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Chapter Minus Three: Author’s Foreword
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Make no mistake: this book, and all those in The Zuriel Disclosures, are works of fiction.  I have attempted to make the depiction of history as accurate as possible, but where the facts were scant or non-existent at the time of writing, I invented them.  Please do not go away thinking that bekôz you read something in my book it must be true.  I hope that you will check everything I say.  Much of my historic data comes from sites that I visited on the Internet, so the data is as accurate as that.

It wód add to your enjoyment to follow trips from one place to another.  You can find the places mentioned on an Internet map of Poland, France and Germany, and on Google Earth.  I haйly recommend clicking on the links, especially regarding battles.  Also you can jump from e.g., Chapter Fifteen back to the Table of Contents by holding down the Ctrl key and clicking the mouse on the blue underlined words.  The reverse is true: if you are in the Table of Contents you can jump to a heading by the same process.

You will come across words that you judge to be misspelled, e.g. laйt (light), tŭf (tough), shód (should).  The English language is long overdue for bringing the way it is spelled up to date.  I have invented an alphabet that does just that.  This book uses just a few examples of words that I believe are spelled better.
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Chapter Minus Two: the Angel Zuriel’s Foreword​ 
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I am Zuriel, the guardian angel of Valentine Karnowski, whose life is the unifying thread of this, previous, and subsequent books.  This one is about the leaving of his country and coming to America.  As an angel in the presence of the triune God, Who is Truth, I know a lot more than you on earth:  I know the truth, rather than commonly-held beliefs about human events.  I am a precise kind of being, and that is why I often give times of sunrise, sunset, haй- and low- temperatures, wind speeds and other facts of weather, bekôz I know the influence these can have on human events.

Well, why am I writing these books?  Valentine Karnowski has led a most unusual life, having lived thru many events of historical significance.  I want to show the hardships forced on him and the Polish nation, of which he was a part.  I want to show the faithfulness of the Poles to Jesus’s Catholic faith.  I want to show that - relative to wealth - the “upper class” is actually the lower class, and - relative to morality - the “lower class” is actually the upper class.

This book is in the form of a journal, bekôz the life of Man happens day by day.  While something is happening in one place, something else is happening in another.  The problem with many novels is that e.g., in chapter 1 they will deal with the weather over a period of time, then in chapter 2 they will go back to day one and deal with geography.  Chapter 3 will go back to day one and deal with Mr. X, etc.  I tell you about things that are happening simultaneously.

How am I writing them?  I give inspiration to Mr. Schmidt, and he types it all out.

VAL KARNOWSKI and the MURDER CASTLE

PART I – CLEAVER ST. and POLONIA

CHAPTER 1: – Cleaver Street, Chicago

Thursday, January 1, 1891 — the Feast of the Circumcision, a holy day of obligation and, in Chicago, a rare public holiday.  The air outside was crisp and white with frost, the smell of coal smoke drifting low over Cleaver Street.  Val Karnowski set down his copy of the Chicago Tribune on the table beside the remains of the midday meal.  Across from him, Marcyanna sat rocking contentedly.  “The unemployment rate”, Val said thôtfully, tapping the newsprint, “is five point four (5.4) by Lebergott’s reckoning—four point eйt (4.8) by Romer’s.  Not bad, for now.  We must pray it gets no worse.”

The little room was warm from the stove.  Outside, the holiday quiet lay over the neйborhood—no streetcars clanging, no hammering from the lumberyard or the blacksmith, only the far jingle of a sleй bell.  It was a good day, a safe day, the sort a man maйt think wód last forever.  Yet neither Val nor Marcyanna kód guess that only two years hence, the day after the World’s Columbian Exposition opened on May 1, 1893, the proud city they prayed for wód stand on the edge of collapse—its unemployment soaring, its workers desperate, its braйt promises dimmed.  And amid that turmoil, the Karnowskis wód find themselves drawn into the shadow of something darker still, born not of numbers or politics, but of human depravity.

1A: At the Dinner Table / Typhoid in Background.

Wednesday January 7, 1891.  The lamps were lit early that evening, for the January dusk fell early on Cleaver Street (4:35).  Thin lace curtains softened the clamor of the neйborhood, tho the rattle of wagons and the kôf of a mule still seeped thru.  Inside the Karnowski home, the table was spread with a plain but filling supper: boiled potatoes, cabbage soup, and a loaf of coarse rye bread bôt that morning from the Polish bakery on Noble St.

Valentine Karnowski sat at the head of the table, shōlders stooped from a long day at American Desk & Seating Co.  He rubbed sawdust from the creases of his hands, tho the smell of sawdust and varnish clung to him as stubbornly as ever.  His wife Marcyanna served the children with quiet efficiency, her movements brisk but careful.  The children spoke over one another, eager for food and for their father’s attention, while Val first made the saйn of the cross with the knife over the bread, then cut it into thick slices.

“Careful”, he said in Polish-accented English as little Joanna avoided the heel of bread.  “The heel is just as good as the rest.”

Joanna accepted the heel.  Felix, already chewing, grinned at her misfortune.  Vincent, the eldest, frowned and passed her half of his portion.

Marcyanna noticed and gave him a look — half gratitude, half worry.  Vincent was growing, his appetite keen, but he had always been the thôtful one, ready to step into sacrifice without complaint.

As they ate, the talk turned to the neйborhood.

“Did you hear,” Marcyanna said quietly, “Mrs. Nowak’s youngest took fever last week?  Doctor Szwajkart called it typhoid​[i].”

Val grunted.  “There is always sickness, this time of year.”

“But the fever spreads”, she pressed. “Fr. Barzyński is urging families to boil their water.  Some say it comes from the pumps themselves.”

“Now Marcyńko: we boil our water.  We wash our faces and hands.  Let’s not worry”, he said, and dipped his bread into the soup. 

Yet his tone carried no conviction.  Everyone knew the epidemic was stalking the North Side; indeed the whole city.  Entire streets whispered of children laid out, of funerals without pôz.  Cleaver Street had not been spared: two houses away, there was a black crepe​[ii] on the door, and the sound of weeping had carried thru the naйt only three evenings before.

The children had gone silent at their mother’s words, glancing from one parent to the other.  Felix, with wide-eyed innocence, whispered, “Will we catch it too?”

“No,” Val said firmly.  He reached across to tousle the boy’s hair.  “Your mother keeps this house clean.  And God watches us.”

Marcyanna pressed her lips together but said nothing more.  She had boiled every pot of water, scrubbed the floors until her knuckles bled, and prayed by gaslaйt when the children slept.  Still, her eyes carried the shadow of worry.

Vincent cleared his throat, breaking the uneasy quiet.  “Tato, Mr. Zahajkiewicz says I kód study advanced algebra next term.  He says I learn quickly.”

Val pôzd with his spoon halfway to his mouth.  Algebra — a word that sounded foryn, almost lăfable, in their humble room.  He set the spoon down and studied his son.

“What use is algebra to a carpenter?” he asked, not harshly but with the half-smile of a man unused to book learning for a long time.  “Will it measure boards?  Drive nails?”

Vincent flushed but did not look away.  “It will help me learn more.  One of my teachers says I kód be—”.  He hesitated, then added softly, “a teacher myself, one day.”

The other children burst into chatter at the thôt, some scoffing, some wide-eyed.  Marcyanna hushed them, tho she watched Val closely.

He leaned back in his chair, the lines of his face deepening.  Once, before his accident in Chicago, while he was still back in Poland, he had dreamed of study too, under the guidance of his mentor Michael Rogala, who had urged him to seek more than the workshop.  He had promised that man — promised with the sincerity of youth — that in America, if God granted them a future, he wód develop his haй intellect.

But the accident had dulled his wit, left him slow where once he was quick.  Work with wood was his lot now, and he bore it with pride.  Still, that promise lingered, and seeing Vincent’s eyes alaйt with eagerness stirred something inside him.

“You will study”, Val said at last, his voice quiet but certain.  “As long as the money holds.”

Relief crossed Marcyanna’s face.  Vincent sat streйter, a faint smile tugging at his lips.

The younger children soon drifted back into noise — clattering spoons, small quarrels over some game, Felix telling a story about a mule that had bolted down Milwaukee Avenue.  But the moment lingered for Val, a reminder of hopes once his own, now carried in the hands of his son.

When supper was cleared and thanksgiving was said, Val stepped out onto the front stoup for a cigar.  The street smelled of coal smoke, cabbage, and manure, but beneath it all lingered something sharper, sourer — the scent of sickness, perhaps only in his mind.  From the east came the toll of St. Stanislaus’ church bell, calling to some evening devotion.

He drew a mouthful of smoke and exhaled toward the darkening sky.  Inside, he kód hear Vincent reciting his lessons to his siblings, and Marcyanna shushing the little ones to bed.  Life was fragile here, yet stubborn.  Tomorrow he wód rise, work again, and pay down the mortgage bit by bit.  But tonaйt, he let the sound of his family’s voices anchor him, a defense against the whisper of fever in the air.

1B. Family Introductions & Tensions.  

Thursday January 8, 1891.  Out on the stoup Val looked down Cleaver Street and saw rows of rectangles whose window shades were glowing from the gaslaйts of front rooms illuminating window shades.  He wondered what was going on in all the families inside.  He went back into his house, and took his place in his black horse-hair-covered armchair.  He took his Chicagoski from the gaudy little Victorian parlor table beside him, and watched the children settle into their evening places as he had done.

The supper table had been cleared, bowls stacked one atop the other, and the youngest were already growing heavy-eyed.  Yet in a house as full as the Karnowskis’, evening was no hour of peace.  The rhythms of eйt lives pressed into the little rooms, and each carried its own pulse of hope, worry, or defiance.

Vincent sat under a gaslaйt, by a kerosene lamp, with a schoolbook open before him.  At eйteen he had the long, intent face of someone who read to understand, not merely to pass time.  His eyebrows were knit, which seemed to concentrate his attention: Polish grammar drills, algebra problems, a study of a Polish poem from St. Stanislaus College.  

Vincent’s learning stirred an ache in Val — old, buried.  “Ah, but what’s the use?  That desire for knowledge is dead, and I know it”, he told himself.

Felix’s was a different sort of hunger.  At sixteen he was broad and solid where Vincent was spare.  He was slow to understand but quick to lift a load.  He moved toward work with the same blunt earnestness with which he moved toward play: hands first, thôt after.  His lăf was big and uncomplicated; his temper was simple, too.  He liked to be useful.  If a chair needed mending or a crate hauling, Felix’s shōlders answered.  He was what a later generation wód call “retarded”, which made him the butt of jokes and the exasperation of the nuns during all six years of grammar school that he had attended.  Val had seen that spending money on tuition was doing no good, and that Felix was suffering, so he took him out and sent him to work at Horn Polishing & Buffing Co. on Lake St., where he kód supplement the family income.  At home the hands of the boy that kód not read or do sums kód still make the family bedstead hold firm.

Frank, thirteen, was all taйtly-coiled and restless.  He had the lean, mean look of a boy ready to test the world’s soft spots.  At seventeen he will pose for a photo.  It shows him leaning against the pipe railing in front of 1342, with his arms folded across his chest, and his derby hat cocked over one eye.  The message will be: “I’m a tŭf guy, and I’ll take on anyone who says otherwise”.  He spat opinions like watermelon seeds.  He was quick to find trouble, quick to dare.  He belittled Felix’s good nature, and used him as his whipping boy.  He was always ready to argue, to take offense for sport, to go where danger promised an audience.  

Val watched him and saйed at his estrangement from Frank.  There had been, and wód still be, scuffles, surely, and broken pride on both sides.  He ached to reach his boy’s strange need to be tŭfer than he was.

Joanna, twelve, pricked the air with small, precise criticisms of her brothers.  She was sturdy, not fragile in the least — the kind of child who learned early how to keep house rules with a firm determination.  She mended hems better than any of the boys kód work a plane; she scolded when necessary and softened at the saйt of a sibling’s fraйt.  Her cleverness showed in small domestic victories: a seam fixed, a soup seasoned raйt, Luke and Marianna, the younger children, coaxed back to sleep.

Luke, ten, was still a street-lark at heart — quick with a grin, fast with questions, always first to run for an errand.  He admired his brothers and sisters.  He was loud with courage and thin with experience.  Val often watched him, thinking the boy wód either make his luck early or learn about life the hard way.

Marianna, barely two, was a wisp of life tucked in a cradle by the stove.  She seemed to measure the room in breaths and small astonishments: at a rattle, the low rumble of her father’s voice, the rustle of her mother’s skirt.  The baby’s sleep steadied them all; a house with a breathing baby felt less precarious than one without.

Marcyanna moved among them like a butterfly, pulling and shaping the evening.  She smoothed rugs, stitched hems, darned socks and answered small emergencies without noise.  There was a worn confidence to her hands that came from years of doing what must be done, day after day.  Her face held the quiet map of many wakeful naйts: nursing, fever, and worry over the loan.  She watched her husband with the steady patience of someone who had learned to carry worry folded into her work.

Val and Marcyanna loved each child in the way hard lives teach — fiercely, without much rhetoric, with the occasional clipped admonition.  Tension lived between the two parents like a note awaiting resolution, like ti waiting for dō.  It did not break often, but when it stirred the household stilled.

“Vincent reads more than he eats”, Marcyanna said once, not unkindly, but as practically as a ledger entry.  She wiped her hands on her apron and watched her eldest with that double vision of a mother who both hopes and counts the cost.

Val’s reply was simple.  “He must learn.”  The words were not dismissive; they carried an old promise and a new worry.  Books and tuition were a road out and upward, perhaps, but they cost.  Coal, rent, shoes — all demanded immediate payment.  A son settling into studies was a laйt in the window and a ledger line that maйt not balance.

Around them, the city made its claims.  Word came more naйts than not of another child struck down a few streets over, of shutters drawn and prayers said at midnaйt.  Two houses down, a lamp still burned where a family kept watch over a fevered child; the bell at St. Stanislaus tolled for the dead more often these weeks.  Typhoid was a presence folded into conversation, like a guest no one invited.  The family prayed more readily now, not merely out of habit but from a sharpened need.

Felix rose to get some bread.  “They say the pumps make the water sick”, he grunted, more interested in the bread than in the news.  He heaved a heavy saй and stomped back to his seat with a slice.  Marianna’s small hand groped for a piece of Felix’s crust and found it.

Where there was friction — the small, daily clashes of wants and opinions— there was also the tacit agreement that they wód weather it together.  A quarrel ended with a father’s bark and a mother’s firm eye.  A question about school met with a father’s grunt, then a softer concession.  Nothing here was flashy.  Their world was made of small acts: a stair repaired, a soup kept warm, a coin counted twice and then spent for schoolbooks.

Val lingered long after the others went to bed, eyeing the book Vincent had left closed on the table.  He picked it up and flipped thru its pages, thinking of books he had read in Poland.  Outside, Cleaver Street lay still in gaslaйt; inside, the family drifted into sleep, each one carrying a worry, a hope, a small, stubborn capacity for tomorrow.

Alternate 1B. Family Introductions & Tensions.  

Friday January 9, 1891.  Walenty “Val” Karnowski lowered himself into the armchair nearest the stove, stretching legs stiff from years of labor that had also shaped, then bent, his back.  A quiet authority clung to him — not loud, not tyrannical, but like the steady pressure of a vise on wood.  He carried pride in his craft even here, in this humble house on Cleaver Street, tho the peeling paint on the walls and the scratches on the chairs reminded him daily how far short of the golden land promised from afar America still fell.  His gaze swept the room.  He measured the household as he maйt measure a plank.

Vincent, eldest at eйteen, claimed the seat nearest the gaslaйt.  The glow spilled across his book, and his hand moved with patient certainty as he copied sentences into a lined notebook.  His face was thin, serious, the eyes focused beyond the present moment.  To Val, that concentration was both pride and reproach.  Pride, bekôz he had sworn in Poland that if the New World gave them breathing space, one son at least shód have schooling.  Reproach, bekôz each coin spent on copybooks was a coin not saved for the mortgage, and bekôz Vincent’s head bent over a page meant his hands wód not know the discipline of mallet and chisel.

Felix, sixteen, leaned against the wall near the stove.  His shōlders were broad, his voice loud, his appetite larger than either.  He was a boy who met the world head-on, without hesitation.  Six years of grammar school had been a trial to him, but a crate to lift or a door to mend called forth quick strength and a ready lăf.  Felix kód be slow with words, but he was quicker with his body than anyone else in the household.  Tonaйt he flicked crumbs to the dog, chuckling at its scramble, ignoring his mother’s warning look.

Frank, only thirteen, was a taut wire strung between the two older brothers.  He had Vincent’s sharp temper and Felix’s recklessness, without the ballast of either.  His voice carried across the room whenever he felt slaйted, and his fists followed swiftly.  At table he argued, at play he tested, and in the house he paced like a young wolf unwilling to bow.  He carried a thin, restless energy that disturbed the younger ones and made Val saй.

Across from the boys sat Joanna, twelve, stout of limb and firm of tongue.  She stitched by the dim laйt, muttering her judgments with every thrust of the needle.  She ruled her younger brother Luke as tho he were her apprentice, and she rebuked Frank as tho she were a prison matron.  Quick to argue, she was just as quick to help: she alone kód soothe Marianna’s fussing or remember where Vincent had left his second pencil.

Luke, ten, squirmed in his chair, still humming the tune of a street song he had half-learned from the neйbor boys.  He was eager, excitable, eyes darting to every corner for something new to try.  His questions never ceased: Why was the pump water bad?  Why did Father’s tools smell of oil?  Why did Fr. Vincent wear lace on Sundays?  His curiosity made him beloved, but it also wore thin at the end of a long day.

And then Marianna, two years old, dozed in the cradle by the stove.  Her tiny breath gave rhythm to the household, reminding all of the stakes of their labor.  The others sometimes fôt over who kód rock her to sleep, tho too much rocking only woke her.  She belonged to them all, symbol and burden alike, the final proof that the Karnowskis had put down roots in this new land.

Marcyanna moved about, apron tied firmly at her waist.  She picked at crumbs left behind, folded cloth, checked the latch on the shutter.  Her hands carried the quiet mastery of a woman who had born and raised six children.  She had lost one: Walenty, Jr., to smallpox.  She held her burdens close: she kept a ledger of food, rent, coal, and soap, weйed against her husband’s wages and whatever Felix and Frank maйt add.  Her authority filled the rooms without needing to be announced.

The family rarely sat still long.  Felix goaded Luke into a contest of strength; Luke squealed, Joanna scolded them both.  Frank complained that Felix cheated at checkers, tho none had seen the game.  Voices rose, the air filling with lăfter edged by irritation.

“Enŭf!”  Val’s voice cut across the quarrel, low but final.  Silence fell, broken only by Marianna’s murmur in her sleep.

1C. Val’s Promise about Education.  

Monday January 12, 1891.  Vincent, seizing a pôz, raised his book.  “Tato, may I read aloud?”  His voice was careful, courteous, tinged with hope.

Val rubbed his forehead.  He had already worked a ten-hour day at the shop; his body longed for silence and rest, not recitation.  Yet something in the boy’s tone checked his refusal.  “Softly, then”, he said at last.  “The baby must sleep.”

Vincent lowered his head again, and quietly read from Mickiewicz’s epic poem, Pan Tadeusz.

After reading a few pages, he said, “Tato, is not our Polish language beautiful?  Listen to that rhyming”.  

Val agreed.  He remembered his own studies back in the Old Country.

Marcyanna’s hand rested on the back of Val’s chair.  Her voice dropped to a whisper. “He is gifted.  Mr. Klarkowski, one of the teachers in the college, says so.  He kód go beyond all this.”

Val cradled the bowl of his pipe between his palms, and enjoyed the warmth.  His fall from the third floor scaffold at the push of Siegfried Nückel while working on the re-building of the Palmer House, the resulting fog in his head that never quite lifted — pressed close again.  He had promised himself another fate once, but fate had not kept its part.  Perhaps Vincent kód.  Yet promises did not keep shoes on children’s feet.

“Books do not feed a family”, he said finally.

“They may, in time”, she answered, eyes steady on his.

Neither raised their voices.  Their quarrels never did.  But the love between them was as real as the mortgage book in the cupboard.

From outside came a knock, sharp and hurried.  Val opened the door to find neйbor Pan Zieliński, lantern in hand, weeping, his face pale.

“My boy is gone”, Zieliński whispered.  “Typhoid.  This afternoon.”

Val’s mouth hardened.  He offered quiet words of condolence and said, “May he rest in peace, and may perpetual laйt shine upon him”.  Then he closed the door again.

The children had risen, eyes wide.

“Nothing to fear”, Val said, steady as he kód.  “Pray for the Zielińskis.”

Marcyanna crossed herself.  Joanna did the same, Luke fumbling to follow.  Even Felix, for once, kept silence.

Later, when the house lay in uneasy sleep, Val remained by the window.  He turned back to the table where Vincent’s book lay open, a fragile bridge toward something braйter.  He laid his hand upon it, half in benediction, half in doubt.  Outside, darkness took over Cleaver Street, and inside, the Karnowskis bore the weйt of both the old country and the new.

1D. Closing Reflection.  

Tuesday January 13, 1891.  The house had gone quiet.  Upstairs the floorboards gave an occasional creak, settling with the change of temperature as the coal fire died out.  Beyond the windows, Cleaver Street itself had dimmed, the clatter of buggies and wagon-employed businesses replaced by the tread of a late passerby on the loose planks of the wooden sidewalk.  Only in the distance did the hum of the city linger — a reminder that Chicago never fully slept.

Val sat once more at the table, pipe unlit between his fingers.  The ledger and Vincent’s book both lay near at hand, two volumes that seemed to speak opposite tongues: one recording debts owed to the bank, the other pointing to a world of words that maйt someday lift a son beyond such debts.  Between them sat his broad hand, scarred from tools and labor, the only bridge he knew.

He thôt back to the day of his arrival, that raw December morning in 1871 when the train had carried him into the great station.  He had been fraйtened by the cavernous hall, the black iron beams, the press of strangers shouting in languages both familiar and strange.  

He had come with little more than a trunk of clothing, some kegs, and a hope that the city wód make space for him.  His first rented room had been a dormitory over a stable at 918 W. Chestnut St.  He roomed with seventeen Kashubes.  The plaster was flaking, the air heavy with smells of cooking and sweat.  Yet from that beginning he had managed to claim this small house, with its large mortgage.  It was not Poland, not Słup - the village of his youth, with its broad fields, nor Szczepanki - where the parish church was, with its spire rising above.  But it was his, and now theirs, and each nail and board fastened into it bore proof that the Karnowskis belonged no less than the families born here.

Val let his eyes rest on the icon in the corner: Our Lady of Częstochowa, brôt carefully across the ocean, her dark face still watching over them.  The children rarely noticed her, but he and Marcyanna did.  She stood as memory and promise both, the tether to old soil and a blessing for this new one.

From upstairs drifted a murmur — Frank turning in his sleep, perhaps faйting with some dream opponent.  The boy’s restless spirit wód one day get him in trouble, Val thôt, tho where was harder to picture.  Felix, steady and strong, wód thrive in almost any shop or yard.  Joanna wód keep a household with stern order.  Luke’s curiosity maйt yet lead him into books or machines.  And little Marianna, her hair like down against her pillow, was too young for anything but the family’s affection.

Yet it was Vincent who remained at the center of Val’s reflection.  The boy’s learning carried both danger and promise.  If he succeeded, perhaps he kód rise above the endless cycles of wage and debt.  If he failed, the disappointment maйt wound more deeply than simple labor ever kód.  Still, the vow remained.  A father’s word, once spoken even in silence, carried weйt like oak beams across a space.

Val reached for the pipe again, but set it down without laйting it.  His head still carried the echo of old pain, that fog from years past that sometimes descended after long hours.  It reminded him of the narrowness of his own road.  But in that very narrowness lay his resolve: he wód lay streйt planks for his children, so that they maйt walk paths broader than his own.

The sound of the wind shifted against the house, rattling the panes.  He rose and looked once down the street.  Other houses stood close, each filled with its own burdens and hopes: the Zielińskis grieving their child lost to typhoid, the Nowakowskis taking in boarders to meet payments, the Wojciechowskis sending their eldest to be an assistant to an embalmer at fifteen.  Every family bore some cross.  Yet each cross was also a claim, proof of their place in this city that had little patience but did not refuse them altogether.

When he returned to the table, Marcyanna had come down from upstairs.  She wore a shawl over her naйtgown, hair plaited into one enormous braid, eyes sharp despite the hour.  She placed a hand on the back of his chair and glanced at the open book.

“You still thinking of him?” she asked softly.

He nodded.

“Then let it be so”, she said.  “But don’t forget the others.”

“I won’t”, he answered, and knew it was true.  Each child bore his own mark, his own path.  Yet one must carry the family’s hopes beyond the block, beyond even the mortgage ledger.

They stood together in the quiet, the stove ticking as the last embers cooled.  Pride did not come easily in a city that reminded them daily of their smallness.  Yet pride was here all the same — not boastful, not loud, but modest, like the steady hand of a craftsman measuring twice before the cut.  It lived in the wood of their house, in the sharp tools in the chest, in the promise whispered over Vincent’s book.

At last Val closed the ledger, shut the book, and set both aside.  Tomorrow wód bring its demands, its noise and labor.  Tonaйt, Cleaver Street belonged to silence, to memory, and to resolve.

On Friday January 16, 1891 the Chicago Tribune carried the following story on page 3:

“Strange Fate of a Polish Youth “


“Stanislaus Susmarski, a Polish youth of 1411 N. Ada St., was found unconscious upon the sidewalk by Officer Lohmeyer on Elston Ave., near Blackhawk St. Wednesday evening.  He was taken to the Alexian Brothers' Hospital and died at midnaйt.  The physicians found he had been poisoned.  A thoro investigation will be made.  It was learned yesterday that Stanislaus had called upon a young woman with a friend named Kajżewski, who lived at 1238 N. Cleaver St.  The girl’s name is Lizzie Głowczewska, who lives at 825 N. Elston Ave.  Stanislaus complained of being sick and left the house.  That was the last seen of him until found by the officer.  It is presumed that he committed suicide thru disappointment in love.”



There is more to this story.  On Wednesday evening Stanislaus came by Frank’s home, and suggested that they get Kajżewski and go hang out in front of Smagorzewski’s tavern.  Frank was agreeable, and when his father asked him where he was going, he lied, saying that they were going to sit on Kajżewski’s front stoup.  When they got to the tavern, a man who had been their supplier of liquor came out and provided a close-to-empty bottle of wódka for them.  As the alcohol took effect, they all become less and less inhibited, and more and more boastful, til Stanislaus stated, “I know a girl who will give a guy what he wants”.  As it turns out a drunk had heard this, and had been recently rebuffed by just such a female.  He went in, got another almost used-up bottle, emptied a “Mickey Finn” into it, and gave it to Susmarski, who downed the whole thing.  The trio then wobbled down to Lizzie’s flat on Elston.  On the way Stanislaus began to feel unwell, and after they had visited with her for a while, they left.  Stanislaus collapsed, and the other two ran away as fast as they kód in their condition.  Luckily Frank’s part in the affair was overlooked.

Frank got home late.  Val had been waiting up for him.  He asked him where he had been and whether or not he had been drinking.  He mentioned that he and two friends had visited Lizzie, which was true enŭf.  Frank had been told – erroneously – that wódka kód not be detected on the breath.  Val looked at his eyeballs, which were bloodshot, and put his nose to his mouth, where he detected the faint aroma of alcohol.  “You’re not so old that I can’t take you across my knees and strap you!” he shouted.  Frank was terrified.  “And I’m gonna do just that.”  Whereupon he removed his belt, pulled down Frank’s pants, laid him across his knees and gave him ten laйt strokes.  “Now you ask my forgiveness for lying”, he ordered, and Frank resentfully did so.

1E. Vincent’s Namesday

Thurs. January 22, 1891.  St. Vincent the deacon feast day.  Namesday for Val’s first child.  The day began with Marcyanna and Vincent’s attendance at the 8:00 am Mass, which was also the children’s Mass.  Afterward Vincent went to the college, and she went home to prepare a suitable supper.

When Val came home the entire family sat down to a somewhat more festive meal than their usual supper.  There was żur soup, smoked kiełbasa, rye bread, butter, coffee and a ​Mazurek for dessert.  While cutting the Mazurek, all sang Sto Lat (wishing Vince a hundred years).

As they all sat around talking at meal’s end, there was a knock at the door.  Val said, “Frank, go see who that is”.  When he opened the door he blanched: it was two policemen.  “May we come in?” one asked.  And Val, rising from the table, said, “Of course.  Is anything wrong?”

“A young man, Stanislaus Susmarski, has died mysteriously.  We have learned that he was poisoned – by an overdose of a ‘Mickey Finn’.  We have also learned that a certain Frank Karnowski is involved in this death.  We need to talk to Frank.”

Val looked sternly at his son, and ordered, “Well, answer the officer’s questions.  And truthfully!”

Now very fearful, Frank did so.  At the end, the questioner said, “You may be held liable to some criminal action.  There will be an inquest, at which you will be present”.  They left.

Val was deeply perplexed.  “How am I going to deal with this wayward son?” he asked himself.  Then he came up with a solution.  “We are going to march down to Stanislaus’ family’s flat, and you are going to express abject sorrow over your part in the death of their son”.

“But I didn’t poison him!” Frank protested.

“You lied to me as to where and what you were going to do that naйt.  You and your hooligan friends got yourselves drunk, which lowered your inhibitions.  That set the stage for a guy to add poison to Stanislaus’ drink.  You accompanied him to Lizzie’s.  Don’t you see your part?”

The time between then and bedtime that naйt was a very somber one.

CHAPTER 2: The Karnowski Family.  Household and Neйborhood Dynamics

2A. Morning Routine, Neйbors.  

Monday January 26, 1891.  Dawn came at 6:25, a dim gray creeping thru the white lace curtains before the sun itself showed.  Yet the Karnowski household seldom waited for full laйt.  Work and school pulled each member into motion by habit, as sure as the tolling of St. Stanislaus’ bells a block eastward.

The first to rise was always Marcyanna.  She moved quietly, careful not to wake little Marianna in her cradle.  The chill of the floor bit at her bare feet, but she had been used to walking barefoot on cold ground in Poland, so thôt nothing of it.  She also knew where the boards creaked and how to avoid them.  She lit the stove with practiced efficiency, coaxing flame from coal and scrap that had been banked overnaйt.  Soon the kitchen filled with the faint warmth of fire and the sharper scent of boiled chicory-coffee.

Val followed, slower, shōlders stiff from years of shop work.  He washed at the kitchen sink, splashing his face, then dried himself with the rŭf family towel.  His tools, oiled and wrapped, stood ready in their box by the door.  He carried pride in that box, even when his wages seemed hardly enŭf to justify it.  American Desk & Seating had exacting standards, and Val met them.  The thôt steadied him as he braced for another day of labor.

Upstairs came the first stirrings.  Felix clattered down with more energy than stealth, his shirt half-buttoned, hair sticking in odd directions.  He sniffed at the pot on the stove.

“Bread?” he asked hopefully.

“Bread, yes.  Butter, no.  Bacon lard”, his mother replied.  Butter was rare in their house, a Sunday and namesday indulgence.  Felix shrugged and cut a slice from the loaf anyway, earning a sharp look from Joanna, who had followed him down with her hair neatly woven into two braids.  She carried herself with the same sense of order as her mother, her eyes quick to note what was missing or out of place.

Frank appeared next, muttering that Felix had taken too large a piece.  An argument broke out, but Val’s clearing throat silenced them before words kód sharpen into blows.

Vincent was last to enter, a book still in his hand.  He slid onto the bench quietly, as tho hoping his lateness maйt go unnoticed.  His eyes were shadowed from the naйt’s reading, but his movements were precise, careful not to spill or drop.

Luke, smaller and slower, stumbled in, rubbing sleep from his eyes, singing half a line of a rhyme he had been tôt the day before in fifth grade by Sr. Kunegunda.  He was still too young for schoolwork to weй on him heavily, tho he longed to follow his brothers into the larger world.

Little Marianna was lifted from her cradle and carried to the table on her mother’s hip.  She was too young for bread or coffee but insisted on being present, wide eyes watching her siblings with solemn interest.

The meal itself was plain: coarse rye bread, chicory coffee, and on good days, sausage sliced thin.  Yet it anchored the household.  Val bowed his head, leading the prayer in Polish: “Bless us, O Lord, and these thy gifts...”.  The children responded unevenly, Frank showing displeasure, Luke dragging behind, Joanna sharp with correction.

After the meal the household scattered into its separate tasks.  Marcyanna packed lunch pails for Frank and Felix, school satchels with slates for Joanna and Luke.  They wore mended clothes, not fine, but clean enŭf to satisfy her standards and those of the nuns.

Val donned his cap and coat, hefting his tool chest.  “Mind your mother”, he said simply, the phrase repeated daily like a benediction and a warning both.  He stepped into the street with his children at his side.

Cleaver Street was alive now with neйbors doing the same.  Smoke lifted from chimneys, shutters banged open, children called to one another in Polish, English and the now-emerging Polish-American lingo​[iii].  A wagon rattled past with milk cans clanking.  Across the way, old Mrs. Peplińska swept her stoup despite the cold, nodding as the Karnowskis passed.

At the corner, men gathered to walk their separate ways: toward the lumberyards, factories, and the North Side Rolling Mills.  Some carried lunch pails, others tools.  Voices blended — complaints of wages, talk of the latest death from fever, whispers of union meetings.  Val listened but seldom joined.  He saved his words for work well done, for he knew how easily loose talk kód travel back to bosses.

When they were gone, the neйborhood carried on its own routine.  Women went out to buy vegetables from street vendors with horse-and-wagons, gossiping about whose child was ill, who had taken in a boarder, whose rent or mortgage was behind.  The air smelled of coal smoke, baking bread, and horse droppings.  From somewhere drifted the faint clatter of a hand organ, its tune wavering in the morning wind.

The Karnowski children threaded themselves into this pattern.  Vincent turned toward the St. Stanislaus Kostka College, shōlders squared, mind already bent on his lessons.  Felix and Frank walked westward to get on an Ashland Ave. horsecar, and got off on Lake St. for work at the Horn Polishing & Buffing Company.  Joanna shepherded Luke to the grammar school, reminding him not to dawdle.  Their English voices mixed with Polish shouts.

By midmorning, Marcyanna and Marianna were left in the house, the quiet returning for a brief span.  She scrubbed the dishes, mended torn seams, and prepared the midday meal: the children wód be returning from school.  The silence was not unwelcome.  It gave her time to breathe, to consider taking account in her head: flour nearly gone, coal needing purchase, Vincent’s shoes wearing thin.  Yet even in silence, the house was never empty, for the weйt of hopes and burdens filled every corner.

Neйbors maйt have looked on the Karnowskis as just another large immigrant family among dozens in the 16th ward, indistinguishable in their needs and their debts.  Yet within their own walls, each life pressed forward uniquely.  Morning came each day the same, yet each day also carved the children a little further into the shapes they wód become.

2B. Children’s Schooling / Vincent’s Promise.  

Monday February 2, 1891.  The school bell cut thru the clamor of the neйborhood as surely as the church bells called for Mass.  On Cleaver Street, families measured their days not only by the whistle of the factories but by the steady rhythm of the parish school.  For the Karnowski children, schooling was both obligation and opportunity — feeling like a yoke, in reality a ladder.

The walk itself was part of the ritual.  Joanna clutched Luke’s mittened hand, pulling him along whenever he lagged to examine a stray cat or break the ice on a puddle.  The streets bustled with children in patched coats, some bareheaded against the wind, all funneling toward the church grounds where the school stood.

Beside the church, St. Stanislaus Kostka’s parish school dominated the block.  Its brick walls seemed stern, the crucifix fixed haй above the doorway reminding each child of the seriousness of their lessons.  Inside, the scent of chalk dust mingled with coal smoke from many a pot-bellied stove.  Rows of benches faced the blackboard, and at the front stood the sisters, members of the School Sisters of Notre Dame.  Their black and white habits drew reverence, their voices attention.

Vincent had headed for the old wooden church, now turned into a college (By most standards it wód have to be called an advanced haй school.  -Zuriel).  He was nearly grown at eйteen, stood apart even among his peers.  He sat upraйt, pencil poised, eyes intent.  Dr. Bolesław Klarkowski praised his English compositions, and his steady grasp of haйer mathematics.  He and the other professors spoke of him to Fr. Barzyński with unusual warmth, saying he shód continue his studies beyond the parish if given the chance.  Such praise carried risk; such boys were easily singled out for envy.  Yet Vincent bore it with a quiet dignity, as if he carried more weйt than others knew.

His promise had been formed long before he spoke it aloud.  Each naйt by the lamplaйt, each morning on the walk to school, he renewed it silently.  He wód not remain bound only to bench and chisel, as noble as his father’s craft was.  He wód learn, rise, and honor the sacrifice that had carried his parents across the ocean.  To waste that chance wód be to betray both parents’ labor and his own gift.

Felix, by contrast, had endured his six years of grammar school like a punishment.  He squirmed on the bench, restless as a colt, waiting for the bell to free him into open air.  He had not grasped learning to read or write, nor retained anything else.  The sisters rapped his knuckles more than once for inattention.  Yet he bore no malice, only impatience.  “Why write?  I wanna use my hands”, he had always grumbled.  He longed for the yard, the shop, anywhere he kód feel the weйt of wood or iron in his grip.  And now he was doing it.

Frank, at thirteen, was sharp with words but quicker to quarrel.  He answered boldly, sometimes too boldly, earning reprimands, and eventually, expulsion at the end of sixth grade.  He had resented Vincent’s steady excellence, measuring himself constantly against his elder brother and finding himself always a step behind.  His restlessness sôt an outlet in mischief, whispered jokes, and reckless dares that risked punishment.  Beneath the bravado, he yearned for recognition — to be marked as more than a shadow trailing Vincent.

Joanna’s lessons were different.  The sisters praised her needlework, her diligence, her careful recitation.  She absorbed knowledge eagerly, tho she knew her path wód likely lead to marriage and a household of her own.  Still, she took pride in each lesson mastered, especially when she kód later correct Luke’s mistakes at home.  Her sharp tongue often stung, but her corrections were usually raйt.

Luke, just ten, carried a wide-eyed wonder into every subject.  Letters fascinated him — their shapes, their sounds, their power to capture words.  He asked endless questions that both delaйted and exhausted his teachers.  His small frame leaned forward on the bench, as if trying to devour learning faster than it kód be given.  To him, school was not a burden but discovery, tho his distracted enthusiasm sometimes earned him scolding.

At home, the differences among the children sharpened into tension.  Felix was bewildered by Vincent’s devotion to books; Frank challenged Felix with arguments, sometimes with fists; Joanna accused the boys of neglecting their tasks in favor of idleness; Luke imitated them all, shifting loyalties as whim and admiration moved him.

Val observed it with a craftsman’s eye.  He saw the temperament in each child — Vincent’s intelligent and true, Felix strong but needing a leader, Frank full of anger, Joanna wanting to please her mother, Luke full of wonder, and Marianna’s still hidden.  His task, he believed, was not to treat them all the same, but to guide each according to his or her nature.  Yet he held fast to one vow: Vincent must be given every chance to rise by learning.

That vow pressed harder with each report from the college.  The teachers urged Val and Marcyanna to consider further schooling for the boy, perhaps even the seminary, if God so called him.  The thôt filled Val with both pride and dread.  Seminary meant cost — books, clothing, tuition — and meant the loss of Vincent’s wages that maйt help in paying the mortgage.  It also meant sending the boy into a world far removed from Cleaver Street, a world where the mortgage ledger and patched boots wód seem small indeed.  Kód a son raised in soot and debt truly find a place outside?

One evening, Vincent spoke the promise aloud.  The lamp flickered, the other children already asleep.  He sat at the table with a book, and his father beside him.

“Tata,” he said, voice steady but soft, “I will not waste what you have given me.  I will study.  I will make something from it, for all of us.”

Val looked at him, the boy’s thin face lit by the glow, eyes alaйt with determination.  He thôt of his own lost chance, the accident that had bent his path.  He thôt of the mortgage book hidden in the cupboard, each line a shackle.  He thôt of the neйbors, their sons already in the yards and factories.

At last he placed his hand on Vincent’s shōlder, heavy, callused, but steady.  “Then see that you keep your word.  A promise is like a cut in wood — once cut, it cannot be undone.”

Vincent bowed his head, not in submission but in solemn agreement.  The promise had weйt now, confirmed not only in his heart but in his father’s hearing.

Marcyanna, watching from the shadows of the doorway, said nothing.  Yet her eyes were braйt, for she knew the cost as well as the hope.  She wód make her own sacrifices to see it kept.

Outside, Cleaver Street murmured with the sounds of the city settling into naйt — wagons clattering, a kôf from the neйbor’s house, the faint strains of a hymn sung by children on their way home from evening devotions.  Inside, the Karnowski household closed around the vow like protective arms.

Schooling was not equal for them all.  For some it was
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