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For Marcos Urbina, my dear friend

who wears the initials of love,
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Synopsis 

––––––––

Francesca Pembroke is a woman of ripe age, left a widow when her husband is killed in the Battle of Gettysburg. Arthur Robards, an aristocratic young man, is sent to the Civil War to fight for the his country, the Union. But, seeing the war's cost in human life, he flees to a distant mountain, where he is found by Francesca, who takes him into her home and tends his wounds.

Love and passion are inevitable between these two, a forbidden love springs up...to become Francesca's most cherished secret.

Years later, Francesca's daughter Madeleine Robards discovers a diary in her mother's old nightstand, together with a bunch of yellowed letters, which shed light on her own past, as well as her parents'. 


I
Letters to Build a Story

––––––––

Charleston, 

Fall, 1910

1

Several months earlier, my mother had died of natural causes, and her departure left few suffering souls behind. Except for me and my family: we still mourned her passing.

Roger, my husband, was an exceptional man. He always sheltered me in his arms when emotions tossed me from side to side like a ship at the mercy of a rough ocean. I was not like my mother, not a potential warrior. Instead, I was a fatal influence on any man near me. So it would have been, if I'd ever had a male heir.

“Where are you going?” Roger asked that morning as he knotted his wide cravat.

His wet hair dropped like a crazy waterfall all over his wide forehead. I couldn't help smiling as I watched him, he was so full of life. And I perceived his radiant soul, reflected in his gaze and in his always tempting smile.

“I've received a letter from the notary,” I replied, coming closer to him to help him get ready to leave for his office.“I must take a trip to Virginia. To the house that once belonged to my...” I fell silent, feeling the words stick in my throat. It was so difficult for me to talk freely, when it was about the memory of my mother. 

“To my old home,” I added at last, with a hint of yearning. Roger nodded sadly, then put his arms around me, and softly pressed my head to his chest. He printed a warm kiss on my forehead, breathing slowly on my smoothly brushed hair. I remained in that comforting position longer than I should. So long that time was getting on and I forgot to worry about Roger being late for work. Then he gently pushed me away from his chest and gazed into my pain-filled eyes. I found a certain guilt in his wide-open pupils. As if he were apologizing for not offering to come with me, although I knew it was impossible for him. Those days, Roger needed to pay attention to the smallest detail of the comings and goings of the export ships. After the Civil War, the whole southern part of the state, like Charleston itself, suffered the ruin that always follows on warfare. The few factories in the South were dedicated to producing weapons of war. Once it was all over, around 1865, the factories were left devastated, and so were the railroads and bridges, which had also been destroyed by both armies, each wanting to prevent the other to make use of them for the transport soldiers and supplies.

A few years after the war ended, after the effort to reconstruct that part of the state, an earthquake put the finishing touches on the destruction of Charleston, but the city managed to recover thanks to the support of its citizens and to the reunion of the state with the nation.

“When will you be back?” He asked with a sorrowful look, and I could tell he wanted to caress my cheeks, which were pale with grief.

“I don't know, Roger. Soon, I hope.” I avoided his eyes for a moment, then with a sigh I added, “Perhaps in one week, perhaps in two.” I forced out a lively smile. “But I don't want to anticipate events; I'll keep you informed, and the girls as well.”

“All right, Madeleine. Ask Beatriz to accompany you, please, you it's not a good thing for a woman to go about alone in a strange town.”

“Don't worry. I'll bring her along.”

I laughed within myself when I heard him say strange town.

I climbed into the carriage, together with my maid Beatriz and we impatiently waited for Gregory to drive us straight to the train station.

It would be a long trip, almost seven hours so that, supposedly, I could sleep the whole way. I had so much to think about, so many questions buzzing around in my brain like a swarm of bees, that it would be useless to attempt to read. How would my house look? Would my mother's scent still hover within it? But above all, how would I feel when I stepped in? I shut my eyes and tried to doze for a while, not to think of so many things at the same time. The last thing I wanted was to allow dejection to take hold of me. I had to be tranquil and above all strong, as my mother was for so many years, when she was bringing me up

––––––––
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––––––––

Night was falling as I arrived in Richmond. The air was cool and the sky was tinted in delightful pastel colors, with a few clouds scattered around in disorder. I felt nostalgia as I remembered that this Southern town was the place where I grew up, where I became more than a simple woman. A pile of memories touched my soul, making me smile and weep at the same time. I had known the impression would be strong, but I'd never thought the tears would spring to my eyes with such abandon. So many clashing emotions, so many memories.

The first thing I imagined as I descended from the train was that my mother was waiting for me with her arms open, as if she'd foreseen I would return right then, after so many years of absence. I could see her hair, white as a tuft of the cotton that used to be harvested around here. Her green eyes, already dulled by age. And her skin, so warm, so lucent and white, traced by deep lines of the sort only time can imprint, and which many call wrinkles.

I opened my eyes, dimmed by that fleeting vision, and hit upon the reality of the moment. A reality that seemed foreign to me, as if I had traveled through time. Then I began to remember the old newspapers I read many years after the war, to understand not only from the lips of my mother, who did not speak much of the matter, but also on my own account, the simplest reason capable of producing such a tremendous clash of armies.

In the Southern states some people practiced slavery; others worked as tenants in farms. But, once President Lincoln won the election in 1860, this provoked the secession of the State of South Carolina. In other words, when it felt the pressure to end slavery it decided to secede from the North and become an independent state. The following year other states did the same thing. After the attack on Fort Sumter, the governors of Massachusetts, New York, and Pennsylvania began to buy weapons and to train militia units. All this formed the basis for the start of one of the bloodiest wars in history.

“Madam, would you like me to find transportation to your mother's house?” Beatriz's voice pulled out of my thoughts and returned me to reason. I was not there to establish historical comparisons, but to recover what was rightfully mine. 

“Yes, please do. There must be something near here.” I spoke absently, fighting against the feelings of the moment, which attempted to consume me. 

Beatriz left me for a few minutes, while I stayed there, looking at the train station. Thinking how, a few decades ago, wives and families bade farewell to the men of their house, who would fight for our nation. I thought of my mother again, of what it must have been like for her to lose my father. I couldn't grasp what it would be like for me, to be in that position, to see Roger leave, to remain alone while my daughters were left fatherless. 

In the far distance separating my distracted mind from the actual moment, Beatriz was calling my name insistently. Behind me the carriage awaited my orders to load our belongings and set out for that place.

When I descended from the carriage I found myself in a dense and leafy forest. Towards the back of it I saw a discolored cabin, which seemed to waver as if blanketed in fog. As I stepped forward in slow motion, Beatriz's shadow stood still in surprise at seeing in what kind of a place I had been born and raised. Habituated as she was to working for my family in Victorian-style house furnished with every luxury, now she was astonished to find herself before this ramshackle cabin which even I found it hard to recognize.

My feet trod the flagstones on the path, dusty with the reddish soil the wind had swept up, cracked by the hot summer sun.

I entered the house that had sheltered me for so many years, and found myself quite affected by the shock of its rundown condition. I knew that before her death my mother had been very sick and the government had been doing all it could to cast her out of her home, long before her she breathed her last sigh.

When I had told Roger what they were trying to do to my mother and to our home, he suggested I should bring her to South Carolina and let the house remain only as that, a homeful of memories. But I refused to give one cent to the government or to follow my husband's suggestion. Besides, my mother was very attached to her bed, even in her death agony she was fully conscious of what was going on around her. The only time the nurse tried to move her outdoors, my mother refused so insistently she seemed to die of the fateful attempt to talk of her anxiety. The nurse requested that the committee leave the lady alone, and they did.

After that cruel attempt, my mother lived on for a long season, fighting to avoid being removed from her home like a useless old piece of junk. In the meantime, I did everything I possibly could to prevent my home from falling into other hands, since this was my only legacy from my mother. This house was national patrimony, since the largest battles of my country had taken place only a few miles away. Confederate soldiers paraded down these streets and now that my mother was dead, property rights were only a few signatures away from turning my home into a belonging of President Theodore Roosevelt. I simply could not allow it, it was all I had left of my past.

Doing the impossible, and even what was improper for a woman, behind Roger's family's back but with my husband's support, I got in touch with several notaries, along with other contacts of interest, who confirmed the facts that brought tranquility to us all. Since there was a posthumous document signed by my mother, things became complicated for the government, and the whole inheritance was mine. That's how I ended up making that house into my home once more, turning into an extra dowry for one of my daughters, should they ever be widowed.

“Come on, Beatriz, step in, what are you waiting for!” 

The young woman looked at me, unwilling and even mistrustful, but she took my husband's words to heart and, no matter what her body might feel, she found the courage to assist me.

“What would you like me to do for you, Miz Robards?”

“First, begin by sweeping up the débris in what was once the kitchen,” I demanded, absent-minded, as my eyes wandered over the rooms.

In the middle of our exhaustive clean-up, I walked into my mother's bedroom and felt her aroma. It was not the stench of penetrating death, but her unique and living essence. A scent of lilies and lavender. I knew her spirit was there, as alive as she had been for so many years. I closed my eyes and gave myself up to the embrace of that memory, and when I opened them I found the furniture of that colonial era and place, perhaps hewn by my own father. I cast myself on the old nightstand, searching for some interesting memento. Perhaps a comb or a hand-mirror which my mother had touched, but when I opened the drawer I found a book that seemed to be her personal diary. I wiped the accumulated dust off the rough surface. I hesitated before opening it; I didn't want the act to be offensive to my mother's memory. Yet curiosity triumphed over dishonor and and I began to leaf desperately through it. Extatic but careful, I turned the pages, one by one. Then as I leafed faster, a photograph of an older man fell at my feet. He had been forty-something or so, at the time. I turned the yellowish photo and on the back of it, in already discolored ink, were the words, “Jonathan Pembroke, for the love of my life...keep it, in case I should not return.” I kept searching the drawer and found a handful of antique letters, all of them signed by my mother or by a certain Arthur Robards. Robards? When I saw the name I knew he was my father, but then, who was Jonathan Pembroke?

I took all the material I'd found and took it straight to the kitchen, very far from Beatriz, who was busy dusting and setting everything in order. I prepared a pot of tea, opened a tin of Danish cookies I took out of my luggage, and I went directly to the porch to read, one by one, the pages that began to come to life in my hands, like faded leaves renewed by springtime. Knitting in this way, letter by letter, what felt like a true love story.



II
Confederate Soldiers
 




Richmond, 1861

1

For months my husband had seemed more absent-minded, tired, and overwhelmed by what seemed to me like signs of premature aging, as they would surely seem to any housewife. Not only was his skin darkened by the southern sun, but the work had begun to harden his spirit as well. I worried about his health and longevity, but especially about the silence he sank into, just a few weeks after he accepted the job of overseer.

Jonathan was a simple country man who worked at crafts. He was adept at several, and if smithing ceased to produce an income he turned carpenter, and then cattle man. He always looked for a way to come out well enough, with some earnings day by day. Our marriage worked well. Between us there was something beyond simple banal conversations. We were good friends, rather than lovers, until the owner of a nearby plantation, Mr. Robards, hired him and made it clear he would be more than a mere laborer. He gave him no right of refusal, but ordered him to take charge of his, Mr. Robards', lands and to oversee his slaves in the proper manner. Because Mr. Robards was a very powerful man, who had more important things on his hands. He even swore on his honor that if Jonathan obtained good results he could count on his benevolence at any time. Jonathan, who had a rebellious and dynamic spirit, accepted, thinking that of all the trades he had worked at, this would be the one to bring him the best income. His dream had always been to become a tenant holding over five hundred acres of land. Also to have a large family to whom to leave a succulent legacy after his death, but none of this became true in all the years of his life.

They had married me off to a kind-hearted beggar who was totally incapable of ever offering me a decent lifestyle.

That night, I could have sworn Jonathan was sinking deep into mutism, which would have been difficult to avoid. He was consumed, divided between stormy guilt and the most impertinent fatigue. But beyond that, he seemed to be spinning some plan in his head and that was just what was drawing a most unsubtle division between the two of us. Nothing seemed to be the same any more. But when had it been, really? 

When I married Jonathan I was attracted by his harmonious warmth and the slow care he devoted to each task. He seemed to enjoy everything he did, like a child. He would take hours to accomplish something, without getting impatient or bored. The satisfaction of doing and creating was stronger than the simple fact of finishing quickly.

Sometimes I would lose myself in the nearness of his body to mine, separated only by the pane of glass on the kitchen window. My hand on the cold surface would cause it to mist over with the warmth of my body. I would smile, contented, knowing that in him I had more than just a partner. I would close my eyes and sigh, grateful, because back then I did not know the overwhelming need to be truly enveloped in love's magic. Nobody can long for something they have never had or known, but as years go by that poorly satisfied instinct, once asleep, comes to awareness.

I would spend long hours watching him work, as he chopped wood for cooking o repaired a tool. He had privileged hands, they were more than a workman's hands, they were the hands of an artist. Of one who never accepted his hidden talent, but who one day accepted the job of overseer in a tobacco plantation. From that day on, a somber, hungry beast began to grip his harmonious figure. Little by little, Jonathan lost that shine on his face and the magic of his gaze; he was dimmed until he seemed dead in life. The privileged skill of his hands and fingers disappeared too; he became rough, clumsy, and withdrawn. This was not the husband who had been presented to me, nor the one who had kept my heart company for years after. His movements were no longer harmonious, they had become urgent gesticulations. He never lifted a hand to strike me, but he did shout furiously and slam doors like a badly brought-up youth. His sudden, fluctuating moods drove me to question many things. I would think of infinitely many reasons why he was no longer as I remembered him, until one single possibility flooded my mind and sank my heart into vast darkness.

––––––––
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As a woman I was not allowed to ask questions he might perceive as intrusive or, still worse, offensive to a husband like him. One who satisfied the only two requisites: to be faithful and to support the home. While the only two reasons for me to remain at his side were to serve him as housekeeper and lady, but he no longer cared even about that. Acquiescence was always in my hands and heart, as it must be for any woman who honors her husband. Yet his interests had changed and his pleasures had fallen into a perpetual dream-world. 

“Husband...,” I found the courage to dart a look into his eyes, although he turned his face away from mine, as from anything that could move him. “I would like to know––what is bothering you? I have been worried for several weeks.”

“It's nothing, Francesca,” he replied in a cutting tone, his eyes fixed on his restless lap. At times he would search for my hands, to take them in his and kiss them, full of remorse. As if by pressing his nose and lips against my skin he could regain the calm he had lost through no apparent cause.

Then he walked to the dining room, looking thoughtful, and sat in his chair waiting for me to serve his supper. From the kitchen I watched his stooped back, his breast as he leaned against the table with his gaze lost in nothingness. He rested his chin on his intertwined fingers. His posture reflected defeat in the face of life, and then he straightened up with an effort, while preventing his broad back from touching the back of the chair; avoiding any touch that might in a few seconds detonate the tension accumulated in his wide shoulders and fragile vertebrae.

Even cleanliness and food seemed almost unnecessary to him by now. It pained me to see how he allowed himself to be enveloped by that beast that overshadowed him and at other times became his own essence. Who was Jonathan? I came to ask myself more than once, was I in danger by his side?

Before I approached the table I remained where I was for a while longer, watching his stillness. Yearning to be in his arms and to feel desired once more. Truly admired, but above all loved. Loved as I had longed to be, for a few years after our marriage. That urgent need of every woman who sinks into emotional abandonment surfaced like a forgotten nymph out of the depths of the sea. 
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