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THERE ARE ENDLESS stitches to count. Handwork promotes calculation. Gabriel watched his mother pause in her knitting to rest her fingers for the briefest moment—a pause most observers wouldn’t notice. He had always understood that her rest was a part of her work. It was how she could work so long and achieve so much.


As Gabriel made calculations in his own lap—upon his own work—he grew calm. His stomach, which lurched and talked up when he got to thinking about his freedom, would settle alongside Sewing Annie. For these were two folks on a rope. They pulled the same side together and they would never be one swamped by the other. They pulled together.


There hadn’t been much need of Gabriel’s small hands for fieldwork during the time of his babyhood, so he was molded to be a helpmeet for his mother. As he was a good extra hand, close by and circumspect, the Master and Missus allowed Sewing Annie to have her pup at her side.


The woman known as Sewing Annie at Ridley Plantation in St. Mary’s County, Maryland, acquired her name honestly, as she had worked all of her life at sewing, weaving, knitting, and dyeing cloth.


“The woman that knits row after row never gets to the end like a dam that plants and picks down a row in the field. ’Cause when the light goes from the field they likely to let you rest. But a woman that works in her lap can keep on by candlelight and mostly they do. And mostly the mistress expect you to do,” Sewing Annie declared flatly to any who envied her. She knew the field-working folks at Ridley considered her a lucky one who could sit on her duff and work with her fingers. They figured her fortunate on the account that her child worked close alongside. It could not be denied that Sewing Annie’s fortunes were, in some eyes, enviable. She had Gabriel for the blacksmith and had brought a girl, Ellen, for the blacksmith, too.


But Annie did not spare the boy—her helpmeet. Rather she worked Gabriel hard to steel him and he came up a stranger to capering.


The child worked under his mother’s command at hauling water in buckets and fetching and carrying bundles. He got to be good for stirring pots as well as preparing soaps. Aside from his knotted, sinewy upper arms, he was not muscular. Sewing Annie’s Gabriel—as he came to be identified as he grew—exhibited a genuine aptitude for needlework. He inherited his mother’s dexterity, crisp eyesight, appreciation of hue and balance, and quiet, steady manner. Gabriel’s skills at dyeing yarn gave a considerable boon to Annie’s output, as she could concentrate more time on making up the garments she worked on. She gave over handling the dyeing paddles as the boy progressed to the job of stirring the bath.


Gabriel was delighted by the concoctions to draw out and guide the coloring. His eyes would light up as the yielding and coaxing of tickseed, dusty miller, laurel, and lichens revealed the hues. His mother taught him to restrain his excitement, though. It was her strategy that he maintain his quietude so that he not be rebuked or punished. Gabriel came up to be a good shadow pair of hands, and Annie molded him to his tasks patiently but persistently. She was guided to build him strong and resourceful. She sucked each small finger and pressed it insistently, relentlessly to the jobs of sewing and knitting. She kept him at it even when she would have wanted to let him rest. And if she was loving with him she was not sweet. Many a time she switched him with her hand or a small strop to keep him stalwart—to keep him quietly hardworking and not inclined to lollygag.


When Gabriel gained the age of ten, Master Ridley thought to get more profitable labor out of him. He hired out Sewing Annie’s Gabriel to a tailor named Abraham Pearl in town—in Georgetown. The tailor had advertised for a capable helper. Ridley, who often came to Washington to conduct business, thought the hire arrangement would yield some profit from a youngster ill suited for fieldwork.


Came the day and Annie would not let Gabriel mewl and cry. They would punish a crybaby. He must be firm and solid and do what they told him to do. The prospects for him were bright. This hire-out job would train him up and keep him out of the fields. The expendable ones were those who worked crops at Ridley. Season after season crops flourished or failed and Master Ridley had need of more or fewer workers. Thus he sold or bought persons upon his need of hands for the fields. Hands working specialized jobs were the last to go south.


When Abraham Pearl had arrived from Philadelphia to set up in Georgetown, he hadn’t wanted anything to do with chattel slavery. His wife, Dinah, minded all that he was too busy for. She worked hard beside him and the two closed their eyes to the brutal business conducted throughout the town. Their plan had been to build the tailoring concern around the children they expected to be blessed with.


Together, man and wife made a good beginning. The business grew quickly.


A tailor needs an extra hand for keeping neat, for doing secondary work—setting on snaps and buttons and winding yarns and threads and reaching high and low when the tailor is with the patron. Dinah was capable if not artful.


In the early days of the marriage, Dinah was enthusiastic for the work. She was anxious to prove herself a better catch than her younger sister. She knew like every one else in her family that Abraham Pearl had initially been intrigued by Bessie, her sister, so dark-brown-eyed and milk-complexioned that their father had saved her for the attentions of some man more successful than Abraham Pearl. Dinah had the dark brown eyes, too, but had more time on the bone. She was reckoned a lesser catch.


Abraham and Dinah were blessed with compatibility, but no children.


“Aye, God is angry that we are so happy, he will not send a child,” Abraham said with good humor. “Perhaps we should turn sour on each other.”


“As I have not brought forth a hand for you, tailor, you must hire,” Dinah answered. “The work is too much for a dry old woman,” she continued, though she was just upwards of thirty. It became a business imperative for Pearl to get help when Dinah died of consumption.


The boy Pearl hired from Jonathan Ridley was not delicate or sickly, but he wasn’t broad-built either. Pearl was relieved. He hadn’t wanted a slave who would have to be subdued by force. He didn’t have the stomach for whipping and beating.


The first night, the evening Gabriel arrived in Georgetown, he stood in the middle of the workroom with his eyes on the floor and shivered.


This child was unexpectedly slim about the shoulders but very well developed in his forearms, wrists, and hands. Pearl first examined the hands closely by turning them over in his own. To gauge his own power to control the child, he grasped him forcefully and exposed his palms. The boy submitted silently. He flinched when Pearl ran his fingers over the welts on his palms. He had received discipline here—more likely a mother’s chastisement than an overseer’s. Pearl removed the boy’s shirt under witness of the broker to look for signs of gross punishment and found nothing on the child’s back or chest.


At a nod from the broker the child unhitched his pants and dropped them off. He remained standing straight but trembled. He seemed to be approaching the end of his steady nerves. Pearl glanced quickly at Gabriel’s smooth buttocks, his belly, the backs of his legs, and noted them unscarred. He did not indulge in any further curiosity though encouraged to do so by the leering broker.


“Take up your clothes, child,” Abraham Pearl commanded gruffly. He was embarrassed at seeing the naked child and angry at feeling so. He gave the broker his fee and shifted from foot to foot impatiently. The man expected a cup of coffee or a biscuit or both to close the deal. But Pearl extended no welcome and the broker slapped his hat on his thigh and finally departed.


“Ah, the hooknoses have no manners! When the money has passed the deal is done,” he griped to his associate when he left the shop.


The gruffness covered Pearl’s profound distaste for the process of hiring slave labor. He knew he must examine the boy—look at him to see if there were hidden signs of gross punishment or deformity. He had contracted for a smart, quick half-hand—a boy for fetching and training. He was nervous of getting a difficult, brooding helper. But he was not prepared to see a child stripped and shivering.


Pearl directed the child to make a pallet for himself in the corner. Certainly there was no need for him to fear his ability to control this slave. The boy could have been knocked to the floor with an errant elbow. The boy’s face looked like a falling mud fence all during the first meal. Pearl worried that he’d not thrive—might not live even. He might crumble under the work and become a burden. Perhaps he had been too soon separated from his mother.


After eating and tending his wants with circumspection, the boy turned his face toward the wall and away from Pearl, who sat at his table and stitched on a commission by the light of a sputtering candle. Pearl intermittently looked over his glasses at Gabriel and wondered what this youngster was. He had been quiet and composed when he arrived with the broker from Ridley Plantation. But since the uncouth character had departed, the little fellow seemed to have lost his nerves and become tearful. When the boy began to snore, Pearl covered his shoulders with a blanket.


The boy’s proficiency with needlework was clear from the first, and Pearl was surprised. Would Ridley have hired him out so reasonably if he’d known how skilled the boy was? He’d had practice with taking instructions and following steps to the letter and he was agile and accomplished at simple sewing. Pearl realized right away that this little Gabriel was a competent hand for tailoring.


Gabriel started in to learn the trade from Mr. Abraham Pearl and within a while of four years he graduated from doing the general work around the shop to accomplishing commissions.


After the first term of their agreement ended, Pearl attempted to convince Jonathan Ridley that his instructing the boy in the craft of tailoring should offset a part of the fee for Gabriel’s work. After all, he argued, the boy had come to him in ignorance and was receiving an education. Ridley countered that the maturing slave boy was capable of more expert assistance, thus more valuable to the tailor.


When, after eight years, Gabriel’s second term of service to the tailor came to an end, Ridley and Pearl negotiated a contract to employ Gabriel as a tailor’s assistant. The increase Ridley proposed this time angered Pearl. The two men haggled and wrangled and tugged Gabriel between them.


Ah! It is prudent to be practical, Pearl decided. He was intimidated by Ridley’s influence. And Ridley knew that he was now attached to the boy as well as dependent upon his assistance. True, Pearl had spurred the boy’s development and felt pride in what he’d done. He’d shaped a son of sorts from this boy and did not want to lose his assistance in the shop or his companionship. He agreed to the steeper hire terms in large because of these feelings.


Pearl had seen Gabriel’s eyes as he’d grown and thrived in the shop. Sometimes they were lit from beyond themselves. The boy had learned the work and a sense of himself had emerged.


Gabriel had listened to the negotiations regarding his hire fee. Abraham Pearl had bargained and cajoled to lower it—to keep hold of more of his margin of profit. He hadn’t meant the disparaging things he’d said to Master Ridley—that the boy was of little use until he’d given him instruction. Gabriel knew he did not believe this. “Boy, you are well up to the mark!” Pearl had often praised him highly.


But from these discussions of his value—his worth—came the thought to acquire this sum for himself, for himself to be free. Could he know the sum and fasten his hope upon it and earn from his own commissions as Mr. Pearl had suggested that he might?


Out of the core of the arrangement with Ridley, another arrangement was created. Pearl agreed to allow Gabriel to earn money from work outside of his obligations to the tailoring shop. This knot, this plug of money, was his beginning.


The efficient division of labor in the shop and the rising fortunes of the region sparked a rapid growth in the tailoring business. Successful local men craved distinctive clothes. And those in government service competed to trumpet their tastes and importance. Pearl’s shop catered to the increasing number of gentlemen aspiring to fashion.


As Pearl preferred not to shout commands or even to waste breath on repetition, he indicated much with silent signals, as had Gabriel’s own mam. The boy’s upright carriage with no touch of impudence was graceful and attentive. A beckoning gesture with the right hand was employed to call Gabriel from his post of observation and set him to measuring a client for a commission or briskly brushing his coat.


Late in the month of June on one of Gabriel’s infrequent visits to the Ridley Plantation, Sewing Annie and her son sat together around the flagging nighttime fire in the cabin. The two engaged in lap work as they were accustomed to doing. Annie glanced over to her son’s hands, gainfully employed with knitting, and mused on Bell. The boy favored his father about the eyes and around the nose and down the face. But Gabriel didn’t have Bell’s mallet hands. His hands were slender and dexterous.


“Keep your head about your shoulders,” was what Sewing Annie said to Gabriel. She settled back and considered that she had formed him up well and she took pride from it. It was she who instructed Gabriel to figure on his fingers and to listen and be still and take care of what he said around the Master and Mistress. She credited herself for his fineness and appreciated her handiwork.


Gabriel held his chin down upon his chest and she touched it there. He faced her to say “Nanny,” in much the voice of always.


Sparing as usual with their conversation, the mother and son worked rows on their knitting. It did tickle Gabriel to hear his mother’s voice occasionally through the night. In Georgetown he sorely missed sitting up listening to his mother clack her teeth and her knitting needles about one thing and another. Talking in the deep dark was a stingy pleasure but a pleasure nonetheless.


Gabriel did some clacking and talking, too. He told his mother about the shop and about Georgetown. There were many things to tell, so his careful whisper was once or twice forgotten. “Nanny,” he said excitedly. He spoke of carriages, cloaks, boots, elegant clothes. “Oh, Mr. Pearl’s scissors will cut an eyelash, Nanny!”


She listened rapt, savoring the sound of Gabriel. “Master Ridley is but one among many. There are other rich masters in Georgetown. And he is not one of the topmost either. And there are”—Gabriel lowered his voice, remembering to be cautious—“white men who do not believe that slavery is right. They fight for the good of slaves. There are even…”


Annie coughed a knot of phlegm and made a loud noise of expectoration. She shot a searing look of caution at the boy. Gabriel checked his words.


“Something went down the wrong pipe. Ain’t nothing,” she said to cover the silence.


On subsequent visits, Gabriel returned to the subject of freedom. “There’s folks who help a slave to get to the free states,” he said to his mother. He said no more. He’d let her think about the words and what he possibly meant when he said them. Then she’d consider what her own feelings were. Gabriel would wait for his mother—let her take her time to consider what should come next.
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A CRUELLY COLD but bright sunshiny New Year’s Day was when her mam was sold south to satisfy a debt incurred by the master. She and her mam had shared some honeyed cakes during the slack days at Christmastime. Both had enjoyed laughter and some resting. And then on New Year’s Day young Annie’s pallet was placed alongside that of Knitting Annie.


“Slaves ain’t ’lowed to have shares of nothin’—no chick nor child,” the woman said to the blubbering girl by way of consolation. “Master own it all.”


Female slaves on Ridley Plantation in this time were generally called by a variation of the name Ann. The young girl apprenticed to the older woman who knitted was known as Annie-that-sews or Sewing Annie. She was thus called to distinguish her from the slave women they called Cookananny and from her mentor, Knitting Annie. There was as well the one known as Field Annie, lovingly called Fela, who led the gang of women that cleared brush for planting and harvesting crops.


As Sewing Annie grew, her reputation was gained mostly upon her legendary skills at knitting rather than pure out-andout sewing. But she kept the name Sewing Annie to thwart confusion.


Knitting Annie was the all-time leader on Ridley Plantation in production of knitted work. She far outstripped lengths accomplished by the eight other slaves who did knitting work and also Mrs. Clementine Stern Ridley, sister-in-law of the master and a needlewoman of repute. She also exceeded the production of Mrs. Mary Elizabeth Brackley Ridley, the master’s wife, whose embroidery and tatting were considered of the finest quality in southern Maryland and whose hands seemed always to be occupied with threads or yarn. The closets in the main house were full of quilts, coverlets, counterpanes, and antimacassars, for the two Mrs. Ridleys assuaged their isolation with work on these favorite pastimes. Knitting Annie’s expert needlework put her around the table at quilting bee time, working elbow to elbow with the mistresses. They greatly esteemed her skills. And it was surely the consideration of this that lightened her travails.


Knitting Annie and Sewing Annie were installed in the ground-floor room of a plank cabin they shared with a changing group of two or three other female hands. There the needlewoman and her charge slept upon a plain bedstead fitted with a straw mattress and a feather mattress. Knitting Annie guarded their mattresses and commanded complete charge of them. The morning after Sewing Annie lost control of herself and made water on the bedclothes, Knitting Annie only grunted and soaked the clothes in a bath of her own concoction. The sheets and covers were pummeled to sweet cleanness and the girl was cajoled not to soil them.


Knitting Annie covered their bed with a sweet old quilt. This quilt was as plain as any other used by the slaves at Ridley, but its fineness was nevertheless indisputable. The back was made from feed sacks, as were all the others, but the top had a myriad of patterned pieces and bright solids of every kind. This was where scraps from whatever came to them as cloth ended up. Worn places were constantly, relentlessly patched, and it could perhaps be said the bedcloth—from patching—had metamorphosed from one thing to another. It was nearly a completely different coverlet than when it had begun, though it remained of one piece. It was old, old—had been done long before Knitting Annie was born.


The fineness of the old bed quilt was the underside, which was so flawlessly stitched and so intricate that to follow the spiraling stitches would hypnotize the eyes staring at it. Knitting Annie traced the intricacies, the whorls, with her finger. Sewing Annie fell asleep upon ruminations about where exactly the thread had begun its journey in this cloth, for each tiny nip and tuck of it appeared identical. However, this quilt cover did shun the straight. Its stitches were intermittently, deliberately broken to spoil the perfect. A needleworker of Knitting Annie’s skill could come close to making it just so, but the devil would like that too much, the old people said. Thus the quilt had proper irregularity so that the devil would not grab up the two needleworkers in their sleep.


Knitting Annie often repeated, “The favored top for sleeping under, girl, is the Drunkard’s Path. The devil will be sure to spurn it.”


One such perfect quilt—not the Drunkard, but a complex beauty—was made at Ridley and caused no end of trouble in the night. It was said to entwine the legs of any who slept with it. Despite its beauty, Mistress disposed of the perfect quilt as a wedding gift to a young girl of middling favor in the county who was to go westward with her husband.


“Them threads was worked too sweet and even,” Knitting Annie maintained as cautionary.


Knitting Annie was kind to her charge and looked after the girl as well as one who is a slave can look after another one who is a slave. It was her duty to pass to this young Annie all of what she knew about knitting and piecing together the knitted garments and the quilting, the spinning and dyeing, and what all else. She passed on all, as well as a few choice secrets having to do with which plants were best for dyes.


As part of the mushrooming prosperity of Ridley Plantation in those years, the needlewoman and her young assistant worked inside the loom house that Master built some few feet from the big house. Mistress Ridley prized hands that knew the needlework skills and the needlewomen were under her direct supervision. She checked output and recorded in her logbook detailed information regarding the projects the needleworkers undertook and completed.


The joint-aching chill of working in low-lying marshy areas on Ridley Plantation in January and February and oftentimes in cold, cold March was assuaged by stockings, blankets, socks, gloves, tunics, shawls, shirts, and pantaloons produced by Knitting Annie and her shadow, Sewing Annie. Knitting Annie had been born to the tasks in production of garments for the Ridley slaves. Her mam, a vague figure at the back of her thoughts, had labored upon a spinning loom. None in their line had ever known work other than the needlework.


“Hunt and peck and Ginny crack corn, and hunt and peck and two and three and four and…,” Knitting Annie singsonged to pass the time and set the tone. There was always the threat of fieldwork to keep them hard at their duties.


Knitting Annie carried needles and yarn in the deep pocket slit of her skirt and worked upon these consistently when her hands were not otherwise engaged. Sewing Annie adjusted the tempo of her needlework to that of her mentor. When Knitting Annie worked calmly and contemplatively she set a similar pace for the girl. The girl learned to speed her click-clacking when Mistress hovered, as Knitting Annie was wont to do. Sewing Annie learned her figuring—a series of tallies with her fingers—from Knitting Annie. Skilled tallying was the hallmark of Knitting Annie’s work—nay, of any needleworker. So it could be said that she who had no aptitude for tallying could never rise as a needleworker.


At noon, Mistress Ridley retired to her boudoir for rest. The two Annies worked throughout the afternoon, though they allowed their fingers to move slowly during this time. This was the time of day for which the Annies earned their legend as the lucky ones who sat upon their duffs. Wary of being caught at a nap, though, the older woman stayed alert as the child was allowed to drowse. Knitting Annie dipped into the youngster’s lap from time to time and worked some rows on the child’s assignments. And if the youngster’s work became knotted or plagued by runners, the older woman picked up her slack for fear they would both suffer. She had soft feelings for the little pup and nerves that craved after calm.


Mistress did not rest for long of an afternoon. She would emerge after precisely two hours’ doze and begin a supervisory circuit of the loom room. She measured and counted the slave women’s output to certify that time had not been wasted.


“She’ll be watering the stock!” Mistress threatened when aging Knitting Annie’s count fell. She said she’d put old Knitting Annie out in the barn to tote water for the animals were she to get so old she couldn’t keep up. As the years passed, the maturing Sewing Annie picked up her mentor’s slack when it came to it. She carried along the old woman’s work that fell into her lap when the old precious slumped forward and snored. Some nights the bone-tired girl advanced Knitting Annie’s work while she slept just as the old woman had done for her. She who had grown moderately tall and solid in the upper body and graceful and dexterous in the hands let the older one rest in a chair and blow gas. Sewing Annie worked ten more rows with her own eyes completely closed. The trick was easily done. It became her habit to go some little bit more after she had said, “Now is the time to stop.” It strengthened her to push on—to leave the work well advanced for the next day before lying down to rest.


“My lap is bloody. I’m not expecting it. But my lap is got bloody. When I stan’ up I see the stain a big, pear-shape, red-brown mess on the front ma’ dress. A funny kind o’ thing.” Knitting Annie had never been a chatterer, but she was a dreamer and a dream interpreter. She had the habit of telling her dreams to Sewing Annie. She woke up one morning talking and unable to stay still. “Name ain’t no Annie. Ma’ name’s Abiba—Ah-bee-baa,” she said. Knitting Annie showed her gums, and her loose teeth clacked. She continued telling. “I was scared. Good right to be. I look down in ma’ lap and I seen a white man’s head. That what make the bloody stain and I thought it was the moon blood. I woked up then.”


Sewing Annie thought that she ought not let the old woman sit upright and sleep. She ought to be sure to lay her flat at night. They were tempting spirits to invade an old woman’s dreams by leaving her upright through the dark night like she was a sentry. The old one was becoming chatty, slow, and unproductive, and she needed the night’s whole rest.


Some months after the dream visited Knitting Annie, a blacksmith helper was brought to Ridley Plantation. Purchased to help the regular blacksmith, who had taken ill, he was a man of medium build with large shoulders and arms, at the end of which were hands shaped like mallets. These mallet hands were the main reason Ridley purchased him: “A nigger with hands like that will be useful to a blacksmith,” he had said upon first seeing the slave in the Charleston market.


Knitting Annie died—wound down like a clock—on a stuffy afternoon in the loom room. The knitting she worked fell from her hands and her needles ceased sound. Sewing Annie felt all the air leave her body at the realization that Knitting Annie had gone. She sat and knitted a full five more rows before rising to call others to account for the old precious.


The old woman had in her prime been an expert gang leader for sewing and knitting, soap-making and yarn-dyeing. Her long suit was setting forth the steps to a task and pressing the workers to it. Over her lifetime she had forgotten more than the others had yet learned. Grief-stricken and shorthanded, Sewing Annie faltered and production fell off. Two girls, yet too small for fieldwork, became her assistants for toting and fetching. Neither of these children had aptitude for needlework. Thus the workload for Sewing Annie was punishing after the old woman’s death.


Added to this was numbness and confusion. The old woman had been her constant and she felt like a stool that had lost a leg. She was impatient with sitting at the weaving loom and walked back and forth making a circuit of the room that she’d shared with the old woman—a room that now seemed shrunken. She stood at the doorway and worked upon her knitting. As it grew, Annie wrapped the length around her shoulders. She wore it as if it were her own shawl. Onlookers were disturbed. They all believed it was bad luck for a needlewoman to wrap herself in her own knitting while working on it.


Annie stood in the doorway and listened to the cadence of the blacksmith’s blows. She recognized a love of regularity in the man who’d taken the place of the deceased blacksmith. Two deaths—another one to come! The new head blacksmith had a contemplative demeanor like hers. She heard it in the tone of his strokes. He gained momentum on the regular and rising movements just as she was used to doing. This was the technique that the old woman had taught her. He, too, could endure for the long term, for he credited rest and recovery deep in his work. He was productive as she was.


Old Knitting Annie had giggled when the young woman told her about dreaming of a snake pit.


“You’re wanting a man. ’Tis a plain dream of woman’s longing,” she’d said when the tale came out. With the old woman gone, the yearning became keener.


“Your wrap is pretty, good woman,” the blacksmith said, surprising her. She started, then came to herself and saw that she was standing in the doorway of the blacksmith’s barn. He did not halt his strikes, but only looked at her when he spoke.


When she came again to stand in the barn door and knit, he was alarmed for her and also drawn to her. To protect her, he made a show of interest. He knew she’d only come to listen to the doleful hammer strikes. But Mistress was liable to think her gone from grief and sell her off. Bell grinned at her, though mostly her head was hung down. It was an unusual courtship—this first feigned interest.


“You’re a pretty woman,” he said after some days of looking at her. “Prettier than that shawl you’re doin’ up,” he said, laughing. Indeed he brought out the bloom in her all at once with these words.


Permission was granted that the two could set up housekeeping in the cabin that Sewing Annie had shared with Knitting Annie. Until they joined Field Annie’s gang, the two little girls who worked with Sewing Annie had to stay with them.


It didn’t please Master Ridley for Bell and Annie to take up together. Some of his slaves he didn’t want becoming permanent with anyone particular. It made it messier when the time came for a sale.


When baby Gabriel was born, fears began to fidget in Sewing Annie. As hard as she felt for Bell and feared a separation, she was ten times more bound to the babe. When Ellen came three years later, there was an increase in nervousness offset by a lulling into further happiness. The run of luck seemed to hold for Sewing Annie.


There were evenings of Gabriel as a bandy-legged toddler sucking on a sugar tit in the middle of the cabin floor. There were evenings of Ellen dandled on Bell’s knee. There were hushed nights of Bell and Annie holding each other for dear life and true pleasure. There were stolen moments at first light or deep dark when Annie kneaded Bell’s shoulders. There were secret suppers of corn pone and hog entrails and stolen delectables.


Bell yearned to formalize his relations with Annie. He wanted a marrying ceremony. He wished to stand up in front of the folks and proclaim that Sewing Annie was his woman and none other. He wanted to put a claim on his children. Much of this feeling was on account of being the blacksmith on the place. Working with the hammer was a point of distinction and it did raise Bell above other hands. He appealed directly to Master Ridley, who respected the man’s abilities but was leery. Bell pointed out to Master that he and Annie had stayed together for a time and that they considered themselves to be good Christian folks. Bell would have gone on to mention the children, but he cut his appeal when he glimpsed the expression on Ridley’s face. Days after, it worried Bell that he might have said too much to Master Ridley—that his reach had exceeded his grasp.


Sewing Annie had seen the face, too. She’d stood at Bell’s left shoulder with her head inclined tight to the floor. She would not presume to enter the exchange between her man and her master. She turned herself to salt to remain there to listen and know. Her eyeballs swept from one side to the other without moving the lids, straining to interpret the faces of Bell and Master Ridley. She saw Ridley’s displeasure and felt fearful.


Bell, expert at talking with the hammer, anvil, and bellows, was smart enough to know to clamp down and be dumb around the top folks. He said no more about marrying.


When Bell had his accident—accidental injury is what a blacksmith expects to meet him someday—the hammer rhythm stopped abruptly. His attention wavered? Who is to say? Bell lanced a great gash on his own forearm and the normally quiet man howled fiercely and ran out into the dirt yard in front of the smithy. The women working in the kitchen—they were closest—responded first to his hideous cries. The cook, running outside at full steam with a lard jar, slathered Bell’s forearm.


Sewing Annie, nerves curdled when she heard the roar, ran out from the loom room, trampling her knitting in the dust. The two kitchen helpers, Annie, and the cook carried Bell to the cabin. Gabriel followed his mother. The toddling Ellen sat like a top in the dust staring at the women lifting, howling, and pulling and dragging to get Bell in the cabin.


Despite quick application of salve, Bell’s wound festered. When the doctor was summoned, he told Ridley that the only way to save the whole man was to take off the rapidly rotting section of the forearm. Ridley agonized over maiming a slave blacksmith. There was money lost in destroying the arm of a blacksmith! “ ’Tis the same as chopping off several hundreds of dollars!” he exclaimed to the physician. Reluctantly, he agreed to the amputation.


The accident felled the blacksmith like a tree, taking him down in a series of deep, agonizing cuts. Bell survived the operation but did not regain strength enough to raise himself from his bed for several weeks. Defined by his arms and mallet hands, he was half a hand after the doctor’s work.


The last and most painful cut was that Jonathan Ridley settled a debt for farm tools with selling Bell to Cyrus Wilson, a neighbor, who used him as a general hand to fetch and carry.













Two
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BREEZY RELIEF CAME with the turn of season in the town. It was as if the breath that had been held all of the hot, stuffy summer was loosed. And the breath brought back all the wiry, lanky, rotund, and lop-legged politicians and profiteers to Washington and Georgetown. They came to the tailor shop in a flow, and the delicious uptick in business delighted Abraham Pearl and consumed every waking hour of his and Gabriel’s days.


“We two bees will have honey, Gabriel!” Pearl exclaimed. “Honey is the reward for the hardworking bee and we two will have it!”


The log of commissions for suits of clothing burgeoned and Gabriel’s output was the equal of Pearl’s. Staggering their duties and spelling each other, they smoothly accomplished a good deal. As they had no time to cook up anything other than coffee, the two relied on fried cornmeal cakes and boiled potatoes for their sustenance.


In the ever-brisker air of October, minds were bent on pork as well. As was the annual custom, all Ridley hands hired out were called back to the place for the task of slaughtering hogs and filling the smokehouse. Since always, even the smallest child was given a duty to perform at hog slaughter.


Though Abraham Pearl tried to keep Gabriel in Georgetown, the young man could not hold against Jonathan Ridley or the pull toward his mother and sister or even the smell of singed hair and smoking pork.


“Mister Ridley, sir,” Pearl implored when Ridley called at the shop to remove Gabriel. “I am committed for this boy’s work.” He dared not suggest how much indebted. “How will I complete these commissions?”


Jonathan Ridley allowed Pearl to wheedle a bit and implore him to let Gabriel remain at work. But he held his position and insisted that the autumn slaughter was inviolable.


“Mr. Pearl, I have told you this before. At hog slaughter, all of my able hands must join in. This one is no different. This year is no different,” Ridley pronounced smoothly, assured of no further argument.


Gabriel was commanded to stop his work immediately and sit in the wagon. His countenance revealed no preference in the discussion. He was adjusted to Pearl and content in his duties, but there was a draw to Ridley, too. He sat dumbly in the wagon while Pearl gathered a sack of his things. He included some intricacies of topstitching that Gabriel was to sew upon while gone. These items Pearl thrust into Gabriel’s lap and bade him quietly, “Come back.” Not a request, it was a simple, urgent invocation meant to influence the fate of solemn-faced Gabriel.


“We’ve a delicious journey, boys.” Ridley was gay and talkative when he drove out of Georgetown. He talked on brightly as if he intended to engage Gabriel and Mars, the driver, in his banter. Both Gabriel and Mars were clever enough to enjoy his levity in silence. Ridley spoke as if the hard days ahead of blood work and songs restored his vigor.


“We’ll have chitlins, boys! Our guts will be full of them and fine it will be, too!” he exclaimed. Gabriel was surprised because he’d thought Ridley at a remove from the delights of pork.


Master Ridley, Mars, and Gabriel arrived still riding upon enthusiasm. They were three of Ridley at home to be counted and reckoned.


The job Gabriel had always had—since the dawn of his remembrances—was that of fetching the largest laundry pots to set boiling. When he was very small, his mother had charge of this task and he had to help her.


“Set the caldrons, boy,” Annie cried in lieu of hallo when Gabriel’s shadow fell across her threshold.


Sewing Annie turned and looked into Gabriel’s maturing face.


“Hallo, Nanny!” he called excitedly.


“Set the pots,” she said, and brought him back to his boyhood with a thud.


“Pity the hog in it all, for the work is cruel but we love the ham!” was Jonathan Ridley’s sunup rallying cry setting each one to their duties.


At several days’ end, after the slaughter and sausage-making and preparation for smoking, sloppy hog entrails were awarded to the hands. These were gratefully accepted and in each household chitterlings were cooked and appreciated.


“Stir up a pot of them things!” Master Ridley shouted to Cookananny when he came upon her in the kitchen with his own pail of hog entrails. Laughing and hoorawing took up through the house, as hog chitterlings had some reputation for aphrodisiacal powers. The familiar humor ringing throughout caused both the mistresses to be embarrassed.


Hog-killing time conspired to make Gabriel forget his uneasiness at Ridley Plantation. He wanted Georgetown and he wanted himself and his mother and Ellen to be for their own selves in Georgetown. He knew it was audacious and dangerous to be dreaming in this way. But Gabriel no longer doubted that the plan would form up. “Nanny, would you not be free?” Gabriel asked, and glanced at his mother’s face in profile. He knew that she mightn’t answer with words, but would give him the picture on her face.


“Keep shut, boy,” she said warily. The thing she was always was wary. Sewing Annie was never a believer in the mystical efficacy of the hush pot and other widely held fanciful notions. The only way to keep the white people from knowing what was planned was not to talk in their hearing. Gabriel chuckled silently to think his mother did err on the side of caution. He’d not known Master or Mistress or any other to hear from so great a distance as between the main house and Sewing Annie’s cabin.


“Nanny? If I come away, will you come?”


“To Canady?” she queried.


“Yes, Nanny, to Canada—perhaps,” Gabriel replied.


“Is’t where they all go?” she asked, and went quiet to consider. “What’ll we do if we get there? Will we sew and mend for hire? Is there custom there?”


Gabriel was confounded at the clarity of his mother’s thoughts and understood that she must have been thinking toward this. He yearned the more to talk to her.


Evenings at slaughter time were also productively spent with hands set to quilting. Nearly all of the women and a fair number of the men worked at quilting the tops pieced by Sewing Annie and the mistresses. Given a corner of the frame to work upon, each quilter was part of a four-person team. As the teams competed for prizes of smoked ham hocks, Gabriel, Ellen, and Sewing Annie were not allowed to form their own group but were circulated to others.


Teamed with three old sheep-shearing hands who were past strength for fieldwork, Gabriel worked his needle, as his mother required him. “You are your mam’s boy,” one old sheep-shearer had to say. Folks always said this and meant it kindly. Those who recalled Bell, the blacksmith, would say it often.


Young Ellen and her graceful, competent hands were put together with three old preciouses and their slower fingers. Ellen was sullen and silent, for she craved to trade gossip with the younger girls.


Sewing Annie circulated the barn and was manager of the quilting. From time to time she sat at her own corner and worked furiously to pull ahead of her partners.


“Nanny, you’re a spinning top. Take a seat and rest yourself,” Gabriel got bold enough to say when Sewing Annie had come again to peer over his shoulder. She was enamored of his stitches and they compelled her eye, though she did not say so. She only goaded Gabriel to work faster to compensate for the three old sheep-shearers. These old men laughed at Gabriel’s impudence and began coughing and expectorating and halted their work. Gabriel’s penance was his mother’s good-natured thump upon the back of his head. As she stood close to him, her bosom pressed to his back, he regretted his words, for he would not have her move away.


Annie lingered behind her son and mused that Gabriel had stayed her right arm for far longer than she’d expected. She’d given him up for his own sake. Now she coveted him again. She wanted him back as her own right arm and not Master Ridley’s. She saw the beauty of his stitches and the intricacies that he’d learned from Abraham Pearl.


Annie planned the last evening for Gabriel at Ridley. She drew an exquisite piecing of the Wagon Wheel pattern and bade Gabriel set it in the frame and take a corner to work. She seated Ellen, excited and full of love for her brother, at another corner of the frame. Then she took her own place. Some would call it dangerous for only three to work a quilt, for fear the devil will take the fourth place. But Sewing Annie scoffed at such belief and set her children to their parts. She had a method that used the three equally and quickly, and her children were well practiced. They happily stepped to the pace their mother set, determined to finish the work by the morning. The quilt would go back to Georgetown with the man who had come home calling himself Gabriel.


“Work fast, Brother Gabriel,” Sewing Annie teased.


“Work faster, Brother. I can catch you,” Ellen put in quietly. And indeed her fingers were so swift and lithe that he risked fascination by looking at them.


Sewing Annie slapped at Gabriel’s hand to break his stitches. Even clear-eyed Annie held to the needleworker’s superstition that disliked the perfectly straight. He smiled at her and accepted her compliment. Ellen had the tic of admitting a broken-stitch flaw in her quilting with such regularity that her work was instantly recognizable and of questionable efficacy in thwarting the devil.


When the sun came up, Sewing Annie slapped Gabriel’s hands again. This time she roused him from sleep.


“Finish up your work, good boy,” she said, and could easily have kneaded his face and his newly muscled body between her hands, exercising a mother’s claim. But she cared not to crimp him or shame him or turn away whatever he would give her. Rather, she stood and looked at him fully and savored him.


Annie tied up a gift for Pearl and the quilt for Gabriel in a tight bundle. She boiled up their coffee and allowed Ellen to hang upon Gabriel’s neck with some fondness before chastising her.


“Leave it, girl. Set to your work,” she ordered finally. “You’ve come a masterful hand, Gabriel. You bring out the lovely,” she continued, and smiled.


“Nanny, the Wagon Wheel quilt is the most highly prized in Georgetown,” Gabriel spoke to flatter his mother.


“Sell it then,” she replied, surprising him. She lowered her voice and repeated, “Sell it… and put the money by.”


“Yes,” he promised.


On a clear April morning that followed a rain-soaked day, Jonathan Ridley entered the tailoring shop tracking mud and debris on his boots. Gabriel left his sewing to swab up the street muck.


Abraham Pearl did not move hastily. He inclined his head when Ridley entered, but remained at his work. When Ridley slapped his gloves against his wrist impatiently, Pearl rose from his sewing machine and set Gabriel to a task of measurements while he attended.


Jonathan Ridley followed Pearl to the back workroom and abruptly offered him the opportunity to sell his business concern for a small bit of profit. The negotiations were brief, for the tailor had caught a whiff of this wind coming. Pearl would have liked to hold out against the offer to show his disdain for Ridley, but he was, in fact, delighted.


The population of Washington increased every day and the class of men in need of fine tailoring was growing. Pearl’s reputation brought him many commissions that he struggled to fill even with Gabriel’s help. The city was becoming crowded and Pearl had a lust for open space and more adventure.


Abraham Pearl was uneasy about the coming conflict, too. Everyone was predicting it. It looked as though the District of Columbia—trapped between two slaveholding states—would be in a vise. Pearl wasn’t certain he liked the sort of men the conflict was spawning and the type of deals he’d have to make to survive.


Pearl wasn’t squeamish and was of the opinion that a man was responsible for his own conscience. If a man could stomach the owning of another, then he was welcome to the practice. But the long ugly shadow of human bondage was becoming increasingly distasteful. Though the sale of slaves had been outlawed in the city, considerable trade still took place. And he, too, profited by the institution. He could never pay a free man to do the work that the slave, Gabriel, was being compelled to do. His conscience had never quite liked the bargain he had made. Why not have a buyer for his business and move farther west with his profits?


“I’m for the frontier, dear Gabriel,” Pearl announced. “The shop and most of the tools are with you and your master. Don’t keep with him too long, Gabriel. Perhaps the wind is changing even now,” he said cryptically. “These will cut off an eyelash! Take care,” Pearl said with a face of false jollity as he handed a favorite pair of shears to his assistant. The two had been a boon to each other these years and the parting was sad, but friendly. Gabriel wondered at Pearl’s haste.


After the negotiations with Abraham Pearl were at an end and the deal closed, Ridley summoned Gabriel to implement a plan for setting up a trade in fine tailoring. Gabriel, the bondman, would operate the tailoring business and return all profit to Master Ridley. However, it was agreed that Gabriel could take commissions for additional work. Ridley gained much energy from the revelation of his idea to Gabriel. He became animated, marching back and forth in the workroom, gesturing with his hands for emphasis. The excitement added bulk to the man. He then lowered his voice and paused. The final component of his plan—the part that made the idea firm and filled with delicious possibility—was that Jonathan Ridley would install his late brother’s son, Aaron, as manager of the tailoring enterprise. This young Aaron Ridley would oversee the operation, keep accounts, and supervise Gabriel’s work without actually interfering with it.


“This will relieve you of the care. Aye, Master Aaron will do to keep the accounts, as no nigger can be trusted to look to the books,” he explained.


The chance for Gabriel to buy his freedom! This was the jewel that Sewing Annie had been waiting for! They had been patient. They had waited. They’d teased little droplets of luck and now the bits were coming together. Annie remained still and applied herself to her own work. But in her mind she exulted. She gave herself the credit. She had trained Gabriel up. She had stamped him and made him currency!


Gabriel himself ruminated on this supposed good fortune. The binds of it did thwart any plan to leave for Canada.


“The two go on together, Gabriel. Put away the money to buy your freedom and start up flush,” Sewing Annie counseled against his misgivings. “Go to the work with vigor, Brother Gabriel, and salt away the proceeds. Outwait the watcher. Put him to sleep with your click-clacking. Don’t put your head down until his has gone before you,” Annie said, exhausting her store of advice. She’d taken Aaron Ridley’s measure and chuckled to think what little effort it would be to get around him. Master had put young Aaron there to watch Gabriel. Ha! As there was no real work in the shop that Aaron Ridley was capable of except the watching, he might become good at it.


Aaron Ridley, Master’s nephew, had been brought to Ridley Plantation with his mother upon the death of his father, Nathaniel Ridley. Nathaniel, the younger brother of Jonathan Ridley, had died suddenly in a fall, leaving behind a young wife and a three-year-old child. There was no alternative for the widow but to put in with her brother-in-law and his wife. Her husband had built no fortune independent of his brother. The young boy was raised as scion in his uncle’s otherwise childless home. Aaron Ridley, not known on Ridley Plantation for any particular talent or inclination, was accustomed to taking his cues from his uncle. Upon being informed of his new position, he was not enthusiastic but welcomed the chance to live in town.


Young Aaron did intend to keep some attention upon the running of the shop. But as far as the tailoring work was concerned, he could only watch that Gabriel worked sufficient hours on the shop’s commissions.


Aaron Ridley was responsible for interacting with the white people who came to the shop to place orders or to inquire about one. He spoke with servants of the rank of butler, valet, and ladies’ maid and with any white person who felt it beneath himself to conduct business with a Black. Periodically, he rose from his chair, crossed to the back room, and peered at his uncle’s diligent slave.


The young master was given the rear of the second floor of the shop for his own living. Gabriel’s sleeping quarters were on the level above the second floor in the half-height space just under the roof. The large back room on the first floor was the workroom and its table was used as well for meals. Abraham Pearl and Gabriel had eaten their vittles here. Aaron Ridley balked immediately at the arrangement. Averse to eating his meals upon the same table at which Gabriel worked and ate, Ridley took up the habit of going abroad to Pearson’s Tavern for his meals.













Three
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Dear Uncle,


I am in spartan circumstance in this shop. There is little for a gentleman’s comfort here. The nigger is occupied completely with his sewing and is unwilling to undertake more. Forgive me, sir, but I must advise you that I am forced to toss my own night water, as there is no one to see to the duties of this like. I am required to go about to hire a woman for assistance. The available char are, I am told, mostly Irishwomen with diseases. It is a sorry lot to pick from. Advise me, dear sir. I am afraid that I will perish in this city’s pestilential airs if my health is not attended to.


Your devoted nephew,


Aaron





The piglet was squealing so soon! Though he had raised this boy since infancy, Jonathan still kept the feeling that if the babe had been of his own body rather than his dreamy younger brother’s, the boy would have come up with more stuffing and cleverness and grit. It was damnably hard to keep these young boys from indolence and pure silliness.


“It will take four hands out of your fields to replace her with the laundry,” Elizabeth Ridley wailed when told that Sewing Annie would be sent to Georgetown to help in the shop. “There is no one of Sewing Annie’s caliber for the needlework. The weaving will fall off. All of this because of a spoiled, lazy boy! Watch out, Master, your nephew will do you little good,” she said, sneering. Her sister-in-law’s maternal arrogance—the one bit of leverage the widow had always had over her—was, at last, under challenge.


But Clementine Ridley, usually cowed by her status in the household, spoke loudly in defense of her son. “If you are weighing him, Brother, then take your thumb off the scale. Give him the chance to please you. You’ve raised him as a gentleman. Doesn’t a gentleman require a cook and a char in Georgetown?” she questioned.


It pleased Jonathan Ridley to set the two women against each other, for it reduced whatever influence they might combine to exert against him.


Indeed there was a sore need for Sewing Annie in the shop as the work at sewing engaged Gabriel’s full attentions. He had come down to stirring up a pot of cornmeal mush to placate his stomach and leaving off all else but tidying his supplies and boiling coffee. The considerable all else that needed doing immediately became Sewing Annie’s province.


As Aaron Ridley did not consider Sewing Annie’s cooking talents up to his appetite, he continued to take his meals at the tavern and left the kitchen worktable to the slaves.


“Does a chicken give milk here?” Annie said to Gabriel, perusing the empty food casks.


“No, ma’am. I’ll take you where is the milk and bread and other things,” he answered her sweetly, relinquishing the cloth he worked on and rising.


Gabriel had gained a measure of comfort in Georgetown through familiarity. He knew that the settling-in to town was daunting for the newcomer. On Annie’s first morning there, Gabriel took his mam abroad under his wing with a market basket and a shawl.


“Nanny, mind the thoroughfare. Nanny, mind the patrollers. Mind to come and go.” Gabriel pronounced lessons for newly arrived Annie. “Nanny, there are a great many harsh men abroad. You must be careful,” he commanded her.


She answered with sucking her teeth, for she chafed a bit at his tone. The town, though, flummoxed her.


As he stood a head above her head now, Gabriel drew up appropriately straight though circumspect to the taste of the town for a colored man. He led her up and down the city’s streets clasping his arm. He showed her through the alleys like a toddling child. Annie continued walking well past her strength the first day without acknowledging the tiredness, for she was eager to learn the customs and to see all.


A stop on Gabriel’s circuit was Holy Trinity Church. The Reverend William Higgins, a blushing Catholic priest who greeted them at the door, was a particular friend to the colored. Daily delighted with flouting the church’s rules, William Higgins drew Gabriel and his mother into the sanctuary and seated them on the oak pews in the nave.


“Hello, Mother,” the priest cried out with unaccustomed respect. Annie did not look Higgins full in the face, though he smilingly sought to engage her. Undaunted by her silence, he continued with warm pleasantries and insisted that the rectory had laundry work if she agreed to undertake it. As they left the church, Higgins grasped Gabriel’s hand and squeezed it familiarly. Gabriel was, as always, taken aback at Higgins’s exuberance.


On their circuit, Annie noticed establishments that belched much music, much singing. There was piano-playing, mouth organ, and fiddles, and there was much laughing gaiety from these places. There seemed to be a policy of wink-and-blink among strolling law officers as highly dressed-out white women promenaded the thoroughfares at dusk.


“ ’Tis a free and dirty place, this town,” Annie said in a partly questioning tone that called for Gabriel to answer. “ ’Tis a bit whorish with so many menfolk,” she continued. She further mused that a consequence of this custom was a big call for laundry work and female doctoring.


“Nanny,… I,” Gabriel stammered, greatly embarrassed by her inquiries yet determined to show himself an adult with his mam.


“Best to keep small around the lawmen in this town and around certain women running bawdy houses. Some free colored women and unattached white women are pressed to work the thoroughfare because they have asked the wrong person for bread and milk, Nanny. An equal number of unfortunate women are daily pushed into jail at the suggestion that they were abroad as a whore,” he said with some bristling.


“Aye ’tis a town for a man’s accommodation then,” she answered.


“Aye, Nanny, a white man,” he replied.


“A ripe place for laundry,” she said, as if making up a plan.


At Sewing Annie’s appeal, Aaron Ridley wrote to his uncle for permission to order four large casks to be made for the laundry operation. The new barrels rolled up Bridge Street from the cooper’s workshop upon completion as if on parade, with each one handled by a man driving it on its side and pushing it. On their arrival in the backyard, Annie stood aside and insisted that each barrel be filled and tested for fitness, and they were. Additionally, Annie cajoled for a roof above the back doorway to the yard to create shelter from the weather. Aaron Ridley had suffered rebuke from his uncle when he balked at providing the barrels to Annie, and so he went along with all of the woman’s ideas.


“Set me some rinsing water, Brother Gabriel,” Annie charged her son as soon as he’d put down his supper. The old shoulder-to-shoulder working familiarity had returned. The young master had gone to supper and there was laundry to finish, and though Gabriel had worked the long day, for love she wrung more from him.


“Yes, Nanny,” Gabriel said.


Some months after the sale of the tailoring business to Jonathan Ridley, Abraham Pearl sent a letter to Reverend Higgins that was meant for Gabriel. An important conduit for the exchange of information in the community of colored in Washington, Higgins received many letters at the church. Broadsides also passed through his hands linking colored in the town with others in the countryside.


Pearl knew that Gabriel could read and write, as he had assisted the young man in his pursuit of learning. But he was cautious. He would not risk addressing a letter directly to the young man. There was a penalty for such helping. Pearl trusted Higgins to take care and deliver the letter to Gabriel. Pearl’s letter, which arrived at the tailor shop tucked with laundry in Annie’s basket, began with pleasantries and included descriptions of his journey from Washington to St. Louis. Pearl eloquently described his amazement at the passing show and assured Gabriel early on that he was happy with his decision to leave for the West.


Abraham Pearl continued his narrative for six long pages to discourage one who might pry into the letter. He guessed that if he’d sent a short, cryptic message, more attention might be paid to its content. A rambling travelogue would certainly bore a nosy soul like Aaron Ridley long before he’d gotten to the meat of the message. The information contained on the sixth and seventh pages was for Gabriel’s eyes only.


Pearl revealed that a chest filled with army uniform buttons had been stored securely beneath the eaves of the shop’s roof in an area that could be reached only through the garret occupied by Gabriel himself.


They were military buttons—army buttons! The chest held several hundred bright, unused regulation buttons. Pearl departed from the florid style of the first pages of his letter—full as they were with descriptions of flowers, trees, rivers, streams, and various animals—to explain simply that he had won the cache at cards with an army supply clerk. As a tailor with a view to future value, Abraham Pearl had taken the chest with contents in trade and had had the presence of mind to secrete them. Pearl claimed in his letter to Gabriel that he had simply forgotten the chest’s existence when he’d taken off for points west. Anticipation of adventures had occupied his mind and he had not remembered to stow the buttons.
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