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			Review

			“Celia Martin’s new novel Perfidious Brambles is a delight. In deft and nimble strokes, she has created an entire world for us to revel in, rich in history and detail, so skillfully rendered that we can see the bricks of the old towers and the stones of the ancient walls. Her characters are finely drawn, and we feel we would know them were we to meet them at tea, each unique and very real. Readers will love the plot with its high romance and touch of intrigue. If you are looking for a lovely novel in which to get lost, you have certainly found it here.” 
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			Chapter 1

			Northumberland, England 1673

			In the day’s dying light, Lady Timandra Lotterby peered out the coach window at the dark and shuttered house and wished she had never offered to accompany her friend, Eliza Tilbury, to Perfidious Brambles. A cold shiver crept up her spine, and she squiggled uncomfortably on the padded seat cushion. Eliza’s trembling hand slid over hers, and Timandra felt instant shame. She was here to support her friend, not give way to silly, baseless fears. Yes, the estate grounds appeared unkempt, and the house foreboding, but an old man living on his own might find little need to keep up appearances.

			“Holy Mary, would you be looking at that house,” Timandra’s Irish maid said in breathless awe. “Nary a light peeping from nary a window. Be you after thinking anyone is to home, Lady Timandra?”

			Timandra drew her lips into a thin line and spoke in a firm voice meant to chastise her outspoken maid. “Mind your tongue, Finola. Indeed, I do think someone is home. We are expected. We sent a message from our lodgings last night that we should be arriving today. I have no doubt all will be ready for us.” She smiled at Eliza and patted her hand. “You will see, dear friend, all will be well. Your great Uncle Percival’s steward wrote that your uncle was graciously giving you and your siblings a home. Tomorrow in the light of day, when we are not so tired, all will look brighter. There now, give me a smile.”

			Timandra had seen the letter Percival Seldon’s steward had sent. There had actually been nothing gracious about it. It simply stated Eliza’s uncle recognized and accepted his office of guardian to his nieces and nephews and would fulfill his duties. Their uncle expected them to make their own travel arrangements to Perfidious Brambles. Should further communications be necessary, they should apply to him, the steward, Mister Eustace Colyer. Their uncle had not bothered to address even a short note to his new wards. Of course, he was old, and mayhap had failing eyesight. Or he might have suffered an apoplexy and be debilitated. Still, he might have expressed some sympathy to the Tilburys for the loss of their father.

			Eliza blinked her large brown eyes, and her soft pouty lips tried to muster a smile, but she failed so miserably, Timandra had to laugh. Her pretty friend with her perfect little nose and her perfect little white teeth, her naturally pink cheeks and glowing complexion, not to mention a sweetly curvaceous figure, was going to need a lot of reassuring. Until three months ago, Eliza’s life had been that of a fairytale princess. Pretty and pampered, but with a sweet disposition, she had been betrothed to a handsome, charming prince. Overnight, all had changed.

			Timandra was glad she had been with her friend when Eliza received word of her father’s sudden death, and her world crashed down around her. They had been planning Eliza’s wedding. Eliza’s mother having died when Eliza was fifteen, Eliza had asked Timandra to help her with the wedding arrangements. ’Twas to be a Spring wedding. The invitations had been addressed. Plans for an opulent wedding breakfast were being organized. Eliza’s gown of burgundy with a cream-colored petticoat with gold-embroidered roses had had its final fitting. Her thick golden hair was to be curled and interwoven with burgundy ribbons and gold roses. The third announcement of the wedding banns were set to be read in the village church the following Sunday. Then the messenger from London arrived.

			Over the next few weeks, the initial shock turned to horror as first the details of Vincent Tilbury’s death – he died in the arms of his mistress, a woman his family had no knowledge of – then the sad state of his financial affairs surfaced. After his wife’s death five years earlier, Tilbury had turned to drink and took lodgings in London. He fell into the company of what his solicitor termed a scheming woman who introduced him to London’s increasing number of gambling houses. What with his drinking, gambling, and numerous exorbitantly expensive gifts to said woman, along with his neglect of his estate, he fell deeply into debt. By the time all his obligations were settled, little was left for his children.

			The Tilbury estate, Merrywic, was sold to pay off the mortgage Tilbury had taken out. Most of the house furnishings, as well as some of Eliza’s mother’s jewelry, needed to be sold to cover other debts. To Eliza’s dismay, her mother’s pearls, which she had planned to wear on her wedding day, were missing. Tilbury’s solicitor, Andrew Kenelm, an older partner in the firm of Kenelm and Severin, had hemmed and hawed, then despite a frown from the younger partner, Bartley Severin, had said he believed they had been given as a gift to her father’s mistress. He had seen the woman wearing a lovely string of pearls mere days before Eliza’s father’s death.

			Later that evening, Timandra rocked a weeping Eliza in her arms. Hands over her face, Eliza squeaked, “I cannot believe Father would take Mother’s pearls. He was home for such a short visit. I went over the wedding plans with him. He was so jovial. He went riding with Herman and Bennet, and he kidded Charissa and Delilah that they would soon be making their wedding plans. He seemed happier than I had seen him in years. He had not been so gay since before Mother died. He visited with Ralph’s parents and finalized our nuptial contract.” Eliza took several convulsive gulps, hiccupped, then wept, “And all the time he knew he could not honor the contract.”

			“Mayhap he had no knowledge his financial affairs were in such disarray.” ’Twas possible, Timandra thought. Tilbury’s excessive drinking could have fogged his brain. “As you say,” she added, “he was so happy. He certainly never thought he would be dying so suddenly.”

			“But to take the pearls and give them to that woman! Oh, Timandra, how could he!”

			To that question, Timandra had no answer. She could do naught but continue to rock and croon to her friend.

			The coach coming to a stop nudged Timandra’s thoughts back to the present. She noted the ragged, overgrown island in the rutted circular drive, then looked out at the house. It was huge, and ugly. It had been added on to a couple of times, but with no thought to art or symmetry. The main section of rough stone was old. She guessed it dated back to Henry IV or earlier. With its two projecting corner turrets, it must at one time have been a fortified keep. She wondered if a portion of the drive might once have been a moat. Though more rustic, the keep reminded her of her aunt and uncle’s home where she had been fostered for ten of her twenty-two years. A wide stone staircase of some twenty steps led up to heavy oak doors. One of her footmen raced up the steps to knock while another opened the coach door and let down the steps. Descending onto the drive, Timandra looked up at the west wing of the house. H-shaped and timber-framed, with brick and plaster infill, and with its multitude of windows and spiral chimney stacks, it harkened back to the time of Queen Elizabeth

			The east wing appeared more classical in design, mayhap dating to Charles I. It was similar in some ways to her own home. In 1630, her grandfather tore down the old Harp’s Ridge fortified house dating from the days of Henry IV and built a beautiful new home for his family. Her father made few changes to the elegant house. Timandra looked forward to exploring the various sections of Perfidious Brambles. It would give them all something to do and would hopefully dispel some of the eeriness surrounding the house.

			Eliza alighted, and Timandra reached for her hand. “Come, dear friend, let us mount these steps and have done with it. I am dead tired and can think not even an ogre of the worst sort can keep me from my supper and bed.”

			Not waiting for a footman to open the door to their coach, Eliza’s two young brothers scrambled out the moment the coach drew to a stop. Eliza had to restrain them from racing up the steps. “Herman, Bennet, calm yourselves. You must need want to make a good impression on Uncle Percival. We cannot have him think he has invited two bullyhuffs to move into his home.”

			“Eliza is right, boys. Wait for your sisters,” Timandra said. Over the past three months, she had learned the youths paid more heed to her than to their older sister. She guessed her imperious visage gave her an advantage. Tall and stately, she had her mother’s dark hair, high forehead, and blue-green eyes, and her father’s slim aquiline nose, wide, thin-lipped mouth, and strong jutting chin. To her mind, the combination melded poorly, and despite her mother’s assurances she had a regal appearance, she could not consider herself beautiful.

			Emerging more slowly from the coach, Charissa and Delilah seemed far less eager to enter their new abode. Clutching each other’s hands, they gazed wide eyed as the sound of a bolt being drawn aside echoed off the stone steps. Timandra looked back in time to see one of the heavy oak doors grate slowly open. The footman stepped aside to reveal a stooped, wizened old man standing in the doorway. Behind him a woman holding a candle peered over his shoulder.

			“Be you the Tilburys?” rasped the old man.

			Eliza at Timandra’s urging stepped forward. “I am Eliza Tilbury,” she reached back a hand, “and this is my friend, Lady Timandra Lotterby, who has accompanied us and provided us with a much needed second coach.”

			“I have no knowledge was the master expecting an extra person,” wheezed the old man. “He made no mention to me, but no matter, you best all come in.” He stepped aside and Timandra followed Eliza inside. The only light came from the flickering candle the woman held and the last rays of sunshine filtering in through the high windows above the doorway. Peeking around a beautifully carved, dark-wood screen, Timandra noted they had entered a grand old hall. She could tell at a glance few changes had been made to the hall. Not even the central hearth had been replaced by a wall hearth.

			“I am Mistress Weston, housekeeper,” the tall, lean woman with the candle said. “That is Old John Orvin. Used to be the house steward, now he just ...” She shrugged. “He does what he can.” She turned to the old man, and speaking loudly said, “Old John, you show the footmen where to take the baggage and point the coachmen the way to the stables. Guess they will need a light. Best give them a candle from the entry so they can light a lantern.”

			Old John shuffled out and Mistress Weston looked back at Eliza. “We never use this section of the house, but Old John and I thought you might come knocking at this door, so we were on the alert.” Turning, she said, “Follow me, and I will see you to your rooms. You are late you know. Mister Seldon has a’ready retired. We keep early hours here.” She looked back over her shoulder. “Mind your step and make sure to close the door. Old John will see it is bolted when he has seen to your baggage.”

			Timandra waited to insure the door was closed properly, and to make certain Herman and Bennet’s tutor regained control of his young charges. Ernest Knolles, barely out of school, had replaced the boy’s older tutor who had not wished to continue in the Tilbury’s employ at reduced wages. Nor had the former tutor wanted to travel from Warwickshire to Northumberland. For that, Timandra could not blame him. It had been a long, tedious trip. Over two weeks of bumping, bouncing, and jostling about in the coach, combined with poor food and poorer beds whenever they were forced to lodge at inns rather than stay with families of Timandra’s father’s and uncles’ acquaintance, the trip could be considered naught but an ordeal. The nagging fear of highwaymen waylaying them, should they be delayed reaching their evening’s stopover, added a strain to the already stressful situation.

			Grateful to her father for providing not only his coach and six as well as the postilion, extra footmen, and an outrider, Timandra could not help but wonder that her parents had acquiesced to her wish to accompany Eliza. She could but think her Aunt Venetia must have persuaded them to permit her to take the extensive journey. Next to her aunt’s cousin, Delphine, Eliza’s mother had been Aunt Venetia’s dearest friend. Aunt Venetia would want to help her departed friend’s children in any means she could.

			With the door secured, and Eliza’s brothers in an orderly line in front of Mister Knolles, her sisters in front of them, and Finola, and Eliza’s young maid, Audrey, bringing up the rear, Timandra fell in behind Eliza. They passed from the great hall into a narrow corridor, then into a small chamber with a narrow staircase leading up into darkness. Mistress Weston paused before a large oak door, and handing her candle to Eliza, used both hands to lift a stiff iron latch and pull the door open. Taking the candle back, she said, “We will be entering the west wing where Mister Seldon lives, and where you will live. The west wing was built during the reign of good Queen Bess,” she added, reverence in her voice.

			“What of the east wing?” Timandra asked. “Is it not newer?”

			“Aye, but Mister Seldon keeps it locked up. No one is allowed into the east wing.”

			Timandra found Mistress Weston’s statement intriguing, but as the housekeeper failed to elaborate, she decided not to press for details at the moment. She was tired and hungry, and the mysteries of the house could wait.

			Descending a stone staircase, Mistress Weston tossed back over her shoulder, “Be certain the door is closed.” Timandra again waited to make sure all were in line and Mister Knolles had the door firmly shut behind them. The staircase ended at another door which Mistress Weston swept open with one hand, and they followed her into a well-appointed parlor. Large windows covered two walls, but heavy draperies were drawn over them, shutting out any lingering daylight. A large fireplace on the wall opposite the front windows showed no sign of use. Either Mistress Weston kept a very tidy house, or a fire was seldom lit. Timandra guessed the latter. Still, it could be a bright comfortable room that would catch the morning sun.

			When they were all assembled in the parlor, Mistress Weston counted noses. “My, you are more than I was expecting. Three girls and two boys, that is what Mister Seldon told me to prepare rooms for. He said the boys were young so I was expecting a nanny, and I had the nursery made up for them.”

			“The nursery!” ten-year-old Herman yelped. “I will not stay in a nursery.”

			“Surely ’tis but for one night, Hermie,” Eliza said.

			“I will not stay in the nursery either,” the seven-year-old Bennet stated, though he had been out of the nursery for less than a year. His lips in a pout and his arms folded across his small chest, he added a stomp of his foot.

			“Now boys,” Mister Knolles said, “if I can stay in the nanny’s room for one night, you can manage the nursery. We cannot ask Mistress Weston to make up new beds at this hour.”

			The boys again started to complain, but Mistress Weston said, “Girl what does the beds is gone home. No one else here to make up new beds. ’Tis the nursery or nothing.”

			“You heard Mistress Weston,” Timandra said. “Herman, Bennet, you may sleep in warm beds in the nursery for this one night, or you may make your own beds in a room you think more acceptable. And you may not think Mister Knolles will make the beds for you. He is tired like the rest of us, and after his supper, he plans to sleep in the nanny’s room. ’Tis your choice.”

			Having an eight-year-old brother, Timandra was used to the vagaries of young boys. Herman and Bennet were tired and hungry, and that would make them cranky. Their world had been turned upside down. Orphaned, they had been forced to leave the only home they had ever known. They had no control over what was happening to their lives, and they needed to make a stand. Controlling a chuckle, she watched the emotions wash over Herman’s face. Bennet was watching him, too. He would follow his older brother’s lead.

			Herman firmed his lips and ran a hand through his dark brown hair. “Oh, I suppose does Mister Knolles sleep in the nanny’s bed, we can sleep in the nursery for one night.” His brown eyes alight, he looked up and stated, “But ’tis for only one night.”

			“So be it,” Timandra said. “Mistress Weston, the crisis is resolved. Do lead on.”

			“What of these two?” Mistress Weston indicted Finola and Eliza’s maid. “We have made up no beds for them.”

			“Finola and Audrey are our personal maids. Do you give them linens, they will make up their cots in the closets next to our rooms or on trundle beds, whichever you may have for them.”

			“Got a cot in the closet off Mistress Tilbury’s room, and one in the closet off the young misses’ room,” Mistress Weston said. “Should serve, I suppose. Master has not entertained for near on thirty years except when his sister used to visit, and she died ten years back. I fear, Lady Timandra, you will be needing to sleep with Mistress Tilbury. I had no knowledge the young mistress was bringing you, so I made no arrangements.” She looked to Charissa and Delilah. “I put the two young misses together. We got but one girl does the cleaning. Only so much she can be expected to keep up with.”

			Timandra wondered that Eliza’s great uncle had not informed his staff that she would be accompanying Eliza. She had seen the letter Eliza had written him giving the approximate date of their expected arrival. Mayhap they should have written the steward instead, but that would have seemed discourteous. Seldon’s age must have made him forgetful.

			“Sharing a bed with Eliza will be no hardship,” she said, smiling at Eliza. “We have shared beds this entire trip. And when fostered at my aunt’s, we shared a bed and many a secret.”

			Eliza returned her smile. “Indeed, ’tis no hardship to share a bed with my dearest friend.”

			Timandra expected sharing the bed was for the better. She doubted Eliza would want to be abed alone this first night in this strange house. And it was a strange house.

		


		
			 

			Chapter 2

			Mistress Weston led the way from the parlor into the west wing’s great hall. As with the parlor, the drapes were drawn, and the single candle flame did little to light the room. Timandra could make out nothing but shadows. Pointing to a shadowy door across the hall, Mistress Weston said, “Through there is the dining hall. I will have Cook set out a supper for you, but ’twill be cold. Cook is not apt to heat up her kitchen after her help has gone home.”

			“Her help is a tenant’s offspring?” Timandra asked.

			“Aye, not but Old John, Cook, and I live on the grounds.”

			“No gardener nor groom?” Timandra asked.

			“Nay. Seldom need either. Mister Seldon keeps but one horse. Old John tends him. Nice big stable though. Plenty of stalls for all your horses. Old John had some hay and grain brought in, but by the looks of the number of horses you got, he will need order a sight more. Mister Seldon will not be pleased with that. He is not one for readily parting with his coin.”

			“Well, he need not worry,” Timandra said. “I will cover any added expenses for my horses and my staff. By the by, where are my staff to sleep and eat?”

			“Your coachmen and postilion can sleep in the dormitory above the stables. Footmen too, do they choose. Has not been used in many a year, but ’tis roomy. Old John had it swept out and fresh linens laid by. Most likely they will need additional linens, but there be plenty of blankets and pillows stored in a cabinet at the far end of the dormitory. Old John will show it to them. Do you want your footmen handy, there is a men’s dormitory in the cellar. And there is a servants’ hall off the dormitory where your staff can take their meals.”

			Perfidious Brambles had apparently been modernized more than Timandra might have expected, given what seemed a minimal attempt at upkeep. The addition of a dining hall for the servants told her the great hall was no longer in everyday use by Mister Seldon or his household. She was not surprised by that. At her aunt’s and uncle’s home, the great hall’s purpose was little more than ceremonial. Guests were received in the hall, and lavish feasts and entertainments were occasionally held there, but overall, the great hall had lost its importance.

			“Old John and I, and the serving girl, when she is to hand, eat in the servant’s hall,” Mistress Weston said. “Cook chooses to eat in the kitchen,” she added with a sniff, and Timandra wondered if the cook and the housekeeper might be embroiled in a jealous rivalry.

			Lifting the candle a little higher, Mistress Weston said, “Well, then, shall we proceed?”

			“Indeed,” Eliza answered, “I am dead to the bone and near starved. I have ne’er been in such a large house. Is there no end to it?”

			“Just up these stairs, Mistress Tilbury.” The housekeeper indicated the wide, oak balustrade staircase leading from the ground floor to the first floor. “Your room is next to what was once the Great Chamber. Your room was once the withdrawing chamber, so ’tis spacious. You will get the morning sun.” Marching ahead, Mistress Weston entered the large room, and after clipping the wick on her candle with scissors from her pocket, she lit the candles of a brass three prong candle holder on a stand near the door. “Water for washing up is apt to be tepid. Girl carried it up hot the last thing afore she left, but that was some time back,” she said, crossing the room to light another stand of candles on a small table beside the bed. The room glowed brightly, dispelling the gloom of the dark house.

			Surprisingly pleased with the bedchamber allotted to Eliza, Timandra brushed a hand over the carved and inlaid paneling. Never would she have expected such beautiful decorative work in the wilds of Northumberland. The four-poster bed with carved walnut headboard had sumptuous, scarlet-velvet bedcurtains with rose-pink-satin linings and matching bed coverlet. A plush, burgundy, tufted-velvet daybed sat at the end of the bed and a tall mirror framed in intricately carved black oak was positioned over a black oak cabinet. A delft-blue patterned-china bowl and matching water pitcher sat atop the cabinet, and cream-colored toweling was laid out on the bed. A delicate walnut chair with tufted seat sat before a small, walnut, gate-leg table, and a wainscot press for linens and clothing dominated the wall opposite the bed.

			What she did not see was any coal in the grate, and despite it being mid-July, the room was chill. “We will need a fire,” she said.

			“Mister Seldon never has fires lit in the summer,” Mistress Weston said. “Says ’tis a waste of costly coal.”

			“All the same, must I pay for the coal myself, I want fires laid and lit in all our rooms. We are not used to the cooler air here, and we are cold.” She called to Finola. “Find Old John and tell him to show Edgar and Perth where the coal is. I want fires laid before we return from our supper.”

			“Yes, milady,” Finola said. “I will see to it. Are you after needing me to help you change? I see your trunks and portmanteaus are not yet here.”

			“’Tis no matter, we will but wash up, then go down to eat. Just see about getting the fires laid. Audrey can ready your cots, then you two have your supper. After that, go to bed. Eliza and I can help each other out of our gowns. We will not need you until morning. But please see Charissa and Delilah are settled. Mister Knolles can see to the boys and get them down to supper.

			“Oh, and Mistress Weston,” Timandra added, turning to the housekeeper, “is there no fire in the dining hall, do please have one lit.”

			Mistress Weston inclined her head. “As you wish, Lady Timandra, but tomorrow, I am informing Mister Seldon ’tis your doing. I am but following your orders.”

			Timandra hid a smile. “Please, do so. I will face whatever the consequences may be.”

			Mistress Weston sniffed and left to escort the others to their rooms. Timandra, after closing the door, burst into giggles. “Oh, Eliza, could you have ever imagined such a house? I am so glad I have come with you. When we first arrived, I admit I felt a tremor of shock, but now I think I would not have missed this experience for the world. I can hardly wait to meet your uncle. Mistress Weston makes him sound the worst curmudgeon.”

			Eliza burst into tears, crying, “Oh, Timmie, what would I do were you not here! I fear my uncle must be a curmudgeon of the worst sort, and I cannot think how I shall get on with him.”

			Timandra gathered Eliza into her arms and patted her back. “Here now, dear friend, let us have no tears. Your face will turn all blotchy.”

			Her voice muffled into Timandra’s shoulder, Eliza said, “And who is here to see or care am I blotchy? I cannot think how I could be any more miserable.”

			Timandra laughed. “You could have a cold. Or one of the boys could be sick. Or we could still be on the road. So yes, you could be more miserable. But forgetting how miserable you are, I am here to see your face, and I would prefer it not be blotchy. More importantly, you are the eldest. Your sisters and brothers look to you for guidance. Do you show fear or misery, they will take their cue from you. Now, do dry your eyes, and let us get washed up. I want to eat and then fall into that comfy-looking bed, and I care not how late I may sleep in the morning.”

			Eliza snuffled and straightened, and brushing the tears from her cheeks, said, “You always have a way of getting around me, Timandra. I shall stiffen my backbone and try to make my brothers and sisters think all is well. I cannot think all is well, but I can pretend.”

			“Good girl. Let us get freshened up.”

			\ \ \ \

			Upon arriving in the dining hall, she and Eliza found Mister Knolles and Eliza’s brothers seated at the table. Mister Knolles rose when they entered, but Timandra bade him resume his seat. Her head footman, Perth, had found time to wash up, change into his serving coat, and be on hand to wait on them. “My lady,” he said, pulling out a chair for her at the end of the table.

			“No, Perth, this seat is Mistress Tilbury’s. I will sit next to her.”

			“As you say, my lady.” He seated Eliza, then pulled out a chair for Timandra.

			“I had not expected to be served this evening,” Timandra said. “I would have thought you busy with numerous other duties.”

			“Hillock and Kearne are seeing to the fires in your rooms. Edgar got the fire going in here. He is now seeing to our beds in the dormitory in the cellar. I thought you might prefer to have us near to hand, my lady.”

			“Indeed, Perth, that is excellent. But you must be hungry yourself.”

			“The cook is a jovial soul. She gave me a hunk of cheese and a mug of ale. ’Twill keep hunger pangs at bay until I sit down to my supper.” Pouring wine into amber goblets positioned in front of silver plates, he added, “I took the liberty, my lady, of procuring the key to the wine cellar from the housekeeper. She seemed reluctant to part with it, but I promised to return it to her as soon as I selected the wine for your supper. I hope ’tis to your taste.”

			Timandra smiled and tasted the wine. “’Tis perfect. You are a marvel, Perth. Some day when I marry, I shall insist father let me have you for my house steward. Indeed, I cannot think how I should get on without you. You have been our mainstay throughout this tedious journey.”

			Though his face remained a fixed mask, she believed Perth appreciated the praise but was too well trained to show it. In his late twenties, a handsome man with his dark hair and eyes, he had a good future ahead of him. He had been with their family since he was but a child. He had started out in the stables and worked his way up. Her father had been so impressed with his eagerness to learn, he had given him time off from his duties to attend the parish school. Though he had but a rudimentary education, he was not destined to spend his life as a footman.

			She knew all her footmen had to be tired. They made the journey standing on footpads, and clinging to the rear of the coaches. Fortunately, they had but once been required to run ahead of the coaches with lanterns in hand to light the road. That due to a densely cloudy day. For the remainder of the journey, the summer sun shone late into the evening, and no lanterns had been necessary. The footmen were young and hardy, and she had no doubt they would quickly recover and be looking for adventure unless she found them enough work to keep them occupied.

			A screech, then giggles sounded from the great hall, and Charissa and Delilah bounded into the room. “Oh, Eliza, Lady Timandra, you will ne’er guess what we have spied!” Charissa cried, and she and Delilah again burst into giggles. “’Tis there in the hall. We near ran into it.”

			“What! What did you near run into?” Bennet demanded, his tousled, sandy-colored curls bobbling about on his head as he bounced on his chair. He and his sixteen-year-old sister, Charissa, with their fair hair and gray eyes favored their mother. Herman and fourteen-year-old Delilah had inherited their father’s dark brown hair and eyes, and Eliza had her mother’s golden hair and her father’s brown eyes. All well favored, they made a handsome family.

			Charissa smirked at Bennet, then straightened her shoulders and raised her chin. “A knight’s full suit of armor.” She brushed her hand down her body. “From masked head to pointed toes. Just standing right there in the hall like he was a person. Scared us at first.”

			Delilah giggled. “I was talking to Charissa and near bumped right into him ... er, it. What a clanking it would have made had I knocked it over.”

			“I have got to go see it,” Bennet said, scrambling from his chair, but Mister Knolles caught him by the coat tail. “Not right now, young man. You will finish your meal, then, when Herman and I are also finished eating, we will stop to examine the armor on our way to bed.”

			“Ah,” Bennet complained, but Eliza sided with the young tutor. “Mister Knolles is right. We have had a long and trying day. You need your sustenance before you go to bed. Tomorrow is plenty of time for you to inspect your new home.”

			Bennet climbed back up on his chair and began stuffing food in his mouth as fast as he could chew and swallow. Herman watched his brother for a moment, then with a sly smile, began picking at his food. Timandra shook her head. Boys will be boys. The older brother teasing the younger one, nothing new there. Herman knew how anxious Bennet was to see the armor. He was likely anxious to see it himself, but he would gain some kind of satisfaction out of tormenting Bennet. The two boys were close, and Herman always watched out for his younger brother, but that would not stop him from being a tease.

			With Charissa and Delilah seated, and their wine poured, Perth began to serve their meal, but Timandra excused him. “You have done enough. We can serve ourselves. The food is laid out nicely here on the table. Go eat. You may clean up here after you have seen to your own meal. Then go to bed. You deserve a good rest.”

			“Thank you, my lady,” Perth said and bowed himself out.

			Timandra surveyed the food spread out on the table. Incredibly thin slices of cheese, thinner slices of mutton and a bowl of mint jelly, a platter of roasted fowl of some sort, a variety of meat and dried fruit tarts, and hefty chunks of rye bread. As hungry as she was, weariness overcame her, and she had satisfied her appetite by the time the boys were finished – Herman, eventually giving way to his whining younger brother, bolted down the remainder of his supper. Charissa and Delilah dallied over their meal, but the instant Timandra suggested to Eliza she was ready to go to bed, they begged them to wait. 

			“’Tis so dark,” Delilah said, “and the candle gives such little light. Do please wait.”

			Timandra laughed. “Of course, we shall wait. You need not gulp down your meal.”

			“Oh, I am done,” Charissa said. “Come Lilah. Are you yet hungry, bring some bread and cheese with you. I am cold and tired, and I cannot wait to crawl into bed.”

			Timandra and Eliza escorted the younger girls to their room. It was at the opposite end of the corridor, but Charissa informed Timandra and Eliza that Mistress Weston said it was the only bedchamber on the first floor that overlooked the garden. “She also said the garden is rather overrun, Uncle Percival not wanting to spend on its upkeep, but she says the roses are beautiful right now, and that in the fall the leaves of the fruit trees are glorious.”

			Though not as elegantly furnished, the room appeared to be near as large as Eliza’s room, and the girls seemed pleased with it. It had a closet off it where a servant could sleep should the Tilburys be able to afford an additional maid servant other than Eliza’s maid, Audrey. Two doors down was the nursery, and Eliza and Timandra poked their heads in to see if the boys were settled. Mister Knolles came forward, a wide smile on his face. Not only were Herman and Bennet settled, they were fast asleep. “Asleep before their heads hit their pillows,” he whispered, his gray eyes alight in the candle light.

			“Your room is satisfactory?” Eliza asked.

			“’Tis little more than a closet, but Mistress Weston showed me the room at the head of the servants’ stairs that she will have made up for me tomorrow. ‘Tis a nice size room, and the boys will have the room between my room and yours, Mistress Tilbury. And do you look down this short corridor,” he pointed to his right, “you will see our school room. ’Twill be a bright sunny room with plenty of windows. However, Mistress, with your permission, I will not start the boys’ lessons until they have had a chance to explore their new home. They are quite anxious to see everything in the daylight.”

			“As we all are,” Timandra said. “So what say you, Eliza, do you declare a holiday?”

			“I shall as long as you can keep them out of mischief, Mister Knolles.”

			He smiled, a winning youthful smile that showed all his teeth, the front two being a bit prominent. “I shall endeavor to do my best, Mistress Tilbury.”

			“Splendid, then we bid you a goodnight, Mister Knolles.”

			He bowed his head, “Goodnight, Mistress Tilbury, Lady Timandra.”

			In retracing their steps, Timandra noted how narrow was the corridor extending from the main staircase to the servants’ staircase. She guessed, as with most houses of earlier times, before the corridor’s addition, one room simply led directly into another. By cutting off one end of the bedchambers and putting up additional walls and doors, first floor rooms were provided the privacy expected in modern homes. Her aunt and uncle had enclosed a portico on the ground floor at the rear of their house and turned it into a gallery. The corridor built over it on the first floor had achieved the same objective without reducing the size of the bedchambers. Their house had no second floor except for the four rounded turret rooms. Timandra was eager to see Perfidious Brambles’s second floor. She would bet anything it had a long gallery, and she hoped numerous family portraits.

			Overall, she was feeling much more pleased about her friend’s future. Her first glimpse of Perfidious Brambles had been disheartening. But though the grounds might appear unkempt, the inside of the house had not been neglected despite the lack of servants. Yes, she could see no reason Eliza and her siblings could not be quite comfortable in their new home.

		


		
			 

			Chapter 3

			Timandra awoke with the opening of the bedchamber door. Peeking out from under her lashes, she saw Finola’s pretty, pink-cheeked face peering around the door. As always, wisps of her maid’s dark hair snuck out from under her cap in unruly curls, and her dark eyes danced with a merriment Timandra never failed to appreciate, though she knew she should attempt to curb. Aunt Venetia had warned her the girl was too brazen, but Timandra liked her spirit. Unable to find employment in downtrodden Ireland, Finola had left her home and family and sought work in England. From the moment Timandra first saw Finola vigorously scrubbing the kitchen flagstone floor and chirping a merry tune while she worked, she had been drawn to her. When she questioned her aunt’s burley cook about the girl, he had praised her.

			“Despite her being Irish,” the cook said, “she works hard and ne’er complains ‘bout any task I give her. And she speaks the King’s English, not that silly Irish gibberish. Is she a papist, she keeps it to herself. I have ne’er seen her crossing herself nor mumbling an’ fumbling with them beads. I was hesitant to hire her, but she come round on a day when Lady Tuftwick was expecting a house full of guests. Not knowing how long the guests might be staying, I thought we could use another girl to scrub the pots. I told her did she do a good job, I would give her work till the guests left.”

			The man who ruled his kitchen like a small kingdom shook his bald, sweaty head and smiled. “Ne’er seen pots come so clean. Had ‘em shining she did. And always so cheerful. So, even though she is Irish, I kept her on.”

			When visiting the kitchen on an errand for her aunt, Timandra learned Finola could read. The cook had promoted Finola to pastry cook, and Timandra found her covered in flour, up to her elbows in dough, and bending over a recipe. “What do you make?” Timandra asked.

			Finola looked up with her bright smile. “Apple dumplings, but ‘tis not certain I am having the dough the right consistency. The recipe makes no note about it.”

			“Would you like me to read you the recipe?” Timandra offered.

			Finola looked confused for an instant, then shook her head and grinned. “Oh, no milady, ’tis having no trouble reading the recipe, I am. I just cannot determine from the notes, do I have the dough ready for the apples. ’Tis wishing Cook would return, I am. He is after selecting the fowl for tomorrow’s dinner.”

			Without the aid of the cook, Finola had managed, and the apple dumplings had turned out delicious. They had received Timandra’s uncle’s hearty approval.

			Aunt Venetia’s housekeeper next discovered Finola’s capabilities. Two of her servant girls got sick at the same time, and despite the cook’s objections, the housekeeper pressed Finola into service. “Beds must be made, chamber pots need emptying, hearths need be cleaned and laid – I need the girl,” the housekeeper stated, and grasping Finola by the wrist, led her from the kitchen. Timandra witnessed the scene and saw the cook’s resentment, but she had a feeling Finola would never return to kitchen duty, and she had been right.

			If Finola bore resentment against the English for what they had done to her homeland, she never gave voice to it. Timandra knew by occasional comments Finola made that her life in Ireland had not been easy, but her family had once been well enough off for her to receive an education. She knew too, Finola sent most of her wages home to her family, but she never spoke of them, and Timandra decided not to pry. Finola’s cheerful acceptance of any work she might be assigned, and her readiness to do that job well, had decided Timandra in her choice of Finola as her personal maid. The girl had fast learned her duties but had not learned to mind her tongue.

			Shifting in the bed, Timandra beckoned to Finola, who entered on her tiptoes. “I meant not to be waking you, milady,” she whispered.

			“You need not whisper, Finola,” Eliza said from her side of the bed. “I am awake, I just have not wanted to open my eyes.”

			“Have we slept dreadfully late?” Timandra asked.

			“Nay, milady, I am peeping in but twice before. The scullery maid is keeping a cauldron of water hot. Are you ready to rise, I will just be popping down and tell Perth you will be needing the water brought up. Oh, and Mistress Tilbury, Audrey is after seeing to your sisters. They woke but a bit ago.” Finola giggled. “Frisky as young kittens they be, all giddy and eager to be investigating their new home.”

			Eliza rolled over and opened her eyes. “And my brothers, what of them?”

			Finola’s pert grin reappeared. “Up with the birds were those two. They and Mister Knolles had their breakfast, and after examining that old knight’s armor in the hall, they set off to explore the outdoors. ’Tis a glorious day.” She gestured to the windows. “Shall you be wanting me to open the draperies, Lady Timandra?”

			“Yes, please do. Then do have Perth bring up the water for our ablutions. And is there ought to drink, mayhap some mulled cider or peach wine, my throat is parched.”

			“Or a ginseng tisane,” Eliza said with a sigh, a muscle flexing in her pale cheek. “I need a tonic to perk me up and give me the strength to meet my great uncle.”

			Smiling catlike, Finola said, “I have met the old gent, excuse me, the master, Mister Seldon. He was after having breakfast with your brothers and Mister Knolles, Mistress Tilbury. ’Tis my thinking he may bark, but I am doubting his teeth be sharp enough to do any biting.”

			“Finola! That is no way to refer to Mister Seldon!” Timandra chastised.

			“Begging your pardon, milady.” Finola bobbed a curtsy. “I will just be opening these draperies, then go see to me duties.”

			Timandra did her best to keep a stern look on her face while Finola drew the drapes and bright sunlight flooded the room, but as soon as her maid was out the door, she and Eliza burst into giggles. “Oh, Timandra, do you think Finola may be right. Do you think my uncle may not be so fearsome?” Eliza gasped between giggles.

			“As he took his breakfast with your brothers, and not in his own chamber, he cannot be all bad. Come, let us get up. The day does look to be glorious. We should try to enjoy it.”

			\ \ \ \

			Timandra and Eliza met Mistress Weston on the staircase landing. The housekeeper, in a sober gown and neat white apron, paused and offered them a good morning, though no smile touched her lips. “I was coming to inform you that Mister Seldon, having breakfasted well over two hours ago, is in his rooms, but he says he will join you in the parlor after you have breakfasted, Mistress Tilbury.”

			“Thank you. We will try not to keep my uncle waiting too much longer.”

			Mistress Weston nodded stiffly. “Breakfast is on the table. ’Tis but the usual fare for a Thursday, bread and cheese and sausage. By the by, Mister Seldon takes his dinner at eleven.”

			“At eleven!” Eliza said. “What time is it now?”

			“Near ten,” Mistress Weston answered sweeping past them to ascend the stairs.

			“Oh dear,” Eliza said with a giggle. “I cannot think she approves of the hours we keep.”

			Timandra laughed too and drew Eliza’s arm through hers. “My guess is Mistress Weston is apt to disapprove of any number of things we and your siblings may do, but she will adjust. So come, let us abate our hunger. We cannot wish to face your uncle with our stomachs growling.”

			As they descended the remaining steps and headed to the dining chamber, Eliza said, “I can never begin to thank you enough for coming with me, Timandra.”

			“Enough! You have thanked me so many times I have lost count. I am here because you are my dearest friend, and as my aunt and your mother were the dearest of friends and naught but your dear mother’s death could ever have changed that, just so shall our friendship ever endure. And friends will stand by one another. Will they not?”

			Eliza squeezed Timandra’s hand. “I know can I ever do anything for you, I would gladly do it a hundred times over.”

			“Splendid. ’Tis glad I am to know I may always count on you,” Timandra said, returning a squeeze to Eliza’s hand as they entered the dining chamber. They found Charissa and Delilah in the midst of their breakfast.

			“Oh, Eliza, Lady Timandra, do hurry and sit down. Cook has sent in a serving of hot cross buns with cinnamon and currants. Edgar said she made them special for us because she felt bad about serving us naught but a cold meal last night. He said Cook told him Uncle Percival eats naught but porridge three days a week, then naught but bread and sausage for three days, and on Sunday he fasts and reads his Bible until time for his dinner. He never varies.”

			“Hermie and Bennet missed the cross buns because they were up early and ate with Uncle Percival,” Delilah said. “Edgar says he spoke not a word to the boys. Just nodded his head when they wished him a good morning and poked another bite of sausage in his mouth.”

			“What does he look like?” Eliza asked, taking her place at the end of the table.

			Delilah frowned. “Perth hushed Edgar. He said he should not be discussing Mister Seldon in such a manner. But Perth said when we asked after Hermie and Bennet, that Mister Knolles told them did they wish to explore the grounds before dinner, they had best be on their way.”

			“So off they went,” Charissa said.

			Timandra was pleased to have the cross buns for breakfast, but she was not pleased with her footman, Edgar, for repeating things to the young Tilburys that the cook told him. A handsome youth, Edgar had but recently been promoted to his position as footman and was still in training. She would have to remind him not to repeat gossip and not to engage in it.

			“Timandra and I are to meet Uncle Percival in the parlor after we have breakfasted. I think you two should be presented at that time,” Eliza said, nodding to her sisters. “You need not stay though, do you wish to take a stroll in the garden and see some of the grounds.”

			“I suppose ’twould be better do we meet him before we sit down to dinner with him,” Charissa said, but she looked none too pleased at the prospect, and Timandra had to hide a smile.

			“I slept well last night. ’Tis a most comfortable bed, and I was so terribly tired,” Delilah said, reaching for another cross bun.

			“Lilah!” Charissa said, batting her sister’s hand. “You have had enough. Do you get too fat for your gowns, we have no seamstress to let them out for you. You know Audrey is a poor hand with a needle, and she is the only maid we have for the three of us.”

			Pouting, Delilah let the bun drop back onto the platter, but she brightened when Eliza said, “I am glad you slept well, dear, and I cannot think one extra bun will hurt you. Not after our long journey. We can all use a bit of a reward.”

			With a snub of her nose at her sister, Delilah reclaimed the bun as Perth entered with a pitcher of steaming apple cider. He filled Timandra’s and Eliza’s mugs, then refilled Charissa’s and Delilah’s. “Will there be aught else, Lady Timandra?” he asked, his face a mask of dignity.

			“Yes, Perth, are you and all the others settled in comfortably?”

			“Most comfortably, my lady. The dormitory beds are satisfactory, and Cook has provided us with a filling breakfast. The coachmen, the postilion, and Tombs say the dormitory above the coach house is also satisfactory.”

			“What of the stable for the horses?”

			“Clean and roomy, and there is room inside the coach-house for both coaches. However, Tombs says we will need far more hay and grain than what is on hand.”

			Tombs was the trusted outrider Timandra’s father had sent to help with their journey. Well-armed and an expert marksman, and with his broad shoulders and craggy visage, he not only looked formidable, he was formidable. Timandra had felt much safer having him along. “Ask the coachmen to determine what they may need, then Tombs can ride into the village we passed south of here and place an order. I hope they will be able to accommodate us.”

			“Are they not able, my lady, I have no doubt Tombs will determine a way to obtain all that is needed. He is ever resourceful, if I may say so.”

			Timandra smiled. “Indeed, you are correct. Tombs has never failed us. And how are Mistress Tilbury’s and my saddle horses? They have not suffered from the arduous journey?” After all their father’s debts had been settled, the Tilburys had been left with naught but their personal clothing and belongings, and their coach and four. Eliza’s horse, her brothers’ ponies and her sisters’ gentle mares had needed to be sold. Timandra had bought Eliza’s horse at the auction and had given it back to her friend as a gift. “A lady should not be without her saddle horse,” she had said while wiping away her friend’s grateful tears. The two saddle horses had been tied to leads behind the coaches. Timandra had little worry for her own strong gelding, but Eliza’s mare was unused to long stretches and rough roads.

			“I am told both horses are well,” Perth said, “although Mistress Tilbury’s coachman says he means to put some ointment on the mare’s hind hocks. Do you wish me to have Hardgrove report to you on the coach horses?”

			“No,” Timandra shook her head. “But tell Hardgrove I will stop by the stable after dinner to see him. And would you please tell Edgar I will be wanting to see him after dinner.”

			“Yes, my lady.” He started to leave, but turned back. “My lady, I understand Old John is in the habit of serving Mister Seldon.” He paused. “Would you care to have me assist him?”

			Smiling, Timandra nodded. “Indeed, Perth, I do believe that would be most advisable. Thank you. Now would you find Mistress Weston and inform her Mistress Tilbury and I are near finished with breakfast, and we will attend Mister Seldon in the parlor.”

			“Yes, my lady,” Perth answered and exited. And Timandra returned to her cross bun.
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