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      Prologue
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  It was not yet noon but Ralf Hunkyn felt as though he had just completed a long and arduous day’s work. Emerging from the
         high-banked track on the hill above the small Cornish waterside village of Polruan, a bundle of his belongings on his shoulder,
         it seemed that every fibre of his body was complaining.
      

      However, he told himself there would be no more days like this now his work at Trecarne Farm for Oliver Pym, former captain
         in the Parliamentary army, was at an end.
      

      Pausing for a few moments on the brow of the hill, Ralf glanced back towards the farm. One of the cornfields was just visible.
         The crop was ready for cutting and despite the recent bad weather it would be a good harvest and a tribute to Ralf’s husbandry
         skills. He alone had fed and tilled the earth, planted and tended the corn.
      

      Ralf surveyed the field of corn with mixed feelings. Chief among them was a reluctant pride. The crop should have belonged to him and not to Oliver Pym – as should Trecarne, the
         farmhouse where Ralf had spent his boyhood.
      

      Those had been happy years, everything a boy could wish for – until the increasingly divisive quarrel between King and Parliament
         had finally erupted in a bitter and bloody war.
      

      But that had happened many years before. Now King Charles I was dead, victim of an executioner’s axe, England had been declared
         a Protectorate under the iron rule of the late Oliver Cromwell and the martyred king’s son, Charles II, was a monarch without
         a realm. Dead, too, was Joseph Moyle, the stepfather who had brought Ralf up as his own son, giving him and his mother those
         earlier, happy years.
      

      Ralf fought back the sudden rancour that welled up in him as it always did when he thought of what might have been … what
         should have been. He wondered, as he often had, whether it had been a mistake to return to work on the farm that was rightfully
         his. If Oliver Pym had ever learned the truth it would have meant certain imprisonment – and possibly something far worse.
         Royalist sympathisers were harshly treated by an increasingly intolerant regime, and Ralf had been far more than a mere sympathiser
         to the exiled King Charles II who was presently living in penurious exile on the Continent.
      

      There were still sporadic disturbances in Scotland, Ireland, Wales, Cornwall and even England itself, and such troubles provided the Protectorate with an excuse to round up and imprison known Royalists – even execute them if they
         posed a particular threat.
      

      Oliver Pym was given to boasting that he and Cromwell had been close friends both before and during the time they were brother
         officers in the Parliamentary army. If Ralf had ever revealed his true identity, arrest would have been inevitable.
      

      Besides, Ralf had someone else to think about now. Someone who also had much to lose, yet who had placed her trust in him.

      Turning his back on Trecarne Farm and the thoughts it engendered, Ralf began the walk down the hill to Polruan from where
         he would cross the River Fowey and follow the river northwards to its source and beyond, heading for a new and uncertain future.
      

      The brief rest had revived Ralf and, still thinking of all he was leaving behind, he walked briskly, heading for the ferry
         which would carry him across the estuary. Suddenly, the rays of the late-morning sun struck the glass panes of a window being
         closed in one of the Polruan cottages and Ralf came to a halt once more.
      

      The brief flicker of reflected sunshine had brought back yet another memory of long ago. Of a particular day that was destined
         to change his life for ever …
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      ‘Leave what you’re doing, Ralf, quickly now! Saddle the old mare and come with me. I’ll show you a sight you’re never likely
         to see again … Hurry!’
      

      
      It was the year 1644, and Joseph Moyle’s stepson was cleaning out the small barn where their four cows had been kept shut
         away since news had reached them some days before that the Parliamentary forces of the Earl of Essex were being beaten back
         towards Fowey by the armies of the King.
      

      
      Essex’s army numbered almost 10,000 men and it was common knowledge that they were desperately short of supplies, seizing
         upon any edible beast or bird they could find. The sound of cannon-fire had been coming from the direction of the far bank
         of the River Fowey for most of the morning, disturbing the tranquillity of the remote Trecarne farmhouse, and Joseph had ridden
         off to learn what was happening, concerned lest some of the Parliamentarians had crossed the river and were scouring the countryside in
         the Polruan area for food. If they were, it would be necessary to lead the cows down a hazardous cliff path to a smugglers’
         cave where they had already been hidden twice in recent turbulent years.
      

      
      Now, hearing his stepfather’s shout through the barn door, Ralf gladly put aside his bucket. ‘Have the Roundheads crossed
         the river?’ He used the derogatory term commonly used by Royalist supporters to describe soldiers of the Parliamentary army.
      

      
      ‘No, and they’re not likely to.’ Joseph spoke excitedly. ‘They’re getting the beating of their lives. King Charles himself
         is on this side of the river with the young prince, ready to turn them back if they try to cross.’
      

      
      The excitement in Joseph’s voice was contagious and Ralf asked eagerly, ‘Can we see them? See the King and Prince Charles?’

      
      ‘Only if you move yourself. The King will have urgent matters to attend to today. Unless Essex means to allow his men to be
         driven into the sea he’ll have to surrender – and on the King’s terms.’
      

      
      Ralf hurriedly threw a saddle on the back of the old mare which was shut in with the cattle. The task completed, he led the
         horse outside, hopping with one foot in a stirrup in his haste to mount the animal while it was moving. In the meantime, Joseph
         had called Ralf’s mother from the farmhouse to tell her what was happening.
      

      
      
      Grace Moyle did not share the excitement of her son and her husband. Addressing the latter, she asked, ‘Haven’t you had enough
         of war? It almost killed you once. Do you want to give it another chance – and take Ralf with you? Shame on you, Joseph Moyle.’
      

      
      ‘You know I wouldn’t put Ralf in any danger, Grace. He’s coming with me to try to catch a glimpse of the King – and His Majesty
         is far too important for his officers to allow him close to any serious fighting.’
      

      
      Grace was not convinced, but she had seen the expression on her son’s face while she and Joseph were speaking. With a display
         of resigned indifference, she shrugged. ‘Well, I can’t stop you from doing what you want. You go off traipsing about the countryside
         and leave me to get the work done round the farm – but don’t expect me to nurse you if you get hurt. Either of you.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll be careful,’ Ralf said, with the eager sincerity of a thirteen-year-old. ‘And I’ll finish all the chores when we get
         back, I promise!’
      

      
      ‘I’ve heard such promises from you before, young man. When the two of you are off together I swear you forget there’s work
         to be done. Be off, both of you, but don’t stay away too long. By the look of the clouds building up out at sea there’ll be
         rain before nightfall. I don’t want your wet clothes cluttering up my kitchen.’
      

      
      Turning away from her husband and son, Grace went back into the house. Despite the disapproval she had voiced, she watched
         through the window with pride as Joseph and Ralf rode off together. Joseph might not be Ralf’s true father, but he loved him as though he was his own, and his love was returned by the boy. She was lucky to have
         found such a man when she was left a widow with a baby son to provide for.
      

      
      As the two riders passed from view the sound of increased cannon-fire rumbled from the direction of the river. She decided
         to go about her work and try not to think of what was taking place such a short distance away from Trecarne.
      

      
      As they approached Polruan village it was obvious to Ralf and his stepfather that there was more than one battle taking place
         on the far side of the river. The sounds of cannon and musket-fire extended from Fowey to Lostwithiel, a few miles to the
         north, and was echoed in villages and hamlets to the west. Joseph guessed correctly that various Royalist armies which had
         been ranging the counties of south-western England had come together to trap Essex and his troops in the small peninsula that
         lay between Tywardreath Bay and the River Fowey.
      

      
      For some days now Royalist cavalry had been patrolling the east bank of the river in increasing force to prevent Essex’s men
         from escaping in this direction. On the previous day there had been great excitement at Trecarne when a large number of Royalist
         musketeers, escorting two brass cannons and numerous ammunition wagons, had made their way along the narrow lane adjacent
         to the farm, en route to Polruan. Here there was a fort, built some 150 years before, commanding the entrance to the strategically
         important Fowey harbour. With this in their hands, the Royalists could prevent the Roundhead army receiving succour from the sea and
         ensure there would be no escape in that direction for the trapped soldiers.
      

      
      Before Ralf and Joseph reached the brow of the hill overlooking Polruan, the sea came into view to the south and Ralf could
         see Parliamentary ships cruising offshore, out of range of the Royalist cannons. A number of local people were lining the
         cliff top to watch them and Ralf and Joseph paused for a few moments too before renewed cannon-fire on land drew them onward
         once more.
      

      
      As they topped the hill above the village, it was immediately apparent that something out of the ordinary was happening below
         them. Horsemen filled the narrow street and waterfront, the rays of the sun reflecting from the body armour worn by many of
         the riders, while a gay array of banners and pennants fluttered in the breeze that blew from the sea.
      

      
      When Ralf commented on the many standards, Joseph said, ‘Let’s get closer and find out who they belong to, Ralf. Even if the
         King isn’t among them there’ll be some famous men there, for certain.’
      

      
      Joseph’s interest in the pennants was more than mere curiosity. He had served in the King’s Cornish army as an ensign, his
         important duty in the heat of battle to carry the flag of a commanding officer and remain at his side, where the standard
         was a rallying point for the soldiers of that command, providing them with the reassurance that they were still part of a
         cohesive force.
      

      
      
      Kneeing his unenthusiastic mount into motion once more, Ralf followed his stepfather along the faintly discernible sheep track
         that led down through steep, unenclosed land towards Polruan and the Royalist gathering.
      

      
      The importance of those in the party became evident even before Joseph was able to identify any of the impressive array of
         banners. A troop of half a dozen cavalrymen, led by a corporal, detached itself from the main body and cantered up the hill
         with the obvious intention of intercepting the newcomers. Behind them another horseman followed at speed. Joseph and Ralf
         brought their horses to a halt as the Royalist cavalry troop reached them.
      

      
      ‘Where are you going, and what’s your business?’ The corporal put the question to Joseph, at the same time peering to see
         if they carried any weapons.
      

      
      ‘I’m a farmer from Trecarne, over the hill. I’ve brought my son, Ralf, to see the army of King Charles – and unless I’m mistaken
         that’s the standard of the King himself in Polruan. I’d like to take Ralf down there and allow him a glimpse of His Majesty.’
      

      
      The cavalryman who had challenged Joseph looked at him with open suspicion. ‘You’re a farmer, yet you’re able to recognise
         the King’s standard – and at such a distance? What’s your name, farmer?’
      

      
      ‘I can give an answer to both your questions, soldier.’

      
      The Royalist horseman who had followed the troop was Captain John Trevanion, a Cornish member of the King’s bodyguard. He
         had arrived upon the scene in time to hear the corporal voice his suspicions. ‘Joseph Moyle may be a farmer now, Corporal, but when he and I fought side by side
         at Lansdown he was an ensign, carrying the standard of Sir Bevil Grenville. Had he not been sorely wounded in that battle
         he might well have been the King’s standard-bearer now.’ Urging his horse past the corporal, he rode forward, saying, ‘How
         are you, Joseph? I am delighted to see you did not lose your arm.’
      

      
      Holding the arm in question awkwardly in front of him, Joseph replied, ‘I still have it, Captain Trevanion, but I would it
         served me better.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll wager you are a better man with one arm than many who claim to serve His Majesty with two; but then, they are not Cornishmen.’
         Switching his gaze to Ralf, Trevanion asked, ‘Is this fine young man your son? Will you be putting him into the service of
         the King when he’s of an age?’
      

      
      ‘God willing, there will be no need for young men to offer up their lives in His Majesty’s service when Ralf is old enough
         to consider such matters …’
      

      
      Even as he spoke there came the noise of cannon-fire from the far side of the river and Joseph added, ‘Perhaps that peace
         will not be long in coming. It would seem you have the beating of Lord Essex.’
      

      
      ‘Essex is a man of courage, but with little skill as a general,’ Trevanion replied. ‘He’ll lose his army, but Parliament has
         many more up and down the country. Our battle here will soon be won, but I fear there are others yet to be fought.’ Changing
         the subject, the Royalist captain went on, ‘But what brings you to Polruan today? Have you business here?’
      

      
      Joseph shook his head. ‘As I explained to the corporal, I brought Ralf along to see what was going on. Now we’re here I hope
         he might catch a glimpse of His Majesty. I doubt he’ll ever again have such an opportunity.’
      

      
      ‘Then we must not allow it to be wasted.’ Turning to the cavalrymen who had been listening in silence to the conversation,
         Captain Trevanion addressed their leader. ‘You did well to intercept strangers, Corporal. His Majesty has many enemies in
         the land – but Joseph Moyle is not one of them. I will accompany him to Polruan. You may return to your duties and maintain
         your vigilance.’
      

      
      The cavalrymen turned their horses and trotted down the steep hill but before Joseph, Ralf and Captain Trevanion could follow,
         Ralf cried, ‘Look! Everyone’s leaving.’
      

      
      The horsemen in Polruan were moving off to the right of the watchers on the hill, skirting the harbour and following the shores
         of a tidal creek that would take them inland.
      

      
      ‘It seems His Majesty has had enough of war for today,’ Captain Trevanion said. ‘He’s heading back to Boconnoc.’

      
      A short distance from Lostwithiel, Boconnoc was a large mansion and estate owned by Lord Mohun, an ardent Royalist. The house
         had changed hands more than once during the conflict between King and Parliament, being used as headquarters by leaders of
         both opposing armies.
      

      
      ‘If we take the path down the hill to the creek we’ll get ahead of them and be able to see the King pass by,’ Ralf said excitedly.
      

      
      ‘Lead on then, Ralf,’ Joseph said. ‘Captain Trevanion will be concerned to rejoin the King’s party. He’s wasted more time
         with us than he can afford.’
      

      
      ‘His Majesty would not agree with you, Joseph,’ Captain Trevanion commented as he rode beside the farmer, both following in
         the wake of Ralf down the steep pathway. ‘He can always find time for those who have served him well and he has a special
         fondness for his “Cornish army”.’
      

      
      The three horsemen reached the creek-side track well ahead of the royal party and sat their horses to one side, waiting for
         the King to pass by. Ralf found the colourful cavalcade strangely exciting.
      

      
      The soldiers were men of the royal guard, dressed mainly in red uniforms, although there was a sprinkling of blue, yellow
         and white among them and many of the officers wore a variety of body armour over their tunics. There were also many flags
         borne high on pike-like staffs.
      

      
      ‘There’s the King in the centre,’ Captain Trevanion pointed out. ‘And Prince Charles is with him.’

      
      The King and the Prince who was heir to the throne of England both wore gleaming breast and back armour decorated with tooled
         gold piping. In spite of the fact that the Royalist forces were scoring a notable victory, the King had a sombre expression.
         Not so his son. The fourteen-year-old prince was clearly excited by the events of the day, his heavy features animated.
      

      
      
      Although the King wore an expression of apparent preoccupation, he was keenly observant of things around him and had seen
         the captain of the royal guard ride after the small troop of cavalrymen sent to intercept the strangers. He was curious to
         know why Captain Trevanion now sat his horse alongside them beside the creek-side track. Urging his horse through the ranks
         of his escort, followed by the young prince, King Charles headed for the mounted trio.
      

      
      Suddenly fearful that he and Joseph were about to get into serious trouble for daring to come so close to the monarch, Ralf
         held his breath. But, after a quick glance at him and Joseph, King Charles spoke to their companion. ‘I saw your cavalry troop
         riding to intercept these two, Captain Trevanion. They obviously pose no threat, but I hardly expected to find them in your
         company. Are they known to you?’
      

      
      ‘Indeed, sire. This is Joseph Moyle and his son, Ralf. Joseph was Sir Bevil Grenville’s ensign and was at his side when he
         was struck down at Lansdown. I can assure Your Majesty that you have no subject more loyal than Joseph – and I venture to
         suggest none who is a braver man.’
      

      
      It was high praise indeed and King Charles switched his attention to the suddenly embarrassed farmer. ‘Captain Trevanion is
         not in the habit of bestowing such compliments, although no man who fought at the side of the sadly lamented Sir Bevil Grenville
         has need to show proof of his courage. Why are you no longer with my army? Did you lay aside your weapons and return to Cornwall
         as did so many of my Cornish army when Sir Bevil was struck down?’
      

      
      Raising his crippled arm to chest height with some difficulty, Joseph said apologetically, ‘I took a sword blow which left
         my right arm useless. Were it not so I would have been proud to continue in Your Majesty’s service.’
      

      
      Satisfied, the King nodded. ‘Spoken as a loyal subject, Joseph Moyle.’ His gaze moved to Ralf, who had been rendered speechless
         by the attention of the King. ‘What of your son? Will he one day serve me as loyally as his father?’
      

      
      ‘He is my stepson, Your Majesty,’ Joseph explained, ‘but as dedicated to his monarch as am I. However, I trust that when he
         is of an age to serve you there will be peace in England.’
      

      
      ‘I share your aspirations for the future, Joseph. Unfortunately, I fear there are still testing times ahead.’ Again, the King
         turned to Ralf. ‘How old are you, boy?’
      

      
      Awestruck at being addressed by the King of England, Ralf managed to stutter, ‘I … I am thirteen … Your Majesty – almost fourteen.’

      
      Ralf was small for his age and, looking at him speculatively, the King was silent for a few moments before asking, ‘Does your
         loyalty extend to royal princes?’
      

      
      Startled, Ralf replied this time without hesitation. ‘Of course … Your Majesty.’

      
      Returning his attention to Joseph, King Charles said, ‘The Prince of Wales is to be given his own council and will need a
         court that reflects his importance. As he is also Duke of Cornwall it is fitting that some of his suite should be Cornish. I think your stepson might make an acceptable page.
         He would enjoy the usual privileges that attend on such an appointment, including tuition by Prince Charles’s tutor. You may
         consider it a reward for your service to me and to the late Sir Bevil Grenville.’
      

      
      It was a most unexpected turn of events. An honour for Joseph and an even greater one for Ralf. A page in the household of
         a prince would be constantly in attendance on his master. Although required to perform certain menial tasks, he would be taught
         the graces of a courtier.
      

      
      Overcome by the King’s generosity, Joseph said, ‘How can I possibly thank Your Majesty …?’

      
      ‘You have already done that by your service in my army.’ Suddenly brisk, and without another glance at the boy whose life
         would be changed for ever by his whim, the King said, ‘Send the boy to Boconnoc tomorrow. He is to ask for Dr Earle, the Prince’s
         tutor.’
      

      
      Briefly inclining his head to Joseph, the King turned his horse away. Behind him, Charles, Prince of Wales and Duke of Cornwall,
         gave Ralf a fleeting glance in which Ralf imagined there might have been just the hint of a smile.
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      ‘These may be good stout clothes for our Sunday best, but I’m not happy that they’re suitable for Ralf to wear in the court of Prince Charles!’
      

      
      Grace Moyle might voice her doubts about the suitability of her son’s clothes, but her misgivings went far beyond mere sartorial
         matters. In the privacy of their bedroom she had kept Joseph awake until the early hours of the morning, expressing concern
         for her son and the lifestyle upon which he was about to embark. Her husband had spoken of the great honour being done to
         the family by the King, but these were uncertain times. The increasingly bitter civil war had made the future of the monarchy
         uncertain.
      

      
      Here, on Trecarne, Ralf’s future would be far more predictable and secure. He and his stepfather, working together, could
         steadily improve the farm that would one day be his. It was a prospect that should have been more than enough to satisfy a young man in Ralf’s walk of life.
      

      
      It was certainly more than Grace could have expected when her first husband died, and when she and Joseph married she had
         been convinced that Ralf’s future was assured. Now, the meeting of her husband and son with King Charles had thrown her world
         into disarray.
      

      
      Grace was aware of the honour the King had done to the family, but she was dubious about its long-term benefit – especially for Ralf.
         It was all very well for Joseph to point out that the position of page in the royal household was usually held by the son
         of a gentleman. Ralf was not the son of such a man and she was doubtful about his ability to adjust to life in the court of Prince Charles.
      

      
      ‘When our Ralf joins the Prince’s court he’ll be given clothes befitting his new status,’ Joseph said in an attempt to reassure
         his unhappy wife. ‘And I have some money put aside. He can take it and buy anything he’s lacking. He’ll not need to feel inferior
         to anyone else who serves the Prince.’
      

      
      Grace was aware that Joseph had been saving money for many years in order that he and Grace should not be a burden to Ralf
         in their old age. This was what he would be giving away.
      

      
      ‘It will take more than money to make a gentleman of a farming lad,’ she retorted unhappily.

      
      ‘Perhaps, but the King wants Ralf to join Prince Charles’s court because he’s Cornish. There are Cornish gentlemen in the court who will take an interest in Ralf and see he comes to no harm. Captain Trevanion himself has promised
         to keep an eye on him. No boy could have a finer protector.’
      

      
      Grace was not convinced, but Ralf, who had kept silent until now, said, ‘It will be all right, Ma. I’m not happy about leaving
         you – either of you – but Pa’s right: it’s a great honour for me and a wonderful opportunity. I promise I won’t waste it.
         I’ll make you proud of me.’
      

      
      Determined that Ralf should not see how deeply upset she was, Grace shrugged her shoulders and tried to appear nonchalant.
         ‘Oh, well. Nothing I say is likely to change anything, so I might just as well save my breath. You’d better get yourself off,
         or you’ll find the King and Prince Charles will have left Cornwall without you.’
      

      
      Dr John Earle, tutor to Prince Charles, was a kindly and perceptive cleric. He suited his young charge so well that he was
         destined to be made a bishop when the throne was once more secure – but that would be in the far-distant future.
      

      
      Before Joseph bade farewell to his stepson, the tutor assured the older man that good care would be taken of him.

      
      ‘Captain Trevanion came to see me yesterday and told me about him – and about you too, Mr Moyle. Because of your close association
         with the late Sir Bevil, I have decided to place Ralf in the care of one of His Majesty’s own senior pages, a kinsman of Sir Bevil and a fellow Cornishman. Ralf will remain with him until he is thoroughly conversant
         with his duties. I have no doubt at all that he will soon become a valued member of the Prince’s household.’
      

      
      After a moment of uncertainty, Joseph turned to his stepson. ‘It’s time for me to go, Ralf. When I return to Trecarne I will
         be able to tell your ma that I have left you in very good hands.’
      

      
      Ralf could not reply. Now that the moment had arrived when he would actually make the break with all he had ever known, he
         felt a sudden surge of panic inside him.
      

      
      Aware of what was going through his stepson’s mind, Joseph smiled at him affectionately. ‘You will always be in our thoughts,
         Ralf, and we will think of you with love and pride. Serve Prince Charles well.’
      

      
      Ralf felt an overwhelming urge to rush to Joseph and hug him, something he had not done since he was a small boy. Instead,
         he merely nodded, not trusting himself to speak lest he burst into tears and disgrace himself and Joseph.
      

      
      Joseph found the parting painful too, but he left Boconnoc happy in the knowledge that he could inform Grace that there were
         a number of men in the court of King and Prince who would take an interest in the well-being of her son.
      

      
      Watching his stepfather ride away, Ralf was far less certain. This was the first time he had left Trecarne since his mother
         had remarried, and although Joseph had been absent during the earlier years of the Civil War Ralf had come to love him and rely upon him in everything he did. Now he
         was among strangers and about to embark on a new and uncertain venture that had been thrust upon him with a frightening suddenness.
      

      
      John Earle understood what was in Ralf’s mind and, aware of his uncertainty, he said, ‘You will like Piers Grenville, Ralf.
         He is the most knowledgeable of the King’s pages and a very popular young man. He was devoted to his kinsman, Sir Bevil. Your
         link with him through your stepfather will endear you to him immediately. I will send for him to take you to the court tailors.
         You will need to be suitably attired before you are officially introduced to the royal court.’
      

      
      What John Earle meant but refrained from saying was that if certain of the denizens of the court were to meet Ralf while he
         was wearing his farm-best clothes he would become the subject of their sharp-tongued derision and never be allowed to feel
         comfortable as a royal page.
      

      
      Ralf liked Piers Grenville immediately. He had a ready smile and a quiet manner. When the two shook hands, Piers declared,
         ‘I am delighted you have been chosen to become a page to the Prince, Ralf. There are too few Cornishmen in the court. One
         whose stepfather fought alongside my brave uncle Bevil is doubly welcome.’
      

      
      When Ralf appeared surprised that Piers should know about the service of his stepfather in the Royalist cause, Piers explained, ‘I was with Dr Earle when Captain Trevanion came to see him last night to speak on your behalf. He said your
         stepfather would have died for my uncle – and almost did. I hope I might meet him sometime. Captain Trevanion also told me
         to choose a horse for you from those captured at Fowey. We’ll do it together, then have the one that brought you here returned
         to your farm. I have no doubt your stepfather has need of it.’
      

      
      ‘I have told Ralf we will also need to arrange suitable clothes for him as soon as possible,’ John Earle said pointedly, ‘I
         thought you might take him to visit the tailors before he is introduced to the court.’
      

      
      ‘I can do better than that,’ Piers declared. ‘Ralf is not particularly tall for his age and I have a number of items I have
         outgrown. He can have them right away, before we go to see the King’s seamstresses. They can make any alterations that might
         be needed and arrange for new clothes to be made, if necessary. They can also supply a tabard with the Prince’s coat of arms
         so everyone will be aware that Ralf is employed in his service.’
      

      
      ‘Good! I leave Ralf in your very capable hands, Piers. We will meet again soon, Ralf. You will be attending classes with some
         of the King’s pages as soon as we reach a place where it is possible to have some semblance of a routine. Listen to all Piers
         has to tell you, learn well, and serve Prince Charles as your stepfather served Sir Bevil – with loyalty and devotion.’
      

      
      As Ralf accompanied Piers to the pages’ quarters in the great house of Boconnoc, the older boy chatted about the things that would be expected of Ralf. The new page was alarmed to
         learn that the duties were of such a wide and varied nature that it was quite impossible for Piers to tell him everything
         at one meeting.
      

      
      Piers explained that in earlier years becoming a page was the first step to obtaining a knighthood. A boy would first learn
         all the duties of a servant in a great house, including waiting at table, but would also be taught the attributes of a courtier
         and a gentleman, including lessons in French, mathematics, chivalry, jousting and swordplay. In addition he had to be prepared
         to accompany his master into battle, having first dressed him in a full set of armour. These days, however, kings, princes
         and peers of the realm rarely went into battle dressed in full and cumbersome armour. What was more, the Civil War had thrown
         many of the strict rules of protocol into confusion. It seemed that a present-day page was expected to serve his king – or
         prince – in any way necessary, both on and off the battlefield.
      

      
      ‘It may sound a little confusing,’ Piers conceded, ‘especially as a page is neither servant nor courtier. But you’ll soon
         get used to what’s expected of you. I’ve served Prince Charles while he’s been accompanying His Majesty in his adversity and
         he’s not difficult to get along with. He will expect total loyalty from you – and nothing less – but once he is satisfied
         he has that, he will treat you more as a friend than a subject. In fact, as his page, you will probably become closer to him
         than the members of his council.’
      

      
      
      Piers told Ralf much more, especially whom he might trust and whom he could not, but Ralf found it increasingly confusing.
         It seemed a number of the courtiers were not the dedicated Royalists they would have the King and Prince believe. Although
         serving the royal cause, they would have no qualms about switching their allegiance to Parliament should they feel it was
         likely to emerge as the victor in the bitter Civil War that was tearing the country apart.
      

      
      In the room shared by the court pages, it was apparent that much of Piers’s cast-off uniform clothing was too large for Ralf,
         but the senior page shrugged it off, saying, ‘Don’t worry, it can be easily altered to fit you. We’ll go along and see Molly
         O’Malley. She is in charge of His Majesty’s seamstresses and has been widowed and remarried so many times that no one can
         ever remember her present name, so she’s still called by the name of her first husband. She’s a fearsome old harridan, but
         there’s no better seamstress in the whole of the kingdom.’
      

      
      Ralf was amazed to discover that even though the King was leading an army that was likely to be involved in battle at any
         time, he travelled with all the trappings of a royal court, taking with him tailors, cooks, washerwomen, personal servants
         – and seamstresses.
      

      
      Molly O’Malley was a big-boned, pinched-faced Irishwoman with a fierce expression that Ralf felt might have intimidated King
         Charles himself. When Piers explained the purpose of their visit, the Irishwoman was openly scornful.
      

      
      ‘Do you think I have nothing better to do than pamper to the whims of young popinjays who put elegance above necessity? We’ve
         uniforms to repair for officers who have had them torn and bloodied in battle – and themselves along with their clothes. Do
         you put your needs ahead of theirs?’ Looking at him with a fierce expression, she added, ‘Besides, they pay for the work that’s
         done for them. There’s very little comes our way from the keeper of the King’s purse.’
      

      
      ‘Ralf has just been appointed a page to His Royal Highness, Prince Charles,’ Piers said patiently. ‘He needs to be dressed
         for his position. I was hoping you might also be able to make up a tabard bearing the Prince’s coat of arms. The only one
         I have bears His Majesty’s, and I am wearing that.’
      

      
      ‘And you’d best be taking good care of it,’ Molly declared. ‘Unless someone can find some money for us we won’t be able to
         afford thread enough to stitch on a button, let alone make clothes.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps it is time His Majesty found himself a seamstress who puts her duty to her king above her greed,’ Piers said, suddenly
         irritated by the Irishwoman’s manner.
      

      
      ‘Take no notice of Molly.’ The intervention came in the same accent as Molly’s from a slight, dark-haired girl who had been
         seated by a window, stitching, and had said nothing so far. Speaking to Ralf, she went on, ‘Things aren’t easy – for any of us – but they were worse in Ireland. As for the tabard, we had some made up ready with the Prince’s
         coat of arms some time ago, knowing they would be needed before too long. I’ll look one out for you before you leave and have
         it ready in no time at all. I’m a good judge of size. As for the clothes you’ve been given, I’ll alter them tonight – if Molly
         thinks we can afford the candles?’
      

      
      ‘You do exactly as you like,’ said a tight-lipped Molly. ‘You always do anyway, but don’t come crying to me for food when
         you can’t sleep because you have an empty belly. One day you’ll learn that gentlemen of the King’s court need to pay their
         way, same as the rest of us. But why am I wasting my breath on you? You’ll learn the wisdom of what I’m saying the hard way,
         just as you will with everything else.’
      

      
      With that, the Irishwoman turned her back on them and busied herself with the cloak she had been repairing when the two pages
         had entered the room.
      

      
      Talking to the girl, who was only a few years older than Ralf, Piers said, ‘I’ll have some candles sent to you by the house
         servants – and speak to the Prince’s tutor about payment for your work on Ralf’s behalf.’ He ignored the scornful snort from
         the older woman that greeted his words.
      

      
      Ralf allowed the girl to determine the extent of the alterations that would need to be made to Piers’s uniform and, later
         that day, wearing his new tabard, he was both surprised and delighted when cavaliers of the King’s army inclined their heads to him in acknowledgement of the coat of arms.
      

      
      Perhaps for the first time, he really began to realise just how much of an honour he had been given.
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      The embattled Roundhead army in Cornwall surrendered on Sunday, 1 September 1644, but its commander-in-chief, the Earl of
         Essex, was not present to negotiate terms on behalf of his defeated and dispirited soldiery.
      

      
      The Earl, together with Lord Robartes of Lanhydrock and a few other senior officers, had managed to commandeer a fishing boat
         and escape by sea to Plymouth, without telling Major-General Skippon, senior commander of the Parliamentary army, of their
         intentions.
      

      
      Skippon had been wounded and was without his cavalry, which had broken through the Royalist lines and escaped capture the
         night before Essex’s own flight to safety. Nevertheless, the Parliamentary general would have placed himself at the head of
         his remaining six thousand soldiers in a desperate attempt to fight his way out of the trap into which Essex had led them
         had not his council of officers, demoralised by the desertion of Essex, disagreed. They pointed out that their troops were exhausted as
         the result of a week of fierce defensive fighting and had no heart for heroics.
      

      
      Reluctantly, Major-General Skippon was forced to accept defeat. The following day he agreed terms that were extremely generous
         to his army, as a tribute to his courage in battle. Leaving the wounded behind for later evacuation by sea, the Parliamentarians
         would be allowed to march eastwards out of Cornwall, escorted by a small band of Royalist soldiers.
      

      
      Late that afternoon, the King, the Prince and many of the courtiers were waiting beside the bridge over the River Fowey in
         Lostwithiel town to watch the dirty and dejected Roundhead soldiers tramp across the bridge on their way out of Cornwall.
         The vanquished army was jeered and taunted by the men and women of the town, who had assembled with a great number of the
         rank and file of the victorious Royalist host.
      

      
      Bringing up the rear of the dispirited procession were a number of women and some children, the ‘camp followers’ who accompanied
         every army of the time, sharing the lot of their menfolk, both in victory and defeat. The jeers of the Lostwithiel women were
         particularly vociferous against this group, and trouble erupted when one of the Parliamentarians was stung into making an
         angry retort in return.
      

      
      Stones were thrown from the crowd and then, without warning, it surged forward and fell upon the unfortunate women and their children. Some of the Parliamentarian soldiers turned back to come to their aid but Royalist officers immediately
         ordered members of the escort to draw their swords and drive them back into line.
      

      
      It was a forlorn attempt to restore order. In the mêlée, the anger of the Lostwithiel women, fuelled by the pillage, insult
         and indignity inflicted upon them by the now-defeated army during their occupation of the area, was vented upon the camp followers,
         many of whom were severely beaten, their belongings stolen, and some even stripped of their clothing.
      

      
      The King himself urged his horse forward and called upon the local women to desist, without any discernible result. Ralf was
         dismayed to see a young girl, aged about eleven or twelve, who had gone to the aid of her mother, seized by two of the angry
         Lostwithiel women and pitched into the river.
      

      
      The water was deep here, and when the girl struggled to the surface it was apparent that she could not swim. Ralf ran to the
         river bank as the girl surfaced once more, arms waving frantically and trying desperately to shout for help. Reaching out,
         he managed to seize one of her arms and pull her to the bank.
      

      
      A Royalist officer who had seen what had happened came to his aid and between them they succeeded in lifting the girl clear
         of the water. Once she was safe, the officer hurried away to assist the King in restoring order while Ralf stayed with the
         girl, who was sitting on the river bank retching and trying to suck air into her lungs.
      

      
      
      When she had recovered, she looked up at him and suddenly burst into tears. At a loss as to what to do, Ralf said ineptly,
         ‘It’s all right. You’re safe now.’ He could see that the Royalist soldiers had succeeded in restoring some form of order.
         The angry, jeering townswomen had been driven back and the camp followers were on the move once more. ‘You’d better get moving
         or you’ll be left behind.’
      

      
      Still tearful, the girl wailed, ‘They’ve stolen our money … food … everything – and we have a hundred-mile march ahead of
         us. We’ll never survive.’
      

      
      Ralf had seen that the royal party were moving off and was anxious to rejoin them. Round his neck, beneath the tunic, was
         a cord to which was attached a bag containing the money Joseph had given to him. Pulling out the bag, he opened it and extracted
         a silver half-crown.
      

      
      ‘Here, take this and buy some food along the way.’

      
      The girl looked as if she was about to question his generosity, but changed her mind. Rising to her feet, she dropped him
         a curtsy. ‘Thank you, sir. Thank you for your kindness.’ Then, turning away, she ran to join the camp followers who were still
         streaming across the narrow bridge.
      

      
      When she had gone, Ralf hurried to where a soldier was holding the bridle of his horse. Mounting, he spurred after the royal
         party. When he joined them he looked back to see if he could spot the girl he had rescued, but could not pick her out. Turning
         forward again, Ralf was alarmed to find that Prince Charles had dropped back to speak to him.
      

      
      Giving him one of his ready smiles, the Prince said, ‘You are already learning your lessons well, page. Among the first things
         one should learn is the importance of chivalry – especially chivalrous conduct towards a defeated foe.’
      

      
      His smile suddenly wider, he added, ‘Of course, chivalry always comes more easily when a foe is as pretty as was that young
         woman, but well done.’
      

      
      Riding back to join the King, the Prince left a very pleased Ralf behind him. He was almost as pleased by the fact that the
         girl had dropped him a curtsy and called him ‘sir’. She must have believed him to be a gentleman.
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      After a few nights spent at Boconnoc, the King, Prince Charles and the Royalist army moved eastward out of Cornwall, following
         in the wake of the defeated army of Parliament.
      

      
      It was not long before disturbing reports began to circulate of the sufferings of the Roundhead soldiers. It seemed their
         escort had been either unable or unwilling to protect them from the wrath of a vengeful populace as they passed through village
         and town.
      

      
      The army of Essex had subjected Cornwall to a reign of terror during their earlier advance through the county, plundering
         and destroying property and possessions at will. Now the tide of war had turned against them the Cornish populace reaped a
         terrible revenge. Disease, starvation and exposure followed in the wake of the ill-treatment suffered by the defeated army
         and of the six thousand who started the long march, only one thousand survived to reach Poole, in Dorset, and ultimate safety.
      

      
      Ralf heard the rumours and wondered about the fate of the young girl he had rescued from the river at Lostwithiel. However,
         he was given little time to think about her, despite the slow progress of the King and his army.
      

      
      He was spending more time attending to the needs of Prince Charles now, sharing his duties with another, more senior page,
         Dominic Fulbrook, who had been transferred from the King’s household. The transfer suited Dominic no more than the fact that
         he was now working with Ralf, whom he referred to, disparagingly, as ‘the farm boy’, when talking to Piers.
      

      
      The two senior pages were riding together at the rear of the royal party when Dominic aired his dissatisfaction to his companion.
         ‘What on earth was His Majesty thinking about, to appoint a farm boy to serve the future king of England?’
      

      
      ‘It was the King’s way of rewarding Ralf’s father for brave service in his army. He was ensign to my kinsman, Sir Bevil, at
         Lansdown.’ Piers spoke with more patience than he felt. He liked Ralf more than he did the arrogant and constantly complaining
         Dominic.
      

      
      ‘An ensign in a foot regiment!’ Dominic sneered. ‘A future king should be served by gentlemen, not farm boys. Did you see
         him rush to the aid of that peasant girl when she fell in the river at Lostwithiel? He obviously recognised her as one of
         his own sort. When my father agreed to my becoming a page to the King he believed that because of the troubled times the position would entail performing the
         duties of a future knight, not carrying out servants’ tasks with farm boys.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know how you or your father came by such a notion,’ Piers replied. ‘It is an honour to serve the King in any capacity
         – and I have no doubt His Majesty is happy in the knowledge that his son is served by brave men, and the sons of brave men.
         As for foot soldiers … my kinsman’s regiment, Ralf’s father among them, scored a notable victory at Lansdown, holding firm
         when the cavalry broke.’
      

      
      Dominic coloured angrily. His father had been an officer in the cavalry at Lansdown. Taken by surprise by an enemy charge,
         the cavalry had broken in disarray. Had the Cornish infantry not held firm, the battle would have been lost. It was an action
         the Royalist cavalry would prefer to be forgotten.
      

      
      ‘I should have known better than to comment on the farm boy to you. You believe it’s more important to be a Cornishman than a gentleman. Well, it’s not.’ With this heated remark, the angry page kicked back with his spurs and drove his startled horse forward, away from his
         companion.
      

      
      Behind him, Piers smiled wryly. Dominic’s father had been an unremarkable member of the House of Commons prior to Parliament’s
         quarrel with the monarch. Siding with the King, Horace Fulbrook became Sir Horace and received a commission in the Royalist army. His son took both knighthood and commission very seriously and had been deeply offended when he had been transferred from the King’s household
         to that of the Prince, sharing his duties with a ‘farm boy’.
      

      
      He would undoubtedly try to make life difficult for Ralf. Piers decided he should warn his fellow Cornishman to be on his
         guard.
      

      
      King Charles and his army pursued a slow and erratic course through the west of England, generally in a northeasterly direction.
         Their progress was necessarily slow because they had commandeered a number of patient and slow-moving oxen to pull the baggage
         carts and artillery pieces.
      

      
      They also had frequent long stops, some lasting for many days. On these occasions Ralf was obliged to attend the lessons organised
         by the patient Dr Earle. Joseph Moyle had taught Ralf to read and write, together with the rudiments of arithmetic, but at
         first he struggled with French, a language that was considered by the court to be important, particularly as the Queen, Henrietta
         Maria, was French and currently finding succour in the land of her birth. However, Ralf had a quick brain and before long
         was enjoying learning the unfamiliar language.
      

      
      Sometimes Prince Charles attended lessons with the pages, but more often he was in conference with his father and the King’s
         council, discussing the progress of the war, which was not going well for them elsewhere in the country. In the evenings he
         would often ask Ralf about the lessons and, before long, although Ralf never forgot his place in the Prince’s household, an easy relationship blossomed
         between them.
      

      
      Then, towards the end of the year, the King and his army clashed with a Parliamentary army at Newbury. It was the second occasion
         on which the opposing sides had fought each other in the same area. In September 1643, the army of Parliament successfully
         withstood an assault by the King’s men in a hard-fought action that did not end until the Royalists quit the field under the
         cover of darkness.
      

      
      Now it was the King and his army who were on the defensive, greatly outnumbered by three Parliamentary armies, led by the
         Earl of Manchester, Sir William Waller – and by Oliver Cromwell, who had taken over command of the army of the Earl of Essex
         when that Parliamentary nobleman was taken ill suddenly, shortly before the battle.
      

      
      The Royalists held a defensive position in a narrow triangle of land, with Donnington Castle tucked in one corner. It was
         here that the Prince was placed, much against his will, protesting that he wanted to be part of the action with the King.
      

      
      When the Roundheads attacked at dawn it was at the corner of the triangle farthest from the castle. Although the smoke from
         cannon and musket could be observed from the castle battlements, those watching anxiously could see nothing of the actual
         fighting. When word reached the castle that the Parliamentarians had broken through the Royalist perimeter there was great
         anxiety until another messenger assured the anxious prince that one of the King’s generals had counter-attacked and driven the enemy
         back in some disorder.
      

      
      There was jubilation upon the castle battlements, but the dawn attack had been in the nature of a diversion. For many hours
         the opposing forces were content to settle for an artillery duel until, at three o’clock in the afternoon, General Waller
         suddenly appeared at the opposite end of the Royalist defences. With him were Oliver Cromwell and General Skippon, courageous
         survivor of the Roundhead defeat in Cornwall.
      

      
      The guns of the castle, together with other Royalist guns, opened up on the advancing Roundheads and Ralf was appalled to
         see the numbers of the men falling before the shot – but the advance continued determinedly and before long many of the guns
         outside the castle were overrun, the gunners struck down and killed.
      

      
      It was the first time Ralf had seen a battle of this magnitude and he was horrified at the slaughter – but worse was to come.
         With Skippon were many of the survivors of the disastrous march from the debacle at Fowey and Lostwithiel. When they sighted
         the banners of Royalist Cornish troops an overwhelming desire for revenge overcame caution. They fell upon the westcountrymen
         with a fury that could not be contained. No quarter was given and Ralf and others around Prince Charles could only watch in
         horror as the slaughter progressed.
      

      
      The King himself was caught in the midst of the fierce battle and for a few minutes it looked to the watching party, which included his son, that he too would be either killed or captured. Then two separate troops of Royalist cavalry
         came to his aid and, with the monarch in their midst, fought their way to safety.
      

      
      The battle raged until darkness fell and beyond. The Parliamentarian attack had been well planned. Had each of their commanders
         played the part designated to him, it would have ended in a decisive Roundhead victory. It might also have culminated in the
         capture of the King and thus brought the Civil War to an abrupt end. Fortunately for the Royalist troops, however, the Earl
         of Manchester failed to bring his army into battle at a vital moment. As a result, the King was able to successfully hold
         his defensive position – but only just.
      

      
      Many good men had been lost and the King and his generals realised their army was now hopelessly outnumbered. A secret reconnoitre
         revealed a gap between the Parliamentary armies almost a mile wide. Taking advantage of this and aided by the darkness, King,
         Prince and Royalist army quietly decamped during the night, leaving behind them a garrison in the strongly built castle which
         would defy the Roundheads for many more months.
      

      
      When dawn broke, the Prince and the bulk of the Royalist army were well on the road to Oxford and, as tension eased, men began
         boasting of the deeds done by themselves and their companions, speaking as though they had won a great battle instead of being
         fortunate to have averted a major defeat.
      

      
      
      Amid all the bragging, Prince Charles remained markedly silent. So too did Ralf, who was unable to erase from his mind the
         memory of the carnage he had witnessed before night had cast a merciful shroud over the battlefield. He was particularly upset
         by the merciless slaughter of the Cornishmen who, in most cases, knew nothing of the politics behind the fighting. In common
         with those who killed them, they had wished for nothing more than to leave war behind and return home to their wives and families.
      

      
      Such disturbing thoughts would haunt him on many occasions during the years ahead.
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      ‘The important thing at Newbury was not so much to win as to ensure that our army didn’t lose. Had we suffered a crushing defeat it might well have been the end for the King and Prince Charles – and probably for us
         too. As it is, we live to fight another day.’
      

      
      Piers’s explanation was given to Ralf five days after the battle, when the two pages were relaxing in the room they would
         share in Christ Church, Oxford, where the King had set up his court. After the battle, the King and some of his cavalry had
         rendezvoused in Bath with his European cousin, Prince Rupert, one of the Royalists’ most active generals. Meanwhile, Prince
         Charles and the remainder of the army had made their way to the safety of the Royalist city of Oxford, where the King would
         soon join them.
      

      
      Piers was replying to Ralf’s assertion that the great loss of life at Newbury had been in vain because neither side had either won or gained a significant advantage.
      

      
      ‘Would you rather be fighting for the Roundheads, Ralf?’ Piers, pale-faced and tired, was awkwardly trying to wrap a short
         bandage about his upper arm, where a musket ball had grazed him when he was attendant upon the King at Newbury.
      

      
      ‘Here, let me do that.’ Ralf adjusted the small pad covered with salve on the wound, then carefully bound the remainder of
         the bandage about his friend’s arm, saying as he did so, ‘I would rather there was no fighting at all. That King and Parliament
         could resolve their differences.’
      

      
      ‘I doubt anyone would disagree with you, Ralf. Certainly not the King. It grieves him to see so many of his subjects being
         slain, but his cause is a just one, do you not agree?’
      

      
      ‘I know little about “causes”,’ Ralf admitted, ‘but I enjoy serving Prince Charles and hope I may continue to do so for very
         many years to come.’ Securing the bandage to his satisfaction, he added, ‘Talking of the Prince … I need to take some of his
         clothes to the tailors and have larger ones made. The war has not stopped him from growing at a rate that is the despair of
         the Earl of Berkshire. He complains that the Prince’s clothes bill would fit out a regiment of foot.’ Berkshire was the current
         official governor to the Prince, although his young charge avoided him as much as was possible.
      

      
      ‘Then both he and the Prince are in for a shock,’ Piers said, carefully shrugging the sleeve of his shirt over the bandage. ‘The royal treasury is desperately short of money and
         His Majesty has said that the needs of the army are to take precedence over all others. Let us hope the seamstresses have
         sufficient material for new clothes.’
      

      
      The seamstresses had not.

      
      ‘And just what am I supposed to do with these? Perhaps I should cut them up and make finery for the wives and daughters of
         His Majesty’s Irish men-at-arms who haven’t been paid for the last two months.’
      

      
      Molly O’Malley, as disapproving and tight-lipped as ever, scornfully picked up each item of Prince Charles’s expensive clothing
         between finger and thumb, raised it in the air for critical examination, then dropped it back on the table in the porter’s
         room of Christ Church, which now served as workshop for the royal tailor and his staff. When the last garment had undergone
         her scrutiny, she said, ‘Not that there would be any more warmth in these than they’d get from a peacock’s tail-feather.’
      

      
      Glaring at a slack-jawed Ralf, she snapped at him, ‘I asked you a question. Has the cat got your tongue, or something?’

      
      Gathering his wits together, Ralf said, ‘His Royal Highness would like some new clothes the same as the ones I’ve brought
         to you – only larger. He’s grown since these were made and they’re no longer comfortable.’
      

      
      ‘Comfortable! Comfortable, you say? Those of us who aren’t so close to the King have forgotten what comfort is. All the time we were traipsing round the countryside we thought ourselves lucky if we were able to share a rat-infested
         barn with the riff-raff of the King’s western army, even though I would need to spend half the night stopping my stepdaughter
         from losing the only thing she’ll ever have to offer a man in marriage.’
      

      
      Ralf glanced at the younger of the two Irish seamstresses, who appeared quite unconcerned by what the woman was saying. He
         felt compelled by his position in the Prince’s household to make some reply to Molly’s comments.
      

      
      ‘I doubt if His Majesty enjoys “traipsing round the countryside” any more than you do. I’m sure he was far happier in his
         palace in London with his queen and the princes and princesses around him, but I don’t think anyone in his court has heard
         him grumble about his personal discomfort, or the constant danger he is in.’
      

      
      Ralf was expecting Molly to come back at him with one of her cutting remarks. Instead, and much to his surprise, she gave
         an exaggerated sigh before expressing agreement. ‘You’re quite right, of course, young sir. Hardships are a part of daily
         life for the likes of me and Brighid, but I’m just an ignorant Irish seamstress. It’s not something that a king, or a prince
         – or even an educated young man like yourself – should have to put up with. Leave the Prince’s clothes here and me and Brighid
         will have them ready for you some time tomorrow.’
      

      
      The brief conversation marked an unexpected turning point in Ralf’s relationship with the irascible Irish seam-stress. There would even be occasions when Molly greeted him as though she was quite pleased to see him. Her unexpected civility towards
         him was commented upon by the other pages, all of whom remained victims of her sharp tongue.
      

      
      Because of his acceptance by her, Ralf was delegated to call upon Molly whenever tailoring work was required by anyone in
         the Prince’s household, and he soon developed a grudging respect for the Irishwoman. She did not hesitate to rebuke anyone
         in the court, whatever their rank, if she felt they were taking advantage of the seamstresses, yet she and her staff produced
         quality work under extremely trying conditions, plagued by a constant shortage of money and materials.
      

      
      Ralf’s popularity with her was secured once and for all when he was able to persuade the holder of the Prince’s meagre finances
         to donate a hundred pounds to Molly to cover the considerable expenses involved in clothing the heir to the throne of England
         in a manner consistent with his status.
      

      
      The royal courts had been in Oxford for a couple of months when Ralf had a rare free afternoon from his duties. Deciding to
         put on the clothes he had been wearing when he joined the Prince’s household, he took a walk along the bank of the River Isis,
         which skirted the city beyond the college buildings.
      

      
      The experience brought home to him just how much his life had changed since leaving Cornwall. Wearing the everyday clothing worn by most of those in and about the city, he was not given a second glance, and when he was jostled aside
         by a group of drunken Royalist infantrymen he realised how much respect his page’s uniform commanded.
      

      
      Walking back to Christ Church, he suddenly saw Molly’s stepdaughter, Brighid, coming along the road towards him, a satin-lined
         velvet cloak folded over her arm. The young seamstress never even glanced in his direction and would have passed him by had
         he not spoken to her.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Brighid. Are you no longer talking to me?’

      
      Startled, the Irish girl came to a halt and stared at him in disbelief, before saying, ‘It’s the Prince’s page! What are you
         doing dressed like that? Are you on a secret mission for the Prince?’
      

      
      For a moment Ralf thought of going along with her assumption – but only for a moment.

      
      ‘No. I wanted to get away from the court and be myself for a while. I can’t do that when I’m dressed up as the Prince’s page.
         But what about you? Where are you going with that very handsome cloak?’
      

      
      She held the cloak up for his inspection. ‘Molly made it for a Lieutenant Muller. He’s a troop commander in Prince Rupert’s
         cavalry. I think the material was looted from a Roundhead lord’s mansion in Devon. Muller served with Prince Rupert, the King’s
         nephew, in Germany. He thinks of himself as a ladies’ man, but he isn’t. He’s not liked very much by his men – they don’t
         trust him. Mind you, I doubt if there’s one of the foreign officers who wouldn’t join the Roundheads if he was offered enough
         money, for all that most are Catholics. Molly wants to make certain she gets her money for making this before he changes sides
         and she believes I’m more likely than her to wheedle the money out of him.’
      

      
      ‘But … if she thinks he’s likely to desert the King and join the Roundheads shouldn’t she tell someone?’

      
      Brighid looked at him pityingly. ‘Who would believe a seamstress – an Irish seamstress – against the word of a lieutenant of cavalry? Besides, like I said, it’s no more than soldiers’ gossip and that’s
         not in short supply among the King’s men.’
      

      
      ‘All the same …’

      
      Ralf was concerned, but Brighid said briskly, ‘I can’t stand here talking to you all day. I have this cloak to deliver and
         there’s more than enough work waiting for me back at Christ Church.’
      

      
      ‘Would you mind if I walked along with you?’ Ralf asked.

      
      Brighid shrugged, and he could not tell whether she was pleased or displeased by his request. ‘Please yourself, but there’ll
         be no dawdling, Molly is a hard taskmistress.’
      

      
      Lieutenant Hugo Muller was billeted in a large house tucked between two of the colleges farthest from Christ Church and, although
         Brighid had said she did not have time to waste, they found ample time along the way to exchange brief details of their backgrounds.
      

      
      
      Ralf learned that Brighid’s father was a sergeant in one of the Irish regiments brought to England to fight for King Charles.

      
      ‘My mother died when we were following the regiment, a couple of years ago,’ Brighid explained. ‘Molly and my pa were married
         a couple of months later. She’s had two soldier husbands before and both were killed fighting for the King. She often talks
         of leaving this life behind and going home to Ireland, but I don’t think she could. She’s been following the drum since she
         was younger than me and knows no other life. She’ll be with the regiment until the day she dies – and I’ve no doubt her spirit
         will stay with them for evermore.’
      

      
      ‘Will you stay with the army too?’ Ralf asked.

      
      Brighid shrugged. ‘Who knows? Even if I did, I wouldn’t want to end up like Molly, living only for the regiment and prepared
         to take any man for a husband, just to stay with the army. But I’ve never known anything else in my life.’ Giving him a wan
         smile, she asked, ‘How about you? I suppose you’ll stay in the King’s service and grow rich and famous – or are you rich already?
         Most pages are.’
      

      
      Ralf smiled. ‘I’m certainly not rich, and I doubt if I’ll ever be famous. I’ll probably stay with the Prince until the war
         comes to an end, then return to our farm in Cornwall.’
      

      
      ‘Is it a large farm?’ Brighid asked. ‘With lots of cows and sheep and the like?’

      
      ‘It’s not especially large, but we do have cows, bullocks and sheep, and we make a comfortable living. It’s my stepfather’s farm, really, but he’s promised that I’ll inherit it one day.’
      

      
      ‘I spent a few weeks on a farm in Ireland once,’ Brighid said. ‘It belonged to an uncle, a brother of my mother who was still
         alive then. They had cows and sheep. I liked it. I think it’s where I’d like to live, one day. But if that’s where you belong,
         how is it you’re a page to Prince Charles? I thought pages were the sons of gentlemen.’
      

      
      ‘The others are,’ Ralf said ruefully. ‘In fact, I’m called “the farm boy” by some of them.’ He went on to tell Brighid how
         he had become a page.
      

      
      When he ended, Brighid said indignantly, ‘You’re as good as any of the others – and better than most, I can tell you. They
         come round all smiling and friendly when they want something done for nothing, but you’re the first page who’s ever said so
         much as “good day” when we’ve met up outside the sewing room. I know we’re only seamstresses – and Irish at that – but we’re
         as loyal to King Charles as anyone else who serves him – and we work a sight harder than most for him and those around him.’
      

      
      Coming to a halt beside a large house, she said, ‘This is where Lieutenant Muller is billeted. Thank you for walking here
         with me, and for talking to me as you have.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll wait for you,’ Ralf said. ‘Then we can walk back to Christ Church together and talk some more.’ They had passed a number
         of stalls selling foodstuffs along the way and he added, ‘I’ll buy you some sweetmeats – as a small thank you for all you’ve
         done for the Prince.’
      

      
      When he returned from his errand, the front door of the house where Lieutenant Hugo Muller had his room stood open. The wind was quite keen along this particular narrow street,
         and Ralf stepped inside into the passageway for shelter. He could hear voices coming from a room farther along the passageway,
         and recognised one of them as being Brighid’s. She sounded cross. Curious, Ralf moved down the hall in order to hear what
         was being said.
      

      
      Reaching the room from which the voices were coming, he cast a quick glance about him before putting his ear to a narrow gap
         between door and jamb, where the door was slightly warped.
      

      
      ‘… I don’t need to earn any extra money – at least, not in the way you’re suggesting. All I want from you is a half-crown, to pay Molly for the work that’s
         been done on your cloak. Give me that and I’ll be on my way.’
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