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A Yuletide Excursion

By Ellie Thomas


Chapter 1

December, 1661

Welcome to my
domain, Cuthbert Watson thought. He
wrinkled his nose as he disposed of an overfull chamber pot into a
drain leading to the cesspit through a network of underground pipes
and tunnels. The life of a
palace page is nothing if not varied.

Cuthbert was only thankful
that the gentleman had reached his rooms and aimed more or less
towards the pot. The Palace of Whitehall was thronged with
gorgeously arrayed courtiers, bright as a garden full of
butterflies. Yet these exotic creatures were extraordinarily
careless as to where they relieved themselves. The corridors of the Palace of Whitehall reeked
of stale urine. And
worse, Cuthbert thought with a shudder of
distaste.

He delivered the empty pot
to the palace kitchens to be scoured clean by a more menial
servant. A court page, particularly the
son of a minor country gentleman, had considerable status amongst
the palace staff.

On the way back across the
courtyard, Cuthbert shivered at the chill winter breeze that cut
through his smart livery and ruffled his
shoulder-length chestnut curls. His wide brown eyes watered from
the smoke from the industrial smelting kiln in nearby Scotland
Yard, always a hazard when the wind blew in a certain
direction.

Cuthbert entered the
chambers of another of the gentlemen to whom he was
assigned. Sir Lewis Montgomery was as
extravagant as any of his fellow courtiers, but luckily for
Cuthbert, comparatively orderly. His habitual tidiness was
emphasised by his current absence from the palace.

Sir Lewis was recently
married and remained with his new bride, Lady
Antonia, in Hammersmith. The lady, a
widow before her second marriage, was disinclined to leave her
young children in the care of relatives while she disported herself
at court. Putting family responsibility before heedless indulgence
was unusual enough to cause raised eyebrows.

No stranger to the
pleasure-seeking excesses of the court, Cuthbert concluded that Sir
Lewis had allied himself with a remarkably level-headed woman.

He cast an eye over the immaculate sitting room and entered
Sir Lewis’ bed chamber. Cuthbert was engaged in reorganising his
master’s closet when he heard someone entering the outer room.
Ready to take the intruder to task, Cuthbert found that it was none
other than Sir Lewis himself.

“Good morning, sir,” he
said, covering his surprise with an elegant bow. “I wasn’t
expecting you today. I think you’ll find that everything has been
kept to your liking. May I fetch you some wine?”

“Later, perhaps,” Sir
Lewis dismissed the offer with a careless wave of his lace-cuffed
hand. “I have official business with the king’s advisers, and I
called by beforehand in case I’d find you here.”

He held out a
folded sheet of paper inscribed with
Cuthbert’s name in a familiar hand.

“Thank you, Sir Lewis.”
Cuthbert tucked the letter into his doublet.

Despite his pressing
appointment, Sir Lewis lingered, an expression of uncertainty
crossing his blandly handsome features.

“The missive will explain
matters. I intend to leave court within the next few days to travel
to my country estate in Monmouthshire for some weeks over the
Yuletide season. My lady wife has expressed an interest in meeting
my family.” Sir Lewis’ usually charming smile resembled a grimace.
“My brother Owen suggested you might accompany us to serve as my
page. If you agree, I can request that you be excused from your
other duties.”

Cuthbert’s first reaction was surprise, quickly followed by
gratitude to Owen for such a thoughtful inclusion.

“I’ll let you read your
letter and think on it,” Sir Lewis said, retreating as suddenly as
he had appeared.

* * * *


Chapter 2

In Sir Lewis’ absence, Cuthbert sat on a richly upholstered
chair to peruse the letter.

As he had surmised, the
writing was that of Owen Montgomery, Sir Lewis’ younger brother. However, from experience, Cuthbert
presumed that the contents were from John, Owen’s manservant, a lad
of about twenty, the same age as Cuthbert. The young man’s
confidence in his ABCs, under Owen’s tutelage, had yet to attain
fluency in letter-writing.

Cuthbert smiled at the
idea of Owen, a hardened former royal
envoy, patiently taking dictation from his serving lad.

But anyone with eyes can
see they are far more to each other than
master and servant.

Cuthbert
had encountered the pair during their brief stay
at the palace during the early autumn. Owen had been required to
cover Sir Lewis’ short, scheduled absence, which coincided with a
critical juncture in his courtship with Lady Antonia. Despite his
annoyance at being torn from the depths of the Welsh countryside,
Owen had fulfilled his mission to the best of his ability, reaching
a successful conclusion. The lady had since become Sir Lewis’
wife.

At first glance, Cuthbert
had taken a fancy to Owen. His dark good
looks were in a similar mould to his brother but more rugged and
hence desirable. Also, unlike Sir Lewis, Owen didn’t appear immune
to male charms. However, Owen had quelled Cuthbert’s overtures and
his page John, whom Cuthbert befriended, had warned him off in no
uncertain terms.

Staking his
territory, Cuthbert thought with a fond
grin for the slight lad who had captured gruff Owen’s
heart.

Cuthbert
hadn’t been overly dismayed. There were
plenty of courtiers who weren’t averse to his youthful prettiness
and skilful mouth. Although not entirely innocent on his arrival in
London in his nineteenth year, he’d quickly expanded his
repertoire, given frequent opportunities. He discovered that,
although open to overtures from both sexes, his preference lay with
men.

Despite
Cuthbert’s relish for such sport, and in
contrast to the unreserved promiscuity of the court, he found Owen
and John’s loyal attachment rare and oddly touching.

In some ways, John
reminded Cuthbert of an even less worldly
version of himself when he arrived at the newly re-established
court from Yorkshire, complete with a strong accent and country
manners. His fellow pages were too busy establishing their tenure
to take much notice of the newcomer. They had promptly put him in
his place and left him to his own devices to navigate the vast and
ancient palace. Recalling how lost he had felt at Whitehall, it
seemed only natural for Cuthbert to offer John some necessary
guidance.

Cuthbert’s brief favour to John seemed to have rewarded him with a
boon companion. The first letter had arrived within a few weeks of
John and Owen’s return to Monmouthshire, full of information about
their journey. Since Cuthbert’s prompt reply, there had been a
steady exchange of news, consolidating their friendship.

This latest letter was in
John’s usual style, but in amongst the
homely chatter was the invitation that Sir Lewis had
mentioned.

Since Sir Lewis has
confirmed his intentions of visiting us
for Christmas, might you be persuaded to come with him? If by
chance you are spending the season with your own family, then I
wish you Godspeed. But if not, you will receive a warm welcome to
join us for our Christmas feast.

Cuthbert laid the paper on
his knee. He had not been looking forward to Christmas at the
palace. The nobleman he had originally
accompanied to London had been sent abroad on an extended
diplomatic mission. Consequently, Cuthbert had been assigned to a
few other gentlemen with rooms on the same corridor.

Many courtiers were departing to
their country estates together with their personal staff, and the
king would no doubt retire to one of his more rural palaces for the
Christmas celebrations culminating in the Twelfth Night
festivities.

With no prospect of
returning to Yorkshire in the paid employment his family depended
on, Cuthbert had anticipated being cold, bored, and lonely with only his reduced duties to keep him
occupied.

If he
couldn’t go home, this was a fair
alternative and salaried to boot. Why not? he decided with a
smile.

* * * *


Chapter 3

Cuthbert and Sir
Lewis commenced on the first stage of
their trip upriver to Hammersmith on a raw, wet winter’s
day. I hope this isn’t an omen
for the rest of the journey, Cuthbert
thought as the cold rain trickled off his cap and down his
neck.

Sir Lewis was already
under cover, snug aboard the river-going
vessel, while Cuthbert justified his hire by getting soaked at the
bottom of the Whitehall Palace Stairs leading to the Thames, while
overseeing the removal of his master’s baggage.

Who is he
expecting to impress with his fancy furbelows? Cuthbert wondered miserably as the damp seeped through his
short cloak. The local
sheep?

Compared to Sir
Lewis’ many boxes, Cuthbert’s single pack
was appropriate to his status and the practicalities of a country
sojourn.

Sir
Lewis’ affectation couldn’t be more of a
contrast to his younger brother Owen’s mode of dress. Accustomed as
he was to the embellishments of the court, Cuthbert had been
astounded that Owen had arrived with a few changes of linen stored
in an old army snapsack as an ample sufficiency for royal
presentation.

That’s taking frugality to extremes.

With his
master’s belongings safely stored,
Cuthbert scuttled under the sheltering canopy on the two-man
rowboat. The Thames was crammed with such wherries, the most
popular form of river-going transport.

Cuthbert sat behind his
master, careful not to drip on Sir Lewis’s fine silk clothes as he surreptitiously shook out his
cloak. With any luck, he’d arrive at Hammersmith resembling a
dapper page rather than a drowned rat.
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