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For the women who taught us the meaning of courage:
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Chapter One



Nate Cooper swung the empty milk pail as he walked down Canal Street. It was a warm, breezy morning, and he was glad to be out of his Sunday suit. Aunt Ruth always made him go to church. This morning, aptly enough, the preacher had done a whole sermon on hellfire and brimstone.


The air was still filled with the acrid smell of smoke from the fire the night before. With the breeze coming from the southwest, that was a blessing. Usually when the wind came from this direction, it carried the heavy stench of the Union Stockyards.


Pushed by the light wind, ashes drifted aimlessly along the ground. Last night’s fire had been a bad one—the worst one yet. A slat-ribbed horse pulling a salvage wagon clopped past. The horse and the driver looked exhausted.


“Hey, Nate!”


Nate turned. Ryan Wilson was standing on the corner of Washington Street, hands on his hips. He must have managed to slip away from his father’s livery stable. Usually, his whole Sunday was spent mucking stalls. Nate waited for Ryan to catch up with him, then they fell into step.


“Did your aunt let you go watch the fire last night?” Ryan picked up a cinder and threw it across the street. Water from the pump engines, black and foul, stood stagnant in the gutter.


“Not exactly.”


Ryan laughed.


“I didn’t go out for long,” Nate admitted. “If she checks on me and I’m not in my room, she gets worried.”


Ryan glanced at him. “Was it as bad as they say? My father was concerned for a while. Thought we might have to get the horses out.”


Nate let Ryan stare eagerly into his face for a few more seconds, then he nodded. “I climbed some lady’s roof on Madison Street. The lumberyards and the Lull & Holmes Planing Mill went up like a bonfire. The coal yards looked hot enough to melt iron.”


Ryan kicked at a charred board. “I could hear the engines clanging almost all night. I guess the police had a hard time holding the crowds back.”


Nate nodded, gesturing. A mounted policeman rode along the edge of last night’s burn. His horse was a tall bay with a wide blaze. It reminded Nate of one of Ryan’s father’s geldings—a spirited animal Nate rode every chance he got. Sometimes Ryan’s father needed help exercising the horses that were boarded at his livery stable. Once in a while, he even paid Nate to ride them.


The policeman was turning people aside. Compared to the night before, the area was almost deserted—but it wouldn’t be for long. A few blocks down, Nate could see people crossing the Adams Street Bridge. Now that church was out, there would be more coming to gawk at the places where the plank streets had burned through, collapsing to the soil ten or twelve feet below.


“Gee whiz, look at that!”


Nate followed Ryan’s gesture. The viaduct was a wreck. All the wooden timbers supporting the roadway above the railroad tracks had burned and fallen. The metal structure below was twisted, bent every which way. On the far side of the viaduct, the fire had destroyed everything, even the boardwalks. The rank soil beneath them had been dried out by the fire.


Now that the raised boardwalks and plank streets had been burned away, it was strange to see the exposed stone foundations of the buildings. Even the rocks were stained with smoke and split from the heat. Aunt Ruth had told him that ground level in this part of town had been raised eight feet back in the fifties and sixties, just to get it up above the sea of mud. All of Chicago had been built on a marsh, and the city workers had used dirt dredged up out of the river bottom, lifting the old buildings with jacks, a few inches at a time.


As the boys picked their way across the railroad tracks east of the collapsed viaduct, Nate slid on the chunks of charred wood that graveled the ground. “The paper-box factory nearly exploded, it went up so fast,” he said over his shoulder.


“I wish I could have seen it.” Ryan’s voice was wistful as he caught up.


Nate led the way up the slope, crossed the railroad tracks, then went back down. Abruptly, without meaning to, he stopped, stunned. Ryan stood beside him, and for a few moments, neither one of them said a word. The fire had erased a whole neighborhood.


“You can’t even see where some of the houses were,” Ryan whispered.


Nate glanced at him, then looked back at the blackened jumble of wood and ash that had been homes, saloons, lumberyards, and factories the day before. Staring at the destruction made Nate feel strange. Last night, the fire had been beautiful. This was so ugly he felt almost sick. Behind them, he heard a woman weeping, saying something over and over in a voice so distorted her words were impossible to understand.


“Let’s get out of here,” Ryan said quietly.


Without answering, Nate began to walk, swinging the bucket again. He led the way, veering eastward, cutting through the destroyed neighborhood slantwise, avoiding the worst of the wreckage and the piles of still smoking timber. Once they were on the far side, where the houses still stood and the planked streets were only dusted with ash, he slowed down.


“It came close to us,” Ryan whispered.


Nate didn’t answer. He tried to shake off the eerie feeling that had taken hold of him. “I have to go all the way down to O’Learys’. My aunt wants milk for the boarders.”


“That’s clear down on De Koven Street, isn’t it? The place behind McLaughlins’ house? Doesn’t that lady drive a milk wagon?”


Nate climbed the steps up onto the boardwalk. “My aunt says O’Learys’ milk is cleaner than most—she almost never finds cow hair or flecks of hay in it. But Mrs. O’Leary won’t deliver on Sundays.”


Ryan whistled through his teeth. “You still have that bald man, don’t you? The one who—”


“Drinks half a gallon of milk a day.” Nate nodded. “Mr. Dwight. Aunt Ruth has tried to make him cut down, but he won’t.” Nate shrugged as he went down three steps where the boardwalk changed levels. “He pays his room and board on time, he’s quiet, and he gets along with all the other boarders just fine.”


Ryan laughed. “That’s because they don’t have to pay his milk bill.”


Nate grinned. “Aunt Ruth likes him. He’s been there longer than I have. And he brings her lace and notions from the dry goods where he works.”


“Why don’t you tell him he can only have a pint of milk a day?” Ryan asked, narrowing his eyes.


Nate saw Ryan’s mouth twitching. “You know why. He weighs as much as a draft horse and he has arms like piano legs.”


Ryan nodded somberly, turning to walk backward, facing Nate. “It’s all the milk he drinks. This is the kind of dilemma that has no answer, Nate.”


“That’s true,” Nate agreed, grinning again. He swung the bucket in a high arc over his head, then brought it back down.


“Can you get out again tonight?” Ryan asked, turning around to walk beside Nate again.


Nate shrugged. “I’m not the one who has trouble getting out.”


Ryan stopped abruptly, just in front of the next set of steps. “I’ll meet you on the corner of Clinton and Randolph at nine o’clock. Will your aunt be in bed by then?”


Nate nodded. “Sure. But if I take all morning getting the milk, she’ll be after me the rest of the day. I still have a lot of chores to finish.”


Ryan ran down the steps and waited for Nate. “Even on Sunday? Doesn’t she keep Sabbath?”


Nate swung the pail again. “She says a boardinghouse has to be run every day of the week. It won’t run itself and it never closes.”


Ryan wasn’t listening. “Race you to the corner,” he said over his shoulder, already two steps ahead. Nate sprinted after him, forgiving Ryan for cheating. He never won anyway.





Chapter Two



“Julie, will you come in and talk to me for a moment, please?”


Reluctantly, Julie looked up from her book. She had run out of her favorite dime novels—the exciting stories about the West she and her father loved—and had begun this new Elsie Dinsmore novel. She had expected to be bored, but she wasn’t. Martha Farquharson was becoming one of her favorite authoresses.


“Julie Flynn, do you hear me?”


Julie laid her book aside and leaned back in the overstuffed chair. She ran her hand along the red velvet cushion, trying to ignore her mother’s voice from the parlor. She glanced up at her father. He was sitting in his worn leather chair, reading his newspaper.


Julie loved Sundays because she was allowed to spend quiet time with her father in the library. Usually it was peaceful. This Sunday was different. Her mother was agitated and pacing the carpet in the parlor. Julie wished she had never asked permission to go with her father. She should have known how her mother would react.


“You’d best go talk to your mother, Julie,” her father said.


“Why does she have to make such a fuss? I just want to go down to the Cass Street store with you.” Julie didn’t look at her father directly. She pulled at her sleeve, tracing a bright yellow strand of the plaid pattern. Then she glanced up through her lashes.


Her father shrugged, a discouraged look on his face. “Your mother is so upset. Maybe you should just do as she says tonight.”


Julie shook her head. “I always do as she says.”


Her father winked. “She only worries for you because she loves you.”


Julie nodded quickly. She didn’t want to hear him defend her mother. She had heard it a thousand times. She was her parents’ only child, and her mother was high-strung and anxious by nature. Since July, there had been at least one fire somewhere in the city almost every week—Julie’s mother had been fluttery and short-tempered for months.


Julie met her father’s eyes. “Please, talk to her. I’ll just sit in the wagon. Tell her that.”


“I will try once more, Julie. But after the fire last night—”


“There will be fires until it rains,” Julie interrupted him. “Everybody knows that.” Julie watched her father’s face darken.


“If your mother hears you say that, she’ll have me standing fire watch atop the roof until Christmas.” He reached out and touched her cheek. “I have to get more groceries down to the parish below Vernon Park. What we took to St. Paul’s this afternoon isn’t going to be enough. The families who got burned out last night weren’t well-off to begin with. Most of them haven’t got a penny left in this world.”


“Please ask one more time,” Julie pleaded. “I know the fires have scared Mother, but she hasn’t let me go anywhere lately.”


Julie’s father looked at her. “I’ve been thinking that maybe you should go to school, Julie. We could get rid of that dandy your mother hires to tutor you and—”


“Do you think Mother would let me?” Julie asked quickly. The idea of facing a room full of strange children made her nervous, but it was exciting, too. She had never been in a classroom. Every morning she watched girls walking arm in arm along Michigan Avenue on their way to school—and envied them. When Julie’s father didn’t answer her, she sighed. “I just want to go with you tonight. Please.”


“I’ll go talk to your mother.” He touched her cheek again. “But as upset as she is, I can’t promise anything.”


Julie watched her father leave the room. Then she slid out of the overstuffed chair and went to the window. She pulled back the lace curtains and looked out. It was getting dusky. The tops of the birches that lined the street were arching away from the wind. The brownish water close to the river mouth was choppy; farther out, Lake Michigan was bluer, and she could see little wind-crests of white foam.


Julie crossed to the west-facing window and looked down at her mother’s flower garden, then past it, toward the stables. What she really wanted to do was to have the groom saddle one of the horses and go riding. Riding with her father was one of her favorite things. He was proud of how well she could sit a horse. But there was no point in bringing up riding alone—especially now, this close to dark.


Julie stared out the window. The streets below were dotted with carriages—a lot of people had attended late Sunday services. In spite of the rising wind, it would be a perfect, warm, wonderful evening to be outside.


Julie heard her parents’ voices get louder as they came back down the hall. She sprang away from the window and ran to her chair. By the time her mother sailed through the doorway, Julie pretended to be reading. She looked up, an expression of startled innocence on her face.


Julie’s mother was wearing her blue moiré gown, the deep green train falling from her bustle to the floor in draped waves, the hemline edged with flounces. The balayeuse ruffle that protected the expensive train from dragging the floor was dyed to complement the watery, shining blue of the gown. As always, her mother was an image of fashionable correctness.


Julie waited, knowing better than to say anything. Her mother was flushed, fanning herself. “I don’t approve of this at all, young lady. But your father insists that smoke-filled air and filthy streets will somehow be good for your health. So put on your cloak and gloves and change to your woolen stockings.”


Julie bit her lip to keep from arguing about the stockings. She shot her father a grateful look as she ran out of the library and turned down the long hall. Lifting her skirts to turn the corner, Julie made a long-practiced slide on the polished wood floor, grabbing the door handle at the last moment to pull herself into her room.


Once inside, she sat on the edge of her bed and looked around. Her mother had insisted on decorating it in the new, green-stained wood, a copy of the famous Morris & Co. styles from England. The one traditional touch was Julie’s quilt. It had been handed down through her mother’s family for four generations. Julie hated it. Her mother was so afraid she would stain or tear it that Julie had to fold it back every time she wanted to lie on her bed to read or rest during the day.


Leaning forward, Julie hurriedly rolled off her cotton stockings and put on her thick woolen ones. The wool itched against her skin, and she knew it would only get worse as the evening went on—but it was a small price to pay. She stepped back into her shoes, wriggling her toes as she fastened the buttons. Her cloak and gloves were pressed and ready on the cloak tree beside her door.


Back in the hallway, Julie walked more slowly, her head held high, her posture ladylike. She could hear her mother in the library, her tone less shrill now, and her father’s reassuring murmur. Julie hesitated in the hall, listening.


“We don’t have to depend on the volunteers anymore, Margaret,” her father was saying. “These men are salaried professionals. They’re trained as firemen. Chicago is a much safer city now that we have them.”


Julie could tell her mother was pacing the floor. The moiré silk of her gown was stiff enough to make a swooshing sound when she walked. “What’s taking her so long?”


Startled, Julie straightened her bodice and went through the door, a little breathless and embarrassed to have been eavesdropping on her parents. She kept her eyes demurely down, trying to avoid her mother’s probing glances.


“Ready?” Julie’s father put his hands on her shoulders and nudged her back out of the library, guiding her along as they turned the opposite way down the wide hall. Julie could hear her mother’s gown rustling as she followed them to the top of the stairway, then stopped.


Julie and her father continued on, the thick carpet erasing the sound of their footsteps as they descended. The carved banister shone, reflecting the gas lights set high on the wall.


“Good-bye, Mother,” Julie called out, turning back just inside the front door.


Her mother was still hovering at the top of the stairs. She looked nervous, a smile tugging uneasily at the corners of her mouth. “You listen to everything your father tells you.”


Her father mumbled a response, moving toward the heavy mahogany doors, his hands still firm on Julie’s shoulders. She avoided catching her mother’s eye. She knew from long experience that it might set off a torrent of parting advice. She glanced up at her father instead, hoping he would say something.


“Don’t worry, Margaret,” he said to his wife. “We’ll be home by nine at the latest.”





Chapter Three



Nate put the last load of kindling in the box. Aunt Ruth liked to mix wood with the shavings and sawdust she bought from the lumberyard. It made the stove fire brighter and less smoky.


“Oh, my goodness,” she said, bustling up behind him. “I almost forgot the pies. I sometimes wonder where my mind wanders off to.” She set the pie tins on her pastry table.


Nate smiled, knowing that if he hadn’t been there, she would have had the same conversation with herself. “Your mind is on twenty things at once, Aunt Ruth.”


She beamed at him, wrinkles creasing her cheeks. She was really his great-aunt, his grandmother’s sister. When his parents had died in the cholera epidemic in St. Louis, he had been placed in St. Michael’s Boys’ Orphan Asylum. Like every other asylum in the city, it was strained to bursting during the awful outbreak of the fever.


Nate had braved the gamut of bullies and stark, lonely nights for only a month before running away. For a year he had made his own way, working as a sidewalk sweep. When he couldn’t find work he passed the days along the docks, dodging among the stacked crates and bins of cotton and fruit. He had crept into stables or storage sheds to sleep most nights, shivering and hungry.
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