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  Dedication


For my parents. For all three of them. I’m lucky to have had so many and that they have encouraged me in my dreams.








  
  Book Description


Esther is determined to change her life around. To stop mourning, stop being angry and most of all to stop getting into fights. She decides it’s going to take a new attitude, a new city and a new job. As always, things don’t go according to plan and she’s left wondering who will mourn her if the worst happens? 
*
This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.








  
  Name Pronunciation


Like many names there is more than one way to pronounce the following ones. These are the pronunciations used in this story. 
Dazreyella (daz-rey-ella)
Elvera (el-vera)
Esther (es-ter)
Jerusha (jer-roo-sha)
Malachi (mal-ah-kye)
Nethod (neth-od)
Talitha (tah-lee-thah)
Torrnon (tore-non)






  
  Chapter One


Esther stepped off the bus, remaining on the grassed footpath while it drove away. She wiped the palms of her hands against her knee length, black skirt as she watched the bus disappear around the corner. The day was a little cool, being that it was late May, but not so cold that she needed to wear a jumper and long pants. Which was a good thing since her only option would have been worn jeans and faded jumpers. 
After wiping her hands against the skirt once more, she took a folded piece of paper from the handbag she’d picked up recently at an op shop for a couple of dollars. She couldn’t very well have turned up at the interview using her backpack as a handbag. She opened the piece of paper and stared at the address. Her stomach did a long, slow turn.
What was she thinking? No experience required didn’t mean they’d be interested in someone who’d just turned eighteen for a personal assistant. She halted the negative thoughts that began to form. Things would be different. She straightened her shoulders and slipped the piece of paper back into the handbag.
A new town, well technically a city, hopefully a new job, and no one here that knew her past. Or at least the parts of it she didn’t want to share. Yet she continued to stand where she was, trying to convince herself to take another step forward.
She’d spent an hour braiding her plain brown hair back from her face, applying a light dusting of makeup and choosing what to wear from her limited wardrobe, all done in the bathroom at the bus terminal. Luckily her clothes didn’t need to be ironed and the creases had fallen out when she shook them after taking them from her backpack. She’d chosen a green blouse the sales assistant had told her made her hazel eyes look almost green. Which had to be better than their usual murky colour.
Her resume was neatly typed and in a folder she’d put in the spacious handbag. All she had to do was walk down the street to the house where the interview was being held and lie convincingly. She’d had plenty of practice at lying over the years. To teachers, foster parents and occasionally the police. Yet this felt different. Important. Without this job, her only option would be to return to Morayfield and move back in with her uncle and cousins she’d lived with since finishing year twelve last November. They’d been just as unhappy to have her turn up unexpectedly on the doorstep, as she’d been to arrive there.
Esther forced herself to head down the street. She couldn’t stand where she was all afternoon. Besides ending up late for the interview, this looked like the kind of neighbourhood where people would object to strangers standing out the front of their homes.
Walking under a fig tree she felt the ridges of the roots beneath the thin soles of her slip-on shoes. She couldn’t have worn her scuffed boots. They hadn’t looked fancy enough for a personal assistant. Doubts hit her again. She wasn’t fancy enough to be a personal assistant.
Her steps slowed as she approached a paved driveway leading to the door of the two storey house. The front of the building was filled with large glass doors that although capable of being opened, led nowhere. Fancy iron railings prevented anyone from stepping outside. There were two on either side of the large, double timber entrance doors that were set in the middle of the building and another two above each of them. Curtains were drawn back at the glass doors and she caught glimpses of antique furniture.
What had she been thinking? A job requiring no experience and providing room and board might sound great, but she had no hope of getting it. As one of her earlier foster parents would have said, her expectations of the world were unrealistic. As she headed for the door, her steps slowed further and she was nearly at a standstill.
The door swung open and a young man stepped out, glaring at a broad-shouldered man in a suit. “I could do the job as good as any female. Maybe better.”
The broad-shouldered man crossed his arms over his chest. “The ad was specific. Females only may apply. Elvera would not feel comfortable having a young man stay in the house with her of an evening.”
“I wouldn’t-”
The man interrupted. “You may go.”
With a glare, the young man strolled down the driveway. He barely glanced at Esther.
The broad-shouldered man remained in the doorway. “Are you the two o’clock appointment?”
Nodding, Esther hurried forward. “Sorry. I’m a little early.”
The man looked past her. “I’d say you’re right on time since the one thirty appointment has already ended.” He stepped back out of the doorway and gestured for her to enter.
She resisted the urge to wipe her hands against her skirt again. Her palms felt damp and her stomach once again did a long, slow turn. “Thank you.” She entered the house, the pale, timber floorboards of the foyer smooth and hard beneath her shoes.
“This way, please.”
She looked upwards as she followed him further into the house. A fancy, wrought iron railing, which matched the railing of the stairs on her left, edged the open section of the floor upstairs. All she could see from this angle were carpeted hallways. They entered a set of doors directly ahead, stepping around the timber table and heading to the right where two three-seater lounge suites were set along two sides of a coffee table.
A woman sat in the middle of the lounge suite that faced the direction of the front of the house. She appeared to be in her late thirties and her long black hair was a single length, brushed back from her face to cascade down her back. Her makeup, like her dress, was elegant and understated and her dark eyes examined Esther.
“Your two o’clock appointment is early, Elvera.”
The woman inclined her head. “Thank you, Norman. That will be all for now.” Her gaze remained on Esther. She gestured to the other lounge suite. “Take a seat.”
Before she sat down, Esther took the folder from her handbag and removed the resume, placing it on the coffee table in front of Elvera. She felt uncomfortable with the woman staring at her. “You have a beautiful house.” The words felt lame the moment she’d spoken them.
“It’s a contemporary take on the French Provincial style. Old world elegance with contemporary style and convenience.” Elvera stared at her a moment longer before she picked up the resume and glanced over it. “Esther. A rather Biblical name.”
She had no idea how to reply to that comment, so she remained silent. Something that more than one school guidance counsellor had suggested she do. Although they normally made that comment about her back answering.
“Is your family religious?”
Esther almost shrugged. The surroundings seem too elegant for something as simple as a shrug. “I’m an orphan.”
“No extended family?”
She wasn’t about to mention her uncle and cousins. Especially since her oldest cousin had a police record. It wasn’t like she planned to have anything further to do with them. That was if she could get this job. “I was placed with a foster family when I was eleven.”
Elvera again glanced at the resume. “You have been with them the past seven years?”
“They relocated to another town and my caseworker decided it was best I stay in the area I was accustomed to and another foster family was found for me.” She met Elvera’s gaze. It was partly the truth. It was the comment her caseworker had made when her foster family had said there was no way they wanted her to go with them.
“And your current foster family? Are you close to them?”
She wanted to demand what any of this had to do with the job. Breathing out slowly, she frantically tried to come up with a suitable answer. “I finished with the foster system when I completed year twelve last year.”
“Does that mean you no longer have anything to do with your last foster parents?”
Her foster parents had been the ones who were religious. They’d given her regular, sad looks and promised to pray for her. She nearly shrugged, her gaze momentarily drawn to the elegant surroundings. “Taking in children is their calling. I moved out to make way for other children in need of a place to live.”
“How very noble of them.”
Not knowing if Elvera was being sarcastic, or if she was complimenting them, she remained silent. It probably was noble of them. They’d driven her crazy with their long-suffering looks and continual promises to pray for her. She hadn’t needed their pity.
Elvera placed the resume on the coffee table. “Where have you been living since you moved out of their home and what have you been doing? You haven’t listed a single job.”
Again she made herself remain still when she would have preferred to shrug. “An acquaintance from school and her family needed someone to look after their house while they were overseas. They returned at the same time as I saw your ad so I emailed you regarding an interview.” She tried to remain relaxed, smiling in an effort to help herself with that. “It’s the first time I’ve been to Brisbane even though where I lived with them on the Sunshine Coast really isn’t that far from here.” She didn’t bother mentioning the weeks she’d spent in Brisbane when she’d run away at thirteen. They didn’t count. Nor the time she’d spent with her uncle and cousins in Morayfield.
Elvera studied her. “You have no family, no job history, and this is the first time you’ve been to Brisbane.”
Her heart sank. This was it. Elvera was about to tell her she wasn’t suitable. “The ad said experience wasn’t necessary.”
“Answer the question.”
Her hands started to curl into fists at the tone Elvera used. She stopped them in mid-motion. “I have always had chores with each foster family I stayed with and my parents had no siblings.” She wasn’t about to count her mother’s brother. Besides, he had only been her half brother. “And this is the first time I’ve been to Brisbane. I don’t know the area or anyone here, but I’m sure I can find my way around quickly.”
“No boyfriend to interrupt your time? Friends who will demand you attend social events with them?”
“No one.”
Elvera looked her up and down. “I find that hard to believe. Are you honestly telling me you are completely alone in this world?”
She wanted a fresh start. That wouldn’t happen if she dragged her old baggage with her. “I broke up with my boyfriend when he went south to Uni and my best friend moved to North Queensland with her family at the start of the year and we’ve drifted apart.” Those lies seemed preferable to telling Elvera that her friend had been chosen for the amount of trouble she could cause and she’d been half-heartedly dating a boy who owned a motorbike because it annoyed her foster parents. Or at least it had caused those sorrowful looks of theirs. She’d never been able to get them to raise their voices in anger. No, she was the only one who’d given into anger. But not anymore. She was starting afresh.
“Stand up and turn around.” Elvera made a movement with her hand to indicate spinning.
Esther didn’t immediately move. When she did, she slowly turned, feeling awkward. What did this have to do with the job? She nearly blurted out the question.
“At least you’re not ugly. Your lack of fashion can be fixed. Have you ever considered changing your name?”
Esther stared at Elvera, not sure she’d heard right. “My name?”
Elvera made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “Sit down. No need to tower over me like that.”
Esther dropped onto the lounge suite. She barely managed to bite back the words that wanted to escape. Elvera had been the one who’d told her to stand up.
“When can you start?” Elvera asked.
Esther opened her mouth. Not a single word came out.
“Surely it isn’t that difficult a question.”
“Now.” She blurted the word out. “Or whenever suits you. I have no other commitments.” She didn’t have much of anything, not just commitments. But that would change. It was time to get on with her life and stop being angry at everything that had happened.
“If you let Norman know the address, he can collect your luggage for you.” Elvera rose to her feet. “There is a full list of the services I use on the coffee table in the drawing room at the front of the house. Along with other details you will need.” She started towards the doorway that led to the front of the house. “There will be no need for you to go upstairs.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Don’t sit there. Follow.”






  
  Chapter Two


Esther hurried after Elvera, dazed. She had the job? 
“Your bedroom is here on the left.” Elvera gestured towards the open door that was beyond a short hallway, two doors opening off each side of the hallway. “The drawing room is at the front of the house and anything you need to collect or leave for me to peruse can be left in the library opposite it.”
Esther looked from one side of the foyer to the other, peering inside the two open doors. The drawing room, which was on her left, looked like a lounge room without a television and the library contained two comfortable looking armchairs placed around a small coffee table with bookcases along one wall. There was a scattering of ornaments on the shelves amongst the books.
“Do you have any questions?”
She didn’t know if she could come up with a coherent sentence let alone questions. “I’ll read over the information first.”
Elvera inclined her head. “A very good plan.” She glanced at the front door. “Norman has a room above the garage out the back. You can either access it by going out the front door and around the side or through the back doors and across the patio.”
“Thank you.”
Once more Elvera inclined her head before striding towards the stairs and heading up them.
Esther stumbled inside the drawing room and dropped onto an armchair. She had the job? She’d been so certain she hadn’t stood a chance. Particularly with all the questions Elvera had asked.
Her gaze was drawn to the coffee table in front of her. The only thing on it was a smartphone. She checked underneath it. Nothing. The phone contained the information? She turned it on. Laughter nearly escaped. Already her new life was nothing like her old one.
She scrolled through the details, frowning. It seemed like the job mainly consisted of letting Elvera know when it was time for her to attend various appointments and events. That was it? Surely the woman could have set alarms for that. She reached the end of the list. And running errands. How many errands could a person run in a day? She supposed she’d soon find out. Noticing there was a file asking for details like her bank account, she filled it in and sent it to the number listed below the questions.
“Elvera said your luggage needs to be collected.”
Esther pressed a hand against her heart. Norman stood by the doorway of the drawing room. “I didn’t hear you enter.”
“The address?”
She looked him up and down. In his fitted suit, he’d be out of place at the bus terminal. “It’s okay. I can collect it.”
“Do you have money for a taxi?” Norman took out a leather wallet.
“That’s okay I-” she broke off before she could tell him she’d catch the bus, her gaze fixed on the fifty dollar notes he took out. She tried again. “I can-”
Norman interrupted her, counting out two hundred dollars. “Elvera doesn’t like to be bothered any more than necessary. Keep your receipts.”
She stared at his retreating figure, holding the money in her outstretched hand. Was this normal? She lowered her hand. Maybe she should have stuck with continually getting fired from takeaway and fast food shops. At least she knew what to expect with them.
Straightening her shoulders, she slipped the money into her handbag. She could do this. She momentarily closed her eyes, trying not to remember the incident that had sent her into a panic, desperate for a new life.
The words hadn’t been aimed at her. There’d been aimed at her cousin. The one with the police record. His girlfriend had been shouting at him, but her words had struck a chord with Esther. ‘You’re so busy being angry with the world and yelling at it, that the world is leaving you behind. Just like I am.’ She’d strode away, only her words remaining behind. Her cousin had raced out the door after his ex-girlfriend while Esther had remained where she’d stood in the lounge room, the words echoing over and over in her mind. Her cousin hadn’t been the only one angry at the world.
Pushing uncomfortable thoughts away, Esther slipped the phone into her handbag and strode to the bedroom Elvera had said she could use. She froze in the doorway. This was her room? She wasn’t ready for this. How could anyone relax in such a room? Or sleep on the bed? She’d be terrified to mess it up. Her hand grasped the doorframe as she held on, trying not to think about what would happen when Elvera figured out she wasn’t the person she pretended to be.
She thought of the clothes in her backpack. She needed something better to wear. Her hand brushed against the handbag. Surely she could pick up a few clothes and return the money after her first paycheck.
The rest of the afternoon was taken up collecting her backpack from the bus terminal, where she’d paid for short term locker storage, and shopping for a handful of clothes. She washed them at a laundromat rather than return to Elvera’s and ask about using the laundry. Did people go straight out and buy clothes the moment they got a job? She didn’t know and didn’t want to risk doing things that were out of the ordinary. She needed this job. The last thing she wanted to do was return to her uncle’s place. And she was all out of options.
She had nearly arrived back at Elvera’s house when a text message came through. It was a politely worded order to join Elvera for dinner at seven thirty. She checked the time. An hour and a half to get ready. That should be more than enough time.
It didn’t end up being as much time as she’d thought it would be and she made it to the table with minutes to spare. Norman put a plate in front of each of them and opened a bottle of wine, pouring them a glassful.
Esther eyed the fancy food and glass of wine. “I don’t much like the taste of wine.”
Elvera raised her glass to her lips and had a sip, her gaze remaining on Esther. “You will like this one.” She placed the glass on the table.
Esther stared at Elvera for a moment. That sounded like an order. She supposed there were worse things. She took a sip of the bitter drink, smiling and nodding her head. “It’s actually not too bad.” There were other things she would have preferred to say. But insulting her new boss’ taste probably wasn’t a good idea.
Elvera inclined her head. Her gaze remained on Esther a moment longer. “You need to go shopping tomorrow. Those clothes...” She looked Esther up and down. “Take Norman with you. He will purchase something more suitable.” Again she looked Esther up and down. “It’s obvious you need help choosing appropriate clothes.”
Esther’s grip tightened on her cutlery. She’d spent ages choosing this outfit. She lowered her gaze, shifting the food around on the plate in front of her rather than voice the objection that wanted to escape. Maybe this job wouldn’t be as easy as she’d first thought.
“You can also organise an appointment at my salon. Your hair is in need of attention.” Elvera paused a moment. “You had best tell them you need the full works. Your hands and nails are a mess. The details are in the phone I gave you. Tell them I sent you.”
She slowly breathed out, keeping her gaze on her plate. “Thank you.” Somehow she’d managed to keep the anger out of her voice. Did Elvera think everyone could afford to live like her?
The rest of the meal was silent and when she’d finish eating, Elvera rose to her feet. “Finish your food and wine. I’ll see you for breakfast at seven.”
Esther remained where she was, staring at the doorway Elvera had walked through. She assumed the woman had headed up the stairs, but she walked as softly as Norman. She slowly rose to her feet. There was no way she’d last long in this job. Eventually, she’d say something she shouldn’t. She’d begin looking for another job next week. For now, she’d learn more about Brisbane and figure out where she’d like to work and live.
Finished the food and about to move away from the table, her attention was caught by the glass of wine. Worried Elvera might comment on her leaving so much of it after having insisted she would like the drink, Esther took it to the sink, along with the rest of the crockery and cutlery. She tipped the wine out, running water to get rid of the evidence. A smile formed. Her cousin would have been horrified at her wasting alcohol. Not that she’d tell him.
Her smile faded. She had no one she could tell anything to. Not about her day, and not about her plans. She strode to her room, pausing in the doorway. She didn’t belong here. Eventually, she’d find the place she did belong. And this job would help her do that.
After preparing for bed, and seeing it was too early to sleep, she headed for the library to find something to read. None of the titles on the spines seemed interesting and she didn’t recognise most of the authors. Only a few were familiar, being as how they were classics. She started to randomly reach for one of the books.
“They are not for reading.”
Esther spun to face Norman, who stood in the doorway. “They’re books.”
“You’ll crease their spines and ruin the decor of the room.”
She stared at Norman. Was he serious?
“The app store on your phone has plenty of books and a credit card has been linked to it. Purchase what you need to keep you entertained of an evening. Movies too.”
“I can buy what I want from the app store?” She said the words slowly, wanting to make sure he understood her. Since clearly she hadn’t understood him. Who kept books as decorations? They were meant to be read.
“Yes.” He paused a moment. “There’s no reason for you to enter this room unless you need to leave items in here for Elvera.”
Without commenting, she strode towards the doorway, unable to exit when Norman remained in place. She started to meet his gaze, lowering hers instead. She was meant to be changing the way she did things. Glaring at him and demanding he get out of the way, was not it. That was how she always ended up in a fight.
After a moment, Norman stepped out of the way. “I will collect you at nine tomorrow morning.”
She glanced up at him. She had no idea what he was expecting her to say, but clearly he was waiting for something. “Thank you.”
With a single nod, Norman strode towards the back of the house.
She stared after him. A month. No, four weeks. She could manage this for that long. Elvera had offered a grand a week since she’d be on call twenty-four seven. Surely she could last that long. It’d be enough to give her a start. And she wouldn’t need to spend any of it since food and accommodation were covered.
Wandering towards her bedroom, she sighed. She had a feeling it would be yet one more job she wouldn’t be able to mention due to the bad reference she’d end up with. There was such a long list of them. Entering the bedroom, she closed the door behind her, then dropped onto the bed, thinking about her first job. It had been a few hours every afternoon, after school, at a fish and chip shop.
A customer had come in fifteen minutes after she’d started work for the day, slamming the unwrapped parcel of fish and chips on the counter and complaining. It hadn’t taken long before he was yelling and she started yelling back. The argument had ended with her throwing the food at him as her boss entered the shop. She’d lasted two and a half weeks. The worst part was it hadn’t been the shortest amount of time she’d held a job.
She fell asleep reading on the phone, waking to the alarm she’d set before starting to read. Breakfast with Elvera was silent and afterwards, she checked over the calendar she’d found on the phone, noticing Elvera’s appointments were all entered. Who had done this job before her? Had they become fed up with Elvera’s disdainful looks and quit?
Not having anything more to do, Esther wandered out the back, pacing the patio. The immaculately kept backyard contained perfectly trimmed shrubs and tidy garden beds. It was almost a relief to go shopping with Norman. At least until she realised she’d have no say in what she would wear.
She tried to tell herself they were uniforms. But being told to try on a pair of designer jeans for casual wear had her gritting her teeth and hurrying towards the dressing room before she said something. None of the clothes were comfortable or designed for lying about in. It was going to be a really long four weeks.
Coming out of the dressing room, Esther checked the time on the phone. “Can we stop for lunch?”
“When we are finished.” Norman took the jeans from her. “Did they fit?”
“Yes, but-”
“Good.” He strode to the counter.






  
  Chapter Three


Sighing, Esther followed Norman at a slower pace. Four weeks. Surely she could last four weeks. The job she’d lasted for the least amount of time came to mind. Although she shouldn’t have been surprised she’d been fired before the first day had ended. Punching the boss was never a good idea. He’d been a complete arsehole and more than deserved it. At the time she’d been amazed she’d managed to ignore his belittling comments for three hours. 
The shopping was completed half an hour later. Before Esther could suggest food again, a message came through on her phone from Elvera. It was an address and orders to collect a necklace. The front door would be left unlocked and the necklace was in the back bedroom on the left of the house.
Norman also received a message. He looked up from his phone. “I’ll drop you at the address and you can catch a taxi back.”
She wanted to argue. Instead, she lowered her gaze. “Thank you.” What else could she say? That she wanted lunch first? The drive to the location was silent and she stared out the window as they turned onto a street with numerous old trees creating shadowy areas along the footpath. The houses were quiet and the road empty.
Norman pulled up in front of a sprawling timber house, most of it hidden by three large trees with widespread branches. “I’ll leave the clothes in the laundry for the cleaner to sort when she arrives tomorrow. She comes every Wednesday and Friday. If your room doesn’t need cleaning, close the door.”
When he continued to look expectantly at her, she struggled to think of what to say. “Thank you.” She supposed the words were enough since he nodded. Relieved, she got out of the car and headed for the gate. Opening it, she strode towards the house. It was old, but well maintained. Not the sort of house she’d expect a friend of Elvera’s to live in. Although she supposed they weren’t necessarily a friend.
A glance over her shoulder showed that Norman had driven away. Movement at a window in the house across the street caught her attention. A shiver ran down her spine. Was someone watching her? She took a step towards the street, reminding herself she was a different person. The old her might have strode over there to demand what they were looking at, but not these days. She wasn’t angry at the world and everything that had happened. The words seemed hollow. She mentally repeated them as she faced the house. They sounded no more convincing.
Checking the door, she found it unlocked. “Anyone home?” There was no answer. She took a step inside. “Hello?” Still no answer. She closed the door behind her, moving further into the dimly lit interior. It felt odd entering someone’s house when they weren’t home.
She slowly made her
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