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Madeleine Robards discovers all her past, as she reads her mother Francis' diary, together with the letters between her mother and Arthur. Is it possible that there was a romance between these two? Madeleine finds it hard to believe everything that lies hidden in these pages, and she finally discovers she is the legitimate daughter of that youth who loved her mother so much, while her own husband Roger turns out to be her cousin. She doesn't know whether to feel melancholy or joyful at this upheaval of her life history, or whether to feel ashamed of the fact that her father was twenty years younger than her mother.
Is it true that love has no age? Could this precious secret, which Francis kept hidden for over forty years, be revealed at last? 

“For true love, there is no age...for the pleasures of life there is no time. And to be a mother it is enough to have a heart capable of carrying a child for the rest of its life.” 
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Charleston, 1910
I was on my way back to Charleston, with a disturbed heart and eyes full of nostalgia. I thought of the many secrets I expected to discover in my mother's diary, but the few things I had learned by reading those three letters were the main causes of this feeling of tremendous urgency to solve certain questions. Among them: What had happened to my mother after Arthur left? Did my father manage to work as a physician and to marry, as he had always wished to do? What had happened to Arthur's family, in particular to his sisters?
Then my memory carried me back a few years to the occasion when my mother brought me to a ball in New York. I remembered that handsome man, some years above thirty, who despite his attractive demeanor seemed much older. A laborious flame of hope flickered within his eyes, and his mobile lips turned up in a warm smile when he saw me come in, hand in hand with my mother. The ballroom was spacious and full of important figures. But for Francis and for me, nothing existed, other than that man, whom she greeted with some pretended distance. And then she introduced him as an old friend. 

I longed to read the remaining letters; with any luck they would unravel the tangled stories, while at the same time I yearned to talk to my husband about the solved questions of my past. My life and my parents' were tightly summarized in a few words.

I wondered then: would it ever become possible to relate this story and commit it to the press, so that the whole nation may learn what it means to carry the load of a cherished secret? 

Then as I entered my home and breathed in its characteristic scent, as I looked at my two daughters running through the garden, I recalled that phrase again: “For true love, there is no age...for the pleasures of life there is no time. And to be a mother it is enough to have a heart capable of carrying a child for the rest of its life.” 

I entered the parlor, my feet swollen, my body bruised. It was two o’clock in the afternoon of a Sunday in the month of October. The house was silent, except for the characteristic sounds of autumnal weather. Beatriz followed close behind me, giving orders to the other servants, about sending the worn clothes to be laundered, and carrying the luggage up to my bedroom. I was eager to start reading my mother's diary, before proceeding to the rest of the letters, which were not many. I thought it would be easier for me to understand if I read things in that order. 

“How happy I am to have you back, Maddy!” full of glad expectation, my husband's greeting called me back from my ruminations. I saw his eyes flash with joy, and his lips turn up in that mischievous smile I relished.

“I missed you very much,” he said.

I returned his smile, put my arms around his body and pressed him hard. How I had missed his warmth, his aroma! I felt sensitive after my thoughts of my mother and my journey across those stretches of the South. 

“So did I, Sweetheart,” I greeted him with a sweet kiss on his lips. If I had not been so fatigued, my greeting would have been more effusive, but Roger was so glad to have me back that he did not care about the manner of my greeting. 

“It has been a long week,” I said. “I have left the papers in order, with the lawyer, and now the house belongs to us. Or rather, to our daughters.”

Roger smiled again, and two dimples showed under his eyes, just on either side of his cheekbones. “I'm pleased to know it, Maddy. I'm sure your mother is very pleased with you, from wherever she is, watching over you. Did you make any new discoveries? I see you are somewhat distraite. 

“Yes, in truth I discovered much more than I expected. But I don't want to tell you any of it yet, not until I am sure of the way things are. My head is all confusion, and I believe I'm starting to reach wrong conclusions.”

“You and your creative little head,” he said with sympathy, stroking my brows. “I'm in love with that imagination you were born with. Roger planted an affectionate kiss on my forehead; he let go of my hands and massaged my shoulders. Then he brought his face close to mine and whispered, “Don't tire yourself out, dear. I'll be in the study if you need me.”

I nodded in absent-minded agreement. I carried my mother's diary to the porch and threw myself into a flower-patterned armchair. The wind of approaching winter blew into my face, tossing my hair and petticoats. The fallen leaves in the garden were lifted up and flew about like fragments of taffeta. I snuggled into the armchair and began to read.

* * * 
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Richmond, 1868
Devoid of Arthur's presence, the house was so empty that for a time I would see and feel him in every corner. By night I would feel him come close to my body, to envelop it in his warmth as he had done for three years. Every morning I would wake to the aroma of him, and every night I would fall asleep to his memory. I would wonder where he was, what he was feeling, whether he still missed me of he had forgotten me. Other times, I would blame myself for having put him out of my life, when he was the one good thing that had come to me in many years, but I could not allow myself to be so selfish. He had a future to live, dreams he wished to follow, and he would never forgive me if I were to cause their ending. I would close my eyes while thick tears poured out of my eyes, remembering the cruel manner in which I had banished him from my life. He broke my heart, I tossed him out like piece of rubbish. But I had been full of fear, I had needed to make a show of strength and insensibility, even when within myself I was dying of grief.
Our relationship had no future, even if during those years I had been naïve enough to believe love could vanquish any adversity. It was impossible to get that sad, true vision out of my head. A reality that shook me out of my dream, when I came to understand how Arthur was in the prime of life and deserved something more than a few moments of romance.

“You must leave!” I had said, refusing to allow sorrow to show in my eyes or the shaking of my voice. 

Arthur's face changed expression, freezing into a stone mask. “Why?” he demanded in shock and anguish. He let the hatchet fall at his feet, and the chicken whose head he had been about to chop off fluttered away, happy at the reprieve of its life. 

“I love you, Francesca,” he said, gripping my hands, longing to embrace me at that moment, to meld our bodies into one, so that nothing could ever separate us. “You cannot banish me from your life that way.” His eyes welled and his forehead furrowed into premature wrinkles. 

I moved as far from him as I could, so as not to repent of what I was doing. But Arthur came closer, trapping me between the tree and a cabin wall. “Tell me, Francis, why do you want me to leave?” He spoke close to my face, struggling to convince me of my error, after attempting a kiss, which I refused by turning my face away. 

“God––tell me, what am I going to do without you?”

“Arthur...!” I whispered, drawing near him. I leaned my brow against his breast and allowed its warmth to give me some quiet. “What will you do in a few years' time when I am an old woman and you have to take care of me as if I were your own mother?” 

Arthur's face went as pale as his lips, making him look ghostly, as if he were already lifeless. He pressed his lips together with such force that the smile I loved so much was turned into an expressionless line. 

“Tell me,” I demanded, my voice full of rage. “Have you thought about it, at least once?”

“No, forgive me...Francis, but that...” 

“Be quiet, Arthur! Say nothing. I did think about it, I think about it every day.” My voice sounded like a damaged equalizer; its tone would rise and drop in frequency. “Every moment. Our affair is an iron yoke around my neck, it devours me like a cancer, while at the same time love is with me, remedying its atrocities. Do you think this is fair to both of us? To live a fantasy, a dream that for me will never be more than a secret. My most precious secret, which I will die without ever speaking.”

“Forgive me, Francis. Forgive me for loving you so much. For not being older...” Arthur fell to his knees on the ground, defeated, and hid his tearful face in his soiled hands. “I had not thought about that. I only enjoyed each moment with you, like my last breath.”

He was not able to finish what he was saying; I came close to his body and sank down to his level. His lips pressed mine, to silence me with a passionate and enthralling kiss. “Don't abandon me, Francis, I beg you.” 

I rose from the ground and ran to shelter behind the only neighboring tree. “Don't ask me for the impossible, Arthur,” I said, peering around the trunk, showing him a part of my striken face. “It was very hard for me to come to this decision, and I do not intend to go back on it.”I turned on my heel, to weep with my eyes lost in the distance. “Your luggage is on the bed, take all of Jonathan's clothes, follow your dream of becoming a doctor and make it come true. Marry for love and please have lots of children. The children I shall never be able to give you.”

I remained where I was for a while, clinging to the bark of the tree, and
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