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Chapter One


ON THAT SUNDAY IN 1871 A WARM WIND OFF the Illinois prairie moaned. At times it howled, like spirits of long ago, haunting the city of Chicago.


Dogs in the city tucked their tails, slicked back their ears, and hid under porch chairs. Cats with fur raised along their backs paced the streets, meowing.


Smoke in the air burned eyes and made tears trickle. Chicago seemed to shimmer in a haze of smoke and fear. The wind blew gritty dust that hissed like a deadly snake against the kitchen door.


Inside the kitchen Miss Tilly wiped her eyes and stirred the pot. She felt uneasy and worried about the recent fires.


Only young Hallelujah was not affected by the sense of gloom that Sunday afternoon. She felt excited. She had a secret plan to trick Miss Tilly.


“Why?” yelled Hallelujah. “Why?” Hands on hips she faced Miss Tilly across the big kitchen.


Hallelujah was small for eleven. Her black hair hung in six long braids that whipped around with her restless energy. Her big black eyes burned like stars.


Miss Tilly wrung her hands. “Softly, softly, honey child. They’ll hear you.” She was brown of skin like Hallelujah, and wore her graying hair pulled back in a thick bun.


“Just tell me why?”


“Lord, give me strength,” said the woman glancing heavenward as she sank weakly into a wooden rocker. The rocker was beside a black iron kitchen stove that burned wood for both warmth and cooking. On the whitewashed wall behind her a rifle rested on pegs.


“Now, child, you know the working men, both coloreds and immigrants, been having hard times. People laid off they jobs. You want we should let them hungry Irish right next door to us starve? It wouldn’t be human, let ’lone Christian.”


Of course Hallelujah knew this. Miss Tilly had explained it to her a dozen times before. And she didn’t really want her friends or their parents to go hungry. Today, though, she planned to get something in return for carrying the food.


She stepped closer to Miss Tilly as a train whistle blew.


“Why me?” she asked, hammering a thumb against her bony chest. “Why not Edward Joseph? Why not Mary Jane? Why not you?”


Hallelujah’s outrage was pretended because in truth she was delighted that it was her job to carry the heavy pot of good smelling boiled potatoes and cabbage. Two or three times a week she hugged a warm pot of food close against her unbleached cotton dress. It made her feel strong to be able to carry it.


Carefully she would take one step at a time out the kitchen door; then down the steps she’d go into the warm air of this strange autumn that was dry as white bones in the sun. Brittle leaves popped and crumbled under her feet as she crossed from her yard to the yard of the Sullivans.


“Child,” said Miss Tilly with a sigh, “it’s like this. Them Irish people don’t feel so bad when a little colored girl brings over a pot of boiled cabbage. They be ashamed to take it from me. Or from your sister. Or from Edward Joseph. We be grown, you see. Them white people proud.”


“Why do we pretend we aren’t doing it?” Hallelujah was honestly curious about this. “Every time they see me coming, all the children run and hide. Then I leave the pot on their steps, and walk back. The women sneak out and take the food. The next night they leave the scrubbed empty pot on our steps.” She lowered her voice. “And nobody ever says anything about how it tasted. And nobody thanks us. Mr. Patrick tips his cap and says, ‘Evening’s bright and beautiful, ain’t it?’” She imitated his heavy Irish brogue. “But he don’t say thanks.”


“I told you, honey child,” said Miss Tilly. “They proud. We offered them help, food, when we first knew Sullivan and his brother lost they jobs at the reaper factory. They said no. They can’t take no charity. But they ain’t so dumb as to starve. They accept a pot of ham and cabbage left on they steps.” She shook her head. “I know it be hard to understand.” She stared through white cotton curtains at the house next door. The wailing wind whipped her curtains and pelted the house with grit.


Hallelujah hated those curtains. It was always, “Take your dirty hands off the curtains, honey child.”


Through the curtains Hallelujah saw the Sullivan house next door. That house and their own house on State Street and Twelfth were alike. They were part of a two-block tract of homes built right after the War Between the States.


The builders used lumber cut to lengths at a planing mill, and boasted that two men and a boy could raise a balloon-frame house in a day. Their home had cost $350. Paying $25 down, Miss Tilly and her husband, Mr. Joseph LaSalle, paid for it in the three years required by contract.


Hallelujah decided that Miss Tilly was daydreaming as she gazed out the window. Another train whistle blew. Their house was not far from the train tracks. To get Miss Tilly’s attention back, Hallelujah banged an empty cooking pan.


“Beeswax!” she yelled. Then, imitating the preachers giving sermons on soapboxes in the park, she continued: “For once listen to me. Far away in Mississippi I was born into this world through no fault of my own. Now here I am the only child in this house in Chicago. I not only do all the child chores, but I do grown-up chores, too. I wash dishes a whole week at a time the same as Mary Jane. Sometimes I think I’m a child-work-worm!”


Miss Tilly shook her head sadly.


As Hallelujah gave her dramatic speech, she had waved a saucepan in one hand and a wooden fork in the other. But for every complaint, an inner voice answered her.


Her conscience told her that they always listened to her. And every job she did, though she hated to start, she loved by the time she finished. Besides, much of the time she managed to avoid work. Miss Tilly only asked for her help when she really needed it.


Hallelujah continued: “I can lug heavy pots of food all right, but when it comes to letting me watch one of the fires around town, I’m too young.” There, she’d said it.


“Now, child,” whispered Miss Tilly, as if her whispering might lower Hallelujah’s voice.


Just then Mr. Joseph pushed open the kitchen door.


Hallelujah’s hands slid off her hips. She dealt with Mr. Joseph differently. Her fingers began to play with the skirt of her tan dress, a dress that reached her buttoned hightop shoes. Since Mr. Joseph owned a shoemaking business, she always had fine brown leather shoes. She loved how Mr. Joseph always smelled of good leather and shoe wax.


“Is there a problem in here?” asked Mr. Joseph in his deep voice. Tall and husky with cane in hand, he walked with a limp.


Hallelujah twitched her skirt coyly. With a sly smile she said: “Miss Tilly was thinking of letting me go watch the next fire.”


Miss Tilly shook her head no, but her husband didn’t see.


Mr. Joseph said, “So long as it ain’t during no school hours. I don’t want you leaving your lessons, now.” He shook his finger in fatherly firmness.


“No, sir, Mr. Joseph,” said Hallelujah. Holding her full skirt out at the sides, she curtsied sweetly to him. Now that she had what she wanted, permission to go to the next fire, she quickly started for the boiled dinner.


She knew she had been lucky, and she wasn’t pushing her luck further. Meekly, she lifted the pot and started out the kitchen door. Behind her back there was furious silence.


She suspected Miss Tilly was shaking her fist at her husband. She suspected Mr. Joseph was waving his huge hands helplessly in the air to say he was sorry. She had tricked them again, but it made her feel sad, instead of happy. She was a morning child with the heaviness of evening in her heart.


To feel better, she tried humming as she crossed the yard. Jittery striped ground squirrels kicked up dry leaves as they raced into sandy burrows to escape. High in a cottonwood tree a blue bird called anxiously to his mate.


The air outside was warm and dry. An uneasy haze of gray, and the odor of sharp wood smoke, lent an air of doom to that Sunday afternoon. The wind rained dust from crumbled clay.


Hallelujah looked up at the October sky, bright blue in spite of the smoky haze. Wispy clouds blew rapidly across the sky like woolly white lambs running away. She paused to search anxiously for dark rain clouds, and grinned when she saw none. She thought it would be terrible for a big rain to stop the fires right then, just when she was going to go to the next one. So far, the dry summer and even drier autumn had made Chicago like kindling in a fireplace.


She left the good smelling food on the Sullivan back steps. No one was around, but she sensed hungry eyes watching her, sensed voices hushed at her presence.


When she reached home, she heard a loud argument. Edward Joseph, Miss Tilly’s seventeen-year-old son, was saying, “A fire is no place for Hallelujah. Shell just get in the way of the fire fighters. She might even catch her skirt on fire.”


“And you knows her. She’ll be telling the firemen how to do they jobs. Lordy, Mr. Joseph, what have you done did?” Miss Tilly added.


“But the child said you wanted her to go,” her husband said.


Through the screen door Hallelujah saw Edward Joseph fold his arms. “That girl gets her way about everything in this house. None of the rest of us do.”


“Now, Edward Joseph,” his mother said. “She’s just a poor little orphan child. She can’t hardly remember her own mama.”


Orphan! Hallelujah hated that word.


Standing outside, she balled her fists and gritted her teeth. Being an orphan made her angry, made her sometimes act mean; and after she acted mean, she felt even angrier. The word orphan seemed to say that she wasn’t as good as other children with living parents. It seemed to say that she was someone to be pitied.


Of course her sister Mary Jane was an orphan, too, but she was grown up. It didn’t seem to bother her.


Inside the kitchen Miss Tilly raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Lord a’mighty, give me strength to raise this child rightly. Lordy, but it be hard! She worry the heart clean out of my body.”


“She needs a spanking, that’s what,” muttered Edward Joseph as Hallelujah banged the screen door. She stamped her feet as she marched noisily through the kitchen, head high, hands switching her tan skirt from side to side.


“Don’t go far,” called Miss Tilly. “We be having supper soon as Mr. Post come home.” Mr. Post roomed and boarded with them.


“I won’t,” Hallelujah called back, sour as a pickle.


She had planned to go out the front door, but she saw a horse and wagon pull up. She recognized Mr. Thomas Baker, a short, muscular deacon at their church, who visited regularly to see how Hallelujah and Mary Jane were doing. He worked as a messenger for a bank.


This was the man who found them a place to live when Hallelujah arrived in Chicago with her mother and sister. Her runaway slave mother had walked from Mississippi north to Chicago to make her children free. Thanks to Mr. Baker, they moved in with the LaSalles, Mr. Joseph and Miss Tilly. After their mother died, Hallelujah and Mary Jane stayed with the LaSalles.


Hallelujah felt ashamed. She respected Mr. Baker, and today he would get a bad report on her again. She ducked her head and ran up the steps to hide in her room.


After a Sunday supper of baked ham, corn bread, boiled cabbage, and potatoes, Hallelujah sat on the front porch with the family.


Mr. Joseph, Mr. Post the roomer, and Edward Joseph were all lined up in straight chairs on the porch, and Miss Tilly, wearing her bonnet, sat in a rocker. The men were dressed in brown jackets and caps, and looked like nervous sparrows on a breaking twig.


Wearing a tan cotton bonnet to match her work dress, Hallelujah sat hunched on the top step. Back in the kitchen, her sister Mary Jane noisily washed dishes. Hallelujah felt gleeful that this was Mary Jane’s week to do dishes.


The past week it had been Hallelujah’s job. Sunday and Monday she had slowly washed dishes in the sink in sudsy water, and rinsed them in a pan of clear water, drying them with linen dish towels. Tuesday and Wednesday Edward Joseph had washed dishes for her. He did it to keep her from telling that he had gambled part of his pay from the grain port. Thursday she managed to prick her finger. Tender-hearted Miss Tilly washed dishes for her that day.


Friday and Saturday Mary Jane washed dishes for Hallelujah. Her plump, pretty sister worked with Miss Tilly at Armour’s Meat Packing Company in the North Division. Since she was only sixteen, Mary Jane handed her pay of four dollars a week over to Mr. Joseph.


However, unless Mary Jane washed dishes for her, Hallelujah threatened to tell that the pay had increased to four-fifty a week. Mary Jane was saving the extra fifty cents for herself. Shy Mary Jane had one interest in life, writing. She used the money to buy paper and ink for writing stories.


Hallelujah leaned against the porch railing and thought: I’ve been making Miss Tilly and Mr. Joseph do whatever I want; and threatening to be a telltale on Edward Joseph and Mary Jane. I’m a little stinker. A skunk! she decided.


Mr. Post cleared his throat. Short and fat, Mr. Post drove horses for a cab company. He dressed in brown suit and tie every day, and wore a brown bowler hat. A bachelor, he rented a room at the house and ate meals with the LaSalles. He said, “This is no night for a fire!”


Beeswax! thought Hallelujah. This is a good night for a fire. This would be her fire.





Chapter Two


“WIND’S STRONG ENOUGH TO BLOW YOU OFF the porch.” Mr. Post crossed his leg then uncrossed it nervously.


Mr. Joseph answered, “Coming off the prairie.” He leaned his ladder-back chair against the porch, and the chair squeaked. The squeak made Miss Tilly jump.


“Southwest wind,” said Mr. Post, leaning forward.


They all watched as the lamplighter, ladder over his shoulder, stopped at each lamppost on the street. Opening the glass fixture, he lit their gaslight. They waved, and he waved back.


Edward Joseph leaned his chair back. “Lumber planing mill went up last night like tissue paper,” he said. “Still smoldering this morning.”


“You can smell the smoke,” his father said, nodding.


“That the one on Canal Street?” asked Mr. Post.


“Between Jackson and VanBuren,” Edward Joseph said. “Took sixteen hours to put it out. Them fire fighters are tired tonight and ready to sleep.”


“Burned four blocks square,” said his father.


Hallelujah grinned. The next fire was her adventure. She would get to see all the excitement. A gust of wind blew dirt in her mouth and eyes. “This awful wind,” she said, spitting. “Beeswax!”


“Terrible,” said Miss Tilly. “Blowing dirt and leaves in the kitchen every time I opens the door. Make work sweeping.”


“Like I said,” Mr. Post reminded them, “good thing that fire was last night. This is no night for a fire!”


The door at the Sullivans’ slammed and Mr. Patrick Sullivan strode across the narrow yard. All the narrow front two-story houses were built one room and a hall wide, and four rooms deep on long lots. They were painted white, every one of them. The LaSalles’ house was trimmed in sunny yellow. The Sullivans’ house was trimmed in kelly green.


Patrick Sullivan was tall and muscular with a crop of red curly hair. “Evening’s bright and beautiful, ain’t it?” he said to his neighbors, but his low sad voice did not match his words.


When he saw Miss Tilly and Hallelujah, he tipped his cap politely. He sat on the top step across from Hallelujah.


“Good evening, Mr. Patrick,” said Miss Tilly. “What’s new?”


“Cyrus McCormick laid off more men at the reaper factory,” he told them. “Ain’t no jobs for working men nowhere in this city.”


Mr. Joseph frowned for a second. Was Sullivan saying that because his shoemaking was a business, he didn’t work? Workingmen and businessmen had this snobbery with each other, but did it matter? Shoemaking was falling off, too. Families out of jobs didn’t buy shoes, or even get them repaired.


Hallelujah stared as Mr. Patrick drew on an empty pipe.


“Why don’t you fill your pipe, Mr. Patrick?” she asked. She knew children’s questions always irritated him.


They were interrupted by a train loudly chugging into the station. Their homes were built between the Chicago and Northwestern, and the Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy railroads.


In 1871 Chicago was the center of the world’s largest railroad network. That made Hallelujah proud to live in such an important city.


“It’s them trains,” Patrick Sullivan said. “Bringing more people into this town than can find jobs.” He had ignored Hallelujah’s question.


Immigrants from Europe landed at ports in New Orleans and rode trains north to Chicago. They landed in New York and rode trains west to Chicago. Mr. Patrick waved his pipe angrily toward the train. Then he pushed it back in his mouth and drew on it. He seemed to have forgotten that only a few years before, he had arrived on one of those same trains.
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