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CHAPTER ONE
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Miss Mary Anna Randolph Custis walked out onto the porch and paused, as she usually did, to look around and savor the day.

It was a hot, hard, bright morning in August of 1829. The sky was a deep blue with no cloud puffs to soften it. Below the gracious home on the hill was the lazy Potomac River and just beyond lay the city of Washington, DC. The distance mellowed the outlines of the shabby town, and heat shimmers made it appear dreamlike.

Mary lifted her head and sniffed appreciatively as she caught the elusive scent of roses, the last blooms in the luxuriant rose garden by Arlington Mansion.

She went down the steps and surveyed the pony cart waiting in the drive. A slave held the mare as Mary inspected the eight large baskets in the cart. Filled with sweet cherries, they glowed a glorious crimson in the glaring sun. For a moment Mary considered parking the cart under a nearby oak tree so she could paint it: cart, horse, slave, cherries, and all. They made a wonderful picture, and one of Mary’s loves was painting. She was a gifted artist.

Finally aloud she said, “No, I suppose the hands will enjoy the cherries much more than I would enjoy painting them.” She came around to pet the mare’s nose and asked, “Did you get the things I wanted for Bitty, Colley?”

The slave, a small somber man, nodded. “Yes, Miss Mary. I put the mugs and the pitcher and the ice block under the seat, all packed nice in sawdust. But don’t you want me to go fetch one of the boys to drive this around?”

“No, I’m taking it,” Mary said firmly. “But I don’t want to bounce around in the cart. I’m just going to walk.” She pulled the mare’s reins down and wrapped them once around her hand.

“But Miss Mary, it’s hot, and it’s probably a two-mile walk all around the quarters,” Colley said helplessly as Mary started walking down the drive.

“I’ll be fine, Colley. Stop fussing. You’re as bad as Bathsheba,” she said over her shoulder.

Colley returned to the house, muttering, “That Miss Mary’s got a stubborn streak wide as that river! Ain’t no telling her nothing!”

Mary heard his muttering, and a fleeting smile crossed her lips. She had heard such dire imprecations all her life—from the helpless entreaties of her mother and father to mutterings and grumblings from house servants like Colley, who were prone to taking more liberties than the farmhands.

Only twenty-two years of age, she was already finding that she understood some of their care for her, particularly her parents’ concern. Mary Lee Fitzhugh Custis and George Washington Parke Custis had had four children, and Mary Anna was the only one to survive infancy.

She was tiny, her frame as small and delicate as a bird’s, and she was fragile. She had dark brown hair, thick and curly, and her rich brown eyes were probably her best feature, wide and fringed with thick dark lashes below the smooth oval of her forehead. She was not pretty, she knew: her chin was too pointed, her nose too long, her mouth not full and pouty as was the fashion. But she was attractive, particularly to men, as they found her interesting, amusing, and vivacious. Though she was small, she had a fire within her, and it showed in her alert, quick expression and her sparkling eyes.

Walking down the path to the south slave quarters, she savored each moment. The grounds surrounding the house were a clean, solemn forest, cool even in the hottest of summers. It was quiet and peaceful. Accompanying the creaks of the cart and the mare’s plodding steps were the cheerful calls of birds. Everywhere Mary looked was a shade of green, mottled only by the lichen-gray stands of boulders that were allowed to stay in the much-manicured woods.

When she reached the first cabin, she saw with dismay that the elderly slave Bitty wasn’t sitting out on her porch, as she always did in fine weather. Tying the mare’s reins to a porch post, she knocked on the door and called softly, “Bitty? It’s me, Miss Mary. May I come in?”

“Yes, ma’am, miss.” She heard faintly.

She went inside and saw the woman on her small bed, struggling to get up. Quickly she went to her side and laid her hands on the woman’s shoulders. “No, no, Bitty, don’t get up. I heard you weren’t feeling well, so I came to see about you.” She propped up a pillow so Bitty could sit up. “I brought you some things. I’ll just be a minute.”

From the wagon Mary got a tin pitcher and two covered mugs and then went back to get the ice block. It was sitting in a small crate filled with sawdust and covered with a linen cloth. When she had all the items on the kitchen table, she pulled a chair up to Bitty’s bedside and asked, “How are you feeling, Bitty? What’s wrong?”

“Touch of catarrh is all, I guess,” she said tiredly. “Dunno how I got it in middling of summer, but here it is. Sneezing and coughing and sniffling like it’s dead winter. Cold one minute and hot the next.”

Mary nodded. “That’s the fever. I brought just the thing for you, some wine whey, and it’s still warm. It’ll break that fever, and then maybe you’ll feel like having some fresh cherry cordial. I even brought you some ice so you can have it nice and cold.” Mary brought her one of the covered mugs and a spoon. “Here, this will make you feel so much better, Bitty.”

“I’m just not very hungry, Miss Mary,” she said wanly. She was normally a hearty woman, thickly built and sturdy, but now Mary could see that she had lost some weight and looked drawn.

“None of that,” Mary argued. “Either you eat it, or I’m spoon-feeding you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bitty said resignedly.

Though Bitty had been a farmhand, Mary Anna, along with all the slaves, was aware of her strong will. After Bitty took a few cautious spoonfuls, Mary could see from the slave’s reaction she liked wine whey, which was basically milk boiled with white wine.

Mary continued to watch her, hawklike, until Bitty finished.

Taking the mug and spoon, Mary efficiently washed them up and laid them by the sink to dry. “Father bought forty bushels of sweet cherries,” she told Bitty as she chipped ice to make her a small cordial. “I’m taking a bushel to everyone. Would you like me to leave yours, Bitty, or would you rather that I take them back and have the kitchen put them up for you?”

“No’m, I love cherries. I’d like to have them,” Bitty said, her eyes brightening. “And please tell Mr. Custis my thank-yous. And to you, too, Miss Mary.”

After making sure Bitty’s cabin was in order, Mary went back out to the wagon and continued her long circular walk around the Arlington property, stopping at each cabin to give the families the cherries, greeting all the children by name and asking all the women—the men were working—little details about their families and their work at Arlington. Finally her cart was empty, and it was almost a half-mile walk back up to the house. Though it irritated her, Mary admitted to herself that she was tiring, so she drove the cart back home.

As she pulled up to the gracious portico, her maidservant Bathsheba came hurrying out of the house, scolding with every breath. “There you are, all hot and wearied. Your hair all down, and your dress smudged all ‘round at the hem! Ain’t a bit of sense in you going wandering all over this place like a peddler, but can a body tell you that? No, ma’am!”

“No, ma’am,” Mary smartly repeated as she climbed down from the cart. “I wasn’t wandering, Bathsheba. I was going around to the quarters, taking everyone some cherries. It was a very pleasant walk.”

As Mary went into the house, Bathsheba followed her, making shooing motions. Bathsheba had actually been Mary’s nursemaid and was now a woman of forty, round and plump, with a jolly disposition, although she was often as severe with Mary as she had been when she was a willful child. As she followed Mary up the stairs, she said, “Now you knew you was having a caller this evening, Miss Mary, and what did you do? Go traipsing off and get hot and get your dress as dirty as an urchin, and what happened to those nice curls I did this morning?”

“They melted,” Mary answered shortly. “I got hot. I want a sponge bath, Bathsheba, and then I’ll change clothes. I still have plenty of time.”

“No, you ain’t,” Bathsheba argued. “How is it you’re such a smart girl, and you can’t tell time for nothing? You know Mr. Robert is always right on spanking time to the minute, and you always keep him shuffling his feet and fidgeting, talking to your mama and daddy.”

As they went into her bedroom, Mary turned and smiled mischievously at her maid. “Oh, Mr. Robert will wait,” she said. “He always waits.”
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Robert E. Lee passed the apple orchard, the overseer’s house, Arlington Spring, and the dance pavilion and turned up the wide drive to Arlington Mansion. He felt like the object of a master’s painting of a soldier riding at ease. He hoped he also looked the part.

Perfectly erect in the saddle, he sat the horse so easily it was as if they were one. He wore the dress uniform of a lieutenant in the United States Army, Engineer Corps. His gauntlets were of the softest yellow kid. A simple dark blue frock coat with a single row of brass buttons, the somber grandeur of a military uniform was evoked by the high collar with a wreath encircling the single star of a lieutenant embroidered in gold thread and heavy gold epaulettes. His trousers were plain blue, and he wore spotlessly shined boots. His spurs were gold. The US Army regulation hat for officers was a low-crowned, wide-brimmed blue with gold braid trim. It was called a “slouch hat,” but there was nothing at all about Robert E. Lee that might be called slouchy.

At twenty-two years of age, Lee had reached full maturity. According to many young ladies he had become an exceedingly handsome man, but he was not so sure himself. His wide brow lay beneath black hair so thick and glossy and wavy that many women desperately envied it. His eyes were well set, of a brown so dark that sometimes they looked black. He had a straight patrician nose and a wide mouth, slightly upturned at the corners, which gave him a habitual expression of goodwill, though his jaw and chin were very firm.

Passing through the farm fields, he came to the grounds of the estate, which had been left so heavily wooded that it was called “The Park” rather than the grounds. Ahead he relished the first glimpse of Arlington House, as he had each of the many times he had visited this home. Set up on a gentle hill above the river, the wide veranda with eight great Doric columns made the house look more like a Greek temple than a private dwelling. It invoked a feeling of serenity and peace.

When he reached the house, a servant appeared to take his horse, and Colley opened the door to him. “Good afternoon, Lieutenant Lee,” he said, taking his hat and gauntlets. “If you’ll just come with me, suh.” Colley led him into the drawing room.

George Washington Parke Custis and his wife Mary, who was called “Molly,” greeted him warmly, and soon Robert was installed in a comfortable armchair, sipping a cherry ice.

As with all the rooms he had seen in Arlington House, he thought the parlor was elegantly appointed, the furnishings lavish, but it was still a comfortable room. The two tall windows had white linen shades, which were opened to the east. The fireplace had a brass fire screen fashioned as a peacock, with brass andirons in a holder with the same design. A large rectangular looking glass was over the George III chimney piece. A Dutch oak bookcase, a gold velvet camelback sofa with matching armchairs, and two William IV rosewood carved round tables made a comfortable corner for visiting.

“Mary will be down soon, Robert,” Molly said. She was a pretty woman, with a blue-eyed-blond English look. “George bought enough sweet cherries for the entire plantation, and Mary took them around to everyone. She returned a bit later than she intended, I’m sure. I apologize for her tardiness.”

“Please, Mrs. Custis, there’s no need for apologies,” Robert said, his dark eyes twinkling. “To know Miss Custis is to wait for Miss Custis. I would be afraid she was unwell if she were on time.”

“‘S truth.” George Custis harrumphed. Short, balding, tending to plumpness, and generally of an amiable temperament, he still was impatient at times. “That girl will be late, no matter what I or her mother do or say. So, Robert, you cut quite a dashing figure in your shiny new uniform. Have you received any orders yet?”

“Yes, sir, I’m ordered to the Savannah River in Georgia, to Cockspur Island,” he answered eagerly. “The US Army has decided to construct a fort there.”

“Georgia?” Mr. Custis repeated darkly, as if he had never heard the word. “Cockspur Island? Sounds dreary and troublesome. I don’t believe we have family in Savannah, do we, Molly?”

“The Edward Carter family and the James Randolph family live in Atlanta,” she said thoughtfully. “But no, I don’t believe we are connected to Savannah.”

George Custis was George Washington’s step-grandson and a descendant of Baron Baltimore. The Parke and the Custis families were among the original colonists of Virginia. Mary Custis’s maiden name was Mary Lee Fitzhugh. She was Robert’s mother’s cousin. The Parkes, the Custises, the Lees, and the Fitzhughs were all Founding Families, the aristocracy of America. George Custis in particular was so proud of his step-grandfather that he had collected much of George Washington’s possessions and displayed them proudly at Arlington. Northern Virginia was his birthright, Arlington was his home, and he very rarely thought about any such obscure hinterlands as Savannah, Georgia.

Mary came in, tranquil and with slow grace in spite of the fact that she had kept Robert waiting, a breach of etiquette that she often committed with no apparent regret. Robert rose as she entered wearing a white dress patterned with small pink roses and a green sash encircling her small waist above the bell-shaped crinoline. Her cheeks were delicately flushed, her eyes were glowing, and the warmth in her smile of greeting was unmistakable. She held out both her hands, and he took them and bowed. “Mr. Lee! I’m so happy you called. It’s good to see you again. How long will you be here this time? Where are you staying?”

Settling back in his chair, Lee replied, “I was just telling your mother and father that I’m assigned to Savannah, Georgia, but I don’t have to report until the middle of November. I’m staying at Eastern View.” This property was owned by one of his Carter cousins and was just outside of Alexandria, Virginia.

“Oh, good. Then you can call every day,” Mary said with a mischievous glance at her father.

George Custis said, “Don’t be foolish, Mary. Lieutenant Lee doesn’t have time to call here every day and sit twiddling his thumbs waiting for you.”

“Perhaps he does,” Mary said. “Perhaps we should ask him.” She turned to him, eyes sparkling. “Mr. Lee? How is your schedule these days?”

“I’ve set aside plenty of time for thumb-twiddling,” he replied. “I was sure to include it on my calendar, Miss Custis.”

Molly Custis looked amused, while her husband made a slight grimace.

Robert knew Mr. Custis liked him and thought him a fine-looking man with an impeccable manner and noble bearing. But while the Lees were one of the most prominent families in Virginia, they were also poor, and Robert knew it was difficult for George Washington Parke Custis to envision the heiress of Arlington as living on an army lieutentant’s pay. For years now the bond between Robert and Mary had grown from childhood friendship to one of mutual affection and esteem. Now that both were in their twenties, Robert knew the master of Arlington understood very well where his daughter’s wishes lay, but Robert was not sure her father could be glad for her.

They talked for a while about small things: family, mutual acquaintances, and the army. As it grew later in the afternoon, Molly suggested, “George, I’d very much like to sit out on the portico and watch the sun set. Mary, Lieutentant Lee, perhaps you would care to join me?”

Mr. Custis decided to join them, too, and as the ladies collected their fans and instructed the servants to bring tea and cakes, he began to tell Robert about a new addition he had just acquired for the conservatory, a rare orchid.

As the four went out onto the veranda, Mary took Robert’s arm, and the moment there was a lull in her father’s raptures, she said, “Yes, Father, the orchid is interesting, and perhaps after we watch the sun set you might show it to Mr. Lee. But I noticed this morning that the last roses have bloomed, and I know he would like to see them.”

“Yes, sir,” Lee said instantly to Mr. Custis. “Perhaps you would give Miss Custis permission to show me your roses? Arlington House is, after all, quite famous for the grounds and the gardens. I haven’t toured the rose garden since last spring.”

“Of course, of course,” he said, smiling happily after Robert mentioned Arlington. “Mary, hurry on, so Lieutenant Lee can get the full benefit of the last light.”

They walked down the steps and around to the north side of the house, where the large rose garden was situated. As they got out of the view of the veranda, without any signal passing between them, Mary clasped Robert’s arm tighter and drew closer to him.

Robert slowed his pace so they walked very slowly down the rows of rosebushes. Though many of the bushes were already bare of flowers, some of them still had lush blooms on them. The garden’s sweet scent enveloped them.

“You must miss your mother terribly, Robert,” she said in a low voice of sympathy. “Please tell me, how are you coping?”

The last time she had seen him was at his mother’s funeral, about a month and a half previously. Robert had nursed his mother through years of debilitating illness. “I do miss her very much,” he said. “But she was a godly woman, and she is with her heavenly Father, well and whole and joyful. I couldn’t wish her back.” Brightening, he pointed to a red rose in full bloom, almost as big as a dinner dish. “That indeed is a glorious rose, Mary. Now I won’t worry too much that I was exaggerating about Arlington’s rose garden just so we might have a few moments alone.”

“You? Exaggerate or prevaricate? Nonsense! There is not a shred of vanity or guile in you,” she said, squeezing his arm. “And while I do understand that your code of honor as a gentleman would never permit you to even think of any dishonesty, I don’t understand how you’ve kept from getting vain. You’re perfectly lovely, Robert.”

He flushed. “Men aren’t lovely, Mary. I can’t imagine why you would say such a thing about me. It’s ridiculous.”

“I think not. My cousin, Katherine Randolph, told me that she heard that at West Point they called you the ‘Marble Model.’ Perhaps I should call you that instead of lovely.”

His face must have reflected a curious mixture of confusion, vexation, and embarrassment, as Mary laughed. “Never mind, Robert. I don’t mean to embarrass you. If I did, I would have said that in front of my parents.”

“Yes, I know, and I’m very grateful to you for sparing me that at least,” he said with exasperation. Then, raising his eyebrows and cocking his head, he said, “I’ve heard gossip about you, too, Miss Custis. I heard that you’ve sent away several beaus this summer, among them congressman Sam Houston. And now the word is that Mr. Lynville Fitzhugh is actively courting you.”

“Pah, he doesn’t do anything actively,” she said dismissively. “I understand that ever since Beau Brummel became an arbiter elegantiarum, languor of manner and contrived boredom are all the fashion on the Continent these days. I couldn’t conceive of marrying such a silly man. Besides, he has a cast eye. And he’s my cousin.”

“Everyone in northern Virginia is your cousin, Mary,” Robert said. “I’m your cousin.”

“That’s completely different,” she said stoutly.

“How? Why?”

“Because you have the elegant and polished deportment of a gentleman, you are intelligent and accomplished and cultured, you are energetic and hardworking, and you don’t have a cast eye,” she finished triumphantly.

“I see,” he said lightly. “I had no idea I was such a paragon. But I am beginning to see that it could definitely be to my advantage.”

“To me you’ve always had many advantages over other men I’ve known, Robert,” she said.

He stopped, turned, and took both of her hands. His dark, intense eyes searching her face, he said quietly, “And to me you’ve always been the most intriguing, the most charming, the most gracious, and the most captivating woman I’ve ever known.”

“Do you mean that?” she asked breathlessly.

“Every word,” he said firmly, “and every sentiment. But you do understand, don’t you, Mary, the position I’m in right now? I only graduated West Point in June. Now, thanks to the mercy and goodness of the Lord, my mother is at rest. I’m in the army, and I haven’t even performed my first duty yet. I feel that I have a new life, and it is just beginning, just now.”

“I understand, Robert,” she said. “I understand everything. I’ll be here, you know. When you’ve learned your new life, I’ll be right here.”

He bent to kiss her then for the first time, a mere brush of his lips against hers. When he raised his head, they exchanged brief smiles. Though it was unsaid by either of them, that kiss was a promise that they would keep.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lieutenant Jack Mackay adjusted his wide-brimmed slouch hat so as to channel the heavy cold rain away from his neck. Then he continued the conversation. “But Robert, I really think my sister has become extremely attached to you. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed!”

Lieutenant Robert E. Lee looked up quickly in alarm. “Jack, you don’t think I’ve been misleading Miss Eliza, do you?”

“Of course not,” he said dismissively. “And neither does she. But she does find your attentions very welcome. I can tell.”

“I enjoy her company very much,” Lee said, “and also Miss Catherine’s. Both of your sisters are amiable and pleasant ladies.” He resumed walking slowly along the earthen embankment, occasionally stopping to plunge a sharp stick into the side.

In the previous month, November, a gale had destroyed part of this earthen wall, and the site for the fort had flooded. Due to illness and then rambling bureaucratic shuffling in Washington, the major commanding the site was not there. It had been up to Lieutenant Lee to supervise the repair of the breach and to strengthen the entire protective mud wall. He inspected it several times a day when it was raining, even on a dismal and cold day such as this.

“‘Amiable and pleasant,’” his friend repeated. “That could be said of every lady of our acquaintance. Robert, I don’t like to intrude, but may I ask you a question of a personal nature? Rude of me, I know, but I hope that you’ll excuse me because of our long friendship.”

Lee and Jack Mackay had been at West Point together, and they had been at Cockspur Island now for over a year. Somewhat to Mackay’s surprise, Lee grinned at him. “You’re going to ask me about why I’ve never courted anyone.”

“Well, yes. Certainly you’ve had ample opportunity. The ladies all adore you. Barely notice I’m in the room when you’re there,” he added, grumbling.

“Nonsense,” Lee said crisply. “Anyway, the answer to your admittedly rude, though forgivable question is that I have been courting a lady for a long time now.”

Mackay nodded. “Miss Custis, isn’t it? I know that every summer you spend most of your time up around Arlington House. And I know that you write her often.”

“It is Miss Custis,” Lee admitted readily. “It’s always been Miss Custis.”
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The new commanding engineer reported to Cockspur Island just after Christmas. By spring, he had made his best evaluation: the plan for the fort would not do, and it must be redesigned. In April, Second Lieutenant Robert E. Lee was reassigned to Fort Monroe in Hampton, Virginia. Although it was almost one hundred eighty miles to the gracious home on the hills above Alexandria, it was still much closer than Savannah, Georgia.

Lieutenant Lee reported to his new post on May 7, 1831. Now with certainty in his course, he secured a leave of absence and made his way again up that long slope to Arlington House. It was a gorgeous day, balmy with occasional cool breezes that carried the sweetest scent of all, jasmine. The cherry trees and dogwoods in the park were blooming, their virginal white flowers bright against the cool green of new leaves. Northern Virginia was in her best dress, that of a sunny spring.

He was greeted happily by the family, at least by Mary Custis and Mrs. Custis. George Custis welcomed him but was perhaps a touch less effusive than his wife and daughter.

Lee, of course, noticed this, but it made no difference to him. He knew Mary Custis as well as any person on earth can truly know another, and her thoughts and desires were the only thing that mattered to him.

They sat on the veranda for a while sipping lemonade and talking mostly about Arlington, for Mr. Custis invariably brought the conversation around to his much-beloved home. As he and Lee talked, Mr. Custis soon warmed up to him, as he always did. Robert E. Lee was cordial and pleasant, and he had a quick and curious mind. He never feigned interest in any of Mr. Custis’s topics, whether it was George Washington or some scheme Mr. Custis had for an agricultural enterprise or news of the economy in England. Lee was truly interested in all of these things and many more.

Robert was invited to dinner, and just after sunset, they all repaired to the dining room. As it was still cool in the evenings, a fire had been lit, but in Robert’s opinion it did little to make the formal room more inviting. It was a magnificent room, grandly furnished. A very long Charles X mahogany table was centered in the room, covered with the finest French damask cloth. Intricately carved mahogany Chippendale chairs lined the walls, except for the four set at the table. An enormous George II serpentine-front sideboard was on one wall, the fireplace on the other.

A slave, dressed in a dark suit with a tailed coat, white vest, and spotless white gloves, stood behind each chair. Robert saw with an inward sigh that he was stranded at one end of the long expanse of the table. Mr. Custis said grace, and the servants began to prepare each dish for the diners from the sideboard.

Before her father could monopolize the conversation again, Mary asked, “Mr. Lee, please tell us about your new position. I’ve never been to Hampton Roads, though I’ve heard it’s a most pleasant holiday spot.”

“Hampton Roads may be, but I’m afraid Fort Monroe isn’t quite as congenial,” Robert said. “At least there is actually a fort, which is more than can be said for Cockspur Island.”

“And what is to be your work there, Lieutenant Lee?” Molly asked.

“Construction on the fort itself is pretty well complete. It houses a garrison, and in fact, they have just begun artillery training there. But the outerworks still aren’t finished, and it’s been decided to build an adjacent fort just offshore, on a rock bank sunk in deep water. I’m rather excited about the project,” he said, warming to the subject. “I do hope I’m assigned to work on the new fort, and not just finishing the outerworks on Monroe.”

“Good heavens, Mr. Lee, you’ve practically spent the last two years chin-deep in that swamp in Georgia,” Mary said spiritedly. “To this day I cannot imagine how you kept from dying, either from some noxious swamp fever or from catching a deathly chill in the winters.”

“I must have a strong constitution,” he said. “Do you know, I’ve never been ill in my life, except for the usual childhood things.”

“Yes, I know,” Mary said so assuredly that her father gave her a strange look. “But most mortal men do get ill at one time or another in such an environment. I’m glad that you’ll be better situated at Fort Monroe. So since it sounds already well established, I assume that they have adequate housing there? You know, officer’s quarters—and married officer’s houses?”

George Custis choked slightly on a bite of roasted pork, Molly Custis smiled knowingly, and Mary stared at Robert, her eyes sparkling, her expression challenging.

Robert E. Lee was definitely a man to squarely meet a challenge. “Oh yes, Miss Custis. Naturally I was most interested in the housing available. I saw several homes for officers. In fact, I am very partial to one of them. It is small, but it could be made into a comfortable home, I think, with the right touch.”

“A woman’s touch, I’m sure you mean,” Mary added mischievously.

“Of course. Could any house be called a home without the right woman’s touch?” Robert said with aplomb.

At this Mr. Custis felt it was important to intervene, so the rest of the dinner conversation revolved around Arlington and tidbits of family news.

After dinner they retired to the formal drawing room, which adjoined the dining room. Mr. Custis talked to Lee for almost two hours. They found themselves talking about the Revolution, and about George Washington as a general, and of course about one of his most trusted young cavalrymen, General “Lighthorse” Harry Lee, Robert’s father. As the men talked, Mrs. Custis sewed and Mary read.

At length Mr. Custis said he was going to go to his office and go over some papers and excused himself.

Mary laid aside her book, and Robert asked, “What are you reading, Miss Custis?”

“Ivanhoe,” she answered promptly. “I like Sir Walter Scott very much. I know that you don’t care much for novels, Robert, but would you please read to me? My eyes are growing a bit tired.”

“It would be my pleasure,” Robert answered. He had a low, melodious voice, and with his warm manner, listeners found his recitations very enjoyable.

“Chapter fourteen begins with a poem by Warton,” Robert said, and quoted with feeling:


“In rough magnificence array’d
When ancient Chivalry display’d
The pomp of her heroic games
And crested chiefs and the tissued dames
Assembled, at the clarion’s call,
In some proud castle’s high arched hall.



Prince John held his high festival in the Castle of Ashby….”



After he had read for about an hour and was about to begin a new chapter, Molly Custis said, “Lieutenant Lee, it is such a great pleasure to hear you read. But I’m sure you need some refreshment. Mary, why don’t you take Lieutenant Lee into the dining room and get him something from the sideboard?”

“Of course, Mother,” Mary said, rising and going toward the dining room.

Robert followed her, but they had only taken a few steps when Mrs. Custis said, “Mary?”

“Yes, Mother?”

Molly Custis never looked up from her sewing. Quietly she said, “I had Colley set up refreshments in the family dining room, dear.”

“Oh?” Mary said in surprise. “Oh! Of course. Come along, Robert.”

Instead of going back into the formal dining room, Mary led him across the hall to a much warmer, more pleasant room. It was a large room. Two-thirds of it was taken up by a plain rectangular wooden table that held six places. At the other end of the room was a cozy family parlor. It was a much more intimate setting than the grand drawing room.

Mary led him to the sideboard, took a plate, and put a piece of fruitcake on it. “Tea? Or—”

He put his arm around her, turned her to him, and drew her close. “Mary, I don’t want to wait for tea or cake or anything else. I love you, Mary, I love you so much that I can’t imagine life without you. Would you do me the very great honor of marrying me?”

“Finally,” she murmured and put her arms around him. They kissed, a long, lingering, sweet kiss.

Robert E. Lee and Mary Custis both felt a rush of joy, for at last they were home.
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Truth to tell, George Washington Parke Custis was hiding.

His office was more like a library—a comfortable room with a mahogany barrister’s desk, three walls lined with filled bookcases, and a window that looked out on the lawn and the park. By this window in summer he placed his favorite chair, perhaps the only piece of furniture in Arlington House that was shabby. It was a solid leather wing chair, overstuffed, with a matching hassock. Mr. Custis could spend hours in this chair, reading, looking out the window onto his magnificent grounds, or dozing. But on this early morning, he sat uneasily, trying to concentrate on a Dickens novel, but more often looking out the window, his brow furrowed.

A peremptory knock sounded at the door. “Father?”

“Come in, Mary,” he said resignedly.

She came in, and he noted that she was looking particularly well this morning, wearing a sky-blue dress and matching ribbons in her curled hair. Her color was high, and her dark eyes were fiery. “Father, I can’t believe the way you treated Robert! How could you?”

He stood slowly, laid down his book, and said in a kindly voice, “Mary, dearest one, please come sit down with me. Please?”

She looked rebellious, but then relented and followed him to the corner by the fireplace, where there was a sofa and loveseat. She took her seat on the sofa, and her father sat by her.

Taking her hand, he said quietly, “I didn’t refuse Lieutenant Lee, you know.”

“I know that. It wouldn’t have done any good if you had. What I don’t understand is your attitude of clear reluctance, Father. Robert isn’t offended, because he is so kind and understanding. But I am offended for him,” she said ardently.

“Mary, I like Robert. No, that’s not quite correct. I hold him in very high esteem. But I do have two objections to your marrying him. One I told him of, and we spoke of it at length. The other I said nothing about, but of course he would be aware of my concerns.”

“It’s all that malicious gossip about his half brother, isn’t it?” Mary said with disdain.

“It’s not just gossip, my dear. The story happens to be true,” Mr. Custis said gently.

Robert E. Lee had an older half brother, Henry Lee, the son of “Lighthorse” Harry Lee’s first wife, who had died. Henry Lee had inherited the Lee family mansion, Stratford, and had married a neighbor, a young woman of means. Her sister, a seventeen-year-old girl, had come to live with them. After the death of their first child, Henry’s wife became addicted to morphine, and Henry and his wife’s younger sister had an affair. All of this had happened many years previously, but it had only come out that year, because President Andrew Jackson had appointed Henry Lee as consul to Algiers. He and his wife, who had recovered from her addiction and reconciled with her husband, traveled there. But all of Henry Lee’s past, instead of merely being whispered about, was now soundly denounced on the floor of the Senate, and every senator who voted went against his confirmation. He had moved to Paris that summer of 1830, and the couple now lived in obscurity there.

Mary argued, “I don’t care if it is true. It has nothing whatsoever to do with Robert.”

“But it’s his family,” Mr. Custis said. “Even his father, an esteemed general and friend of my grandfather’s, with so many opportunities, went to debtor’s prison and left his family penniless.”

“Yes, it is a terrible thing what happened to Robert and his mother and brothers and sisters,” Mary said evenly. “But his mother was a strong, determined, godly, loving woman who passed on all of those qualities to Robert. And she taught him self-reliance and frugality and self-control. His other, nobler qualities, like personal courage and sense of duty and honor are in his blood, Lee blood, and he is proud of it. It is an honor for me to marry this man, Father. Can’t you see that?”

His eyes wandered to the window, that window that he had looked out on with such pleasure for over thirty years. “I suppose I do, Mary,” he said at last. “You’re right, of course. I’ve known Robert all of his life, and perhaps I have grown so accustomed to him that I have forgotten his finer qualities as a man.” He turned back to her and continued in a tone now tinged with worry. “But Mary, he is poor, and I can’t help but worry about that, and I addressed my objections to Lieutenant Lee. You’ve never been poor, child, you’ve no idea what it’s like. You, living in officer’s quarters in a fort? I tried to tell Lieutenant Lee that I would like to be allowed to help, but he—”

Mary burst out laughing. “Oh Father, dear Father. For a moment there I really thought you were coming to understand us. Don’t you know Robert E. Lee at all? Don’t you know me? Neither Robert nor I would ever accept your charity under any circumstances. And no, we didn’t discuss this last night. Of course we talked about Fort Monroe and economies that would have to be made and so on, but neither of us ever mentioned asking you for help. We didn’t have to. We both knew that it was impossible.”

“But Mary, a fort?” he protested weakly.

“Yes, a fort,” she said firmly. “And in spite of my ignorance, I happen to know that there are many people that are much worse off than that. I am so blessed, so exceedingly blessed, and I’m so happy! I want you to be happy for me, too, Father. I believe that in time you’ll find that Robert will be just as treasured by you as if he were your own son.”

He sighed. “That may be. He is a man that I admire, I freely admit. But it may take some time for me to be positively giddy about your marriage.”

She squeezed his hand. “Not too much time, Father. Because I have told Robert that I’ve waited for him long enough. I refuse to have a long engagement. We’re going to be married next month.”
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On June 30, 1831, Robert E. Lee married Mary Anna Randolph Custis at Arlington House.

It was a stormy day, and the Episcopalian minister had arrived soaking wet through and through. Mr. Custis loaned him some clothes that were ill fitting, but his vestments gave him an appropriate grand solemnity.

Robert waited by the fireplace in the formal drawing room. Six of his friends stood with him. About forty people, all of them relatives to one degree or another to the Lees and the Custises, were in attendance. He looked expectantly past them to the door into the dining room, where his bride, with her six attendants, was to enter.

Jack Mackay, his old friend from West Point and Cockspur Island, leaned forward and whispered, “Robert, it’s the first time I’ve ever seen you look pale. Are you all right?”

Lee looked slightly surprised. “I’m pale? How very odd. No, I’m fine. I thought I would be more excited than this, but I feel only calm.”

Mary’s attendants started coming through, but Robert only had eyes for his bride. Somewhat to his consternation, she looked very nervous. He mentally made a note to write of this day later to a friend not in attendance:


The minister had few words to say, though he dwelt upon them as if he had been reading my Death warrant, and there was a tremulousness in the hand I held that made me anxious for him to end.



But Mary recovered from her jitters as soon as the ceremony was over.

The happy couple stayed at Arlington for a week then started making the rounds of nearby friends and family, all of whom had large estates and gracious homes.

Robert E. Lee was the happiest of men. He and Mary had played together as small children, when he had come to love her as part of his extended family. They had teased each other and argued with each other and flirted with each other all through their teenage years. And now he was a man, and in the footsteps of the immortal Paul, he had put away those childish things.

He loved Mary Anna with a devotion and loyalty and respect so deep that it would never waver, never falter. He knew he was blessed, for he had married the greatest love of his life.
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Mary Anna had to admit that, despite her insistence of her worldly knowledge to her father, life at Fort Monroe came as a great shock to her. The enlisted men who were assigned to the artillery school were a raucous, belligerent bunch of men who got drunk as often as possible and fought with each other, reeling drunk or rock sober, almost every day.

Looking up from her book, she watched Robert with affection. He sat at his small camp desk, lit by a single lantern, sketching out mechanical drawings for breastworks. His handsome face was a study in total concentration, but it was not indicated by frowning or chewing his lip or any other facial gesture. He was expressionless, except for his intense gaze, and he was motionless except for his drawing hand.

The room was small, a tiny parlor that barely held a sofa, two armchairs, and Robert’s desk. At the other end of the room was the kitchen, which consisted of a cookstove, three cabinets, and an oak table that served both as a worktable and a dining table. The door on the right-hand side of the room led to their bedroom, the only other room in the apartment. This shabby little second-floor flat was as far from Arlington House as two structures can possible be and still be called houses. But Mary didn’t care about the house. To her, home was where Robert was, and that made her happy.

Robert finally looked up from his work. He rose and smiled at his wife. He came to kneel by her chair and took her hand and kissed it. “You know, I knew that our home would be happy, no matter how much of a setdown it is from Arlington. But what I didn’t really realize was what a good soldier’s wife you would become. This life is so different from your world.”

“You are my world, Robert,” she said simply. “You have been my whole world for a long time.”

He studied her then said warmly, “I love you, Mims. I thank the Lord for giving you to me. You are my treasure.”

She smiled at him. “Robert, how would you like to have another treasure?”

“Hm? What?”

“An addition to our world. A small, noisy one that I fervently hope looks like you.”

He took both her hands and stared up at her, his eyes so dark they looked ebony. “You’re pregnant? We’re going to have a baby?”

“Yes, we are,” she said happily. “In September, I think.”

Robert E. Lee laid his head down in her lap and, in quiet reverent tones, gave thanks to the Lord.
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He was born at the fortress on September 16, 1832. They named him George Washington Custis Lee.

To Mary’s joy, even as a newborn, the boy had the aristocratic male handsomeness of the Lee men. Mary bore the birth well, and Custis was healthy.

In her journal she wrote:


The voice of joy, and the voice of gladness,
The voice of the bridegroom, and the voice of the bride,
The voice of them that shall say,
Praise the Lord of hosts:
For the Lord is good;
For his mercy endureth forever.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Life at Fort Monroe was pleasant for Robert and Mary. Robert’s immediate superior was a man named Captain Andrew Talcott, and they made fast friends. He married one of Mary’s cousins, a girl named Harriet Randolph Hackley, and the two couples enjoyed many good times: picnics in the summer, riding to Hampton Roads, and dinner parties.

But extremely good news came to the Lees in the fall of 1834, when he was assigned to Washington as assistant to the chief of engineers. That meant that they would only be across the Potomac River from Arlington. Though Robert tried to find suitable lodgings for them in Washington, it was impossible to find a nice home for a couple with a son in the overcrowded city. So he rode back and forth to work every weekday from Arlington, and though it was difficult, he and Mary were blissfully happy to be back at the gracious home.

Although Lee was happy with his home situation now, he intensely disliked his work. The politics in Washington—the bickering, the petty dislikes, the favoritism, the double crossing— irritated to the extreme his finer sensibilities. And he was exceedingly bored with office work.

In the spring of 1835, a boundary dispute arose between Ohio and Michigan, and the young lieutenant eagerly applied to the Topographical Department to be assigned to the survey team. To his delight, his old friend Captain Talcott was commanding the team, and he immediately left Arlington for the Great Lakes.

Mary and two-year-old Custis were sorry to see him leave, but Mary knew very well how he felt about his clerk’s position in Washington, though he never complained. She was pregnant again, right at six months when Robert left, but she was in good health. Custis was a strong and energetic child, and they were in the tender care of her parents and, of course, Bathsheba, who was like a lion with her cubs. And so Mary was happy for Robert, that he was able to get out in the field, which he loved.

The surveying mission lasted the summer, and the final determination wasn’t made until late September. Robert had enjoyed the mission intensely; it was interesting, complex work, and Captain Talcott was a lively, obliging friend. They had even begun a friendly “rivalry” concerning their children, for the Talcotts had had a boy soon after Custis Lee’s arrival, and then in winter of 1834, both Harriet Talcott and Mary Anna found they were expecting. Lee was “betting” he’d have a girl and Talcott would have another son, while the good-natured Talcott bet the opposite.

Robert E. Lee won the bet. In July, news reached him that Mary had given birth to a girl, whom they named Mary Custis Lee. Robert was concerned because the child was a bit earlier than they had predicted, and Mary’s letters said she had not had such an easy time as before, with Custis. But she wrote that the baby was thriving, and though Mary was ill, it was nothing serious, and she was recovering.

In September, Robert brooded over her latest letter. The tone of the letter was lighthearted, with descriptions of the leaves turning their glorious fall colors, with Bathsheba’s latest vocal antics, with descriptions of Custis’s mischief and baby Mary’s beauty. But Robert knew his wife as well as he knew his own soul, and he worried over the last paragraph:


I am not recovering as quickly as I would wish, for Dr. Waters says I have some sort of infection, and it vexes me to the extreme, for on some days I must remain bedridden. On the good days I enjoy little Mary and even Custis’ rowdiness so much, I hate to miss a minute of their days. But don’t trouble yourself, please, Robert, for I’m sure that by the time you’re back home I shall be my old cranky self.



Both Robert E. Lee and Mary regarded complaining as a personal weakness, and so he suspected that Mary was downplaying her illness. When he received his orders to return to Washington in October, he was much relieved.
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Mary stared at her reflection in the mirror. She was now twenty-eight years old, but she looked fifty-eight. Her face had gotten so thin in her prolonged illness that she looked positively gaunt, with deep purple shadows under her fever-dulled eyes. Her complexion had no hint of color; she was deathly pale.

Sighing, she looked at her hair. Not one strand could be cleanly pulled from the mass of tangles, no matter how long Bathsheba and her mother tried to brush it out. Her mouth tightening, she picked up a pair of scissors, grabbed a huge tangled mass, and cut it off. In only a few minutes she was surrounded by great hanks of hair, and what was left on her head stood up in bizarre spikes of different lengths.

“I don’t care,” she said defiantly to her sickly reflection. “It feels so much better.” But walking from her bed to her dressing table—all of four steps—and cutting her hair had exhausted her. She rested her forehead on her hand for a few minutes before she made the effort to go back to bed.

The door opened and Bathsheba flew to her side. “Oh, Miss Mary! Look what you done! Oh, Miss Mary, how could you have cut all your pretty hair!”

“It wasn’t pretty. It felt like I was lying on a scratchy wool rug,” she retorted. “I’m glad I cut it. I already feel so much better, and I want it washed right now.”

Bathsheba crossed her arms against her massive breast and said knowingly, “Mm-hmm. You look like getting your hair, or at least your head, washed right now. I better git it done in a hurry ‘fore you fall over dead. You just had to get up and come over here and cut all your pretty hair off, didn’t you? Me and your mama tole you ten thousand times not to try to get out of bed by your own self!”

Mary said wearily, “I am sorry now, Bathsheba, I admit. I’m not feeling too well. Would you please help me back to bed? Maybe after I rest awhile I’ll feel more like having a bath.”

Bathsheba almost carried her back to bed, which she could have done easily since Mary probably weighed no more than ninety pounds now. Tucking her in, Bathsheba clucked over her much as she had when Mary was a child. “You rest now, baby girl, and I’ll go have Cook fix you some sweet creamed rice, and then we’ll get you cleaned up, and I’ll give you a nice alcohol rub. You know, Mr. Lee is comin’ in tomorrow, so maybe you’ll get a good night’s rest and feel better when he gets here.”

“I’ll feel better when he’s here anyway,” Mary said. “I’ve missed him terribly.”

“I know dat, and I know Mr. Lee’s missed you something fierce, too,” Bathsheba said soothingly. “So you just stay in this here bed, Miss Prance-About, till I come back to sit with you.”

“I will,” Mary promised.

Bathsheba bustled out, and Mary immediately fell into an exhausted doze.

She only rested for about half an hour, however, and woke up knowing that her temperature was rising, and that in about an hour she would have a debilitating fever. In her melancholy, a sudden thought came to her. She visualized her husband riding up to Arlington—his handsome, clean-cut features, his immaculate uniform, and the gladness and appreciation so plain on his face every time he came home.

And then she remembered that awful reflection in the mirror. She looked twice his age, old and ugly, and now her hair was grotesque. Even a ruffled housecap wouldn’t cover the bald forehead and sides. What expression would she see on Robert E. Lee’s “Marble Model” face then?
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Robert E. Lee loved his mare, Grace Darling. She could walk all day long over the roughest terrain and never jolt him. But she wasn’t a racer; she couldn’t travel at a strong canter for long. Nevertheless, he pushed her as soon as he reached the Arlington property and galloped right up to the wide portico.

A servant came rushing out of the house to take his horse, followed by Mr. and Mrs. Custis. They greeted him warmly, but he could tell that they both looked strained, and his heart plummeted.

Mrs. Custis said, “Please, Robert, come into the drawing room before you go up to see Mary. We’d like to talk to you.”

He followed them into the room, and a maid offered him lemonade or a cordial, but he asked for iced water. Molly Custis seated herself on the sofa and patted the seat beside her for Robert to take. Mr. Custis stood in front of the fireplace, fiddling with the ornaments on the mantelpiece.

After Robert had had a few sips of water, Molly Custis said quietly, “Mary is very ill, Robert. She was adamant that when we wrote to you none of us would give you a hint about exactly how grave her condition is.”

In a voice of pure misery George Custis said, “Dr. Waters says that she—that this infection—that—” He choked slightly.

Robert turned to his mother-in-law. She looked straight into his eyes and said, “Dr. Waters has prepared us for the worst.”

Robert’s eyes closed in pain, but in only a few moments he looked back at Molly. “No, I don’t believe that Mary will be taken from us,” he said firmly and clearly. “Deep in my heart I’ve always known that when God gave her to me, we would have a lifetime together.” He stood up and went over to lay his hand on Mr. Custis’s shoulder. “Sir, Mary has the strength of heroes’ blood in her veins, and she has fire, and she has heart. Please don’t mourn. Just pray for God’s assurance and comfort.”

Mr. Custis’s head was down because he was fighting tears, and it embarrassed him. But he nodded.

George Custis had had a complete turnaround about Robert E. Lee in the three years that he had been married to his daughter. Mary’s prophecy had been right. To him Robert had proved to be the best in a son—honorable, loyal, and as dutiful toward him and Molly as any son of blood could be. Robert even helped him tremendously with his complicated business affairs.

Robert asked, “But how is baby Mary? How is she faring?”

Molly smiled. “She is thriving, Robert. She’s just fine. Apparently this infection that Mary is suffering from had nothing to do with her pregnancy or the birth, and it didn’t affect baby Mary. Dr. Waters is of the opinion that Mary would have these abscesses whether she was pregnant or not.”

Overwhelming relief washed over Robert like a dunking in clear, cool water. He felt guilty enough being away when Mary was ill, but if it had been caused by her pregnancy, he thought he would never be able to recover from the remorse. But his face merely showed relief, and he managed a small smile. “Then I’ll go up to see my Mary now.”

Molly said, “There’s just one more thing, Robert, that I think I should tell you before you see her. Yesterday she cut her hair. It was terribly tangled and matted. Bathsheba and I both kept working on it, trying to get it combed out, but Mary didn’t have the strength to let us brush it for long. Apparently it was so uncomfortable that she just cut it herself.”

George Custis had recovered enough to say, “Looks like she whacked it off with a hatchet. Impetuous girl, always has been.”

“And always will be, I suspect,” Robert said. To the Custises’ surprise, he looked amused. “But thank you for telling me first.” He went upstairs to their bedroom, and the door was open.

Mary was sitting up in bed, wearing a pretty white ruffled bedjacket and a morning cap. She held her arms out, and he hurried to sit on the bed and pull her up into his embrace.

“How I’ve missed you, darling Mims,” he whispered, kissing her cheek, her mouth, her forehead. “I try not to be impatient, but it seemed the days were endless, waiting until I could hurry home.”

She pulled back from him and searched his face hungrily. Then she opened her mouth, tried to speak, but couldn’t make the words come out. Swallowing hard, she tried again, and tears filled her eyes and began running down her cheeks in a flood. “I cut my hair!” she said, almost sobbing.

He gently drew her to him again, and she wept against his chest. She felt as fragile as delicate china. She was so thin, and her bones so small, yet her tiny body threw off heat because she had a fever. “I’m glad you did, my dearest, because I’m sure you’re more comfortable.”

“You are?” she asked dully. “But I look—”

“As beautiful as ever to me. Mary, you are the light of my life. How could I see anything but beauty when I look at that light?”

She cried a little more against his breast, but Mary was not a woman that dissolved into tears very often. Finally she pulled away from him and sat back against her pillows. “All of that salt water is going to tarnish your shiny brass buttons,” she said drily. “I would hate for the impeccable Lieutenant Lee to have dull buttons on his uniform.”

“So would I,” Lee admitted. “But in this case I think you may be forgiven for tarnishing my buttons. Now, where is my daughter? I’m going to take care of you, my dear, from now on, but first I must see little Miss Mary Lee.”

“I’m sure Bathsheba is listening outside the door,” Mary said in a loud tone. “She’ll take you to the next bedroom.”

The door opened slightly, and Bathsheba said in an offended tone, “I was just waiting to make sure you didn’t need anything, Miss Mary. Hello, Lieutenant Lee. We’ve just put the baby in the spare bedroom next door, and Master Custis is waiting to see you, too.”

The sturdy three-year-old Custis ran to his father and grabbed him around the knees.

Lee bent to hug him fiercely. “Is this my son? This big sturdy lad? Let me look at you. You are a fine-looking boy, aren’t you? Have you been a good boy?”

“I’m good sometimes,” he said in his little-boy lisp. “But Mother says sometimes I’m not, sir.”

“I see,” Lee said. “Well, now that I’m home, we can talk about all of that, man-to-man.”

Custis brightened. “Yes, sir. Please, sir.”

Lee went over to the crib where the sleeping baby lay. She was four months old now, and already Lee could see the long thin nose and the stubborn chin. She opened her eyes and considered him gravely. He picked her up, and she kept her eyes trained on his face.

“Come along, son,” he said to Custis and went back into Mary’s bedroom and sat on the bed.

Mary managed a smile at her son and patted the other side of the bed. Eagerly he climbed up. “How do you feel, Mummy?” he asked worriedly.

“I am already feeling much, much better since your father is here,” she said, glancing at Robert. “I know I haven’t been able to see you much lately, Custis, but soon I’ll be well and we’ll be able to go out in the sled when we have our first snow, and we can visit your friends, and we’ll have a wonderful Christmas.”

“That’s right,” Robert said. “Baby Mary’s first Christmas is going to be a happy one. She’s just beautiful, Mary. She looks like you.”

Tears welled into her eyes again but didn’t fall. “Thank you, Robert,” she said simply.

“No, thank you, wife,” he answered. “Now, as soon as you feel strong enough, Mims, we’re going to Berkeley Springs, in Bath. I think it will be so good for you. I don’t know much about the medicinal properties of the springs, but I know that a holiday in the mountains will be a treat for all of us.”

“All of us?” Custis repeated quickly. “May I go, too, sir?”

“Of course,” Robert answered. “All four of us, my beloved family, are all going. I’ve been away so long I couldn’t think of being separated from you again anytime soon.”
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Mary was very ill indeed, and it was the next year before she was able to travel to the old hot springs resort. The town was named Bath after its English sister city, founded by her father’s grandfather, George Washington.

In all the long months of her illness, Robert E. Lee had cared for her day and night, just as he had cared for his mother for most of his teens and early twenties. These two women, though they were weak and sickly in body, imparted to Robert E. Lee some of the most forceful and virtuous qualities that are found in the best of men. He learned self-sacrifice, the highest form of that virtue in that he was never conscious of it. Putting others before himself became such a natural part of the fiber of his being that it was difficult for him to recognize a lack of it in others.

Though his father, “Lighthorse” Harry Lee, had been a man of audacious courage and fiery élan, Harry was an undisciplined man, flighty and careless in business and in caring for his family. He had died when Robert was eleven, and during Robert’s life he had barely known his father, for Harry Lee was always traveling and had spent more than two of those years in debtor’s prison. Anne Carter Lee had raised her children practically single-handedly. In stark contrast to her husband, she was intelligent, level-headed, dutiful, and loving. She taught Robert frugality without being poor-mouthed; the visceral rewards of always fulfilling any duty, no matter how small, to the utmost; a Christian warmth and care for others; and above all, self-control.

For all his life, when Robert E. Lee’s closest friends were describing him, the two words they most often used were honor and duty. These two excellent virtues were the primary forces of Robert E. Lee’s character.

The years of 1835 and 1836, when Mary was so ill, became a clear turning point in Lee’s life. Always before he had had a lively disposition, much given to teasing and laughing heartily at jokes he found funny, his demeanor generally bright and cheerful. After the Lees returned to Arlington from Bath, a friend wrote, “I never saw a man so changed and saddened.”

But because of his unselfishness and his iron self-control, Lee never showed any hint of distress or upset to Mary or his children. With them he was always happy, buoyant, playful, and merry.

It was with others that his demeanor, while not cold, became more dignified and decorous. Always gallant with the ladies and unfailingly delighting in the company of children, he nevertheless had an air about him that set him apart from other men. And because of the noble qualities that had been so firmly set in him by his mother, and the genuine deep love and caring that he had learned from his life with Mary, he did indeed become a man above other men.
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