

















THE SECRET OF THE RED FLAME













[image: image]










If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for this “stripped book.”


This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


First Aladdin Paperbacks edition July 2002


Copyright © 2002 by K. M. Kimball


Aladdin Paperbacks
An imprint of Simon & Schuster
Children’s Publishing Division
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


Designed by Debra Sfetsios


The text of this book was set in Adobe Garamond.


Printed in the United States of America


2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1


Library of Congress Control Number: 2001099433


ISBN 0-689-85174-X
ISBN: 978-0-6898-5174-2
eISBN: 978-1-4391-1452-0










Many individuals and institutions helped me imagine a fascinating time that took place long before I was born. They generously provided information about the Great Fire of 1871, nineteenth-century life in Chicago, wheelchairs, and much more. Deepest thanks to all, including my local librarians and library (BCPL) in Arbutus, Maryland; Northwestern University Library; and the Chicago Historical Society. Also my gratitude to Binnie Syril Braunstein for her unfailing enthusiasm, to Nancy Gonce for her research expertise, and to Ellen Krieger, a wonderful editor.


One group, which I came to think of as my SWAT research team, requires particular mention. Without the tireless and speedy efforts of the staff at the Polish Museum of America in Chicago, this book wouldn’t exist. They include Director Jan Lorys and the ever-creative and cheerful Richard Kujawa, whose family really did live in the Polish settlement through the time of the Great Fire. Everything that is accurate is to the credit of these individuals. Any mistakes are, sadly, my own.


—K. M. K.











1
Thieves



You’ve had that feeling, haven’t you?


That line of needle pricks crawling spiderlike up the back of your neck … so you were dead sure someone was watching you. That’s how it was with me that October afternoon. But when I turned around smartly, no one in the crowd on Noble Street seemed to be paying the least attention to what I was doing.


In fact, all appeared perfectly normal. I guess that shows how wrong a person can be.


Carts, wagons, and coaches of all sizes and types groaned and rattled past me over the gritty wooden planks crisscrossing the wide, tree-lined road like crisp layers of piecrust. Women in long skirts, wearing serious bargaining expressions and carrying baskets over their arms, darted into shops. A baby cried. The sugary smell of my favorite treat, chruscik, frying in hot oil, came to me from the bakery on the corner. Warehouse, factory, and dock workers in shirtsleeves—a beer in one fist, a copy of the Chicago Tribune in the other—energetically argued politics in the blazing heat outside one of the many popular drinking establishments in the Polish settlement.


And, as always, our fine Officer Lyk stood less than a square away in his blue serge frock coat, silver buttons gleaming, his police cap knocked back on his wide forehead.


I should have felt safe.


The War between the States had been over for six whole years. We were living in a country at peace in 1871. My brother was home—praise all the saints, as my mother would say—and business wasn’t bad for the family of a Polish butcher and sausage maker. Good enough that the canvas sack bulging with coins and greenbacks I clutched beneath my arm felt pleasantly heavy against my chest.


As I spoke English better than my parents, and my brother rarely left the house these days, it had fallen on me to run the week’s profits around the corner to the bank every Friday afternoon. It was an easy job and took no more than ten minutes. There had never been any trouble.


But today … today I felt strangely nervous with the task.


Maybe, I mused, it was because of the heat. It had been a long, exceedingly hot summer with little rain. People had grown short-tempered. They seemed to jostle and push more than usual along the crowded wooden sidewalk as I passed Mr. Lubicki’s tobacco shop, then Klimek’s Furniture, and finally Paszkiewicz’s dry goods. Dust from the summer’s long drought rose from the streets in gray billows. Before they’d paved the streets with pine, we were always knee-deep in mud. But there had seemed little use for the boards we walked and rode over this season. We hadn’t had a drop of rain in weeks, and very little before that. The wind blew in hot, parched gusts off the prairie.


Each breath I took drew gritty air into my throat as I squeezed between bodies blocking my way. “Wybacz,” I excused myself when I bumped into a woman pushing a baby pram.


She waved me off as if she’d hardly noticed me. I backed away, smiling at the baby, wiping sweat from my upper lip, glad I wasn’t bundled up in bonnet and wool blanket on a day such as this.


It was then that it happened. As I turned around to start walking again, someone crashed into me with such force, I fell against a grocer’s stall, banging my forehead as hard as I’d thump a walnut on a table to crack it.


“And do ye be runnin’ over ladies in yer clumsy haste!” a girl in a grimy mutton-colored dress scolded me, brushing off her skirt as if touching my clean suit could dirty the rag more than it was. She tossed matted, rusty-hued curls and defiantly flashed her green eyes at me.


“Pardon me,” I muttered in English, since she didn’t look or sound Polish. Dizzy from my collision, I tried to step politely around her. Somehow she was in my path again. “I really am sorry,” I apologized again.


As if she hadn’t heard me, she planted hands on hips and reprimanded me loudly while people passing by smiled in amusement at us. I felt my cheeks go hot with embarrassment.


Much too late, I sensed that something odd was happening.


Whisper-light, clever-fast fingers slipped close to my ribs from behind. A soft yank, then the space against my chest where the canvas bag had been was as empty as air itself.


I spun around. “Stop!” I shouted.


A hooded black cape disappeared between ladies’ long dresses and knitted shawls. Swinging back around, my heart thumping wildly, I grabbed for the girl.


But she, too, was gone.


“No!” I screamed. I wanted to cry out, Thieves! Stop them! But the words tangled up on my tongue. “Oh, no. It can’t be gone,” I moaned, staggering after the thief, my head still pounding.


Not ten paces had I gone before a hand reached out and held on to my arm. “Did you lose something, Jozef Chapski?” a deep voice asked.


I looked up to see a familiar figure. Officer Lyk and my father had grown up together in the old country, what used to be Poland but was no more since the wars that had finally torn her to shreds. They had come to America on the same boat.


There was still hope!


“My father’s money!” Gasping, I forced myself to swallow and take a single deep breath. Then the words spilled out. “Thieves! Did you see them? They took Tato’s deposit. Please help me get it back!”


Lyk’s eyes instantly narrowed beneath the stiff brim of his cloth cap. “Show me who took it, lad.”


“A boy … I think … but there was a girl too.” His accomplice, I had realized almost as soon as it had happened. “He went that way.” I pointed toward the white clapboard walls of St. Stanislaus Kostka Church. “I didn’t see which way she went.”


He frowned at the scores of bodies moving up and down the busy street. “Long gone by now, I fear.”


“Aren’t you going to chase after them?” I demanded, my stomach pinching at the thought of having to tell my father I’d lost an entire weeks earnings.


Lyk shook his head sadly. “Hundreds of sharpies and pickpockets about these days, and they hide away quick as a flea on a dog. We’ll not find ’em now, lad. But if you give me a description, I can be on the lookout.”


I groaned and collapsed onto a stoop as much to hide my eyes from passersby as to hold my wickedly hurting head. Twelve years is far too old for sniveling. The last time I’d cried had been the day my brother was brought home from the war. Sure, I was just half the years I was now, but to see what that Rebel sharpshooter had done to him tore at my heart. Now the one worry on my mind was, what might my father do to me when I told him about the money?


Lyk rested a kind hand on my shoulder. “Want me to go with you, Jozef? Help you break the news to your old man?”


“Please, let’s look for the girl,” I pleaded. “I can tell you exactly what she looked like. Red hair, she had. The green eyes of a cat, and a nose that tipped into the air like she thought she was a queen instead of a street girl.”


He was shaking his head. “Chicago has over five hundred miles of sidewalk. You expect me to patrol them all?”


“You are supposed to stop thieves!” I shouted at him.


His face reddened, and he withdrew his hand. “I can’t clear the city of every gang of homeless youths. The police do what we can, lad. You tell your father that he should be the one depositing his till while you and your brother watch the shop. Frank is a man himself now. Fought for the Union, didn’t he? No reason he shouldn’t be responsible.”


I glared at the ground. How could I argue with that?


But Frank would never be the same, and that was the truth of it. Neither in body nor mind. I hardly knew my brother anymore. And he didn’t seem to want to know me.


I swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”


“Shall I go with you, Jozef?”


“No,” I said, “I’ll tell Tato myself about the money”


“That’s a brave lad.” He patted my head.


But if I’d been brave, I told myself, I’d have caught those thieves and made them give back our money. If ever again I saw either of them, I would drag them into the Criminal Courts Building myself!





2
Shamed



My mother’s name was Marie. She had pale golden hair and blue eyes, “the color of the beautiful Vistula River of our dear homeland,” my father often boasted. I looked a lot like her. People sometimes told my parents they had a pretty boy, which I took with no little embarrassment.


In the rare moments when she wasn’t waiting on customers in my father’s butcher shop or scrubbing the nave of St. Stanislaus on her hands and knees for fat old Father Gorski, she played her piano and sang Polish songs. That day, as I came closer to home, I could hear her from the street. She was in our second-floor flat, playing a mazurka. I imagined her fingers flying lightning quick over the keys. Chopin’s happy melody usually made me feel like dancing.


Not today.


My father looked up from behind his chopping block as the three brass bells over the door jangled my arrival. He was waiting on a customer. When he nodded at me, my belly tightened with fear, as if someone had cinched my belt too tightly around it. I wanted to run, but I planted my feet in the middle of the room and waited for the awful moment when we would be alone and I had to tell him what had happened.


My brother, I knew, would be in the windowless room within the storage area behind the store. Not much larger than a closet, that was where he slept and spent most of his days. Like the meat shop, it was on the ground floor. He could have moved his wheelchair into the shop or down the ramp Tato had built for him to the back alley, where just enough sunshine slipped between the rickety tenements to grow Mama’s roses, and women cooked outside in the summer to escape the stifling heat of the tenements. There was always someone hanging about the alley to visit with. But Frank didn’t like people staring at him. Or rather at the parts of him that were missing.


My father finished wrapping a small portion of beef brisket for Mrs. Pasik. As she passed by me with a kind smile and a pat on the head, Tato said in Polish, which was all he spoke to the family and most of his customers, “Now that was your fastest time ever. No line at the bank, Jozef?”


“No, sir. I mean—” I couldn’t lie to him. He’d ask for the receipt, and I had none for him. “I’m … I’m sorry.”


The door closed behind Mrs. Pasik, and the bells stilled, leaving a silence that sent little shivers up my spine. Thankfully, we were alone. No one would witness my shame. But I knew I had let down my family.


“Sorry?” He frowned at me, his blue eyes darkening to near black, looking like two lumps of charcoal. “What has happened, Jozef?”


I backed away a step. Although I couldn’t remember Tato ever hitting me, I would never forget the day he’d struck my brother.


I was very young at the time—probably only five years old, as it was before Frank left to fight in the war. The exact circumstances were somewhat foggy to me now, so many years later. But I recalled, with a bitter sharpness, Tato shouting at Frank and laying his big palm so hard across my brother’s cheek, the blow knocked him to the floor.


“Coward!” Tato had bellowed, then turned his back on his elder son and refused to speak to him.


I’d never understood this, because Frank had just signed on with the Sixth Illinois Cavalry in the Union army. Maybe the argument had happened a day or two before he’d actually received his commission, but the details seemed not to matter. I thought defending our country was a very brave thing to do.


I wished for his courage now.


“I was holding the deposit sack so very carefully, beneath my arm,” I said, my voice breaking, “tight and out of sight like always. They must have known that I was carrying—”


“They who?” he demanded, rounding the corner of the butcher block so fast, it took my breath away. He lumbered toward me, his huge hands kneading the air as if it were ground meat. “People in the neighborhood know you go to the bank for me. They don’t bother you.”


“I … well, that’s what I thought. But there was this girl and—”


“You stopped to talk to a girl?” He stared at me in disbelief. “What kind of excuse is this? Where is the money?”


“I don’t know,” I whispered, staring pitifully at the scuffed toes of my shoes. Why wouldn’t the words come to me to explain how confusing it had been? How it hadn’t been my fault.


His immense paws seized my shoulders and he shook me, hard. “Boy, what did you do? That is all we have to live on for the month. The rest, it goes to the rent. And you gave it over to a girl?”


“No!” I protested. “I would never do that! A boy came up behind me. It happened so fast that I—”


A low chuckling sound interrupted my frenzied explanation. My head snapped around toward the curtain shutting off the stockroom. Tato turned too.


Frank sat slumped in his wheelchair, a twisted grin on his lips, but no smile from his eyes. He hadn’t shaved in days, or bathed, from the smell of him, even at a distance. His eyes were watery, and pink where the whites should have been. “Don’t tell me … the favorite son has done wrong? What did you do, worm, stop to visit your sweetheart and lose the shop money?” He laughed meanly.


My father’s eyes hardened. “No thanks to you, Frank Fryderyk Chapski. If you had gone with your brother, this wouldn’t have happened.”


I held my breath, horrified, waiting for Frank’s usual reaction to such a challenge. Slowly, his lips curled into an ugly sneer.


“What you mean to say is, if I’d been whole I could have taken the money to the bank myself. Is that it, Tato? If I’d been of any real use to this family?”


What could my father say to that? Frank had lost his right foot and more than half of his left leg to a Confederate sniper in Tennessee. He rarely left his heavy wooden wheelchair or the dark cave of the storage room he’d taken as his own since the end of the war.


My eyes burned as though I’d rubbed salt into them. My throat felt raw. “I’ll get the money back,” I blurted out.


Neither of them looked at me.


“It’s not Frank’s fault he got hurt in the war!” I choked out.


My father looked as if I’d kicked him. He turned his stunned gaze to me, as though I’d accused him of chopping off his own son’s legs.


“It’s not your fault either, Tato,” I whispered. “You couldn’t help there was a war.”


Frank laughed. “Not his doing, huh?” Clumsily, he swiveled his chair about, banged it twice against the wall before accomplishing the turn, then disappeared behind the curtain.


I stared at a cracking patch of plaster on the wall, unable to meet my father’s eyes. The stench of animal blood mixed with the woodsy smell of saw-dust seemed suddenly overwhelmingly strong. It was always like this. I hated the way they lashed out at each other.


Why did Frank hate our tato so? You couldn’t blame a Chicago butcher for the Civil War. Or for Reb minié balls that shattered the bones of a young soldier’s legs as he rode to battle.


Just as puzzling to me was the bitterness returned by my father. I remember Tato telling me how he’d wanted to go fight for his new country himself, but the recruiter told him he was too old. So his son had gone to do his family honor. This was what Tato always said: “It is our proud duty to defend our new country. The one we came from has never known peace. America! America has given the Chapski family a home and hope.” He often had tears in his eyes when he said those words.


When Frank went away to fight, he had been a gentle, sweet-natured brother. I’d adored him and followed him everywhere. He tolerated me even when he really didn’t want me around, like when he called on a girl. There had been many girls who liked him. Back then. Before he’d lost his legs.


Since he’d returned, he was different. He refused to see his old friends. I feared his foul moods, his black temper, his loathing for everyone and everything around him.


And now, neither my father nor I spoke for a long time after Frank left the shop. I watched Tato’s fists. I’d seen him punch one through a plaster wall in a moment of fury when our German landlord doubled our rent. I feared he would beat me while Mama played on, unaware of what was happening in the room below.


Maybe I deserved a beating, I thought miserably.


But he did something worse.


My father turned away from me as if I weren’t even there.


I stood very still, waiting, my whole body quivering and cold. He took up his cleaver and slammed it down on a big lamb shank, sending splinters of bone and flesh flying.


I jumped, then stood trembling, unable to move. The flesh of the lamb parted in the wake of his shining blade, again and again. Thump, whack. Thump, whack. The cleaver cut through what had once been living, and I wondered if that was what an army surgeon had done to my brother’s legs.


Thump, whack.


Never talk of such things, my mother’s eyes warned whenever I asked about the war. I tasted sour bile in my mouth and ran for the back door and alley.


“Stop!” my father’s voice boomed.


I did.


“I’m sure you did what you could to stop the thieves from running off with our earnings.” His voice shook with barely contained rage.


“Yes, sir.” I swallowed, and the sourness slipped back down inside me. “I shouted for help. I told Officer Lyk—”


“And he?”


“He said—” Even to my own ears this sounded like a lame response. I forced out the words anyway. “He said he would keep an eye out.”


My father was silent for a long moment. “This isn’t the first time,” he grumbled at last. “I shouldn’t be so angry with you, Jozef.”


I stared at him. “We’ve been robbed before?”


“No. Andrew, the cobbler. Someone broke into his shop and stole money he kept in a jar. Peter Hassok’s grocery too. Thieves took over a hundred dollars’ worth of food from his shelves. And your friend Emil, his father lost money on the street, as you did, to pickpockets.” He shook his head. “This must stop.”


I was shocked.


Perhaps I’d heard people complaining about crime in Chicago, but I’d paid no attention. I hadn’t realized it could touch us. “Who would bother robbing a butcher in the Polish settlement?” I asked timidly. “Only a few squares across the river in the North District there are jewelers and furriers and men who sell land. They must hold in their hands in one day ten times what we earn in a month!”


“We are easy targets.” Tato sighed. “We save our fighting for wars, when it matters. We aren’t like the Irish or the Italians who look for a good brawl any day of the week. We hunger for peace, Jozef. Petty thieves know it. We want to be left alone to raise our families and make a simple living.”


“Maybe we should fight back,” I said.


“No. No more fighting.” He glanced toward the back rooms, and I knew he was thinking of my brother. “But maybe there is a way we can defend ourselves without shedding blood.” He looked down at me, and it seemed that his gaze wasn’t quite as grim.


“How is that, Tato?”


“We merchants might organize.” He walked back behind his chopping block and took off his apron. “To protect our own.”


I thought of the new dime novels my friends and I sometimes read, about Wild Bill Hickock, the Pony Express, real cowboys and gunslingers and Apache Indians. Sometimes the townsfolk banded together to fight off rustlers or bandits.


I grinned. “I can help! My friends and I could—”


“No, Jozef,” he said gruffly. “You have done all you can.” He wrapped the cut meat in yellow paper and placed it in the icebox behind the counter. “I will talk to the others.”
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