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Hester’s path has not been an easy one, but with the help of her uncle, she will make do on what little they have. Confident her luck has changed when she garners employment at one of the city’s wealthiest homes, and despite the reputation of the occupants, she is grateful.  Cecil Payton never wanted wealth, responsibility or two children who depended on him. He preferred the wide-open spaces of the wild west, but when his brother died, leaving him everything, he finds himself shackled to a fancy house in the heart of the city. Unprepared for the perils of business, or how to guide his niece and nephew, he is at his wits end. He can’t even seem to keep dependable servants on hand, and as the most important event of the year approaches, he is desperate to find help.  Will an unassuming, simple woman be the answer to his problems or will she too, run from the exuberant antics of his only living kin? 
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Hester gripped the pail in one hand and the mop in the other as she looked at the front door of the elegant brown stone building. She couldn’t believe her luck in procuring a job working for one of the city’s wealthiest families, and she had never needed it so badly.

The past few years had been lean for her and her Uncle Hyke. As long as Hester could remember, she had lived with her uncle, a foreman for one of the big factories on the edge of town. Hezekiah Johnson had taken in his tiny niece before she could walk and had raised her as his own after the loss of her parents. The wiry man with the shock of white hair had been everything to the girl. 

Now it was Hester’s turn to help pay him back for his love, loyalty and kindness. Hyke, as he was known to his friends, had lost his job after a tragic fire at the factory had left him with nowhere else to go.  Accustomed to taking in work of her own, as she cared for her uncle’s small accommodation, Hester had sought work cleaning homes to try and make ends meet, but the pay had been poor, and they were barely holding on to the roof over their heads. 

Squaring her shoulders, Hester turned toward the servants’ entrance below street level of the brownstone. There was no point wasting time. From all she had heard, this home didn’t have the best reputation, but the fact that they couldn’t seem to keep hired help only meant that the offered wage was higher than any other place she had worked before. 

Setting her bucket and mop on the stoop, Hester raised a hand to knock only to have it yanked open before her knuckles touched wood. 

“You must be the new girl,” a hard faced older woman in a severe bun snapped. “It’s about time too.” She ran her eyes over Hester critically. “You look stout enough,” she added with a nod pulling the door wide. “I hope you’re up to the task. We have much to do and little time before guests arrive. Get in and we’ll get started.” 

Hester gaped, not sure what to say as the woman waved her in. “I’m Hester,” she finally managed. 

“Fine, fine. I’m Mrs. August, the housekeeper here, and I hope you’re ready to get to work, not that it will matter much, you’ll like as not be gone before you begin in this house.” 

Hester felt a wave of annoyance wash over her as she stepped into the orderly kitchen. “I haven’t even started yet,” she said lifting her chin, “I don’t think you should dismiss me quite so soon.” 

To Hester’s surprise the older woman grinned. “Well you’ve got pluck, that’s refreshing. You’ll need it if you plan on making it at this mad house. Cook, coffee!” Mrs. August snapped. “We might have some hope after all if this girl has as much heart as she does hair.” 

The housekeeper ran her eyes over Hester, taking in the faded dress, work worn hands, and mass of chestnut hair, piled loosely on her head.

A harsh huff from a portly woman sweating over a sparkling cook stove made Hester blink. 

“She don’t look like much,” the woman turned pouring coffee into a chipped mug and thrusting it at Hester. “Kinda’ skinny if you ask me.” 

“That’s enough cook.” Mrs. August nodded for Hester to take the coffee. “Drink up,” she said. “We’re already behind schedule for the day.” She shot a glance at the mop and bucket Hester had brought with her. “I don’t see why you brought those,” her dark eyes snapped back to Hester. “We have everything you’ll need here, except courage.”

Hester’s head was spinning. She had never been greeted in such a manner before. In the other homes, where she had come to scrub floors, fireplaces, and flagstones, she had been expected to do her work quietly, keeping out of everyone’s way. Perhaps the rumors about this home were true, and everyone living in it was mad. Hiding her thoughts behind the mug of coffee, Hester took a long drink, and then sat the bitter brew on a scrubbed table. 

“Where should I start?” she asked simply. The money offered for cleaning here was far too good to give up before she had even started. If she stayed out of the way, kept her mouth shut, and did her job, she and her uncle could relax a little with the steady income. 

“Eager, ain’t ya?” the cook asked, wiping her brow with a towel draped from one shoulder. “Just as well. Maybe we’ll get a good day’s work from ya before ya run.” 

“Yes,” Mrs. August agreed. “We’ll start in the dining room, and then move on to the parlor.” She shook her head in disgust. “The master is having a large gathering tonight, and the grates all need cleaned.” She marched toward a small cupboard reaching in and grabbing an ash bucket and whiskbroom. “I don’t have time to show you where everything is right now. You’ll just have to learn as you go.” 

“Yes ma’am.” Hester didn’t know what else to say, so she simply followed the staunch housekeeper up the stairs and into a long dining room in need of a good dusting. 

“Start from the bottom and work your way up,” Mrs. August said. “I’ll expect this room spick and span by lunchtime. If you need anything, ask cook. I’ll be back to check on you in an hour.” 

In a heartbeat the older woman was gone, slipping through a glossy white door at the end of the room and leaving Hester alone to assess the mess.

Making her way to the fireplace, Hester was shocked at the state of the grate. It didn’t appear to have been cleaned in at least a week, perhaps more. She had never heard of such a thing in a wealthy home like this. 

Kneeling, the young woman carefully lifted the partially burnt logs, setting them on the marble hearth before scooping the ash into the pail. It was going to take a good bit of elbow grease to clean the soot-covered brick, but Hester wasn’t afraid of hard work, and the thought of being able to pay this month’s rent motivated her to put her back into it.
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“YOU CAN’T LEAVE, NOT today!” A man’s deep voice, timbered with panic, echoed through the closed door of the room where Hester worked. “You know this is the stockholder’s dinner. What will I do if you go now?”

“I don’t care what you do.” A woman’s high reedy voice drifted under the frame and Hester cringed. The voice was angry, indignant, and harsh. “I’ll not spend another minute in this house. You and your horde are pure evil.” 

“Evil, now isn’t that being a bit harsh?” the man’s voice snapped. “Perhaps a bit unruly, yes, but evil. No.” 

“You can use whatever words you like,” the woman said. “I’ll not be a party to any more nonsense. I’ll expect you to send my wages, and my things to this address. No God fearing woman in her right mind would stay a second in this den of wickedness.” The woman’s voice faded into nothingness as a door slamming punctuated her exit. 

Hester’s hands stilled as she scrubbed at the blackened brick of the fireplace. Was what she had heard about this home, only whispered rumors, or something far worse? A shiver raced down her spine as she wondered about her decision to take the job. 

Pushing the unpleasant thought away, Hester finished polishing the brick, tossing the filthy rag into her pail and standing with care. It wouldn’t do to get cinders all over the floor, and she carefully shook her now filthy apron into the bucket as well. 

“Who are you?” 

Hester jumped, narrowly avoiding kicking the bucket and undoing her hard work, at the man’s hard words. 

“I’m Hester,” she stated, giving an awkward curtsy as her eyes fell on a tall man in his mid to late twenties. His dark hair stood in every direction as if tossed by the wind, and his soft eyes were troubled. “I’m the new maid.” 

A bright glint entered the man’s hazel gaze, and Hester almost took a step back. The predatory expression on his handsome face had her shaking where she stood. Wicked the unseen woman had said. 

“New, huh?” the man ran a hand over his stubbled jaw. He didn’t look like a wealthy gentleman, in his brown trousers, and plain white shirt. “How new?”

“I only arrived this morning.” 

A wolfish grin spread across the man’s well chiseled face as he stalked toward her. “I have a proposition for you,” he grinned shaking his head as her eyes grew wide. “How do you feel about children?” 

Hester gasped. “I don’t know what you mean,” she said her voice rising into a squeak as the man stepped close. 

“Do you like children?” he asked peering intensely into her face as he cocked an elbow against the dusty white mantel. 

“Yes, I guess, but what does that have to do with anything.” Hester had the strangest urge to run from the man before her, but her uncle’s haggard face kept drifting before her, forcing her to hold her ground. If they didn’t make the rent this month, they would both be tossed out onto the street. 

“Come with me,” the man grasped Hester’s upper arm dragging her toward the room he had just come from. “Children!” he bellowed as they passed through a thoroughly untidy parlor and into a hallway overlooking the stairs. “Children!” the man bellowed again. “I have someone for you to meet.” 

The sound of running feet pounding down the stairs made Hester cringe as two children raced toward her. 

“What is it Uncle Cecil!” A boy of about ten bellowed back as he hit the banister sliding to the bottom with at little leap thrown in. 

“I have someone for you to meet,” the man smiled. “Jonas, I’d like you to meet your new governess Miss Hester,” he scowled at her for a moment realizing he didn’t know her last name.” 

“What?” Hester gaped. “I’m no governess, I’m a maid.” 

“I can find another maid,” the man called Cecil snapped. “What I need right now is someone to wrangle my niece and nephew for the evening. Whatever I’m paying you now, I’ll double it if you can just keep them out of my hair for the night.” 

“Why are you so dirty?” the boy asked, his dark eyes examining Hester’s apron critically. 

“Who’s dirty?” A girl of eleven walked down the stairs, her boots scuffing heavily on each tread. 

“Our new governess.” The boy shot back. “She’s ugly too.” 

“Jonas,” Cecil growled. 

“I don’t want her,” the boy shot back. 

“What does it matter Jonas,” the girl drawled twisting a strand of glossy red-gold hair around a finger. “She’ll be gone by tomorrow like all the rest.” 

Hester lifted her chin meeting the girl’s dark gaze boldly. The arrogant little whelp didn’t know her if she thought she could be scared away by two pint sized pups. 

“Miss Hester, please, just agree to watch the children tonight,” the man beside her hissed, “and I’ll pay you whatever you want. I have a very important dinner tonight, and I don’t need them ruining everything.” 

Hester turned, mouth gaping at the man’s cruel words. “Very well,” she said, “I’ll do my best.” 
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Chapter 2
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“Why are you so dirty?” the girl asked walking around Hester with a critical glare. 

“Because I was hired as a maid, but apparently, I am needed to watch you two instead. I have just finished cleaning the fireplace.” 

“Do you like cleaning fireplaces?” the boy called Jonas asked. 

A smiled tugged at Hester’s lips and she nodded slowly. “As a matter of fact, it is one of my favorite jobs.” 

“Really?” the girl asked eyes wide. “I’ve never heard anyone say they like cleaning before.” 

“She’s just joshing Bev, no one likes cleaning anything.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Hester said looking at the children seriously. “Let me show you.” 

Hester turned toward the parlor when the man she assumed was Mr. Payton, smiled, turned on his heel and walked away, saying he was off to find Mrs. August. 

The young woman was still reeling from the confrontation with the man and the children, but if he truly would pay her what he promised, how hard could it be to keep two children out of trouble for one evening? 

“You see, cleaning isn’t really work,” Hester smiled, placing a finger over her lips. “It’s more like a game,” she spoke smiling at the children’s shocked expressions. “Of course you don’t want other people to know. It’s a secret.” Hester leaned forward drawing the children in. “Do you like games?” 

“I like games,” the boy called Jonas agreed. “I always win.” 

“Do not,” the girl snapped. “You’re terrible at games. I’m the best.” She lifted her pert chin, garnering a hard glare from her brother.

Hester hid a smile behind a weathered hand.  “Well, let’s find out who is the best,” she sighed. “I’ll give you a task, and you have to complete it. The first one to do so will get one point.” 

“What do we do?” The children stepped up to her, eyes intent. 

Hester looked around the room, where papers, toys, and odd articles of clothing were scattered. The room looked more like a defunct nursery than a parlor, and that would never do when the family was expecting guests. 

“I’m not sure if you can do it. I’d better do it myself to be sure it’s right,” Hester said crossing her arms over her middle, her brow furrowing into a scowl. “After all children like you have never tried anything like this before, so you won’t be able. I was raised to it, you see, I have a knack you could say.” 

“Anything you can do I can do,” Jonas snapped, crossing his arms, a mirror image of Hester’s stance. 

“I can do it better,” Bev sassed. “Tell us.” Her voice was demanding and her dark eyes bright. 

“It does require some skill,” Hester, tapped her lips, eyeing the newspapers scattered about. “I suppose I can show you. If you’re sure you want to try.” 

“Yes, show us!” Bev pleaded. “I’ll beat Jonas at this game for sure.” 

Hester picked up a paper folding it carefully before rolling it into a tight tube and tucking in the corners to form a snug log of newsprint while both children watched intently. 

“I can do that!” Jonas barked. 

“So can I,” Bev lifted her nose then sprinted for the nearest stack of papers her brother on her heels. 
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“MR. PAYTON YOU CAN’T do that,” Mrs. August spluttered as. “The girl is a char, not a governess or even a nanny. She’s not fit to watch the children.” 

“Can you think of any alternative?” Cecil ran his hands through his hair once more. He would be bald by the end of the month if he kept this up, and his head already pounded from studying the papers he had been going through. “You’ll have to find someone else to do the cleaning at least for tonight. You know how Beverly and Jonas are. I can’t have them crashing this dinner party and ruining everything. If the stockholders see that I can’t even control two children, how will they feel about my managing the company?” 

The stern looking housekeeper nodded. “The children always have been rather lively,” she hedged. “What if the girl can’t handle them?” 

“She looked young and fit enough,” Cecil paced across the kitchen. “I left her in the parlor with them. If they haven’t run her off by now, perhaps she’ll stay. I just need her to stick for the night.” 

“The parlor,” Mrs. August groaned. “I’ll have to bring in one of those horrid cleaning crews to get the house set to rights,” she shook her head with disgust. A heavy thump from the floor above had both Cecil and Mrs. August racing for the stairs. 
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“I WON!” BEV BELLOWED at her brother from where she sat on the floor. “See my socks are dirtier than yours.” 

“Let me be the judge,” Hester said. “So far you are both tied, three all. Let’s see then?” 

Jonas flopped down onto the floor, with a heavy thump, lifting his shoeless feet for examination. 

“Jonas, if you had moved the sofa and dusted the floor there, I think you might have won this round, but as it is Beverly’s socks are by far dirtier.” 

“I’ll do it now!” the boy shot to his feet skidding across the parquet floor on his stocking feet until he came to rest against the bent wood sofa. Grasping the end, he pushed the sofa onto the Persian rug then scooted his feet up and down over the hardwood floor until it shown. 

“Now look!” he gasped flopping onto the sofa and lifting his dirty feet into the air. 

“Beverly, I think he’s got you beat now?” Hester sighed. “It is a shame too, you were doing so well.” 

Bev shot to her feet giving her brother a glare, just as Cecil and Mrs. August burst through the door. 

“What’s happened?” the housekeeper demanded. We heard a terrible noise.” 

“We’re playing a game,” the children both replied, looking up at their uncle and the housekeeper, then turning on each other. 

“I’m winning!” Jonas shouted, sticking his tongue out at his sister. 

“What sort of game?” Mrs. August asked staring at the room. All of the newspapers that had been scattered about earlier were neatly rolled and stacked in the kindling bin. The toys were neatly stacked in the hall, and not a trace of discarded clothing could be seen. 

“Hester is teaching us?” Beverly said. “She didn’t think we could do it because we’ve always had someone to help, but we showed her.” The girl shot Hester a haughty look full of pride. 

“Yeah, we showed her,” Jonas stepped up beside his sister crossing his arms over his chest. “But I’m winning.” 

“You have both done very well,” Hester agreed. “Of course, the first one to get all of the toys and clothing back upstairs would undoubtedly be the winner, of course if it is too hard for you.” She moved toward the door as if to do the job herself.  

Both children dashed for the hall snatching as many toys and other items as they could carry and racing for the stairs. 

“Well I never!” Mrs. August huffed. 

“No, I don’t suppose you did,” Hester replied, blue eyes snapping. “Has anyone ever considered putting those two to work before? Perhaps, if they had something to occupy their days, they wouldn’t be in the way.” 

Cecil felt the grin spread across his face. The young woman had held her own against his nearest kin for nearly an hour already. Perhaps there was hope that they would make it through this day yet. 

If Miss Hester could only keep Jonas and Beverly out of the way for a few more hours, he was sure all would be well. 

“Mr. Payton,” a man in a black suit stepped through the door. “Your cousin Abel is here.” 
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