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AUTHOR’S NOTE





  Elizabeth Bacon Custer left very public records of her life with General George Armstrong Custer. Her three books—Tenting on the Plains, Boots and Saddles, and Following the Guidon—might fairly be called propaganda pieces, designed to glorify the reputation of the late General Custer. Similarly, biographies of Libbie tend toward idealization, describing her as always good-natured, self-sacrificing, devoted to Custer. Only occasionally—in books about Custer, in some surviving correspondence—do hints surface of conflict in the marriage, of Autie’s wandering eye, of perhaps even a glance or two in another direction taken by Libbie herself. What, one wonders, was life really like with the brilliant and erratic boy-general? What kind of woman married him—and then remained so selflessly devoted to him?




  This novel will not answer those questions definitively. It is but one attempt to see inside the life of Libbie Custer, and it is, above all, fiction—an attempt to tell a story about life on the frontier and one particular woman there. So, dear reader, read and enjoy, but do not hold the storyteller accountable for some slight deviations from history. The truth of history forms a foundation upon which I’ve tried to build a novel.











  
COURTSHIP AND MARRIAGE










  
Chapter One





  I KNEW THAT HISTORY WOULD MAKE A PLAYTHING OF AUTIE, AND WHEN THAT happened, all my battles would be lost again. Autie rarely lost a battle—save that last big one—and his fights were always glorious, painted on a broad screen by the clamoring newsmen if not by himself. My battles were small and silent and private, but oh! they were important to me, and I had managed to hold the line. I would not see it all wiped away with the muckraking cry that Autie’s overweening ambition had led him to disaster at Little Bighorn. I would make sure that the world saw the George Armstrong Custer I wanted seen. Only this private journal—to be burned upon my death—records my own wars.




  Twelve years is not very long in a lifetime, yet it seemed my whole life was lived in those brief years of marriage. I had fought battles of my own, hard battles, to marry Autie, and once married, I thought myself the happiest and luckiest of women—married to the great boy-general, the hero of the Civil War. We would, I knew, grow old together, savoring the best of life, the last for which the first was made, so the poet wrote. I’m not sure when, exactly, that I knew that dream was not to be, that a love as intense as ours could not survive, that two people as willful as we could not be bound so tightly together. And yet, when all was said and done, I would not have traded those twelve years for anything on earth. Were they worth a lifetime? There is no answer, but even to think about it, I must begin earlier, back in Monroe. . . . I remember yet one snowy night when I was but sixteen years old.




  Voices woke me—distant, yet loud. For just a moment I froze in fear, and then, shivering, I crept out of bed. There had been an early November snow in Monroe the night before, and the wind off Lake Erie was strong and cold, sneaking in through cracks around the windows. Papa had let the fires die down for the night, and the house had its winter chill. I pulled on my robe and padded to the window, pulling back the lace curtain liner so that I could look out on the street.




  At first it seemed empty, with nothing but the moon shining on the snow and glistening off the ruts made during the day by carriages. The street lamp in front of our house gave off a sort of dull glow, as though hopeless against the dark of winter.




  Then two men staggered into sight, their arms locked around each other, their voices raised in some kind of unrecognizable song. It was the sound that had wakened me. I watched curiously as they drew into the dim circle of light directly outside our gate. For a moment their very momentum propelled them apart, and laughing and calling loudly, they held their arms out to each other. Then, wobbling, they made their way together again and blundered off down the street, out of the light. I could tell little or nothing about them except that one of them was tall and thin and had extraordinary long blond curls.




  When they were gone, I went quietly back to my bed, just in time to hear my father plod up the stairs in his bedroom slippers. “Drunken louts,” he muttered, and I could picture the look of disapproval on his stern face. He would, I knew, be wearing his long nightshirt, which hung ridiculously about his knees, and carrying a candle in the brass holder my mother had once given him. My stepmother, waiting in the hall outside my door, breathed the question on my mind.




  “Who were they?”




  “That Custer boy was one of them,” Papa said in tones of disgust. “I didn’t know the other one. Come, let’s go back to bed, now that the night is quiet again.”




  Neither knew that I was awake and had seen the tableau, nor did I ever tell them. I knew “the Custer boy,” from two brief but important encounters in my childhood, but I had not seen him in several years. Talk in town was that he was freshly graduated from West Point, an officer in the army—younger by far than most officers, they said—and he’d come to Monroe to stay with his sister, Mrs. Reed, while he was on sick leave. But the Reeds were Methodists, and we Bacons were Presbyterians, so we never met at church and seldom anywhere else. If he’d cut off those blond curls, I wouldn’t have known George Armstrong Custer if I’d run full into him in the street. But ever after that evening there was a wildness about him that caught my imagination.




  Next morning at breakfast Papa asked if I slept well, and I, thinking he would not talk to me of the scene I’d witnessed, said mischievously, “Something woke me in the night. Some commotion in the street.”




  “Young men who’d indulged in whiskey,” he said scornfully from behind his newspaper. Papa was a judge, and somehow he often seemed to sit in judgment on people, even outside his court. This morning, as usual, he wore his dark-gray suit with a gold watch chain stretched across his large middle. His jowls had sunk, as they will in middle-aged men, and his chin had the look of turkey wattles. My father had not been a young man even when I was born, and he was now well into middle age. His voice was stern as he warned me, “See that you stay away from such kind.”




  “Yes, Papa,” I said, while my imagination was even then caught by the blond curls. “Do you know who they were?”




  “Yes,” he said, and stopped cold, making it clear he wouldn’t tell me.




  “Daughter, you might meet them at some party,” my step mother said, hovering over me, “and we wouldn’t want you to be prejudiced against these young men. Surely it was an indiscretion not to be repeated.”




  No need to tell them that I knew perfectly well who one of the young men was, and that he held a special place in my heart. They knew of neither of my previous encounters with him.




  Mama, as I called her, sat opposite Papa at the table, wearing a practical linsey-woolsey wrapper against the cold. But her hair was perfectly groomed, and she had dusted her face with powder. Mama never disagreed with Papa, and sometimes I wanted to demand, “Don’t you have a thought of your own? Why do you echo everything Papa says?” She had made Papa happy in the two years since their marriage, but I still burned with resentment that he had not given me a chance to make him happy, that he had taken a second wife after the death of my mother.




  We sat, very formally even at breakfast, in the dining room of our large house at the corner of Second and Monroe streets. Behind me, a sideboard held dishes of eggs and bacon and potato. Pots of sweet cream butter and apple butter sat before us on the table. Mama rang the tiny bell on the table, and Betsy, the hired girl, bustled in with fresh, hot rolls.




  I buttered my roll and let my imagination dwell on those blond curls.
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Monroe was a grand town in which to grow up. It was on the Michigan side of Lake Erie, in a country of thick forests, cold winters, and cool summers. It was not a new town, even in the 1850s when I was growing up, and its streets were lined with tall trees, its houses solid and comfortable. Our house had cleanly painted white siding, with bottle-green shutters and a white picket fence that Papa always kept in good repair and fresh paint. In front a neat lawn was surrounded by elm trees, and in the back there were cherry, apple, and pear trees, along with a swing built for me when I was ten.




  Monroe had farmers as well as the bankers and merchants who lived in the big houses, and somewhere, off on one edge of town where I never went, people like Betsy lived in one-story wooden houses, gray from weathering without paint, and worked for the people in the big, clean houses on Monroe Street.




  The Reeds were among the farmers, and Armstrong, whose parents lived in Ohio, spent summers working for his brother-in-law, David Reed, from the time he was quite young. When he was fourteen, he moved to Monroe to stay with the Reeds and attend the Stebbins Academy for Boys—even then everyone was looking out for Autie’s education, though I suspect it was because they hoped he’d be a preacher. Vain hope that! I later heard that he used to hide wicked novels behind his geography book, reading them with relish while he appeared to be studying.




  Monroe valued its lakeside setting. You could travel by steamship from Monroe to Buffalo, New York, making the trip much more pleasant than the previous long-way-about over land. Steamships brought their loads of grain and wood and furniture and all manner of things to the wharves on the lakefront. I loved to visit the wharves with Papa—the air blowing off the lake smelled of water and fish and freshness, and the steamships sounded loud horns as they approached. When they were unloaded, the scene was one of confusion—men running everywhere, ship owners shouting at the men who did the unloading, store owners trying to watch out for the goods they had ordered to see that they were handled carefully. Papa once told me the whole process was without order, as though he would have imposed some order on it if he could. I loved the noise, but I never told Papa that.




  The railroad came to Monroe, too, so we considered ourselves a major and important town. It reached Monroe in the late 1840s and made us very up-to-date—not all towns in Michigan had trains. Once, when I was about five, Papa took Mother and me on a trip just to the next station, and back on the return train, so we would know what train travel was like. I remembered the noise and cinders, but even more I remembered the sensation of watching trees fly by the window.




  Monroe was built around mills—it had flour mills, a woolen mill, and a sawmill. But by the time I was a child, it also had an iron foundry and a tannery, three banks, two mercantile stores, a daily newspaper (which was small but, as Papa said, “informative”), three lawyers and two doctors—a strange proportion—a few other businesses, and six churches. We attended the Presbyterian Church, where the Anglo formality suited Papa perfectly, and at home we prayed together as a family every day. I grew up thinking most folks, at least in Monroe, were that devout and that I was probably the only wayward child whose mind wandered while her father implored the Lord to teach us humility and thanked him for the too-generous bounty he bestowed upon us.
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Everyone in town knew the Bacon family, especially Papa, whom they called “the Judge,” as though there were no other judge in the world. I was petted and spoiled by the whole town. Everyone fussed over me because I was the Judge’s daughter, and then, later, they worried over me because my mother died suddenly the summer I was twelve.




  I remember her as bright and laughing and pretty, with dark hair and dark, gentle eyes. When I was little, she sang with me—later when I thought of my mother, the words and melody of “All Through the Night” played over and over in my mind, and I saw her sitting at the edge of my bed, singing softly until I slept. But she stopped singing one day, and a few days later my father came to me, more stern than ever, to tell me that Mother had gone to live with angels.




  “Do they sing?” I asked.




  “Who?” He was startled.




  “Angels,” I replied. “Mother won’t like it there if they don’t sing.”




  He patted my shoulder awkwardly and wandered away, lost in sadness.




  For three days my mother lay in our parlor, wearing her best gray silk, a dress she had dearly loved. I wasn’t allowed to see her—Papa thought it would upset me—but her sister, Aunt Harriet Page from Grand Rapids, told me how lovely she looked. Those were her very words, and I tried to smile in appreciation, but I couldn’t imagine Mother looking lovely without her smile or her voice.




  I wasn’t so young and naive that I didn’t know about death. I knew that, contrary to singing with angels, Mother was in a coffin—hadn’t that very coffin been in our parlor for three days?–and that she would be buried in the earth and that I would never, ever see her again. But no one talked to me about that or even about her—they just fussed over me as though I were five or six. I never asked uncomfortable questions about the grave and eternity, because I knew that Papa would not answer them. But in the night, by myself, I sobbed, brokenhearted, for my mother.




  Just as he kept me out of the parlor, Papa didn’t allow me to go to Mother’s funeral. “It might upset her,” I heard him tell the minister. And so three days after he’d told me about Mother and the angels, I found myself alone in that big house with Betsy, who patted me on the head and murmured, “Poor, poor dear” every time she walked by me. I sat in the window seat watching for the people to come back from the graveyard until, frustrated, I slammed out the front door.




  “Elizabeth Bacon, you come back in here this minute,” Betsy called. “It isn’t fitting for you to be outside, them burying your poor dear mother and all.”




  I ignored her and went to swing on the gate, an activity strictly forbidden by Papa because he said it would pull the gate off its hinges.




  “Libbie!” Betsy called again, and again I ignored her.




  A young boy, obviously a farmer from his clothes and heavy boots, came sauntering down the street, walking as if he owned it. I recognized him as Armstrong Custer because all the girls at school had twittered over his long blond curls.




  “Hey, you Custer boy!” I called, and he turned toward me, smiling. But then his smile faded.




  “You’re Libbie Bacon, aren’t you?”




  “Yes,” I said.




  “Your mother just died, didn’t she?”




  I swung furiously on the gate. “Yes.”




  Real tenderness crept into his voice. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It must be awful hard on you. Are you all right?”




  He was the first person who’d done anything but pat me on the head. I had to bite my lip hard to keep from bursting into sobs. “I’m . . . fine, thank you,” I managed to utter.




  “No, you’re not,” he said perceptively. “But you will be. You’re strong, I can tell.”




  No one had ever called me strong—in fact, Papa constantly hinted that I was frail and must take care of myself. Yet here was this strange boy telling me I was strong. Tears streaming down my face, I turned and ran into the house, flying past an openmouthed Betsy to end sobbing into the pillow on my bed.




  By the time everyone returned from the cemetery, my tears were dried and the red was gone from my eyes. I wandered through the house letting people pat me on the head and call me “poor, poor dear.” But inside I said to myself, I’m strong.




  Two days after the funeral, Aunt Harriet took me to the cemetery. Papa was shut in his bedroom, where he was to remain for weeks, and I doubt she even told him where she intended taking me. “It’s a nice spot,” she said to me, “under a maple, with a cool breeze. It’s a place your mother would like.”




  I wasn’t at all convinced of this, but Aunt Harriet meant well, and I went along quietly. The cemetery was pretty, if those places ever can be. It sat on a hillside, ringed on two sides by thick Michigan forests, and in the distance you could see the shining waters of Lake Erie. Mama’s gravesite was indeed the kind of place she would have liked—if she were alive and could picnic there. Dead and in the grave, she might not, I thought, be as enthusiastic about it.




  I was overcome with sadness, sitting there beside that newly mounded grave with its brave floral pieces and the marked-off space of a headstone yet to come. I had loved my mother a great deal, and I would miss her, but more than that, I was fearful of life without her. I respected Papa, even feared him some, for he was much the disciplinarian in the family, but I was sure that he didn’t understand me and that he could never, ever make up for the loss of my mother. Life loomed bleakly before me, and I tried to remember what Armstrong Custer had told me. I hoped he was right.
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“Libbie, you’re to come to Grand Rapids with me for a few weeks,” Aunt Harriet said, busily pulling my clothes out of a wardrobe and sorting them, packing some into a large suitcase. “Let’s see, you’ll need a warm shawl for evening, and some cotton wrappers will do for daytime. . . . Your mother did have such taste in clothes!” She fingered a flowered cotton wrapper that Mother had had the seamstress make, then put it back in the wardrobe, murmuring, “You can’t wear it now. We’ll have to get you some black dresses.”




  The dressmaker was even then at work on several suitable mourning garments for me. The lavender calico, my newest dress, would have to sit in the closet.




  “Won’t Papa need me?” I asked.




  “No, dear,” she said. “He’s best left alone to deal with his grief.”




  “And me?”




  “You need to have loving family around you,” Aunt Harriet said in a wise tone that settled it all.




  I wished someone would ask me. I wished for my Papa—to take his arm, tell him I loved him, to listen to him tell me what was right and wrong. I wished most of all for my mother to sing.




  I pulled out a heavy woolen shawl and then, defiantly, a flowered silk apron. I might not be able to wear it, but it would comfort me to have something bright with me. Chambray wrappers and muslin short gowns and petticoats followed, and an enormous pile began to accumulate. “How long am I to stay?”




  “Several weeks. Until your father is able to arrange things.” Arrange things? Our lives were arranged, I thought. The house would be empty without Mother, but life would go on. “I’ll miss the opening of school,” I protested.




  “You’ll begin in Grand Rapids. And then when you get back to . . . when you get back to Monroe, you can catch up on what you’ve missed. You’re a good student, Libbie, aren’t you?”




  I was a so-so student, and she knew it.




  Papa saw us to the train station, full of stern advice against talking to strangers and warnings not to eat the food in the stations when we stopped. “Betsy has packed you enough to last,” he said. “Best not to try anything else.”




  The train was better than I remembered it, though in late August the trip was inevitably hot, and cinders and sparks still blew in the open windows. Aunt Harriet got a cinder hole in the blue chintz she had chosen for traveling and muttered over it for miles. I watched the scenery, slept when I could, and arrived in Grand Rapids feeling tired and dirty.




  I remember little of my stay in Grand Rapids, though my several cousins there tried to cheer me, and Aunt Harriet hovered over me so that I was most relieved when it was time to return to Monroe. Papa met me at the train.




  Once settled in the carriage, we headed not for Monroe Street but across town in the opposite direction. “Papa? Where are you going?”




  “The seminary,” he replied, his voice distant. The seminary was Monroe Female Seminary, where all the proper girls went.




  “The seminary? Papa, I cannot go to school straight from the train. I’ll enroll tomorrow. I’ve already missed three weeks of school. One more day won’t matter.” I was baffled by his behavior.




  Reluctantly, slowly, he said, “You’re going to be a boarding student this year, Elizabeth. I’ve closed the house, and I’m living at Humphrey House.” Papa never looked at me when he said this.




  “Humphrey House? A hotel? Papa, you can’t!” Had it been anyone else but my papa, I would have suspected a grand joke, some high jinks designed to fool me, especially since Humphrey House was owned by the father of my best friend, Nettie Humphrey, and she and her family lived there. But close the house? Of course that was impossible. We would live on Monroe Street, and I would climb the stairs each night to my bedroom with its poster bed and flowered wallpaper and organdy curtains, and Betsy would cook and clean and care for us, and Papa would read his paper at the breakfast table and study his law books late into the night, seated at the round oak dining table.




  “It’s for the best,” he said without emotion.




  By now we were in front of the three-story brick building that housed the Monroe Female Seminary. I’d gone to school there as a day student for several years and always felt twinges of sympathy for the boarding students, who, I thought, lived a bleak existence. Now as I stared at the square and formidable building with the long veranda across one end, its rows of windows, all with identical chambray curtains, seemed to mock me. I made no move to alight from the carriage.




  “This is for the best,” Papa repeated, shaking his bald head as though in despair. “I can’t care for you now. Come, let’s go in.”




  “I will not get out of this carriage,” I said firmly. “We need to go home.”




  “Daughter,” he said in a weary tone, “we cannot go home. Don’t make this any more difficult than it must be.”




  I looked at him, saw the grief in his face, and realized that I was defeated. Papa, so lost in his own sadness, had no sense of my grief, my need for the house on Monroe Street. Feeling both angry and betrayed, I ignored his offered hand and alighted from the carriage. We both knew that I often jumped from the carriage almost before it stopped, so anxious was I to get to school and see my friends. But not this day.




  Inside I was greeted enthusiastically by teachers who hugged me and muttered, “You poor, dear thing”—that, again!—and by students who eyed me uncertainly. What, they were wondering, do you say to someone whose mother has died? I swept by them without a word, even turning a cold shoulder to Nettie Humphrey. When Mr. Boyd, the headmaster, reached out a comforting arm, I shook it off and asked, “Where am I to stay?” I knew they all thought me rude, but I was trying desperately to keep from crying. And I never looked at Papa again that afternoon, even when he left, saying, “I’ll be back tomorrow to see you.”




  Once alone in my room, one in a corner of the building with windows on two sides, I threw myself on the bed and sobbed bitterly, sobbing for my dead mother and for myself, for all the joy that had gone out of my life. Vaguely I remembered Armstrong Custer again. Was I really strong?




  My black mood passed quickly, as such moods will with young people. But no one else recognized my need for warmth and comfort and—yes, even laughter. Instead, during my first few months back at the seminary, everyone, teachers and students alike, treated me as though I were made of fragile porcelain, liable to break at any moment. They expected me to be somber and silent. I couldn’t see that prayers or quiet meditation or a long face would bring my mother back, or move my father out of Humphrey House, and I longed for brightness in my life.




  On the other hand, I traded unmercifully on the special attention given me. “Mr. Boyd,” I would say in a tremulous voice, “I wasn’t able to finish my French exercises,” or “Miss Taylor, I’m afraid I’m not feeling well at all today. May I miss the nature walk?” Dear things that they were, the teachers allowed me to get away with this outrageous behavior. I longed for someone to shake me by the ears and tell me to behave, as Mother used to, but all Papa said was, “You must try to do better, my dear.” At night I often cried myself to sleep, for I was lonely and miserable.




  My misery peaked at Christmas, when all the girls packed to go home for the holidays. Nettie had asked if I could not come to Humphrey House to stay with her, but for reasons I did not understand, Papa decreed that I was to stay at the seminary, where the Boyds would be my only companions.




  Christmas Day dawned cold and gray, matching my disposition. Papa was to come take me to Christmas dinner at Humphrey House later in the day, and we would exchange presents then, but a long, empty day stretched before me, and I could not help but recall the joy of previous Christmases, when Mother had decorated the house with pine garlands and gilded pine cones and had filled the air with the aromas of fresh baking.




  Suddenly I knew what I had to do, where I had to be. I bundled up in a warm shawl, with boots on my feet, heavy gloves, and a wool bonnet. Then, quietly and carefully, I crept down the stairs from my third-floor room. Nothing but quiet came from the Boyds’ apartment, which was, purposefully I suppose, right next to the door. I eased the heavy oak door open, squeezed out, and pulled it gently to behind me. Then, heart pounding, I began to run.




  The streets of Monroe were empty—each family was celebrating Christmas, I thought bitterly—so no one saw me pass. By the time I reached Monroe Street, I was cold to the bone, but the sure knowledge that I would soon be in my own home cheered me. I fairly bounded through that gate, still tight on its hinges in spite of my swinging, and up the stairs. The door was locked, of course, an obstacle I should have anticipated. I tried the side door on the veranda, found it locked, and went dispiritedly to the back and the kitchen door. To my surprise, it gave when I pushed, and I entered a stone-cold, silent kitchen. Had I expected Betsy to be bustling around fixing Christmas dinner?




  I hadn’t been prepared for the house to be as empty as it was, nor as cold. I wandered into the parlor, where I found all the furniture covered with sheets, creating ghostlike shapes in the dim darkness. The only familiar thing I saw still uncovered was Papa’s prize picture of General Winfield Scott. When I was very little, during the Mexican-American War, I’d heard much talk about soldiers and bravery and fighting for one’s country, and the talk had always come back to Scott and that picture of him, which Papa prized so. General Winfield Scott became my childhood hero, the epitome of a brave soldier. The general at that moment seemed to be frowning at me.




  I was cold and hungry, but I found nothing to eat in the kitchen save some preserves, which didn’t appeal at all. Fleetingly I thought of Mother’s Christmas dinners, with roasted duck and cranberry relish and mince pies. At least I could do something about the cold, for I’d watched Betsy start a fire often enough to manage it. And there were kindling and coal in the scuttles next to the parlor grate.




  It took me ten or fifteen minutes, and cost me tears of frustration, to get that fire going, but at last a small flame flickered to life, and soon I had enough of a fire that I could warm my frozen hand and then toast my feet. I pulled one of Mother’s knit afghans from under the sheet that covered the couch and wrapped myself in it, growing drowsy as I grew warmer. At last I slept.




  A knocking on the front door woke me with a start, and it took me just a moment to remember where I was. The sheet-covered furniture brought me back to reality, and the knocking reminded me that I’d run away and someone would no doubt be looking for me. I crept to the bay window, where, if I was careful, I could look out without being seen. If it was Papa, I was not going to answer the door.




  Armstrong Custer stood at the door, cupping his hands to peer through the glass panels. A part of me wanted to ignore his knock and be alone with my misery, but a greater part of me was lonely and afraid. I opened the door.




  “I thought it was you,” he said matter-of-factly, pushing past me into the parlor.




  I closed the door behind him. “How did you know I was here?”




  “Saw the firelight flickering and knew the house was supposed to be empty.”




  “Did my papa send you?”




  “Your papa?” He was genuinely startled. “I don’t know your papa. Why would he send me?”




  “I suppose,” I said dramatically, “everyone’s looking for me. I’ve run away.”




  “Run to a pretty obvious place, I’d say. How long you plan to stay?”




  My foot traced the flowers in the Axminster carpet, and my eyes followed it, avoiding looking at Custer. “I don’t know. . . . I haven’t thought. . . .”




  “Seems to me you ought to have a plan if you’re going to run away,” he said seriously. I looked quickly to make sure he was not making fun of me. “Course,” he went on, “I thought you’d do better than that. I thought you’d stay at that school. I heard you were a boarding student.”




  “How did you hear that?” I asked, genuinely curious why this farm boy should know anything about my life.




  “Everyone knows what the Bacons do,” he said, “and besides, I have a particular interest in you after that day I found you swinging on the gate. How is school?”




  “I hate it!” I said fiercely.




  “No doubt you do. I hate Stebbins, too, but I aim to be something one day, and I figure sitting through things I hate is the only way to do it.”




  “What do you aim to be?” I asked curiously, unconsciously mimicking his speech.




  He smiled, and his blue eyes twinkled. “A famous general in the army. I’m going to West Point.”




  “You can’t get an appointment,” I said without thinking. “They only go to rich boys and . . .” Embarrassed, I let my voice trail off.




  He had seated himself before the fire and was poking at it now with the fireplace iron, stirring the cinders into life. “And I’m not rich,” he finished. “No, but I’ll get there one day, you wait and see. What do you want to be?”




  What did I want to be? I’d never given it a thought. All I wanted was to have my mother back and to live in the house on Monroe Street. “I don’t know,” I said hesitantly, seating myself beside him. “I guess someday I’ll be married and have children.”




  “Maybe,” he said mischievously, “you’ll be a general’s wife.” I laughed at him.




  “Come on, it’s time for you to go back now.” He stood up and held out a hand to help me. “Before everyone starts a row looking for you.”




  “Let them,” I said petulantly, refusing to get up. “I’m not going back.”




  “Sure you are. Before anyone knows you gave in and ran away. You’re going back and show yourself how strong you are. Besides, I’ll take you on my sled.”




  “You will?” For a moment I was tempted. Then I shook my head. “No, I’m not interested in being strong. I hate that school!”




  “You’ll never get beyond it if you let it beat you. You’ll never be a general’s wife or anything else interesting. What would you do? Run from school all your life? Sounds like a poor living to me.” He was right, and in the end, after much more persuasion by him, I let him take me back to school. In spite of my nap, I hadn’t been gone more than two hours, and no one had missed me. Armstrong pulled me on the sled, running to give it speed, and delivered me to the front door of the seminary.




  Mrs. Boyd was at the door in an instant. “Libbie! I thought you were upstairs! Where have you been?”




  “Oh, I just took her for a Christmas ride,” Armstrong answered for me. “Hope you don’t mind.”




  “No,” she said, “but your father will be here any minute, Libbie. You best dress for dinner.”




  “Yes, ma’am,” I said meekly. Then to Armstrong, “Will I see you again?”




  Quite the coquette I was, even at thirteen.




  “I’ll be by to see that you’re working on being a general’s wife,” he said, smiling. Then, in an affectionate gesture, he reached down and cuffed me gently on the nose. “Take care, Miss Libbie Bacon.” And he was gone.




  Papa tried hard to make our Christmas dinner festive, but he would have been horrified if he knew why I was in such bright spirits.
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The winter of my third year in high school, the monotony of life at the seminary was broken by two fires, both of which nearly touched me closely and did scare me more than a little.




  The first happened while we attended Sunday services, as a class. As Presbyterian ministers were wont to do, Mr. Smythers was preaching at length, and we girls were trying hard to pay attention, knowing that any wandering of the mind would bring a severe look from Headmaster Boyd. Just as Mr. Smythers reached the point where he pounded on the pulpit to remind us that God saw every little thing we did, a cry erupted outside the church.




  “Fire! Fire!”




  In the distance, we could hear the fire bell ringing, and the shouting as volunteers ran to their posts. Several men in the congregation jumped up immediately and headed outside, no doubt to do their part in fighting the fire. But Mr. Boyd remained in deep concentration, staring at Mr. Smythers, who continued as though nothing had happened. One look from Mr. Boyd told us that we were expected to do the same.




  Then the cry outside came more clearly: “The seminary’s on fire!” Mr. Boyd bolted, followed by a whispering, worried flock of girls. Behind us, I could hear Mr. Smythers’s voice falter.




  We ran the two blocks to the seminary, holding our skirts up just enough to allow us some speed but never enough to compromise propriety. When we stood, panting, in front of the building, we could see flames coming out three or four windows on the top floor. “It’s close to your room,” Laura Noble said, hand over her mouth in horror, and I stood paralyzed, watching the flames move across the front of the building toward the corner where my bedroom was located. “What,” I asked myself, “if they do burn? What am I losing?” The answer became clear—I was losing a wardrobe full of clothes that I loved.




  I’d worn black mourning for one long year, then spent several months in half mourning, which meant black and white ribbons instead of all black, white or pale dresses on occasion, but still no flowers. At long last I’d emerged from that period and was able to order my wardrobe again, but now with a much more specific taste than I’d had as a twelve-year-old. The lavender calico, which I’d so lovingly put away, no longer fit—it was made for a slightly chubby and much shorter person; at sixteen I’d grown taller and, to my pleasure, much thinner, though Papa worried constantly that I was not eating enough to keep a bird alive.




  The calico had been replaced, though, by plaid silks, flowered cambrics, light pastel short gowns to match striped heavy skirts, all manner of pretty gowns, and none of those awful homespuns I’d worn as a young girl. I secretly prided myself on having the finest wardrobe in the school, mostly because I had no mother to oversee my clothes, and my father allowed me to order as I wished from the dressmaker. Strict as he was, that was one area of my life that baffled him.




  Of course, I was careful. There was a girl at the school named Fanny Fifeld whose dresses were always too bright, her plaids too loud, her ruffles too much. Even, as I whispered to Nettie Humphrey, still my best friend, the curls on her head were too tight. The result was, as Nettie once suggested, “ostentatious.” I was so impressed by Nettie’s big word that I looked it up in the dictionary and soon agreed with her—“ostentatious” was the word for Fanny Fifeld. I, on the other hand, avoided ostentation, and yet I was still very proud of my clothes. And now they were about to burn up.




  “We shall lose all the lessons,” Mr. Boyd worried aloud behind me, wringing his hands. “How shall we ever make sense out of the school year if everything burns?”




  “The lessons!” scoffed Miss Taylor. “We may lose the whole building!”




  These grim possibilities hadn’t occurred to me at all, and I watched with much more interest and some uncertain feeling while the volunteer firefighters went about their work. I couldn’t keep my mind from toying with the thought of a long, enforced vacation.




  In the end the school was saved, though portions of it were badly damaged, notably the kitchen, where the fire had started, and a large portion of the sleeping quarters on the third floor, for the flames had shot right up a stairwell. It wasn’t enough to keep us out of school, and Mr. Boyd found a way to make sense of the school year in spite of some scorched and water-damaged books.




  But less than three weeks later Humphrey House burned, nearly to the ground, and Papa lost many of his belongings. Papa and I were not close in the sense of confiding in each other, but I always knew that his affection for me was as strong as his ever-present grief over my mother. He came regularly and dutifully to the seminary to visit me, bringing with him whatever small gift he thought might please me—fresh fruit in season, chocolate candies, a tiny porcelain figure for my dressing table. Papa was always, I later decided, trying to tell me how much he loved me, but he was too reserved to be able to say it. Armstrong taught me a whole new lesson about men who could express their feelings—but, then, those feelings were far different.




  When the fire bell first rang and word went out that the hotel was on fire, I was in terror lest my father should be hurt or worse. Laura Noble and I were studying in the library—that infernal mathematics!—and I said breathlessly, “We must go, right away. I have to see that Papa is all right!”




  Being somewhat of a goody-goody, Laura said, “We can’t go, Libbie. Mr. Boyd would never allow that.”




  “Bother Mr. Boyd! I’ve got to see if my father is all right! Come with me if you want!”




  She didn’t, though she peered after me as though torn between friendship and fear. I flew out the door—luckily it was spring and I could go without a shawl—and ran the few blocks to downtown Monroe, where the hotel was located.




  This time I was greeted by a much more fearsome sight—flames shooting out of every window, and roof timbers collapsing into the interior of the building. A large crowd had gathered, and I had no way of knowing where Papa was, except to push and struggle my way through the crowd.




  “Excuse me . . . pardon me, please . . . have you seen Judge Bacon? . . . Papa?” People moved this way and that, paying no attention to one frantic young girl, until at last I saw Papa standing on the edge of the crowd, watching gravely as the hotel burned.




  “Papa!” I threw myself into his open arms and hugged him tight. “I was so afraid for you.”




  He stroked my hair in a gesture uncharacteristic of him. “Shhh. It’s all right, Elizabeth. I wasn’t even in the hotel. I was at the courthouse. I’m afraid I’ve lost all my papers and books, but luckily no one has been hurt so far.”




  “Can you make sense of it?” I asked, thinking of Headmaster Boyd and his worry about making sense of the semester.




  “Sense of what?”




  “I don’t know. The papers you’ve lost.”




  “Yes, I think I can. Things could be worse. And thank you, Elizabeth. It’s good to have you worry over me.”




  I felt closer to him than I had since Mother died.
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I guess Papa missed having someone worry over him more than I knew, for in my seventeenth year he married a Mrs. Rhoda Pitts, the widow of a minister from a nearby town. It was rather like Mother’s funeral—Papa didn’t tell me about the marriage until the ceremony had been performed. Then he came solemnly to the seminary, bringing with him my new stepmother.




  She was not as pretty as Mother had been, heavier with a somewhat round face and faded blue eyes that looked at the world through wire-rimmed spectacles. Her hair was a soft color, sort of a light brown trying to turn gray.




  “Child, this is your new mother,” Papa said, with an amazing lack of tact.




  Unable to say a word, I stared. She held out her arms and said, “I hope we’ll be close.” Unwillingly, but not knowing what else to do, I went into her embrace. She smelled of lavender.




  I wanted to scream at Papa, demanding to know how he could let another woman take Mother’s place. Instead, I asked, “What shall I call you?”




  “‘Stepmother’ doesn’t sound very cordial, does it? Would ‘Mother’ make you uncomfortable? Or ‘Mama’?”




  We settled on “Mama,” since I had called my own mother by the more formal term, “Mother.”




  “We’ve opened the house,” he said. “It will naturally take some work since it’s stood closed up so long, but we hope to be in it within a few weeks. It will be good to be in our house again.”




  I wanted to scream. It would always have been good to be in our house, and he didn’t need a new wife to make that possible. I would have taken care of him, willingly, happily, though I guess I’d never thought to say that to him. Still, he made it sound as though opening the house again was possible only because he’d married. “I’ll stay here until the end of the term,” I said without emotion.
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I moved back to the house on Monroe Street in the summer of my seventeenth year. Between my stepmother and me there was a frosty distance, made cool by my obstinate refusal to accept her. She tried everything, from baking my favorite chocolate cake to surprising me with new gowns, but I remained distant, unwilling to see someone else in my mother’s role. I knew I hurt her feelings—sometimes I would catch her staring at me with a sadly pensive look—but I was selfishly uncaring. Neither she nor Papa had any idea how displaced I felt, like an intruder in my own home. When Mother lived, it had been my home, too, and it had been filled with singing. My stepmother never sang except hymns, off-key, in church.




  By then I had begun to notice the young men of Monroe, and they me. There was one young man by the name of Murphy, a Southerner visiting relatives in Monroe, whom I thought particularly charming. When the crowd gathered at one house or another to sing and tell stories—Papa would not allow me to go where there was dancing—Lane Murphy was always among them, and he always had a special word for me.




  “Miss Libbie, you’re looking charming tonight.”




  My first reaction, being a practical Midwestern girl, was to say, “Oh, pshaw!” But I learned to say, with great delicacy, “Why, thank you, Lane. It’s such a pleasure to have you here.”




  “Libbie, I declare, Lane Murphy has a case on you,” Nettie said one day as we sat in my bedroom, each of us hard at work fashioning ribbon trims for new dresses. Nettie, whose tallness, large frame, and pale coloring betrayed a Scandinavian ancestor somewhere, had no beaux, and I thought I detected a hint of jealousy in her tone.




  “Nonsense, Nettie. He’s just being polite. You know how those Southerners are.” I laughed.




  “No,” she said, “how are they?”




  “Well,” I answered, “polite. That’s how they are.”




  But I toyed with the idea of Lane Murphy having a crush on me, and let my imagination run until I saw myself as mistress of a fine Southern plantation, waited upon hand and foot by courteous and charming black slaves who were a vast improvement over Betsy and her sometimes caustic tongue.




  Lane and I never managed a moment alone—Papa would not allow it—so our moments of tenderness were few. But he often greeted me by kissing my hand—a gesture far beyond the Monroe boys—and once he planted a gentle kiss upon my forehead, an act that sent a thrill through me. “You must come south with me,” he would murmur, “and see how life is really lived.” I was much impressed, until I learned after his departure that he said the same thing to every third female in Monroe.




  There were other young men who intrigued me—Conway Noble, the brother of my friend Laura, for one. Conway was known for his daring—he’d once been in a fistfight in Ann Arbor, over a girl, or so I’d heard, and I thought it a terribly romantic story. And the summer I was eighteen, a new young minister came to the Methodist church, a Mr. Dutton, who paid serious attention to me until Papa forbade him to come to the house again. “He’s far too old to be courting a girl your age,” Papa said decisively, and though I had no particular interest in Mr. Dutton, I resented Papa making that decision. Besides, I knew that Papa frowned on a Methodist, since we were staunch Presbyterians. It made little difference to me.




  In the spring of 1862 I finished school, at long last, with a great sigh of relief. But there it was. I was out of school, a young lady launched into the world with nary a thing to do with my time, except sew and paint and play the piano and sing in the church choir and, of course, go to parties. At first I reveled in my new life, treating each party as a once-in-a-lifetime chance.




  We were at war by then. At first life seemed to go on as usual.




  I heard Papa talk about the war, of course, in tones of despair, and I knew that each day he walked to the telegraph office to read the list of wounded and dead. But few from Monroe were affected, and the ranks of young men seemed not diminished at all. But then we began to see soldiers on the streets, men in the proud uniform of the Michigan troops, and the wounded—young men who walked with crutches, or a young man who had lost a leg—I remember him yet. And the son of one of Papa’s best colleagues was killed, his body sent home in a box. We all went solemnly to the funeral, and Papa was somber and quiet for days. I began to see that this war was going to reach out its tentacles of misery to all of us.




  And I began also to hear bits of talk about Armstrong Custer.




  He had, as he promised, come to the seminary twice after my runaway escapade to check on me. But the Boyds frowned on his visits, and there was an awkward stiffness between us in that setting, so I wasn’t surprised when I saw no more of him. The last thing he’d said to me was, “Remember about being a general’s wife.”




  But now he was the talk of Monroe, the town’s first officer in the regular army and the first to be under fire. The whole town knew that he had served with McClellan at Antietam and distinguished himself. The stories were probably exaggerated by the time they filtered down to the hometown folks, but it was said that McClellan had praised him for being always in the midst of the heaviest fighting and keeping a clear head. He was, so I’d heard, both reckless and gallant.




  The town also buzzed with talk of his record at West Point—less than distinguished. He’d graduated at the very bottom of his class of thirty-four. I, who was not an outstanding student, could understand poor grades, but to be at the last of the class? It made me shudder. And there were the rumors of brushes with expulsion, especially close to graduation when he was supposed to have encouraged some kind of fight rather than stopped it, which was his duty. What kind of a man was this Custer?




  I’d also heard that he was a ladies’ man, most popular with all the girls, from the daughters of bankers and merchants to the farm girls.




  “They say,” Nettie told me one day, “that he’s as brave as can be, charges right into every fight, almost not mortal.”




  “Pshaw!” I said. “Of course he’s mortal. I imagine he puts his pants on one leg at a time, just like any other man.” Nettie was shocked.











  
Chapter Two





  “I BELIEVE YOUR PROMOTION HAS BEEN RAPID,” I SAID, LOOKING DOWNWARD.




  “I have been very fortunate,” he answered. Then, under his breath, he muttered, “Custer’s Luck.”




  It was Thanksgiving of 1862, he was home on leave, and we were introduced at a party given by Headmaster Boyd and his wife.




  Conway Noble had escorted me to the party, but then he’d said something silly that offended me—I think it was about my looking like my stepmother—and I’d walked away in a huff.




  “Mrs. Boyd,” I said, “who is that officer standing over there?”




  I knew perfectly well that it was Custer—he still had those long blond curls—but I doubted that he would know me, and I thought to fool him by being introduced.




  “Libbie, dear, you’ve heard of our local hero, Captain Custer,” she gushed. “Captain, Miss Libbie Bacon.”




  The man who stood in front of me looked neither heroic nor diabolic. He was fairly tall, well built, of solid stature, with strong features and deep, deep blue eyes, so intense they almost burned. And there it was, that long golden hair hanging to his shoulders and below in lovely curls. He wore the blue uniform of the Union and wore it proudly, his very presence giving off an electricity.




  “A pleasure,” he said formally, bowing low over my hand as Mrs. Boyd beamed. But those blue eyes, looking up at me, were laughing, and as soon as the headmaster’s wife was out of earshot, he said softly, “I’ve been watching you. You survived school, didn’t you?”




  “Barely,” I said lightly, “and now I’m a lady of leisure, trying to decide what to do. I see you’re well on your way to becoming a general and a hero.”




  He just smiled enigmatically, as though he knew a secret.




  “How nice,” I said after an awkward moment, “that you could be home on leave. Will you stay throughout the holidays?”




  “Probably,” he said wryly. “They’ve seen fit to retire McClellan, so I’m awaiting new orders. I was his aide.”




  “Your family must be grateful to have you home. . . . I don’t believe I know them,” I said.




  “You wouldn’t,” he replied. “My parents have only recently moved to Monroe, to be near my sister and her family. They . . . well, they don’t move in the same circles you do.”




  Were his eyes twinkling as he said that? I was sure I heard something veiled in his tone. “And what circles might that be?” I asked archly.




  “Presbyterian,” he replied firmly.




  I smiled in spite of myself, but then said quickly, “I must find Conway Noble.”




  “Who’s that? The fellow you were just talking to? He’s over there by the punch bowl, pouting.” He nodded his head toward the punch bowl, and his hair fell to one side as he did so. Offering me his arm, he escorted me formally to where Conway stood, then bowing slightly, backed away.




  There was quite a crowd gathered in the reception area of the seminary, a fairly drab room that had been brightened with festooned ribbons to make it look gay enough for a party. Papa was talking seriously with Mayor Crenshaw, and Mama was in the midst of a group of older women. My crowd of friends stood around the punch bowl, which held only cider. Papa would never have allowed me to attend a party where alcohol was served, and the Boyds were too conscious of their image as schoolteachers to liven up their punch. “There she is!” A deep voice boomed in my ear, and when I turned, I faced Walter Ashburn, a lawyer and contemporary of my father’s. “Prettiest girl in Monroe,” he boomed, to my everlasting embarrassment. “Give me a holiday kiss,” and with that he put an arm around my shoulders and pulled me toward him. There may not have been alcohol in the punch, but Mr. Ashburn had found some somewhere—or drank it before he came to the party.




  I pulled away, laughing to be polite, but seething inside. “Why, Mr. Ash-burn,” I protested, “what would your wife say?”




  “She won’t know,” he said, now dropping his voice to a whisper.




  “My papa is standing across the room, and he’ll know,” I said.




  But when I looked, Papa’s back was turned.




  Mr. Ashburn pulled me toward him again, and without hesitation I drove the heel of my shoe down hard on the top of his foot. I heard a soft “Aagh!” as I walked deliberately away from him.




  Armstrong stood watching from one side of the room, his arms folded, a grin on his face. “Well done,” he said. “I’d have come to your rescue if it had appeared I was needed. But you seem quite capable yourself.”




  “Thank you,” I said wryly, and went in search of Papa to suggest that it was time to leave. I had little idea what impact that brief meeting with my childhood savior would have on my life nor the upheaval it would cause in the Bacon household.




    [image: image]




The days from Thanksgiving to Christmas were filled with parties in Monroe. Mama hinted that it was time that I thought about marrying, and I wanted to assure her that I thought about it frequently but so far with no results. Papa occasionally frowned at me and said that my generation ought to be more conscious of the national crisis.




  But we were young and happy and the war was far away, though some of its officers often seemed close at hand.




  Armstrong Custer appeared at almost every party I attended, and often I would find him at my elbow. “May I get you a glass of punch?” or “You’re looking particularly lovely tonight, Miss Libbie.” But then I’d see him offering Nettie punch or complimenting Laura or smiling down into the eyes of this girl and that.




  The next time he told me how lovely I looked, I said archly, “Save your compliments for the others, Captain. I don’t wish to be included in your admiring throngs.”




  “Oh, but Miss Libbie, you’re the most important,” he said, and those blue eyes looking into mine caused my heart to jump. The man was, I decided, devilishly attractive but unreliable.
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Every year we looked forward to a party given by a family named Oldman. The Oldmans lived in a large house, much like our own, but farther out on Monroe Street. They were the parents of three unmarried daughters, and we used to joke that they hoped to marry off a daughter a year by giving their annual ball, but so far it had been unsuccessful—the two daughters who were older than I were still single. They were pleasant girls and not ugly, but they had no spark of personality, no liveliness, and I think by then they’d begun to lose confidence.




  The night of the party was cold and snowy, and Papa bundled Mama and me under great thick robes for the short buggy ride from home. I protested that the heavy buffalo robe would crush my new dress of corded ottoman, but Papa responded that a crushed dress was better than pneumonia.




  The Oldmans’ house sparkled as we drove up to it, with candles in all the windows and gaslights burning in each room. The fireplace mantels in the dining room and parlor had been covered with pine branches—a fire hazard, Papa later grumbled—and the dining table boasted an array of fruitcakes and macaroons and divinity. A violinist played Christmas music in the dining room, though the crowd was so noisy that I doubt few appreciated the poor man’s efforts. I recognized him, for he used to teach violin to a few unfortunate girls at the seminary.




  The minute we were into the house, with our wraps safely stowed, and my dress fluffed out from its scrunching under the robe, I found Armstrong by my side. There he stayed the entire evening, never even smiling at another girl, until I was terribly self-conscious, especially since I saw Papa frowning at us from time to time.




  When, at ten o’clock, Papa declared it was time for us to be headed home, Armstrong helped first Mama and then me into the carriage, while Papa stood solemnly by and managed a curt, “Thank you, Custer.”




  When we got home, I would have headed straight for my bedroom, but Papa stopped me.




  “Daughter, that Custer boy was most attentive to you tonight,” he said seriously.




  “Yes,” I replied as lightly as I could, “he was. He certainly is handsome, isn’t he?”




  “Takes more than that to make a man,” he said. “I worry about him. I would not want you to get too involved.”




  “La, Papa, I have no intention of getting involved,” I said, turning toward the staircase so that he wouldn’t see that I was, unfortunately, telling a white lie.




  “Your papa only wants what’s best for you,” Mama said, standing by Papa.




  “Surely,” I said as I headed up the stairs, “Captain Custer will be recalled to the army soon, and neither of you will have to worry.”




  But Armstrong was not recalled to the army. Christmas came and went, and still he was in Monroe, and still I saw him often. He had, as he later confessed, set siege, and it seemed whenever I stepped beyond our gate, I found him waiting. He appeared in church, not his natural habit, and was once caught by Conway Noble peeking through his hands at me during the prayer—according to Conway, both he and Armstrong had a good laugh about it. But Armstrong was there to walk me home from church, to escort me to a concert—he ended up taking Mama Bacon, too—to take me for a long walk in the snow.




  “Bet you can’t hit that tree with a snowball,” he challenged one day as we trudged along through a new snow that had fallen the night before. The tree in question was a maple, fully twenty feet from where I stood.




  “Of course I can,” I laughed, and picked up a handful of snow, rounding it in my hands for a minute before taking aim. When I threw, my snowball came apart in the air before it ever hit the tree.




  “Just like a girl,” he laughed. “Can’t even make a good snowball.”




  Another time we were walking home from church on a night that it had rained heavily. The crosswalk was muddy, and before I knew it, Armstrong swept me up into his arms and plodded through the mud, holding me carefully above it.




  “Sir Walter Raleigh?” I asked, laughing.




  “That’s right,” he responded. “Nothing’s too good for my girl.” And with that he planted a quick kiss on my nose, a gesture so spontaneous and affectionate that I could not but be touched, and set me down, unsullied by mud, on the other side of the street.




  Sometimes we sat by the fire and talked, long and deep conversations about the future, with Armstrong still talking about being a general and making a name for himself in the army.




  “You’ve already made a name for yourself,” I said. “And you’re too young to be a general.”




  He almost bristled. “That’s not true,” he said shortly, but then his good humor returned. “And you? I still think you’ll be a general’s wife.”




  He’d said that to me years before, and I thought nothing of it, but now I heard it as a faint proposal. A general’s wife. General George Armstrong Custer’s wife. It had a certain lilt to it that captivated me, and later that day, after he’d left, my mind wandered, much as it had when I imagined myself the mistress of Lane Murphy’s plantation. This time I saw myself as a general’s wife, following him from one exciting post to another, free forever of the bonds of Monroe. My reverie broke when Betsy called us to dinner, and I found myself again at that formal dining table, saying, “And how was your day, Papa?”




  Papa inevitably heard gossip about Captain Custer and me, and one particular incident disturbed him almost beyond words. Armstrong and I had been at a party at the home of Maggie Goodman, one of my school friends. The evening being warm—I think it was March—Armstrong asked me to step out on the veranda. We stood for a moment, looking at the quiet town, and I heard him begin to hum under his breath, a tune I vaguely recognized. Before I knew it, he had caught me in his arms and was waltzing me around the porch, keeping time to his own humming. I had longed always to dance, but Papa forbade it as un-Christian, and now I felt suddenly free, whirling about that veranda, my head almost light from the sheer joy of it. But Papa heard, from Maggie’s parents, I suspect, and let me know in stern tones that he expected me never to dance again. I wept at the thought.




  Other gossip about Judge Bacon’s daughter and Captain Custer flew about Monroe. Once when we arrived separately at a party, rumor spread that we had quarreled. Some rumors had us engaged, with me ready to elope if necessary.




  But there was other talk, too, because for all his attentiveness to me, Armstrong still favored several other girls with his company.




  “Mama saw him driving a buckboard with two girls she did not recognize,” Nettie reported.




  “It’s nothing to me,” I said quickly, “but perhaps they were his nieces. I believe the Reeds have several children.”




  “I don’t think so,” Nettie replied. “From what Mama said, these were girls our age.”




  “Well,” I said practically, “it’s certainly none of my affair.”




  Though I tried not to show it, I was a little less complacent when Papa reported one day that Custer had been seen in the company of Fanny Fifeld, she who had always overdressed and overacted at the seminary. “Saw them walking downtown,” he said without inflection in his voice. “You know the girl, don’t you?”




  “Yes,” I replied, and said no more.




  But later I confided this latest development to Nettie, ending with a complaint that Captain Custer was not showing very good taste in women.




  “He likes you, doesn’t he?” she asked, grinning.




  “Well, yes, but I mean . . . Fanny Fifeld? What can he possibly see in her?”




  “Oh,” Nettie said, “Fanny was always lively and fun. She just . . . well, she just isn’t the same as you are, Libbie.”




  “Thank you,” I muttered.




  Just before he was recalled to duty in April, Custer received Papa’s reluctant permission to take me on a buggy ride into the countryside. It was a bright, sunny day, though still cool, with spring barely hinted at and few buds yet on the trees. He’d rented the horse, and a fine buggy with black leather seats and a storm curtain with isinglass lights, though we’d rolled the curtain back because the day was sunny. He explained without embarrassment that he’d rented this outfit because his brother-in-law, David Reed, being a farmer, had no suitable buggy.




  “Why must it be a suitable buggy?” I asked. “We could have walked.”




  “No,” he said enigmatically, “not today.”




  He seemed to know exactly where he wanted to go and moved the horse along smartly, heading north out of town on the road that went past the cemetery where Mother lay buried and on up a hillside. I didn’t ask where we were going, and he concentrated his attention on the horses, though every once in a while he turned to look at me, each time with a wide smile.




  We passed through a grove of pine trees, coming out on the edge of a bluff that looked over the lake. Custer pulled the buggy to the edge of the road, tied the reins, and put the whip back in its socket.




  Below us a tangle of marshes reached almost to the edge of the water—it was land where Papa and others sometimes hunted duck and geese. Beyond it the lake was a bright blue, with sunlight sparkling on it and an occasional whitecap ruffling its surface. If I turned my head to the right, I could see the shoreline of the city, the steamers docked at the wharves, and men who looked like small ants bustling about.




  “Would you ever leave Monroe?” he asked.




  “What an odd question.” I drew back in my corner of the buggy to look at him. “I doubt that I shall ever have cause to leave.”




  “What if you were married and your husband’s profession took him away?”




  “I would follow him,” I said confidently, but then added, “Marriage is a long way off for me.” That vision of myself as a peripatetic general’s wife flashed through my mind, but I quelled it instantly . . . or tried to.




  “I hope not,” he muttered, reaching to take one of my hands in both of his. “Libbie, you must know that I want you to be Mrs. Custer. I’ve been in love with you since Thanksgiving, since before that, probably since the day I saw you swinging on the gate, so brave in spite of your loss. Say you’ll let me approach your father.”




  I pulled my hand back, but he looked so hurt that I reached again for his and began tracing the back of his hand with my finger.




  “I . . . I can’t. Papa would never consent.” I could, I knew, have left it at that, hiding behind Papa’s authority, but that was not true. “I’m very fond of you, sir, and very flattered by your attentions but I’m not ready to marry you or anyone else. If I loved you, and if Papa’s consent could be obtained, then, yes, I would marry you and leave Monroe,” I added with a smile.




  “Well,” he said lightly, “at least there’s no one else, and I still have a chance. I do, don’t I?”




  “Yes, of course,” I smiled, though I wasn’t at all sure that was true.




  “Good. May I write you?”




  “Of course.”




  “And will you give me your picture to carry into battle with me?”




  “Of course.”




  “Let’s walk to the edge of the bluff,” he said abruptly, jumping out of the buggy and coming around to my side. Instead of holding a dignified hand out to help me, he held up both his arms and grasped me around the waist, setting me gently down directly in front of him. Then, before I could protest, he took my face in his hands and kissed me full on the mouth.




  It was my first kiss, beyond childish pecks on the cheek, though I did not let him know that—at least, I hoped afterward that he had not been able to tell. Nettie told me that men who were sophisticated about women could tell these things, and I suspected that Armstrong was very sophisticated about women. But then, what did Nettie know? She’d never been kissed either.




  “I’m sorry if I’ve offended,” he said, stepping back, but I could see by the smile on his face that he was neither sorry nor afraid he’d offended.




  “I think we best return to town,” I said, trying hard to be a proper young lady and act, well, not offended, but concerned. Actually I had been hoping for some time that he would kiss me, and I’d rather liked it.
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I never thought Papa had any sixth sense, but that day I suspected him of it. Not two hours after Armstrong deposited me at home, again with a promise to write and a plea that I think about his request, Papa called me into the library where he sat, staring at the coals of a small fire in the grate.




  “You’ve been out with Captain Custer again?” he asked.




  “Yes, Papa. You know he took me for a ride in the country. You gave your permission.”




  “Yes, I know,” he said. “I gave permission because I knew that he was leaving, going off again to fight for the Union. As you know, I very much respect that man’s efforts for his country.” Papa had met Armstrong at Humphrey House, where the men of town gathered to talk, and he’d been impressed with his military skill and his devotion to his duty. Papa was very patriotic and admired that quality in others.




  “Yes, Papa.” I sat gingerly on the edge of the straight chair that sat before his desk and waited. The library was an intimidating room, lined with shelves of leather-bound books, many of them Papa’s law books, but some the classics that I had read in school. An Oriental rug rich with deep blues and reds covered the floor, and Papa sat in the only comfortable chair in the room, a brocade-covered armchair flanked by a marble-topped walnut occasional table. It was not a room to which I was often invited, and I was always a little uncomfortable there.




  “But I have given much thought to Captain Custer’s continued attention to you. Your mother and I have discussed it again and again, and we are in agreement that you must not be seen with him again and not write him when he leaves.”




  I was astonished. I knew Papa was uncomfortable about the possibility of my becoming involved with a military man, but I never expected an edict so strong. I managed to keep my voice level as I asked, “Why, Papa?”




  Papa’s expression grew even more serious. “There are several things, daughter, that concern me. By now, this terrible war is two years old, and we’ve seen several young men come home severely crippled. Look at the Beckman boy, who lost a leg . . . or worse yet, the Crampton boy, who was killed in battle. I would spare you such grief.”




  “But, Papa, if I loved a man, I would love him with one less leg, and I would devote my life to him,” I said with passion. “And if I loved him and he was killed, I would want to have had some time with him.”




  “And do you love Armstrong Custer?” he asked.




  “I’m not sure,” I said, to my own surprise. It was as though someone else inside me had said the words, for it was less than half a day since I had assured the man in question that I did not love him.




  “You are young,” Papa said, “and you have yet to learn of love. Meantime, there are other matters that concern me. Young Custer drinks.” He said the last flatly, without elaborating on the evils of whiskey. He knew that my upbringing had left me well versed in those evils.




  “No, Papa, he does not. He has taken an oath never to touch whiskey.” Armstrong had told me this, recalling the very evening Papa had in mind and saying that the experience had so horrified him, he swore he would never again drink.




  “I saw him once . . . in front of this house.” Papa got up from his chair and moved to stir the coals in the grate. Bending over, he turned to look at me, his expression still solemn.




  “I know,” I said. “I heard the noise, too. But that was the night he took the oath . . . and the last time he’s touched liquor. I believe him that it is an oath he will keep forever.”




  He snorted. “Well enough, if true. But there’s another thing. I hear . . . and I’ve seen with my own eyes . . . that Custer has been courting other young ladies as well as you. The world has no tolerance for a womanizer.”




  Womanizer! I wasn’t exactly sure what the term meant, but I thought it harsh to apply to Armstrong. “He enjoys the company of many people,” I said. “He had no reason to limit his attentions to me. Indeed, I discouraged him from doing so.”




  “Well, he should have chosen someone else better than Fanny Fifeld,” Papa said, in a completely uncharacteristic tone that made him sound as gossipy as Nettie at her best.




  I smothered a smile. “Papa, it’s not for us to choose his friends.”




  “No, but the friends he chooses for himself betray his taste. The plain truth, Elizabeth, is that he is not of your social class.”




  My mind flashed back to our Thanksgiving meeting, where he’d made it plain that he was aware of the distance between Methodists and Presbyterians. “Because he’s Methodist?” I asked.




  “No. Because his father is a farrier, and his brother-in-law a farmer. It’s not a world you could be comfortable in, daughter, after the advantages you’ve had.”




  And that effectively ended the discussion. I was all too aware that no matter what I said, Papa would forbid me any further contact with Armstrong. Without another word I rose and left the room. Papa, who never could tolerate bad manners, must have been sorely tempted to call me back, but he said nothing.




  Upstairs, safely in my own room, I sobbed into my pillow, hoping Mama wouldn’t hear and come hover over me. When I recovered, I went to my desk, took out paper and pen, and wrote Armstrong a long letter in which I explained Papa’s admiration for him as a soldier and loyal patriot but his misgivings about our continued friendship, and asked that he not, after all, write to me.




  As you requested, I am enclosing a most recent ambrotype of myself. I beg you to show it to no one, as my father would not have wished me to give it to you. With it, I hope you will remember me and all the happy times we shared in Monroe. I shall be waiting to hear from others about your great triumphs on the battlefield and shall always think of you with great fondness.




  Sincerely, Elizabeth Bacon




  Nettie delivered the letter to Armstrong the next time he was at Humphrey House—his farewell visit, since he had received orders—and she reported that the look on his face when he read it nearly tore her heart out. But, then, Nettie was given to dramatics.




  “He uttered an oath,” she said sadly.




  “I know that he has learned profanity on the battlefield,” I said righteously. “I would hope that he can cure himself of the habit.” Nettie merely smiled at me, as though I were an infant. If she was given to dramatics, she was also given to scheming. Unbeknownst to me, Nettie and Armstrong concocted an arrangement whereby he would write to her, though the letters were patently meant for me. And Nettie would pen back my replies. It would be an awkward way to conduct a love affair by mail, but Armstrong was proud of his ingenuity in thinking of the scheme.




  I, meantime, not knowing of this plan, was devastated that he was going off to war where he might very well be killed, sent home in a box like the Crampton boy, and I was forbidden to see or write him. And I could see no way of changing things, of altering Papa’s firm decision.
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Late spring of 1863 was a momentous time in the history of the Civil War. Heavy fighting during the month of June led to the Battle of Gettysburg, a three-day battle of immense proportions that signaled the eventual triumph of the Union forces. Those days were also momentous for Armstrong, as his letters to Nettie revealed.




  One afternoon at Humphrey House, she handed me a letter.




  “Here, you’ll want to read this. It’s meant for you,” she said, smiling mischievously.




  I looked first at the signature and saw the scrawled word “Armstrong.” Then I read feverishly, especially the last, where he wrote, “Please give Libbie my very best and tell her that I think of her every day and especially before going into battle. I shall wait anxiously for word of her, from you.”




  After that I pored over each of his letters, reading them two and three times, seeing in my mind’s eye a picture of him dashing into battle, sword waving on high, hair blowing in the breeze.




  Once back on duty, Armstrong was detailed to the staff of Brigadier General Alfred Pleasanton and almost immediately sent on a reconnaissance mission deep into enemy territory in Virginia. With a few well-chosen troops, he traveled by boat and then horseback behind the enemy lines, through land he described as marshy, weedy territory and totally unfamiliar to him. He wrote that when they stopped at night, they dared not have a campfire, and there was little chance for either food or sleep. But he was triumphant and captured prisoners, horses, Confederate money, and supplies. They also captured two barrels of whiskey, but then he underlined the words “which we destroyed.”




  “Now, if he’ll just give up profanity,” I said, and Nettie laughed at me for wanting him to be a saint.




  When fighting became heaviest in June, he had other hair-raising experiences, and I found my heart in my mouth as I read the letters. Once he and his horsemen made a fierce charge but advanced so far, they found themselves cut off by Rebels behind them. They fought their way out with sabers, though not all of them survived. Still, Armstrong was untouched, and his men kept talking about “Custer’s Luck.” Then in another battle he lost control of his horse—something that happened to him rarely, I would learn, and then only in the most dramatic of moments. The horse, a black called Harry, which he had captured on his excursion into enemy territory, bolted across the line, carrying him into the midst of the enemy. But he was wearing a large gray hat, captured from a Confederate, because it kept the sun off his face and prevented sunburn, to which he was very subject. At first the Rebels thought he was one of them. By the time they realized their error, Armstrong had brought the horse under control and bolted back across the battle line. “Custer’s Luck,” he wrote to Nettie.




  Near the end of June he was promoted to the rank of brigadier general. He had jumped four grades to become, at twenty-three, the youngest general in the U.S. Army. His happiness echoed in the letter he sent Nettie: “Please be sure that Libbie hears of this honor.” He, who had hoped desperately for a colonelcy to command the Michigan Seventh, was now in charge of the Second Brigade of the Third Division, which included not only the Seventh but three other regiments of the Michigan cavalry.




  I heard of the promotion not only in his letters but in the headlines of the Monroe Commercial, which boasted of our hometown hero’s great promotion. “Monroe Boy Becomes Youngest General in Army” it read, and then a long story detailed Armstrong’s background—conveniently overlooking his Ohio childhood and managing to make him appear a lifelong resident of Monroe—and praised his military accomplishments. I longed to shout to the whole town that this man had asked me to be his wife, but I dared not say a word, except to Nettie.




  Even Papa mentioned Custer’s promotion and added that Monroe was justifiably proud to have such a young man representing it on the field of battle. But he said it in a distant tone, as though talking about someone he greatly respected but did not know personally—the kind of tone in which he often spoke of President Lincoln. The promotion did nothing to change his opinion of Armstrong as a possible son-in-law, and I despaired anew, running to Nettie for comfort.
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