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If the charming thatched roofs weren’t enough to fall in love with the small hamlet of Wickersby, then the manicured park, with green metal benches, the weeping willows and duck pond in the center of town, did the trick. The Cotswolds were everything she had seen on picture-perfect postcards.

Lizzie Carter took it all in, and tried not to grin like a novice tourist, with little success. This was to be home, at least for a while.

Born and raised in Riverside, California, Lizzie had led a charmed life. The smell of orange blossoms lingered in the air just outside her bedroom window from the miles of orange groves you could see across the valley. Her elementary school, junior high school, and high school were just blocks from her home. She was on the swim team at the country club and, of all things, she enjoyed going to the drag races with her dad.

Lizzie’s parents were pillars of the community, but not in a braggadocios way. They led with kindness and strong values. 

Lizzie was a stunningly beautiful girl, with the typical Southern California year-round tan, from frequent trips to Laguna Beach, which was just an hour from home. She had long blond hair to complete the look and was an accomplished surfer.

As destined, Lizzie married right out of college to the greatest guy on campus. Student body president Gary Martin was a real catch. At least everyone told her so. He was certainly great to look at, and he treated her with kid gloves.

Three years ago that it all fell apart. A simple lipstick stain and an unfamiliar waft of perfume were all it took. When she confronted Gary, his response was a kick in the gut.

“Everyone does it. What’s the big deal? She’s not the first and won’t be the last, so just get over it. Don’t I take good care of you?”

Lizzie dropped the ice tea pitcher, which crashed on the floor and shattered in a thousand pieces. She bolted out the back door and ran for what seemed like miles. I can’t believe this is happening. I’ll never take him back. 

Shortly after a fiasco of a divorce, Lizzie’s parents were killed in a small plane crash on the way to a fundraiser in Los Angeles. Her world fell apart. With her alimony and her own savings, it was enough for her to coast into a rather meaningless life. She had no energy and spent more days than she would like to admit in her pajamas. On days when she felt up to it, she went to the movies or talked to a friend or two who still lived in the area. Most of her college friends were married and living outside California. After months of feeling sorry for herself, Lizzie finally realized something had to change. A change of people and places, and some tough self-love would be needed.

One day, she was reading through the classifieds online, looking for some kind of job out of state. It was then she saw the advertisement: Governess’s needed, apply now. Lizzie clicked on the application site and looked at the type of work a governess did. It was a fairly broad category. Some were strictly educational positions. Some were more comprehensive and involved in helping parents raise their children.

Lizzie felt some excitement for the first time in a while. She had a major in childhood education and was bi-lingual in English and Spanish. She met the age criteria and had no strings holding her back. 

Apparently, the process was to fill out the application, list her qualifications, provide educational transcripts and submit two character references. Previous experience was preferred, but not a requirement. A day later, she finished filling out the application and got two of her former college roommates to submit references. She hit the send button and it was now time to wait.

A few weeks passed, and Lizzie’s enthusiasm faded. She was filled with doubts. How qualified am I really? she often wondered. One morning while shoe shopping online, her inbox pinged. She opened her new email quickly. It was from the Schofield Agency in London.

Dear Miss Carter, 

We have reviewed your application for the position of governess. A family in Wickersby, England, would like to offer you the position for their two children. Wickersby is located in the Cotswolds area of England.

The family comprises Mr. Bartlett Covington and Mrs. Charlotte Covington and their two children, Carey, age Winchcombe, and Stephen, age 8. It is a live-in position at Cranston Manor, Wickersby. Your meals and lodging are included with the position and a 1,200 pound a month salary. There are no health benefits in the first year, but after continued satisfactory employment, it will be provided.

The family seems to be in somewhat of a hurry to fill the position, so if you wish to accept it, please let us know within 24 hours.

Yours truly, Ms. Evelyn Curry

Lizzie sat at her computer, suddenly paralyzed. What have I gotten myself into? she thought. Until now, this was a theoretical exercise. Now it was real. Without taking time to think it through, she hit reply on the email and typed: “I would be honored to accept the position. Please send the details when they want me to come.”

Respectfully, Lizzie Carter.

Too late to back out now.

An hour later she got a reply: Attached is the contract whose terms we discussed. Sign it and we will email your airline ticket. Departure is set for Wednesday at Los Angeles International Airport. A driver will pick you up at Heathrow International. He will hold a sign with your name on it, and will drive you to your destination.

Sincerely, E.C. 

Schofield Agency, London

So began Lizzie Carter’s position as a governess in Wickersby, England. Little did she know it would turn her world upside down.
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The agency was good to their word. Lizzie made her flight and the driver, a rather formal but pleasant gentleman, helped her claim her one suitcase. Shortly thereafter, he whisked her off on her journey to Wickersby. 

The drive through the village was magical, and each curve revealed shops, a pub and other quaint businesses, and finally, her view of the village square.

Her driver, a Mr. Mason, only his last name was given, spoke for one of the few times on their journey. “We will arrive at your employers shortly, Miss Carter. I believe you will find your accommodations quite acceptable,” he said with an accompanying smile.

The reason for the smile soon appeared before her as they crested a small hill. Ahead lay Cranston Manor.

Lizzie couldn’t believe her eyes. While not so grand as Downton Abbey of TV fame, the house was spectacular in her eyes. It was built entirely of stone, even on the roof. The stately mansion had numerous arched windows at one side, which towered at least 30 feet tall on one wing of the building.

Unlike Downton, the home was beautifully landscaped with trimmed shrubs, azaleas in bloom, and incredible hydrangeas of different colors. To the left side of the manor, in lush fields, were several stately cedars of Lebanon that had to be hundreds of years old. The entire scene oozed history and tradition.

Mr. Mason pulled the car up to the side of the manor, where a covered entryway greeted her. This is a fairy tale, Lizzie thought to herself.

Her driver came around to her side of the vehicle and helped Lizzie out. He took her suitcase from the trunk and set it next to the gigantic oak and glass double doors. Lizzie could see the family coming down a marble and oak stairway, waving to her through the ancient glass. Before she could catch her breath, the doors swung open and out came the Covington family.

Carey, the young girl, was the first to greet her. Her mother had to hold her back to await formal introductions. Mrs. Covington and her husband Bartlett, with the young master of the house, Stephen at his father’s side, came out next.

The family seemed quite happy to see Lizzie. Mrs. Covington stepped forward and offered her hand. “Miss Carter, it is wonderful to meet you. We hope your journey wasn’t too stressful on such a short notice. Thank you for coming so soon.”

“It was no trouble at all, Mrs. Covington. I hope I will satisfy your family’s needs. Thank you for the opportunity,” she added sincerely.

Glancing at Mr. Covington, Lizzie thought she detected an especially warm expression on his face; gratitude mixed with compassion.

“Mason, please take Miss Carter’s things upstairs,” Mr. Covington said to the driver. 

“In case you haven’t yet guessed, Miss Carter, these are our two children, Carey and Stephen. Children, please welcome your new governess, Miss Lizzie Carter.”

“Pleased to meet you,” they both said, almost in unison.

Immediately, Carey reached out and grabbed Lizzie’s hand, and pulled her through the doorway. “Come Miss Carter, let me show you around.” Mrs. Covington nodded permission and Lizzie was almost swept off her feet by the enthusiastic young girl. “This is our living room,” Carey announced, and before Lizzie could focus on her surroundings, it was off to see the kitchen. 

Lizzie had expected something from the Middle Ages, based on the manor’s exterior, but she found a thoroughly modern kitchen equipped with every convenience found in a restaurant. 

A tug of her other hand was young Stephen, pulling Lizzie toward him. Somewhat shyly, standing on his tiptoes, he whispered. “Miss Carter, will you come see my room next?”

Lizzie couldn’t help but laugh and said, “I would be honored, young sir.” 

Off they went through double doors and up a curved staircase, with Lizzie looking over her shoulder for parental approval. Mr. Covington’s smile gave the permission she wanted. The tour lasted at least 20 minutes, with each child vying for her attention until finally, they ended up back downstairs.

“Children, it’s time for you to head to your rooms to play so we can talk with Miss Carter for a while,” Mrs. Covington said.

After they grudgingly departed, the parents pointed Lizzie to a comfortable chair while they took their seats on a sofa opposite her.

“First, may I call you Lizzie? You may call us Charlotte and Bartlett,” said the wife. Lizzie detected a slight smile on Mr. Covington’s lips. The explanation soon came her way. 

“I’m sure you expected a stuffy English family steeped in tradition and oozing gentility,” he laughed. “While we do have high standards for our children, our own parents were much too formal for our tastes. We vowed it would not be the old ‘children are to be seen but not heard’ trope for us.”

“I know you must be exhausted,” added Charlotte. “So, we propose we have a quick meal without the children and then send you up to your quarters for a good night’s sleep. We can go over your duties when your mind is fresher in the morning.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Lizzie nodded. “I’m feeling a bit overcome with the need to lie down, now that you mention it.”

Lizzie remembered little about the meal. It was something with beef. She slowly woke from a dream about a castle and a fish. She vaguely remembered her room was larger than she had expected before her head hit the pillow.

Now that she was more awake, it was much larger. Her bed was a four-poster. The room had an enormous fireplace and expansive windows overlooking the property. It sloped downward some distance from the manor, with a beautiful brook meandering into the valley below. Is this out of National Geographic or what? she thought to herself.

The term quarters used the night before were fitting. There was a living room/study area off the bedroom and a recently remodeled bathroom with a tub and shower. There was even a sauna neatly tucked in.

“I think I’ve died and gone to heaven,” she muttered.

After a quick shower and a little freshening up, Lizzie put on a skirt and blouse, the least wrinkled items she could find, and slipped into some sensible flats.

Time to find out what my job really is, she thought as she headed down the stairs. 

“Lizzie, you look much more alive this morning,” joked Charlotte.

“I vaguely remember meeting you yesterday,” teased Lizzie. “Actually, I’m feeling much revived, thank you.”

“Bartlett is away at a meeting, but you and I can go over the children’s routine after breakfast, if your brain is ready to handle it,” Charlotte smiled.

Breakfast was another surprise. Not the kippers and kidney pie Lizzie had read about in some internet article. Cereal, scrambled eggs and coffee with some fresh raspberries were on fare. 

“This is more like a California breakfast,” Lizzie mentioned. 

“It’s pretty normal for us,” Charlotte said. “We’ve been to California several times, so I guess it’s become a habit with us.”

Seeing Lizzie’s wrinkled blouse, Charlotte commented, “I saw you only had one suitcase when you came yesterday. After we’ve covered everything, why don’t you let me take you into the village and get you some more clothes? Not that there is anything wrong with what you have,” she blurted. “It’s just that you have an enormous closet in your quarters, and it would be silly to let it stay empty,” she added, eyes twinkling.

“Besides, it will give me time to introduce you to some people in town. They are a wonderful bunch, and when Bartlett and I are traveling, it will be good for you to know people you can count on, if you need any help.”

They went over the school curriculum that Lizzie would teach the children. It all looked manageable to her, except for math for Carey.

“Something troubling you?” Charlotte queried.

“Oh,” Lizzie caught herself. With a slight grimace, she explained that math was not her strong suit, but she was sure she could keep ahead.

“Oh, don’t worry about that part, Lizzie. We have a tutor in town that can come out to the house whenever you need her. Based on your educational transcripts, we thought that might be the case. No one can learn everything. Bartlett and I talked about how great it would be for the children to learn Spanish, which may be more useful in the world than math anyway,” Charlotte added.

“That’s right up my alley,” Lizzie smiled. 

“Alley?” Charlotte asked. 

“Oh, sorry, American expression. It means, of course, I can.”

“You mean ‘a common people separated by a different language,’ as they say?” They both laughed at that.

“I’ve written the numbers you might need in an emergency, such as the local doctor, the constable, and the fire squad. Of course, that won’t matter when we’re in town, which will be most of the time,” Charlotte assured.

It suddenly struck Lizzie. When they go out of town, who will do the cooking? She hoped it wouldn’t be her.

“How about a pizza delivery number to add to the emergency list?” Lizzie somewhat jested. 

“So, you are not a cook?” Charlotte said sternly. Seeing the alarm on Lizzie’s face, she broke into a grin. “Don’t worry, dear girl, we have a full-time cook lined up for you when we are gone. He’s wonderful and already cooks for us three nights a week.”

“What a relief,” Lizzie exhaled. “I had visions of having to hide the children’s skeletons in the attic.”
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Charlotte and Lizzie jumped into the family Land Rover and set off to the village, just two miles from Cranston Manor. Lizzie could hardly believe how much her life had changed in two short days. Aside from driving on the wrong side of the road, she enjoyed the scenery, and she realized how peaceful she felt. 

Perhaps it was because no freeways, traffic jams, or billboards assaulted her senses. Maybe, too, it was the children and the Covington’s warm welcome that eased the pain of her parents’ deaths and her broken marriage.

Before she could dwell too deeply on her thoughts, they arrived in front of a small bakery, creatively named Wickersby Bakery. Someone needs a marketing assist, Lizzie smiled to herself.

“You’re going to love Pamela,” Charlotte said. “She has more energy than all the town’s people combined, and her pastries are quite brilliant. I thought you should sample one with a cup of coffee before we head to Claudia’s.”

“Who is Claudia?” 

“Oh, sorry, she owns the dress shop I mentioned. It’s called Twiggys.” Lizzie raised an eyebrow at that. 

“It was the sixties,” Charlotte smiled. “The name just stuck.”

The bakery had a dazzling array of breads and pastries, each more appealing than the next. 

“The day is made,” said the short brunette who flew out of the kitchen when Charlotte and Lizzie came in. “You must be Lizzie,” she grinned. Before Lizzie knew it, she was wrapped up in Pamela Bevin’s arms. Suddenly letting go, Pamela stood back and gave Lizzie a once over. “I hope you are an excellent runner, Lizzie. The lads will be lined up a country mile to get a date with you. You’re quite the looker,” she smiled.

Lizzie went pink in the face. Fortunately, there were only two other customers, and they were drooling over the danishes, ignoring the entire scene.

Pamela and Lizzie couldn’t have been more different in appearance. Lizzie, the tall, athletic blond, and Pamela, the short brunette, were a picture of contrasts. Lizzie was stoic in comparison with Pamela’s effervescent personality. Regardless, Lizzie took an instant liking to the baker. 

Most surprising to Lizzie was Pamela’s age, at least five years younger than Lizzie. Where did all that zest for life come from? Maybe Pamela could bottle some of it on days when my memories pull me down.

“Charlotte, what can I get you two?” asked Pamela as she waved at the pastries. Charlotte saw Lizzie transfixed with the raspberry tarts and said, “I suspect two raspberry tarts and two coffees would do the trick.”

Pamela joined Lizzie and Charlotte for a few minutes before the kitchen beckoned again. It was too brief a time, so Lizzie and Pamela made a date to see each other on the weekend to get better acquainted. 

The next stop was an easy walk from Pamela’s bakery. Twiggys was a nice-looking upscale boutique with an unusual twist. The store was divided in half with a sign above one half called Twiggys Dress Agency.

Seeing Lizzie’s puzzled expression, Charlotte leaned in and whispered, “I think you call it a thrift shop.”

A woman in her mid-fifties came out from behind a counter and gave them a smile. “Why, you must be Lizzie. I’m Claudia Sherman. I’ve heard a lot about you already, my dear. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Thank you,” Lizzie said. “Does everyone in the village know my blood type, too?” Lizzie joked. 

“Almost, Lizzie,” Claudia smiled back. “You always have to be on your best behavior. Gossip travels fast in Wickersby.”

“We need to get something for Lizzie to wear at our annual Ball, and some everyday items like jeans, skirts and blouses suitable for her work with the children, and general village life. I’d say 10 of each should do the trick, don’t you, Claudia?”

Lizzie’s jaw dropped, and she tried to protest. “That’s way too much for you to do, Charlotte.”

“Oh, nonsense. We must keep up appearances, don’t you think?” The smile around the eyes showed that appearance didn’t really matter to Charlotte in the least.

Two hours later, the shop assistant loaded up the back of the Land Rover with Lizzie’s haul. Claudia’s last words meant a lot to Lizzie. “Life in an unfamiliar environment can be exciting, but it can be lonely too. Any time you need to talk, I’m here for you, dear.” On the way back to Cranston Manor, Lizzie mentioned the kind comment to Charlotte. 

“I hope you don’t mind, Lizzie, but I shared the misfortune about your parents, which I saw on your Facebook page. Claudia is a very special woman in our town, and she’s old enough to have lived some. I know she meant every word.”

“Oh, by the way, when you are driving the children in town, watch out for the sleeping policemen, they wreak havoc on the suspension.” Lizzie started looking around the streets as they passed. 

“Why would police officers be sleeping outside, anyway?” she finally asked.  

Seeing Lizzie had taken her comment literally, Charlotte burst out laughing. “I meant the asphalt bumps they put in the road to slow people down, not real policeman, Lizzie.” Spotting one ahead, Lizzie laughed, too. “We call them speed bumps in the states, but I am going to use ‘sleeping policemen’ for the rest of my life.” 

It took Lizzie a few more days to get into a routine with the children, but by the end of the week, she was getting the hang of it. Among her duties, besides teaching, were planning outings for the children. Lizzie had never been to a sheep farm and asked Carey and Stephen if they would like to visit the Boynton Farm in the next county. “That would be great fun,” Carey enthused. 

“I could not agree more,” Stephen said in his most adult voice. He was vacillating almost daily from, “Where’s my mother?” to “I’m not a child, don’t you know?” 
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