have one’s song cut short!

‘It is clement once more, my lady,” observed Polmood.

‘I suppose it is,” murmured Elizabeth. Being only fourteen and
as yet sensibly more visual than lexical, she was unimpressed by
the phrasy finery for which Polmood’s recent sleep had paid so
dear.

‘May I walk with you, lady?’

‘I pray you do.’

Polmood did.

Three silence-stretched minutes later he blurted:

‘Mistress Elizabeth!
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‘I ... have you yet considered my offer, my lady”

“Which offer would that be, my lord? You have made me so many
of late.’ Elizabeth’s clear blue eyes smiled in innocence of a barely
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