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      PRAISE FOR THE WOMEN OF IVY MANOR


      CARLY


      “Carly is a high-quality story of chaotic experiences and strong characters . . . Lyn Cote has created her most memorable story

         yet.”

      


      —Irene Brand, award-winning author of Where Morning Dawns and The Hills Are Calling


      “Carly is a rich treat . . . as she goes through her own growth and faith journey during the turmoil of the 1990s. Lyn Cote never

         disappoints.”

      


      —Lenora Worth, author of Echoes of Danger and After the Storm


      “Lyn’s finale in the Ivy Manor series . . . takes you into the heart and mind of a young woman thrown into the uncertain world

         of the Gulf War . . . An engaging tale of finding the courage to be the person you have always known was hidden deep within

         you.”

      


      —Susan Meissner, author of Why the Sky Is Blue


      “Reading Carly is like discovering an interesting neighborhood with great places to shop. You can’t go home until you’ve seen what’s around

         every corner.”

      


      —Patt Marr, author of Man of Her Dreams


      “Carly is so real, so captivating, once I started reading, I couldn’t put it down! Carly is us . . . struggling to fit in, yet prove

         she’s strong enough to stand on her own. You’ll cheer, you’ll cry and you’ll be reminded that nothing is impossible when we

         place our trust in God.”

      


      —Valerie Whisenand, aka Valerie Hansen, author of Her Brother’s Keeper 


      BETTE


      “A powerful story of love, secrets, betrayal, and passion during the tumultuous years of World War II. [Lyn’s] unique blend

         of storytelling and dynamic characters brings this era of history to life.”

      


      —DiAnn Mills, author of When the Lion Roars


      “Lyn Cote lured me into realistic, gripping, and sometimes heart-wrenching encounters with an era that has left an indelible

         mark on both history and human hearts. Bette is truly unforgettable.”

      


      —Kathy Herman, author of the Baxter series and A Shred of Evidence


      “Lyn Cote’s craftsmanship shines in Bette. Her beautiful plotting includes textured settings that jet you around the world into the lives of characters so real we

         think we know them. Add a heroine we can all admire, and once again the ladies of Ivy Manor grab hold of your heart and hang

         on.”

      


      —Lois Richer, author of Shadowed Secrets


      CHLOE


      “A romance of epic proportions, absorbing and satisfying, that never lets you forget how the Father takes you just as you

         are and that His love can bring you home from the farthest journey.”

      


      —Deborah Bedford, author of A Morning Like This and If I Had You


      “Lyn Cote hooked me from the very beginning, then expertly reeled me across the pages . . . Pages full of romance, suspense,

         heartbreak, forgiveness, acceptance, and, ultimately, a satisfying ending.”

      


      —Sylvia Bambola, author of Waters of Marah and Return to Appleton


      “Lyn Cote’s return to historical fiction is a delight! CHLOE is lyrically written, enhancing a plot that’s teeming with zigs

         and zags. Compelling characters take a journey toward happiness reached only by plumbing the depths of despair. This one’s

         a keeper!”

      


      —Lois Richer, author of Shadowed Secrets


   

      

      To my son and daughter, the brave new generation
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      And I heard the Savior say, Thy strength indeed is small, Child of weakness, watch and pray, Find in Me thine all in all.


      ELVINA M. HALL (1820-1889)


   

      CHAPTER ONE


      Greenwich Village, May 1990


      Can we talk about something, Aunty?” Carly Sinclair said, her dry throat making her sound hoarse. In worn, acid-washed blue

         jeans, she knelt on her aunt Kitty’s kitchen floor and started scrubbing close to the baseboard. She’d tied her long black

         hair in a low ponytail so it wouldn’t get into the bucket or drag on the floor. Her heart throbbed as she scrubbed. She glanced

         over her shoulder at her aunt. 

      


      In blue sweats, Kitty, who was really her great-great-aunt, shuffled slowly over to the table and eased down across from Carly,

         stifling a groan.

      


      “Is your arthritis bothering you today?” Carly asked, pausing. Petite, silver-haired Kitty had always been a special person

         in her life. Carly had planned to use this conversation to prepare for the inevitable confrontation with her mother. But maybe

         this wasn’t such a good idea. Kitty was really old—nearly ninety-three. What if my plan really upsets her? What if she has a stroke or something?


      “Is that what you wanted to talk about? My arthritis?” Kitty grinned, her eyes crinkling up as they always did. “And can’t

         I persuade you not to scrub my floor on your hands and knees?”

      


      Carly shook her head. “You know you don’t like the way Sylvia just swishes the mop around. Everything gets stuck in the corners.”

         Two years before, Carly had been shocked to find Kitty on her knees trying to clean the corners herself. Carly had helped

         Kitty up and then taken over the job. 

      


      “Sylvia does her best,” Kitty repeated for the thousandth time. “This getting old is for the birds. Just look at these hideous

         orthopedic shoes I’m forced to wear.”

      


      Carly half-smiled at her aunt’s touch of humor. “Well, I’ve got young knees.” Carly concentrated on swirling the scrub brush,

         ignoring the tension in her breast. “I’m sorry it’s been so long—”

      


      “What’s on your mind?” Kitty cut in.


      Carly took a deep breath and kept her head down. Now or never. “You know how Mom’s been after me to decide what college I want to go to.”

      


      “Yes.” 


      That’s what Carly had always liked about her aunty. Kitty really listened. Unlike Carly’s mother, Kitty didn’t listen just

         long enough to start lecturing Carly. Nor did she just ignore what Carly said and go on as if she hadn’t spoken a word.

      


      Carly dropped the scrub brush in the bucket of warm wash water. She drew in a breath and began cautiously, “I don’t want to

         go to college.” 

      


      Kitty didn’t answer right away. Then she said, “So, you know what you don’t want to do. What do you want to do?”

      


      Carly steeled herself for whatever reaction she might get. She sat back on her heels and looked up, meeting her aunt’s eyes.

         “I’ve enlisted in the army.” 

      


      Outside, just below the open rear kitchen window, Leigh Sinclair Gallagher, just arriving home from work, wondered if she’d

         heard her daughter right. It can’t be. She wouldn’t do anything that stupid.

      


      “You’ve enlisted in the army?” Kitty’s surprised voice floated out to Leigh.


      “Yes, I got the idea last year at career day at school. They had recruiters from the navy, the army, the air force, and the

         Marines. I thought the army looked like the service that got things done.”

      


      Leigh felt as if the ground were moving under her like the earth tremors she’d felt almost twenty years before when she’d

         lived in San Francisco with Kitty. The army got things done? Life magazine images of the Vietnam War shot through Leigh’s mind. She gripped the railing of the back steps.

      


      “But why not go into service after you have your college degree?” Kitty asked. “Then you’d go in as an officer.”


      Leigh couldn’t believe how calm her aunt sounded. Why wasn’t she telling Carly how stupid this was? How ridiculous? 


      “I don’t want to go to college—yet. I mean, I don’t know what I want to do.”


      Leigh heard the clank of metal and the slosh of water and fumed. What was Carly doing? Was she scrubbing Kitty’s floor again?

         Why didn’t Kitty let Sylvia retire and get someone younger who could scrub the floor the way she wanted it? Leigh started

         up the steps, ready to interrupt.

      


      “But how do you know you want to join the army, then?” Kitty asked.


      “It’s just the only thing that’s appealed—”


      “Hey, Mommy!” Little Michael ran up behind Leigh. “Hey, you’re home early! Look what I did in kindergarten today!” Her auburn-haired

         son waved a watercolor at her. “Look! We painted today!”

      


      Leigh put on a bright smile and examined the mostly yellow painting while the two of them walked up the back steps, inside

         past Kitty’s door, and up to the second-floor flat where Leigh, Nate, Michael, and Carly lived. 

      


      Leigh thought Michael’s appearance had stopped her, fortunately, from barging in on her daughter and her great-aunt. Carly

         was a difficult child and she could be amazingly stubborn at times. Leigh needed time to think about what to do, and she didn’t

         trust herself to go into Kitty’s first-floor flat. She knew she wasn’t a good enough actress to fool Kitty that she hadn’t

         heard exactly what Carly and she had been talking about.

      


      Michael chattered as she fixed him an after-school snack. Then she decided she needed to enlist her husband’s support. Carly

         loved Nate, and Leigh didn’t doubt that Nate could persuade Carly to drop this insane plan. Please come home, Nate. I need to talk to you. I need you tonight.

      


      That evening, Nate walked into the apartment in the nick of time to help Leigh get their little son in bed and say good night.

         Then he headed straight for Carly’s door to wish her a good night, too. But Leigh whispered to him not to and to follow her.

         Her expression was stormy, and he began to expect the start of another one of the endless circular arguments between his wife

         and himself. But he wasn’t participating tonight. He was too beat.

      


      “Okay.” Nate leaned against the kitchen doorjamb, looking around for leftovers. His stomach growled. “What’s put you in a

         foul mood?”

      


      “Maybe if you’d come home earlier, you’d know.” Leigh opened the refrigerator and then slipped a covered dish into the microwave

         above the stove.

      


      Nate just stared at her. How could she make that accusation with a straight face? “You know when I’m working a case, I don’t

         keep regular hours. When you have to work late, I don’t nag you about it.”

      


      Leigh gave him her look that said, “Oh, really?” He hated that look. When had they started acting out this endless domestic

         drama, comprised of sharp words and unpleasant glares?

      


      Then Leigh surprised him by holding her index finger to her closed lips and motioning him to join her at the table at the

         far side of the blue-and-white kitchen, farthest from the children’s bedrooms. “Let’s talk quietly. I don’t want Carly to

         overhear us.”

      


      Concerned, Nate moved forward. He picked up a box of wheat crackers on the counter and then sat down at the table. “What’s

         wrong?” he asked in a subdued tone. “Did something happen to her at school?”

      


      Leigh flicked away a few grains of salt from the oak tabletop. “You won’t believe this, but this afternoon I overheard her

         tell Kitty that she wants to go into the army.”

      


      “You’re kidding, right?” As he munched a salty cracker, he leaned back and let his tired legs stretch out under the table.

         

      


      “I wish I were. What are we going to do?”


      Listening to the whir of the microwave made him even hungrier. “She must have a reason—”


      “I know what the reason is,” Leigh snapped. “Some army recruiter who wanted to meet his quota got hold of her at career day

         last year and filled her full of—”

      


      “But Carly isn’t the kind of kid who’s swayed by salesmanship,” Nate interrupted, not liking Leigh’s spin. “Carly’s got a

         good head on her shoulders.”

      


      Leigh gave him her superior expression—raised eyebrows and pursed lips—that always grated on his nerves. 


      “Don’t give me that look,” Nate snapped. “Our daughter isn’t stupid. There must be more to this than we know—”


      “Why do you always take her part?”


      “Because you never do,” Carly declared from the kitchen doorway. 


      Hearing the hurt in his stepdaughter’s voice, Nate rose and opened his arms.


      In an old T-shirt, cotton pajama pants, and barefoot, Carly hurried to him and hugged him hard. “I heard you come in, and

         when I finished the chapter I was reading, I came out to hug you hello.”

      


      Nate rubbed her slender back. “Thanks, sweetheart. I always count on your hello-hugs.” Because I never get them from your mother anymore.

      


      “I wanted to discuss this with your stepfather first,” Leigh announced, “but we might as well get this out in the open.”


      Carly stepped out of his embrace and faced her mother. “We might as well. I don’t know how you found out, but yes, I want

         to enlist in the army.”

      


      “You’re a minor and I won’t sign for you to enlist,” Leigh said, folding her arms.


      “I expected that.” Carly raised her chin. “I’ll just work a grunt job until my birthday next year and then enlist.”


      “Why are you doing this?” Leigh asked. “What can you be thinking?”


      The microwave bell rang. Carly lifted out the warm plate of chicken and wild rice and set it on the table in front of Nate.

         “Here, Dad.”

      


      “That can wait.” Nate pushed the dish aside. The conflict had tied his stomach into double knots. “Come on, Carly.”  Scraping

         the wood floor, Nate pulled out the chair between his and Leigh’s and motioned her to be seated and then he sat down again.

         “We three can talk this over rationally and figure out how to work this out.”

      


      “‘Work this out’?” Leigh echoed. “She’s not going to enlist. I forbid it.”


      Nate held up a hand to stop Carly from replying. “Leigh, Carly is a young woman now. Your days of forbidding her are over.

         Deal with it.”

      


      “She’s only seventeen.”


      “You were only sixteen,” Nate countered, “when you defied your mother and went to Dr. King’s march in Washington.”


      “That isn’t anything like this.” Leigh’s glance promised him open warfare. “That was just one day. This decision could change

         her life forever.”

      


      “From what you’ve told me, that day changed your life forever.” He wouldn’t let Leigh stonewall Carly. He’d seen her do it

         one time too many. “And any decision Carly makes about how to start out as an adult will impact her life, whatever that decision

         is.”

      


      “Don’t you care about her?” Suddenly Leigh looked ready to cry.


      “Nate loves me,” Carly said, folding her arms in front of her. 


      “And I suppose that means I don’t,” Leigh snapped, blinking away tears. 


      “Leigh—” Nate began.


      “Sometimes I don’t love you.” Carly leaned forward, her chin jutting forward, challenging. “You’re always trying to keep everything

         under your thumb. I always have to be your idea of the perfect daughter to prove that you were the perfect single mother.

         I’m—”

      


      “That’s not true,” Leigh objected. “I’ve never demanded that you get straight As or any of that kind of thing!”


      “I don’t think that’s what Carly is talking about.” Nate braced himself for heavy going. Why didn’t Leigh use her good sense

         when it came to Carly, when it came to him?

      


      Leigh glared at him. “What could you possibly be talking about?”


      “I’m talking about the truth.” Nate reached for Leigh’s hand but she withheld it. “I thought that after we married and you

         told Carly about her father—”

      


      “She didn’t tell me anything about my father,” Carly huffed.


      “That’s not true.” Leigh slapped her palm on the tabletop. “I did tell you.” 


      “You told me that you dated my dad but that you broke up with him. Big deal,” Carly said with a sarcastic twist. “What did

         that tell me?”

      


      Leigh clamped her mouth shut and her eyes blazed at Nate.


      He tried another tack. “I thought after we married, and you told Carly about her father, that you would begin to loosen up.

         To be happy with me. To get closer to your daughter. But after a brief honeymoon period, you went right back to the grindstone.

         You’re working your life and Michael’s childhood away.”

      


      “Don’t bring that up now.” Leigh leaned toward him. “Carly isn’t going to tell me that my successful career is what has caused

         her to entertain this ridiculous idea.”

      


      Nate wouldn’t be deflected. “I urged you to tell Carly everything about her father and your relationship with him.”


      “You know why I didn’t.” Leigh wouldn’t meet either Carly’s or Nate’s eyes.


      “Why?” Carly gripped the edge of the table.


      “I didn’t want to hurt you,” Leigh said in a haunting, forlorn tone.


      Carly couldn’t believe her mother could say those words with a straight face. “Not hurt me?” Carly felt her throat closing

         up. “What is he? An axe murderer? Don’t you realize that not knowing . . . ?” Carly looked away, hiding the onrush of tears.

         “Who is my father? Why can’t I know about him?” She couldn’t go on.

      


      “Nate is your father. He’s the father who’s raised you,” Leigh insisted, sounding crushed yet defensive.


      “He’s not really my father,” Carly blurted out. “You wouldn’t let him adopt me.” Admitting this shook her, but it felt good

         to let those long-suppressed words out.

      


      “What do you mean?” Leigh swung around to face her. “I had a stepfather. He never adopted me, but I never felt he needed to.”


      “That’s you. It’s not me.” Then Carly wouldn’t look at either of them, fearing she’d gone too far. She hadn’t meant to put

         Nate on the spot. Maybe he hadn’t really wanted to adopt her. He might have just been being polite.

      


      Nate gently took her hand. “Sweetheart, you are my daughter. And if you’d just let me know that it bothered you that I didn’t

         adopt you, I would have. You know that, right?”

      


      Carly blinked away tears. How could she tell him that when she was ten and had overheard them discussing this, she couldn’t

         make herself say it? The yearning to belong to a father had been too deep, too crucial to be put into naked words. 

      


      As he had many times in her childhood, Nate tugged her and she slid willingly onto his lap. “You’re my daughter, Carly. I

         still want to adopt you.” He kissed her hair. “I love you. Never doubt that.”

      


      As always, Nate sensed just what she needed. Grateful for his arms around her, Carly buried her face in the crook between

         his neck and shoulder, frightened by the force of her reaction to this long-awaited declaration. Her feelings at the moment

         were too intense to face alone. As he stroked her hair, she grappled with them, with her lack of control. The lid had been

         yanked off her deep well of concealed emotions. Pain, loss, uncertainty, rejection whirled inside her, dark and thorny, tearing

         at her confidence, her peace.

      


      She still couldn’t speak, so in reply to his offer of adoption, she finally nodded against him.


      “I’m sorry,” her mother said quietly, touching Carly’s back. “I didn’t know it mattered that much to you. Why didn’t you say

         anything?”

      


      Carly lifted her head and faced her mother. “How could I tell you what was in my heart when you would never tell me the truth

         about myself? Who is my father? What is his name? Why did you break up with him? And—” Carly made herself ask the bedrock,

         most dangerous question. “Didn’t he ever want to see me, talk to me?”

      


      “I didn’t want him to talk to you.” Her mother stiffened. “Evidently you’ve made up some romantic image of him in your mind.

         By not letting him near you, I was protecting you.”

      


      “What was wrong with my father?” Carly held out both palms, pleading.


      Leigh turned her head and looked away out the small window. She shook her head.


      Instant, blazing anger consumed Carly. “What’s so wrong with my father? What did he do that was so bad that I couldn’t even

         meet him, know his name?” The molten lava of bitterness against her mother for keeping the truth from her overflowed its channel,

         spilling out into searing words. “How bad could he be? You liked him well enough to sleep with him.”

      


      Leigh slapped Carly’s face. And then she stalked from the room.


      Too shocked, too incensed for words, Carly clung to Nate, who rubbed her back and murmured soothingly to her. 


      Ivy Manor, May 1990


      Tall oaks and maples shaded the summerhouse behind Carly’s great-grandmother’s ancestral home in the early evening. Being

         there gave her confidence. At Ivy Manor she was completely loved. Chloe didn’t dole out acceptance based on performance the

         way Leigh did. 

      


      In her pale blue graduation dress, Carly sat in the white wicker rocker with the wide curved arms and pushed a bare toe against

         the floor. She closed her eyes and listened to the chatter of voices around her. The three older generations—the eldest, her

         frail, silver-haired great-grandmother Chloe and great-great-aunt Kitty, next her grandmother Bette, and then her mother Leigh—sat

         in a casual circle on venerable lawn furniture. Only Aunt Dory, her mother’s younger sister, was missing. And Carly—the fourth

         generation—was getting ready to explode the quiet tranquility.

      


      She opened her eyes. Across from her, on the love seat with dark green cushions, her mother looked cool and beautiful as usual.

         Leigh was wearing a stylish ivory linen suit. Nate sat beside her, his sport coat off and his tie loosened. All the other

         guests, extended family and friends, had left. 

      


      Much earlier that day, in the last second before the guests had begun arriving, her mother had hissed that she forbade Carly

         to bring up the subject of the army. Carly hadn’t bothered to reply. Today, she would bring it up and hoped for support from

         her family. But whether she got support or not, she was going through with it. And they might as well all know that. She jittered

         with nerves, but she’d never felt more sure of a decision.

      


      “Well, Carly, all day people have asked you where you’re going to school this fall,” Chloe commented. She was wearing one

         of her vintage designer dresses. “But you kept saying you didn’t know. What aren’t you telling us?”

      


      Carly’s little half-brother Michael, in his rumpled dress shirt and slacks, slipped inside the summerhouse and climbed into

         her lap. He laid his head against her breast. “Rock me,” he murmured in a drowsy voice. 

      


      Carly said, “Uh-huh.” She pushed her toe down again. The chair rocked back and forth. Michael made a sound of contentment.


      “Maybe Carly doesn’t want to go to college right away,” Bette commented. In a fashionable purple sundress, Bette sat on a

         white Adirondack chair next to the love seat. Her long silver and black hair was pulled into a stylish bun at the nape of

         her neck.

      


      “Why not?” Leigh snapped back, looking at Carly, daring her to bring up the currently forbidden topic. “Part of the reason

         she finished high school in three years was so she could get on with her life.” 

      


      “Maybe she isn’t as driven as you are,” her stepfather said.


      A tense silence swelled among them.


      “This isn’t the time or place to discuss that,” Leigh said, her voice low as she gave Nate another warning glance.


      He snorted. “It’s never the time or place to discuss it.”


      “Nate,” Leigh warned him, sounding in earnest now.


      Wildfire blazed through Carly. She hated it when her mother bossed Nate around. 


      “It’s a bad sign,” Chloe said in a mild tone without any reproof in it, “when a man and woman open up their disagreements

         in front of others.” 

      


      “You couldn’t be more right,” Nate agreed. “But your granddaughter has become a dictator, and it’s nearly time for her overthrow.”


      “Me, the dictator?” Leigh shot back. “You’re the one who’s giving the orders, not me.”


      Michael burrowed more deeply into Carly’s arms. “Make them stop,” he whispered.


      Carly stroked his thick auburn hair, so like his father’s, and pressed her hand over his exposed ear. She didn’t want him

         to have to hear the coming explosion. She looked pointedly at her mother, a look that said, “Here goes.” 

      


      “Carly—” Leigh started.


      Carly braced herself for her mother’s outrage and entered the fray. “I’m not going to college.”


      Leigh sat up straighter and sent Carly a more urgent warning glance.


      Carly lifted her chin as if to say, “I dare you, Mom.” Her stomach quivered in unpleasant anticipation of the tide of angry

         words that were about to be unleashed. Carly hated turmoil. Mother, I’ve always let you mow down my questions, but this is too important to me. You will not get your way.

      


      “You are going to college,” Leigh insisted, moving forward on her chair, her face flushed.


      “No,” Carly said, proud of how cool her voice came out. She kept her hand over Michael’s ear and with the other, stroked his

         springy hair. “I’ve made other plans.”

      


      “What are those?” Chloe asked in a voice that bespoke only interest, but her gaze shifted back and forth between Carly and

         Leigh.

      


      Carly took a deep breath. She might as well jump headfirst into the deep end. “I’ve enlisted in the army.”


      Leigh made a sound like a woman being strangled.


      Carly watched her dispassionately, suddenly feeling removed from the scene. Nothing her mother said would deter her, touch

         her. Rant and rave all you want, Mom. But I’m going through with it.


      “Never,” Leigh announced. “Never.”


      “I’ve already filled out the papers. I report for boot camp in three days.”


      Leigh surged to her feet. “You’re only seventeen—a minor—and I told you I won’t sign for you.”


      Carly shrugged. “Then as I told you, I’ll just work some job till I’m eighteen next year. I’m not changing my mind.”


      “I absolutely forbid it,” Leigh declared.


      Kitty leaned forward and held out a restraining hand. “Foolish words, my dear. When did Bette’s forbidding you to do things

         ever stop you?”

      


      Chloe chuckled. “The apple never falls far from the tree.” 


      Leigh glared at Chloe and Kitty. Carly watched her mother breathing hard and fast. She wondered where her own feeling of control,

         of calm, had come from.

      


      “And we aren’t asking the most important question, really,” Bette said, turning to her granddaughter.


      “And what’s that?” Leigh demanded.


      “Why does Carly want to enlist in the army?”


      “I would think it’s fairly obvious,” Leigh replied before Carly could. “She’s doing it because she knows it’s the last thing

         I want her to do.”

      


      Bette looked to Carly. “Is that why you want to enlist?”


      “No.” But the larger question, why the military attracted her, still stumped Carly. It was something she hadn’t been able

         to put into words. She’d never told anyone about the nightmares, afraid they would worry everyone. Then her parents might

         make her go back into counseling. But the day she’d spoken to the recruiter had been followed by two nightmare-free nights.

         “It’s the only thing that’s interested me,” Carly mumbled.

      


      “What about it interests you?” Bette probed.


      “Why are you even taking her seriously?” Leigh asked her mother.


      “Because when I was young, if I could have, I would have enlisted to fight Hitler.”


      “There is no Hitler in this world today,” Leigh declared.


      “Are you so sure of that?” Kitty asked.


      “What’s going on here?” Leigh demanded of her senior female relatives. “Why aren’t you telling Carly that this is ridiculous,

         out of the question?”

      


      “Maybe because,” Bette said, “Aunt Kitty’s right. In the sixties, whenever I forbad you to do something, you always did it

         anyway. Why do you think you have the right now to forbid your daughter to do anything?”

      


      “I was right to do what I did. The march on Washington and the 1968 convention were two of the most important events of the

         century. You shouldn’t have tried to keep me home.”

      


      “I was just trying to protect you,” Bette said.


      “And I’m just trying to protect Carly,” Leigh added.


      “I’d think you’d be pleased with Carly,” Nate put in. “Didn’t you write several articles about women in the military?”


      “That has nothing to do with this.” Leigh drew away from him as much as she could on the love seat.


      “That’s hypocritical, Mom,” Carly said dismissively, “and you know it.”


      “You are not going to enlist in the army until after you finish college. It makes no sense to go in as enlisted personnel.”

         Leigh looked ready to spit.

      


      Feeling her anger flare again, Carly stared at her mother, reaching down deep to come up with yet another cool, calm reply.

         She might as well speak the truth. “You can delay me, but you can’t stop me.”

      


      “Then at least I’ll delay you for a year and maybe you’ll come to your senses.”


      “If you won’t listen to the good advice your family’s just given you, I will. If Carly still wants me to,” Nate said with

         quiet authority, “I’ll adopt her and then I’ll sign her enlistment papers.”

      


      Carly gasped.


      Leigh gawked at Nate. “If you do that, knowing how I feel, I’ll file for divorce.” 


   

      CHAPTER TWO


      Carly closed her eyes. How did her mother always manage to make herself the center of attention? If you’re stupid enough to divorce a great guy like Nate, don’t try to blame it on me. 

      


      “Have you lost your mind, Leigh?” Chloe’s voice sliced through the stunned silence. “Carlyles don’t announce ultimatums in

         public to their husbands, and we never argue in front of others.”

      


      “McCaslins don’t either,” Kitty added.


      “It’s time you sit down, Leigh,” Chloe ordered, “and get your emotions under control.”


      Opening her eyes, Carly noticed that her grandmother Bette had pursed her lips so tightly, they were white. Carly rocked Michael

         again, keeping her hand over his ear. He felt warm against her. Even though it was evening, the temperatures were still in

         the low eighties. His eyes were closed and his breathing was steady. Carly hoped he’d fallen asleep.

      


      Chloe nodded her head in the direction of Michael and gave Leigh a pointed look.


      Leigh sat back down. She looked shaken but unrepentant.


      Carly knew that her mother would bounce back quickly. And stonewalling was her favored tactic. Well, I can stonewall, too, Mom.

      


      “I don’t think it has escaped anyone’s notice,” Nate said in the uncomfortable quiet, “that Leigh and I are dealing with a

         stressful period in our marriage.”

      


      Leigh glanced at him sideways, but said nothing.


      “I think . . . I’ve told Leigh that she needs to cut back on the hours she devotes to her writing career.” He held up a hand

         to stop Leigh from breaking in. “We both need more time together and time with Michael. He’ll be getting into more activities

         like Little League and music lessons. We need to be available more. And I’ve already discussed adjusting my work schedule

         with my captain at the precinct.”

      


      “Before I met you, I worked full-time and I managed to find time to do things with Carly,” Leigh retorted. “I don’t—”


      “You didn’t manage to pick me up on time that night at the dance studio,” Carly said in a deceptively calm voice, referring

         to the life-changing event that had taken place seven years before. Inside, she shook with sudden emotion. She’d never voiced

         this accusation—though she’d wanted to for as along as she could remember.

      


      Obviously stunned and uneasy, everyone turned to look at Carly. She stared back at them, waiting for someone to react, waiting

         for her mother to react.

      


      “I can’t believe you’ve brought that up now. Don’t you know the guilt I carry because I wasn’t there to protect you?” Leigh

         finally replied, rising again. “Do you think you can browbeat me with my past mistakes and get your way?” 

      


      “We’re getting far afield,” Bette said, motioning Leigh to sit down. 


      Leigh complied but didn’t attempt to mask her irritation.


      “We were discussing why Carly wants to serve in the military.” Bette turned to Carly. “Why do you want to do this?”


      Carly still trembled, the aftereffect of finally voicing her deepest pain and grief. Stalling, she tucked Michael closer and

         chewed her lower lip. A gust of wind stirred the leaves of the tall trees. The sound reminded her of her vague but menacing

         shadowy nightmares. At last, she said, “I want to be on my own.”

      


      Bette nodded encouragement.


      Carly searched for words. She wanted to sound logical and in control. But she didn’t completely understand yet what drew her

         to the army. How could she say, “It makes me feel stronger”? So she said, “I want to be part of a group.”

      


      “That makes sense,” Leigh said in derision. “Those are opposites.”


      Carly ignored her mother’s uncharacteristic dig. “I want to see if I have what it takes.” That final reason rocked her inside.

         She felt the old terror escalating, and she tamped it down. She faced bad dreams at night and sudden bursts of panic in daylight.

         At some level, she knew that to free herself, she must face and defeat her fears. Was that why she was enlisting? Was she

         testing herself, as she had in other ways in the past? Well, if that was her true reason, no one needed to know but her. “That’s

         about all I can put into words.”

      


      Leigh opened her mouth, but Bette spoke up first, her voice strengthening word by word. “I think each generation tries to

         protect the younger. And it never works. All it does is cause discord. Leigh, forbidding your daughter to start her life her

         way won’t deter her. It will only put up a wall between the two of you.” 

      


      “Thank you, Bette,” Chloe said quietly. “Thank you.”


      Carly looked from face to face. She didn’t like the feeling of being the only one present who didn’t know what everyone was

         talking about or, rather, not talking about. Why were there always secrets? “What am I missing?”

      


      Bette faced her. “When your mother was your age, I did a lot of forbidding, and it had the effect I just mentioned. I don’t

         know if your enlisting in the army makes sense, but perhaps it’s something you need to do. I don’t know. I ran out of having

         all the answers several years ago.”

      


      Nate stood up. “Carly,” he murmured, “is Michael asleep?”


      She nodded. Michael’s body against her had finally taken on that sensation of boneless, complete relaxation that meant deep

         slumber.

      


      Nate scooped him gently from her arms. “Leigh, let’s take him up and put him to bed. Then we’re going to take a walk and do

         some talking. You’re not divorcing me, so get that out of your head.”

      


      Carly expected her mother to argue, but instead she trailed Nate out of the summerhouse with only a backward glance, one filled

         with anxiety.

      


      No one talked until the couple had disappeared inside Ivy Manor’s back door. Then Chloe let out a long sigh. “I’m feeling

         every one of my ninety years right now.”

      


      Carly decided to push against the unspoken rules once more. “Why won’t my mother tell me about my father?”


      All three women stared at her but said nothing.


      “Why?” Carly insisted. “And why won’t you tell me?”


      Kitty gave her an apologetic smile. “It’s Leigh’s story, her secrets—”


      “They’re my secrets, too,” Carly cut in.


      “We can’t tell you, my dear.” Chloe rubbed her temple as if in pain.


      “Yes, it’s important that Leigh do it,” Bette added.


      “Why?”


      “Carly, remember,” Kitty said, “unfortunately, the truth isn’t always what we want it to be.”


      Nate led his wife into Ivy Manor. He’d come to love this place. It was a haven of peace. His everyday world dragged his mind

         through murder and other forms of cruelty he had a hard time stomaching. More and more he fought becoming completely hardened

         to life, to people. He’d talked to his father and grandfather enough to know that a completely cynical cop was not what he

         wanted to be, nor what God wanted him to be. And visiting Ivy Manor washed away the filth he brought with him and gave him

         hope again. Even about the woman he loved.

      


      Leigh and Nate entered the quiet house with Michael fast asleep in his arms. Stacks of washed dishes covered the plain oak

         kitchen table. The housekeeper, Rose, would finish putting everything back in place the next day. They walked up the hardwood

         steps to the second floor and Nate laid their son on the antique trundle bed in Carly’s room. Then they walked back down,

         out the front door, and between the ivied pillars of the front porch.

      


      What am I going to do with this woman? He gazed at his wife of seven years. So beautiful. So proud. So ambitious. He said what he was thinking. “I thought I could

         balance you.” 

      


      Leigh looked at him. “Is that why you married me?”


      “I married you because I fell in love with you. Because you needed me and I needed you. Because I loved you, loved Carly,

         and wanted to be her father.”

      


      “Then why didn’t you insist on adopting her?” Leigh sounded uncharacteristically petulant.


      “It was early days for us.” Even though the evening breeze was rising, he unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled them up a turn.

         “I was feeling my way, getting to know you and Carly.”

      


      “Why didn’t she tell me?” Leigh folded her hands under her arms.


      “Carly isn’t like you.” Nate tugged one of her hands free and clasped it. “You bubble up and explode. You declare what you

         want and expect the world to snap to attention. Carly is still waters, deep waters. I should have taken time to dig out what

         her opinion of being adopted was. But our marriage came only a couple of months—”

      


      “After I didn’t get to the dance studio on time, after Carly had been snatched,” Leigh snapped and then burst into tears.


      “What do you mean—the truth isn’t always what we want it to be?” Carly couldn’t keep the anger from her voice. She felt her

         pulse speeding up.

      


      “We mean,” Chloe said, “that you may have some unrealistic idea of who your father is or what he’s like.”


      “Do you know my father?” Carly demanded.


      “No, dear,” Bette replied, patting Carly’s arm, “none of us have ever met him or even seen him.”


      “But you know who he was—I mean is—right?”


      “I know his name,” Kitty confessed.


      “I know what kind of man he is,” Chloe added. 


      “I know that he hurt your mother as much as a man can hurt a woman,” Bette said. 


      “Your mother trusted him with her heart and body, and he proved himself to be unworthy of that trust,” Chloe said.


      “But I’m his daughter.” Carly heard her voice rising with her indignation. Why were they all protecting her mother? “That

         means that I’m like him. I have his genes. What about me is like him? Not like him? Don’t you see? I need to know.”

      


      “It was unkind of Carly to throw that up to you,” Nate said, cradling Leigh in his arms, stroking her hair, silk against his

         palm. “But . . .”

      


      “But what?” his wife asked tearfully.


      “But this conflict is bound to unearth the past, stir up muddy waters.”


      “Why? Why is she doing this?”


      Nate was heartened by Leigh’s diffident tone. If nothing else, Carly’s rebellion had shaken her mother out of her own righteous

         vision of things. “She is trying to find her feet as an adult. I know you think that Carly’s done this just to insult you.

         But I don’t see her doing that. Carly is very much self-directed. I think this may have something to do with . . .” He struggled

         with the words circling in his mind. “Somehow this is tied up with her kidnapping and her birth father.”

      


      Leigh pulled away from him. “So this is all my fault. And I deserve it.”


      “Stop that.” He jerked her back to him, holding her against him. Her heart beat against his chest. “You’re important. But

         right now the spotlight is on our daughter. This is all about her. She needs to . . . I think she’s trying to face the future

         and be strong.” 

      


      He shrugged. “I see it all the time with new cops right out of the academy. They all want to become cops for different reasons

         and for the same reason. They all are facing life and want to take a strong stand.” He shook his head. “That’s as clear as

         I can make it. Maybe that’s why I understand what’s pushing Carly. I felt it once myself.”

      


      “Yes, we see that you need to know your father’s identity even if you never choose to meet him,” Bette said. “We love you,

         Carly, and we’d like to help you.”

      


      “But you won’t.” Carly turned her face away from them. How could they hold back the information that meant so much to her?


      Bette stood up. “We can’t. All of us have learned through hard experience not to meddle, not to interfere. I tried to, and

         I nearly lost your mother, nearly lost my relationship with her, with you. I’m . . . I’m afraid of saying the wrong thing,

         crossing some line that could break our family apart. Our family is strong and fragile at the same time.” She shook her head

         and began pacing.

      


      “Someday I’ll find my father.” Carly rose, confronting her grandmother. “Someday I’ll know everything.”


      “And your mother will be the one to tell you,” Chloe spoke up. “I have confidence that she will. She’s going through something

         now.” Chloe shook her head. “The past is still strangling her. But I have faith that she will make the right decisions when

         the time comes.”

      


      “I do, too,” Kitty agreed.


      Carly grimaced. “Well, I don’t. I’m her mistake. She’d be happier if I weren’t here, if I’d never been born.” The familiar

         desperate feeling rushed through her. She ran from the summerhouse down the lane toward the stream. Silent tears washed her

         face. 

      


      Later, after everyone was in bed, Chloe shrugged into her cotton robe and slippers and crept down the hall to Nate and Leigh’s

         room. Bette and Kitty were both staying in the little cottage so Nate and Leigh could be near Michael and the children’s room.

         Chloe knocked.

      


      Nate opened the door. “Do you need something?” he asked with concern.


      “I need a few private words with my granddaughter.”


      He gazed at her a moment, then nodded. “I’ll go downstairs and get a glass of milk.” After squeezing Chloe’s shoulder, he

         walked around her and headed down the staircase.

      


      Chloe entered the spare bedroom, lit by the soft glow of the bedside lamp. 


      Sitting on the edge of the colonial four-poster, Leigh was wearing a pale cotton nightgown. She didn’t look up.


      “I haven’t come to scold or argue,” Chloe reassured her as she sat down at the little empire-style desk in the corner. “I’ve

         come to make a suggestion.”

      


      “What’s that?”


      “I think you’ve overlooked someone who could help with this problem.”


      Leigh looked up. “You mean Frank?”


      Chloe nodded. “Since he’s made a career in the military, he could give you advice and a different perspective on the army.

         And he’s known you since you were a teenager. He understands you.”

      


      Leigh buried her face into her hands. “Why can’t life ever be easy?”
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