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Ralph lay with his head on the pillow, facing Lizzie as she slept. She was so peaceful. He didn’t want to disturb her. Gradually, her eyes opened. The moment she did, he moved his head close enough to feel her breath on his face. Lizzie gave him a tender smile. That was all it took. Ralph leaned even closer and licked her nose and mouth until her laughter filled the bedroom. His tail slapped the bed at an impressive rate and then he jumped off and ran downstairs, knowing that Marcus would give him his breakfast. 

Ralph was a small golden-doodle with creamy light blond hair and the disposition of an angel. Marcus and Lizzie had gotten him a few months previously. Lizzie named him Ralph because he reminded her of her cousin in California. He was an avid surfer with long hair exactly the same color as Ralph. She even laughed that her cousin and Ralph had the same dreamy eyes. The girls swooned over him every day he was at the beach. 

Marcus, with Ralph at his heels, came upstairs to the bedroom and enveloped Lizzie in his arms. Turning to look out the large window, he said, “I don’t think we will ever get over this view.” Before them lay miles of a sparkling, azure blue Mediterranean Sea, framed by villas dotting the coastline of the Côte d’Azur. 

After living at Cranston Manor through the winter, they spoke more about their discomfort and restlessness following its repair. There were several reasons to move away from Wickersby, England. 

“You know, Marcus,” she said one day before they moved, “As a Southern California girl, these English winters are hard to take. There isn’t much of a summer here and the rain, fog and snow get pretty depressing, if I’m being honest.” 

“I can understand that,” he said. “I spent a winter in the south of Spain one year while I took a break from my studies at Oxford, and I almost didn’t come back,” he smiled. 

“I’m certainly not complaining, but life has been quite the roller coaster since I first got the governess job with the Covingtons at the manor,” Lizzie said.  

Not long after that conversation, things fell into place. Claudia and Spencer 

Holloway bought a small winter home in Nice, France, and invited Lizzie and Marcus to visit them for two weeks. Lizzie fell in love, especially with the seemingly endless, sunny days.  

Marcus had been a member of The Oxford University Blind Tasting Society (OUBTS) in his university years and had always secretly dreamed of owning a vineyard someday. He assumed he could never afford a vineyard, but upon marrying Lizzie, his financial circumstances had been drastically altered. Lizzie inherited Cranston Manor, and the Covington’s estate, which was valued at many millions of pounds. Their vacation with Claudia and Spencer quickly turned into a home hunt, with a vineyard not too far away. Their dream home had a view of the Mediterranean and was close to a school for the children. 

Lizzie, with the help of their governess, Pamela, had been home schooling the children in keeping with the wishes of Carey and Stephen’s actual parents, who were killed in a car accident. 

Lizzie visited the International School of Nice, which offered a curriculum that was fifty percent French-based and fifty percent English-based. The facilities were excellent, and the curriculum didn’t seem too advanced for their adopted children. They already had a good grasp of Spanish, and Carey had shown a genuine interest in learning French. 

They found exactly what they wanted in the city of Menton, France. It was right on the Mediterranean and only a few miles from the border with Italy. The villa they chose was much more modern than Cranston Manor. Every room had a view of the sea, and light poured into the home from dozens of large plate-glass windows. There was a beautiful pool, a four-car garage, and a wine cellar that impressed Marcus. There were six bedrooms and a separate suite of rooms, perfect for Pamela. 

A vineyard was for sale was just on the outskirts of Nice, only ten miles from their front door. It had an old barn and a farmhouse where the vineyard manager lived with his family. There were fifteen acres of vines. It was an area that produced some of France’s most expensive wines.  

It could be more profitable, Marcus concluded, with better marketing and some extra TLC. They made a deposit on both properties, sufficient to hold them for two weeks. Lizzie and Marcus agreed it was important for the children to be on board.  

They took a plane back to London and then boarded a train to Wickersby and a taxi on to Cranston Manor. 

At dinner that night, they broached the subject of moving to France with Carey and Stephen. Their reaction was both poignant and humorous. Carey was guarded, and her eyes grew misty at various times during the discussion. 

“I’d really miss this house,” she said. “Stephen and I were both born upstairs. I don’t know what our mother and father would think. On the other hand,” she brightened, “I hear French boys are pretty cute and learning French would be amazing.” 

Lizzie laughed and asked Stephen what his thoughts were. “I’ll go if I can be on the football team,” he announced.  

“We want you two to have time to really think about it, so I brought home two brochures on the International School of Nice for you to look at. You can see photographs of the area on your laptops.” 

“What about Pamela?” Carey suddenly asked. 

“What about her?” Lizzie responded. 

“Will she be going with us?” Carey said, with tears ready to spill over. 

“Of course she will. We talked to her on the phone for quite a while on our trip. Since she only calls in daily to her bakery, she worked it out with her manager, who will take on some extra responsibilities. We’d never want to move if she couldn’t come with us. Actually, she’s very excited.” With that storm averted, the children went upstairs to talk with Pamela about their possible new adventure. 

The next day, the children told Lizzie at lunch they were all right with moving, along with a dog, of course. They decided not to sell Cranston Manor, but to lease it. It didn’t take long for them to find a young couple with three children to sign on. They were quite wealthy themselves because of an inheritance. The father of the couple was a major industrialist in England who died suddenly of a heart attack. 

It took another month to get ready for the move. Ralph was part of the family, though it was clear Ralph had immediately bonded with Lizzie. It was as though a rubber band attached the two of them together. When Lizzie was out, Ralph played with Stephen until they were both exhausted. Marcus flew on ahead by two days in order to have time to discuss the vineyard operation with the manager, whom they retained. His name was Louis Charpentier and his wife was Elena. 

Louis was an amiable man with a sufficient grasp of English. Marcus immediately liked him, and it appeared to be mutual. Marcus spent the day with him, touring the vineyard and discussing the current crop. Louis agreed they could do better if they could sell more to the better vintners, but the previous owner had alienated some of them. Louis agreed to introduce Marcus to them and hoped that relationships could be restored.  

The town of Menton was acquired in 1346 by Charles Grimaldi, Lord of Monaco, and was ruled by the Princes of Monaco until the French Revolution. Menton was the only sizable settlement captured by Italy during its invasion of France in June 1940. Following the armistice of June 22, 1940, two-thirds of the territory was annexed until September 1943. Although officially returned to Vichy France, Menton was, in fact, occupied by Nazi Germany until its liberation by American and Canadian forces in 1944. 

Lizzie and Marcus decided not to bring furniture and large household objects to their new villa, but left them with the family leasing the manor. What they brought was sent by rail across France and delivered to Menton by truck. Lizzie, Pamela, and the children spent the next several days arranging the household while Marcus met with the local vintners to repair relationships. 

The spring semester was almost over at the International School of Nice, so Carey and Stephen took French lessons during the summer to better prepare them for what lay ahead. Interestingly, Pamela volunteered to take the French classes with them so she could help them with their schoolwork. It didn't surprise the family that Carey was learning the language much faster than her brother or Pamela. 

One afternoon, Lizzie asked Pamela to join her by the swimming pool. “Life has been so hectic,” Lizzie began. “We haven’t really talked much about your role as governess, now that the children will be in school during some of the day. I want you to know Marcus and I consider you family before you’re an employee. Have you given any thought to how you would like to spend some of your free time?” “I feel guilty you’re paying me the same here that you did in Wickersby.” Before Pamela said any more, Lizzie put her hand up and smiled.  

“We should pay you double for all you’ve done for the children, at a high risk, I might add. I suspect you have dreams larger than working for us and owning the bakery for the future, so why don’t you think about it? When you’re ready, tell us and we will do what we can to help.” 

“I knew the moment you first walked into the bakery, not all that long ago, you were a very special woman, Lizzie. It’s an honor to have you as a friend and mentor. Thank you for once again, thinking of me.” 

The two women held each other in a warm embrace. Pamela broke away and looked straight at Lizzie and said, “I do hope things will be a little calmer than the past two years.”  

Lizzie laughed. “You are not the only one, my friend.” 
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Life eventually settled down for the family, and soon it was time for Carey and Stephen to begin school. Naturally, they were both nervous, but with a decent proficiency in French, they hoped for the best. 

“So, how was your first day at school?” Marcus asked them at dinner. 

Stephen was a little misty-eyed when he said that some boys were not that friendly. “But,” he perked up, “one coach asked me to try out for the football team.” 

“That’s great,” Lizzie said. “I’ll bet when they see how good you are, the other boys will warm up in no time.” Lizzie turned out to be prophetic. Within two weeks, the French boys and some ex-pat Brits were fighting to see on whose team Stephen should play. 

Carey, who was much more outgoing than her brother, made friends quickly. Her answer to Marcus’s question ended with, “I was right about the cute French boys.” The rest of the family just rolled their eyes and said, “Oh, Lord, we have a teenage daughter.” 

Not wanting to ignore his academic credentials, Marcus soon put out feelers to be a consultant in medieval English history at different universities. It surprised him to receive several calls, not from England, but in France and Germany. It didn’t hurt that they knew him as the man who had discovered Shakespeare’s missing play. 

When Lizzie insisted on retaining royalties from any production of the play, she had promised to tell Marcus what she wanted to do with the proceeds. One night, just before they climbed into bed, Lizzie brought up the subject. 

“I know it’s been a while since we talked about the royalty income, but now that things are settling in here, I think it’s time. My parents were both teachers. My dad taught mathematics and logic at the local junior college, and my mother taught gifted children in high school. I want to honor their memories, but somewhat differently.” 

“That’s a great idea,” Marcus said. “What do you have in mind?” 

“I thought I would approach the International School and offer to fund a program called the Carter School for special-needs children. They have adequate facilities. I’m certain there must be children in the area, be they French or English speaking, who could benefit. Some may be able to pay the tuition, and we could set up a scholarship program for those who can’t. It’s just in the idea stage, but if it won’t cost the school extra money, I can’t see how they would object.” 

“As you Americans say, ‘Go for it.’ If anyone can sell it, you’re the one,” Marcus said. The idea rapidly faded as Marcus reached out and kissed Lizzie. All she could soon remember were Marcus’s muscular arms around her.  

The next morning, Lizzie was still glowing as she showered and prepared for the day. The first signs of anything amiss in their world came from a phone call by Louis Charpentier, their vineyard manager. He asked Marcus if he could come to the farmhouse on the property to have a word. Marcus made the 15-minute drive after he finished breakfast. As he pulled up, Louis was waiting outside. 

“Hi, Louis? Is everything all right?” 

“Please come with me,” he said. “I have something I need to show you. Last night I was outside smoking a cigarette, much to my wife’s displeasure,” he shrugged. “I saw a man hiding in the shadows of the barn, so I went out to see what was going on. As soon as he saw me coming, he ran across the field and sped off in a white Citroën. I didn’t have any way to go after him, so I looked around the barn to see if he had broken in.”  

Pointing to a hinge that had been pried off and a padlock on the ground, Louis said, “I think I scared him off before he could get in, but he tried.” 

“Is the barn used for anything important, or are there supplies he might have been trying to steal?” Marcus asked.  

“That is the odd thing, sir. As far as I know, there’s nothing of value. Just some boxes on the upper platform and things left over that we have discarded from our house.”  

“Well, thank you, Louis. Tomorrow we can put on a better hinge and lock, though I don’t really know that it matters all that much. I was planning to come by to talk with you tomorrow anyway, so I’ll just find what we need and bring it with me.” “Thank you for coming. I just thought you should know about this in case you might have an idea?” Louis said. 

“I appreciate your thoughtfulness,” Marcus replied. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” The next day, Marcus returned with a substantial hinge and padlock for the barn. Louis greeted him and together they installed the hardware.  

“You know, Louis, when I purchased the vineyard, I never actually met the owner. It was all done through wire transfers. Of course, I did my research first, but I’m curious about what you can tell me about him.” 

Louis paused a few moments before answering. “May I call you Marcus, sir? I hope that is not too forward?”  

“Of course,” Marcus smiled. 

“To be honest, Marcus, he was not a liked man. Everyone knew he was involved with powerful people in Menton and Nice, so people were reluctant to tell him what they thought.” 

“Do you know why he was willing to sell? The vineyard has been fairly profitable.” 

“I only know that one day, two men came to see him at the farmhouse. I didn’t recognize them, but they were not people I would like to know. The next day, Alfonse Desante, the previous owner, came to me and told me he was selling the vineyard and he could not guarantee I would have a job with any new owner. That’s all he said and drove off. I have not thanked you properly for keeping me on. It means a great deal to me and my family.” 

“You’re more than welcome,” Marcus said. “So, what kind of men do you think he is involved with?” 

“There are always rumors, but beyond that, I really don’t know. Some say he is part of the criminal element in the Cote d’Azur, but others say he is just a ruthless businessman. I’m glad I don’t have to deal with him any longer.” 

“Thank you for telling me. I have other things to attend to, so maybe another time we can see what was so interesting in the barn. I’ll see you in a few days. Keep me posted if you see any other strangers hanging around.” 

Marcus headed home for lunch and then he and Lizzie had an appointment at the International School where Lizzie wanted to make her case for her special-needs school. 

On the way, Marcus told Lizzie about his conversation with Louis. It made her somewhat nervous, but she was so focused on her school proposal, the news only stayed in her mind for a few moments. 

Le Directeur, Charles Bisset, was about as international a Frenchman as Lizzie could imagine. He oozed charm with only the slightest French accent. He would make a fine diplomat, she thought. 

“Let me thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Cavanaugh, for entrusting Carey and Stephen to our care. I have been paying attention to their progress. Your son is quite the athlete for his age.” That was smooth. Lizzie smiled to herself. 

“What may I do for you? I hope you don’t have any concerns?”  

“Quite the contrary. We are very pleased,” Marcus said.  

Lizzie swallowed hard, cleared her throat, and began sharing her vision of having a school for children with special-needs. She hurried to assure Directeur Bisset that she would not expect the International School to bear any of the costs. 

“I just thought that with your school’s reputation, it would make a wonderful addition to what you already offer,” she concluded. 

“Mrs. Cavanaugh, that is an idea we have considered in the past, but frankly, we just didn’t have the funds to do so. Your offer is quite exceptional. I will put it forward to our Conseil d’Administration, what you call the Board of Trustees, at our next meeting in two weeks. I am sure they will think positively about your proposal. Unfortunately, I have another meeting I must attend, but my secretary can give you a tour of the facilities, if you haven’t done so already.” 

“We have,” Marcus said, “but thank you for your time. We look forward to hearing from you in two weeks.” 

“That went well, I thought,” said Lizzie.  

“I agree,” Marcus smiled. “You’re quite the salesman.” 

The next two weeks went by at a snail’s pace for Lizzie. She was in the habit of a daily swim with the children after school. Pamela joined in as well. It was a fun time for Lizzie to see how things were going with all three of them. 
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