Hesed

The incident in the “ladies room” was the last straw. For five years –since she was nine-- Maria had toiled twelve and sometimes fourteen hours a day at Kuppenheimer’s. She started off pressing and packaging finished clothes, but after a year she asked to be put on the sowing machines, where she could at least earn a little more money. The needles tore through her tiny fingers time and time again, but she persevered, and by the age of fourteen she was an accomplished seamstress, able to keep up with the most productive of the older women. The work was tedious and exhausting, and she missed going to school, but her family needed the money. When her father had contacted them and told them he had saved enough to bring them over nearly six years ago he had just taken a new job building railroads in West Virginia. There was some hope that even if her mother had to work, that she would be able to continue her schooling. She wanted more than anything to become a teacher … But then her father had been shot during a strike. The place where the men were sent to lay railroad ties turned out to a malarial swamp where it was literally impossible to work, at least with the equipment they had available. The men demanded that they be taken back to Chicago, but the padroni refused and told the men to get to work, doing what God only knows. When they refused, one of the padroni opened fire. All but three of the men were killed. Maria’s father was among the dead

All this happened while they were on the boat, sailing from Genova to New York. When they arrived in New York, they sent word ahead for him to meet them, and then boarded a train for Chicago as he had told them. When they arrived at Union Station they were greeted not by her father, but by one of their old paesani who told them what had happened. He was very kind. He let them stay with his family and found them jobs. But now there was no question of Maria attending school. Maria felt guilty about the fact that she minded this more than the fact that her father was dead, but then she had never known him. He had left for America before she was born. Her mother, on the other hand, was devastated. She had lost the love of her life. Then, somehow, she ended up pregnant and Maria had a little sister and things were even harder. 

At first, no matter how hard things were at work, she ignored the young men who stood outside the factory when the shifts changed and tried to get the women to join something they called il sindicato.  At first, in fact, she had no idea what it was. Her mother had warned her that men might try to talk to her, and that she should avoid them. During the third and fourth years, however, she had come to understand that il sindicato was a group of people who wanted to improve conditions in the factory –indeed, to improve conditions for all of the workers. She explained this to her mother, but her mother told her they were dangerous.

--Cattivi! Troublemakers, she would stay. You, you stay away from them. 

Maria was a good girl and did as her mother told her. But then, shortly after her fourteenth birthday, she noticed among the older men outside the factory a boy not more than two or three years older than her. At first she ignored him, too, but he would follow alongside her, trying to engage her in conversation. Every day he would follow a little bit further. 

--Come ti chiama, ragazza? he would ask. Do you like to work for fourteen hours and bring home nothing? Do you want to do this your whole life? 
Hard as she might try, Maria could not ignore him. Finally she asked him his name.

--Prometeo, he answered.

--Pro? Che?

--Prometeo. Like the ancient Greek god who taught humans how to make fire, and to fool the gods when they made sacrifices. He told her the story of Prometheus, which she had obviously never heard.

--What kind of name is that?

--E mi nome di Guerra. It is the name I use in my political work. My real name must remain a secret. 

--Perche?

--Because if the police decide to come looking for me or the bosses decide to blacklist me then they will only know to arrest or blacklist Prometeo.  And Giovanni will go free. 

--You are a silly little boy.

He suddenly realized his mistake, but persisted, more seriously.

--Come to the meeting tonight and learn something. You think you are doing your best for your family by slaving away fourteen hours a day, doing what the bosses tell you, but without the union you will never get ahead. 

--Can you read? she asked him. She noticed a book in his coat pocket, the title of which she could only make out in part. Il Manifesto Co…Under his arm was a newspaper entitled Il Parola del Popolo. 

--Ma si, he answered.

--Can you teach me? she asked.

--If you like. 

Maria didn’t make the meeting that night, but the conversation left an impression, and couldn’t help but wonder. Besides, she felt growing deep within her a kind of fascination, an interest she had not felt before but which was nevertheless familiar. He was a silly boy but …

* * *

Sunday, the only day she didn’t work, was almost inevitably a race to finish the dozens of chores for which there was no time during the week, in the hope of finding a few hours for herself. She would get up as early –sometimes even earlier—than on work days. She would make sure her mother and sister had breakfast, clean their small apartment, do some laundry, and if it was her turn to cook that week (she and her mother took turns), get dinner as ready as possible before heading off to mass. 

Going to mass was the one thing her mother allowed her to do alone, besides going to work. Maria, for her part, treasured the time alone. She would leave early and take her time getting to the church and would then make her way to the small side altar dedicated to Our Lady Seat of Wisdom, with its carved wooden statue brought from her home village. There she would  kneel and pray. Often she would stay there all through mass, quietly crying over everything they had lost. She missed the carefree days of her childhood –the brilliant bursts of flowers when the almond and pear trees would bloom in the spring, making the whole valley smell of blossoms, the long summer afternoons spent frolicking under the olive trees, afternoons during the raccollta  and the vendemmia when she would take time off from her schoolwork to help her mother harvest the olives and grapes that they grew as mezzadri on the lands of Signor Cittavecchia. She missed her goat, La Speranza, who had kids every spring, and her asino, Fortitudine, who she would ride around the town, led by her uncle. But most of all she missed being able to go to school. She missed reading the lives of the saints. She especially liked the stories of the martyrs –the young women who stood up to their fathers and gave their lives for what they believed …

That Sunday, after mass, as she emerged from the dark interior of the Church into the brilliant spring sunlight, Prometeo was there waiting for her. 

--I expected I might find you here, letting the priests fill your head with superstition. And to think, a bright girl like you!

Maria, who had never bothered to listen to the priest, was confused.

--I have to go home, she said. My mother and sister are waiting for me to make them dinner.

--Let me walk you. 

He held out a small bouquet of dandelions and forget-me-nots. It was the first indication that he was able to do anything but tease and insult her. And it was the first time since they had come to America that anyone had ever brought her a bouquet, though her grandfather often had, back in Umbria. So she took it, and extended her arm so he could escort her, as she had sometimes seen done in the movies. And when, rather than turning towards her house, down Oakley Street, he led her across Western Avenue, down 26th St., and up Marshall Boulevard to Douglas Park, she simply followed. It was as if, for the first time she had come to “America,” time had stopped.

--So why do you go and let the priests fill your head with silliness? he asked her again, now more agitational than provocative. 

--It isn’t silliness, she said, straining to form her thoughts into words for the first time. It is … beauty …. And hope. 

--La scienza c’e la speranza della humanità, he said.  Religion is for foolish old women. But science has taught us how the world works, how to tame it and make it serve us. And now there is a new science –that of historical materialism—which is teaching us how to tame history as well.

Maria listened intently, trying to wrap her mind around these words which sounded so important, but somehow also sounded hollow. 

--To tame history, Giovanni, what does this mean?

She refused to use his nom de guerre. 
--Let me put it this way, Maria. Do you think it is right that you work twelve or fourteen hours a day, six days a week, and that your mother does the same, and that you still just bring home enough to survive?

--Of course not!

--But what would happen if your bosses paid you more?

--Things would be better for us, I suppose.

--But only for a while. The bosses’ profits would decline and their investors would pull out and then you would be out of work. That’s capitalism. It is not that the bosses are mean or selfish, it is the system which requires them to act that way. But if we, the workers, organize and take control of the means of production, then we can administer them for the benefit of all humanity. 

--Come dice nell’vangelo: Beati I mansueti, possederanno la terra. 

--Exactamente. 

--But this part about taming history. It still sounds strange to me. 

At this point Maria realized where she was, and who she was with and, looking at the sun, how much time had passed. She turned to  Giovanni and said:

--I have to go, and then ran home. 

She was, in fact, only a little over an hour late, but her mother was in a rage. Apparently one of the old women had seen Maria leave the Church with Giovanni and wander off in a direction other than towards home, and had run as quickly as her aged legs would carry her to inform her mother of the impending disaster. 

--That boy, she said. He is no good. È ateo, masonico. He hata Ges’. And worst of all, è Siciliano! You know what is a Sicilian’? Ateo, morisco. They are like the Moors, dark people, Negri. 

Maria had never seen her mother like this before –so filled with hatred. She wasn’t yet sure what she thought about Giovanni herself, and in fact never would be, and didn’t really want to have to defend him. So she focused on what she had done, while trying carefully to carve out some room for herself for the future.

--I am sorry Mama. I should have told you I might be late. But we just went out to the park and talked some. I promise that in the future I will come to tell you. 

Her mother, however, would have none of it, and had already picked up the old leather belt that she used on the rare occasions when she punished one of her daughters. 

--I will teach you. You bend over.

Maria bent over one of the kitchen chairs as she was supposed to when being punished. Her mother lifted up her skirt and slip and pulled her panties down around her knees. Maria felt humiliated, especially with her little sister looking on. Then her mother brought the belt down on her bottom. Pain surged through her body, but she remained still, holding out her bottom to receive more. Her mother must have hit her a good twenty five times before she finally stopped.

--Now go, stand in the corner and think about what you have done. 

Maria walked over to the corner and stood there, probably for a good hour, thinking over what had happened that day. She was genuinely sorry that she had worried her mother and abandoned her duties for the afternoon, but the overall effect of the incident was quite different from what her mother had hoped. She had always been aware that she understood the new situation in which they had found themselves after immigration better than her mother had, but she had always thought of this as pertaining to practical matters and attributed it to her better grasp of English. Now, however, she realized for the first time that her mother could give her absolutely no guidance whatsoever in making the larger decisions about her life. And while she really didn’t know how to make it happen, she was determined that she wasn’t going to spend her whole life sewing dresses in a factory. She was going to go to school, and study and do something about the world, so that her mother and sister and all the other poveri cristiani could live decently. And she knew that, whatever she told her mother, today would not be the last time she saw Giovanni. She would have to make up her own mind about the union and about this materialismo storico and about this idea of taming history. 

* * *

History, as it turns out, had its own plan for her, and was not about to wait for her to make up her mind about the union. The next morning when she got up to get ready for work she made her way down to the small bathroom which her family shared with the four others on the floor. One of those families must have had some new arrivals, because there was line outside the bathroom door, and an even longer line formed behind Maria as she was waiting. When it was finally her turn, there were fully eight people, including three little children and two old men waiting behind her. She usually made sure that she took time to “go” in the morning, in order to make sure that she didn’t have to at work, where conditions were even more miserable, but there was no way she could keep all those people waiting long enough, so she urinated and then left. 

Later in the day, as she was returning from her pathetically short lunch break, she felt the urge to go again and headed for the lavatory. Once again there was a line, but this time she had little choice. She waited for the first open stall, went in, adjusted her clothing, and began to relieve her bowels. She was still very much in the middle of things when the whistle blew, signaling that everyone should be back at their machines. But she was not the only one still in there, and she figured that would give her some cover. Just then, however, the door to the women’s bathroom swung open and one of the male supervisors burst in and began swinging open the doors of the stalls and literally yanking the women off the toilets.

--OK, ladies, time’s up. We’re not paying you for your shit! When that whistle blows you belong to us every bit as much as any nigger-slave in the old South.

Some of the women shrieked. When the bastard burst in on Maria she was prepared and kicked him the crotch, sending him reeling across the slick bathroom floor in to a puddle of urine and feces from an overflowing toilet. The other women cheered, giving Maria, for the first time in her life, a sense of what it was like to actually stand up for herself. 

After finishing what she had been doing, Maria stormed out of the bathroom, passed the still stunned goon, and went to the office of the head foreman to report what had happened. She simply assumed that he would be disciplined. When she was told that she, and everyone else who was in the bathroom at the time, would be docked two hours pay, she was enraged. 

--Can’t you understand that we, too, are human beings? Haven’t you ever had to go to the bathroom at work?

--Listen, you little slut. You keep this up and you won’t have a job any more. And no, you aren’t a human being, at least not as far as this company is concerned. You’re a fucking little piece of machinery and we’ll work you till you break and then toss your guinea ass into the graveyard. There’s plenty more where you came from. So you do what I fucking tell you to do or you and your mother and your little sister are gonna starve. 

At this he grabbed Maria and began trying to strip her clothes off, as if to rape her. She kicked him in the groin as well, and then walked out of his office, shouting:

--Sciopero! Sciopero! 

The word echoed throughout the shop in nearly every language of Europe and Asia.

--Strike! Strike!

At Maria’s word every single sewing machine in the shop came to a halt. The women stood up, as if One, and walked out. 

History had found her –albeit in a rather odd place—and she had found her voice. 

*  *  *

The next six months were a constant blur of activity. Maria had no idea of how to prosecute the strike she had started, and she had no idea just how her family would survive without her income. At least  her mother worked at another plant, for another company …

Word spread quickly, however, and the women probably hadn’t marched around the bloc more than six or seven times when organizers from the International Ladies Garment Workers’ Union –and Giovanni among them—appeared. At first Maria was embarrassed to explain what had happened, but the other women insisted that she was the leader. And so she stood up proudly on the soapbox they brought for her and railed against the goon who had tried to pull her off the toilet and the one who had tried to rape her. Soon thousands of people had gathered. It was as if the whole West Loop area knew the story …

That night, Maria met with the leaders of the union who explained to her about the strike fund, and reassured her that her family would not starve. 

--We have had our eyes on that plant for some time, but they keep hiring people right off the boat, and all women at that, and we haven’t been able to find anyone inside. Now we have. 

At first Maria worked alongside older organizers as they went from house to house, meeting with literally every single woman who worked in the plant, looking for people with some leadership potential, figuring out who among them could move --and hold the loyalty—of the others, then calling together small groups to plan and strategize. Soon, however, she was making the rounds herself. The women responded well to her in spite of her age. She spoke their language, literally and figuratively. Soon she had put together a strike committee which included women from throughout Italy and Sicily, as well as Russians, Lithuanians, Croats, Jews, and a few women from Mexico and China. 

Her nights, meanwhile, were spent learning. The union, it turns out, had a night school, and within a few months she was reading and writing English and working figures well enough that the teachers said she was ready for high school. Over the course of the next year she would master everything they had to teach her and more, devouring the books Giovanni would bring her and trying as well as she could to understand this materialismo storico. The union also taught her the technical and legal aspects of organizing –what was involved in getting a local union recognized, how to negotiate a contract, and what was involved in making the company stick to what they had agreed to. 

And somehow, in the midst of all this, she found time to actually get to know Giovanni. Sundays after mass remained their special time. He would wait through mass in the vestibule for her to emerge, and then they would walk over to the park and wander along the shaded lanes debating or curl up together under a spreading tree, his skin against hers, their bodies on fire with matter’s desire for the infinite. 

Maria’s mother was not happy with this, but there was little she could do. Her daughter was, very nearly, the most important leader in their little community and there was no way she could stand up to her. After that Sunday afternoon in April, she never again took out the strap or otherwise tried to discipline her. 

Even so, Maria didn’t really know what she thought about Giovanni. She had learned so much from him, and he seemed so dedicated to the struggle. But there was something that wasn’t right …

* * *

The strike dragged on for nearly six months. At first, when the story of what had happened was still fresh in people’s minds, the support of the community was both broad and deep. People contributed money, joined the strikers on the picket lines, and roundly denounced the avarice and brutality of the owners. But gradually, the strike fund ran low and the union began asking those who were still working to contribute more. People grew tired of marching, especially as the weather began to turn cold and it became less an occasion for a festa and more of chore. 

Then there was the intervention of the priest. At first the Church just ignored the strike. But after about two months the priest began going around from house to house encouraging people to go back to work.

--I am not saying that what the bosses did was right, but surely by now you have taught them a lesson. Think of your children. How will they eat?

Giovanni, of course, tried to use this with Maria as evidence that the Church was simply no good. Maria, however, decided to make her own study of the matter, and so she began going from parish to parish and soon found that the Church in fact supported the right of workers to form unions and to bargain collectively to earn a living wage. Apparently the pastor of San Michele was either ignorant or, more likely, had been leaned on by the owners. And so that next Sunday, after mass, Maria confronted him outside the Church with a copy of Rerum Novarum.

--Padre, why are you telling our people to go back to work when the Pope himself has said we have a right to organize and strike?

The priest, who had undoubtedly never been confronted publicly by one of his parishioners before, and certainly not by a fourteen year old girl, stood silent and dumbfounded, then ran away muttering something about ateismo e communismo. The crowd which had formed around Maria was equally dumbfounded. She knew that she had to say something, but was not prepared to give a speech.

--Who did Jesus go with, she began? Was it the rich? No, he went with the poor. He was poor. And look at what he said to the rich young man who came to him asking for salvation. He said “if you are rich it is because you have exploited your workers. If you treated them fairly they would have more and you would have less. So the rich, like you, are going to go down into the pit, and I am going to pour sulfur on you. And the poor are going to come with me. So you gotta learn. It’s the law of God.

--But what about forgiveness? Someone shouted.

--You forgive people who repent, she answered. When the bosses repent and share their wealth with us, then I will forgive them. Until then I will hold up God’s sword of judgment over their heads until they yield!

The people cheered and then the crowd gradually began to break up as people wandered off in small groups, debating among themselves. Giovanni, who had been watching from a distance, approached Maria and said:

--Buon lavoro, you are learning to defeat these priests at their own game. 

Maria, who was not quite sure what he meant by this, just took the compliment, and they walked off towards Douglas Park together. 

--Giovanni, she asked him, why don’t you believe in God?

--Religion is just the opium of the people, he answered. It is a story cooked up by the priests in order to keep the people passive, hoping in a beyond which will never come. I want human beings to grow up, to become masters of their own destiny. 

--Sometimes, I think, you just want to be God yourself. For me, my faith is the foundation of my hope. And yes that is a hope in something beyond this life of suffering and struggle, but it is also hope that our suffering and struggle means something, that the creator of the flowers of spring and the brilliant gold of autumn, of the espiga di grano, of the oil, and of the wine will bring to completion what She began and what we, who participate in her creative activity, have continued.

--She? Giovanni smirked. You think God is a woman?

The --God is what Is, and is neither –or rather both—male and female. Sometimes, when I am in midst of a struggle like this I think of Him as a mighty warrior. But at base, perhaps because I myself am female, I understand Her creative dimension as feminine. 

--Creative? Feminine? Giovanni was revealing some deep prejudices which, for all his materialismo storico, he had never questioned. 

--You are a silly boy, and a very young one, Giovanni, Maria said to him, but you have helped me and so I will overlook your smirk. She boxed his nose lightly and then kissed him and they embraced.

* * *

Maria’s confrontation with the priest seemed to have given the people new confidence. Donations to the strike fund increased and the union leadership, which had been on the verge of abandoning the strike, decided to press on. They planned a large march outside the plant for the coming week, and arranged for support from nearly all of the major industrial unions in the city. Maria continued making her rounds, her organizing now complemented by a teaching function as she elaborated her midrash on the parable of the rich young man. 

Maria was, however, rather troubled during this period by the fact that even though she was to be one of the principal speakers at the rally, and was clearly at the center of the organizing effort, there seemed to be meetings taking place to which she was never invited and decisions being made over which she had no control. Every morning she would wander down to the union headquarters before making her rounds, and Giovanni or one of the other organizers would tell her that this or that had been decided the night before. Finally, she began to protest, and insist that a meeting be called of everyone who had signed a union card, to elect leaders and ratify their decisions. The leaders agreed, and the meeting was held, but something still rang a bit hollow. So Maria asked Giovanni if she could attend a meeting of the local section of Federazione Socialista Italiana. He was overjoyed at her request, and she was received like  a hero, giving a fiery speech in which she denounced the avarice of the bosses and called for the people to unite per la redenzione de la terra. But even though the strike was discussed, it was clear this wasn’t the real center of decision making either. And so, with some reluctance, Maria decided to follow one of the older union leaders who lived just down the block from her, and who she had noticed left his house after dinner promptly at 8:45 every Wednesday evening. 

As it turned out, there wasn’t a great deal of stealth required. The man walked out of his house, down 21st Place, turned right on Leavitt Blvd., and made straight for the Società Mazzini, which met in the basement of a house at the corner of Leavitt and 21st Place. Maria assumed at first that her intuition had been wrong, since the Società Mazzini was, as far as she knew, just another of the societa di mutuo soccorso formed by the immigrants to provide some minimal health insurance and death benefits for their members. This particular societa had always been the object of a little bit of suspicion in the community because it was not named after a saint, like most in this neighborhood, and did not have a women’s auxiliary. But everyone just assumed that it was a place where men went to drink and play cards …

Maria noticed that there was a window to the half-basement where the group met. The window opened into a large well sheltered from the street by some thick shrubbery. Looking carefully to make sure that no one could see her, she inserted herself into the well. Fortunately for her, the window was open and she could see and hear everything which was happening inside. 

The men appeared to be still preparing for the meeting. A large red flag was draped across the front of the room. Portraits –one of which she recognized as that of Karl Marx from one of the books Giovanni had given her, and another as that of Mazzini, but most of which were unfamiliar to her—were hung  to either side of the red flag. There was a table in front draped with a banner which read Società degli fratelli illuminati socialisti. On the table were various instruments –a scale and a knife and some other things she couldn’t make out, as well as flasks of wine and oil. There was also a large model of some sort of geometric object –it reminded Maria of one of the Platonic solids, but she couldn’t make out just which one. 

Maria could recognize several of the union leaders among those present, but did not see all of them. Giovanni, however, was among them. 

When everything was ready someone went over to a small upright piano against the wall and began playing. Everyone stood and sang:

Su fratelli! Su compagni!

Su venite in fitta schiera!

Su la libera bandiera

Splende il sol del avenire!

Several men began processing from the back of the room dressed in robes which reminded her of those she had seen on the bishop when he had come to do confirmations at the church, except that the symbols were all different: squares and dividers and hammers and sickles. Just then she noticed a man coming over to the window. She scrambled to her feet and fled, hoping that no one had noticed her. 

Maria had not, of course, actually established that this was where the decisions were being made, but she felt certain that it was. She planned to confront Giovanni, but in the run-up to the rally she didn’t have time. 

The day of the March was a brilliant October afternoon. The skies were bright blue and the leaves a rich gold. The people assembled in their neighborhoods and marched to the plant along the routes the buses usually carried them each morning. Cermak Road, Roosevelt Blvd., Jackson Blvd., and Grand Ave. were all swelled with people marching towards the West Loop garment factory. When they assembled there must have been 10,000 people.

 Speaker after speaker denounced the bosses. She noticed Domenico Saudino and Edigio Clementi of the Federazione Socialista Italiana. Antonio Cassano spoke for the Communist Party. There was even a young labor priest or seminarian. She couldn’t quite catch his name, but she thought it might be Egan. Then it was her turn. She rose to the podium and began. 

My soul magnifies the Lord; 

and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,

because he has looked down on the humility of his handmaid …

He has showed might with his arm;

He has scattered the proud in the conceit of their heart.

He has put down the mighty from their thrones, 

And has exalted the humble.

He has filled the hungry with good things, 

And the rich sent away empty. 

--Today, she said, these words are fulfilled in your hearing. 

Then she stepped down from the podium and began embracing the people one by one, leading them up to the podium, affirming their participation in leadership. The people roared. One block away the police sergeant in charge of “keeping order” fell into tears.

Three days later the company agreed to recognize the union and the strike came to an end. A month later they signed a contract which called for higher wages, shorter hours –and regular bathroom breaks. 

Maria had simply assumed that when the strike was over she would return to the factory, which she did for a few weeks, but soon the union offered her a position as an organizer and she began organizing the other plants on the west side by day while she studied by night. Giovanni, for his part, had won a scholarship from the union to study at the University of Chicago. It was thought he might be the first Italian American –certainly the first Sicilian—to enroll there. He was to begin in January, at the beginning of Winter Quarter.

The night before his classes started they took a long walk in Douglas Park. It was cold, and the wind was blowing up a little snow. Maria told him what she had done that night in October, and what she had seen.

--Maria, there are certain things I am not at liberty to tell you.

---E perchè?

--I just can’t, he said, looking honestly pained. It is a secret society, and only for men.

--And you are OK with that? Don’t you realize that we, too, are human, we women?

The words had a resonance for her that they lacked for Giovanni.

Giovanni answered with silence. There was a distance growing up between them –or rather the distance which had always been there was growing, and they both knew it. But they didn’t want to face that yet. She put her arm around him and he around her and they walked for hours clinging to a moment which had, in fact, already passed. 

* * *

It really shouldn’t have been so much of a parting, that evening in January 1920 when Maria and Giovanni said their goodbyes the night before the first day of classes for winter quarter. Giovanni had taken a room down in Hyde Park, and was taking a leave from his union responsibilities, at least for the first quarter, but he would still be in the city, and it was hard to imagine him resisting a good demonstration. But it was a real parting, and they both knew it. Maria cried for hours after he left. Giovanni told himself that she was just one of many young women he would recruit for the struggle, but he knew that at some level she would always be the love of his life.

Over the course of the next year they saw each other less and less. At first Giovanni would come back every weekend, and they would pretend that things were as they had been before, but gradually these visits became less frequent and Giovanni seemed more and more distant. Maria asked him on several occasions to invite her down to Hyde Park and to show her the university. Perhaps, if she studied hard enough, she could win a scholarship too ….  But he always refused, saying that seeing her was his way of maintaining his ties to the old neighborhood. So Maria decided to use the occasion of Giovanni’s birthday that March to pay him a surprise visit. She prepared a couple of his favorite dishes and carried them on the bus all the way to the rooming house where he was staying. The landlady said he was gone, but then Maria heard his voice upstairs, and that of another woman, and she fled. She never mentioned the incident to him, hoping that it was just a slip, but she knew.  

Things at the union were not going well either. The male organizers were all jealous of Maria, because she was able to win the confidence of the women who made up the bulk of the garment workers in a way that they could not. After about six months, they pushed her out of her organizer’s job, saying that the union had changed its organizing strategy and wanted its best organizers actually working in the plants they organized, so that they could stay in touch with the concerns of the workers. As compensation, they added her to the district board. This seemed reasonable enough, and so Maria agreed, and returned to work in a new plant, which she organized in a matter of a few months. She moved from plant to plant this way, staying sometimes six months, sometimes two years, until essentially all the major garment factories in Chicago were organized. She didn’t mind working again. Conditions had improved some, and she actually liked making things. But between work and her organizing activities she had less and less time to study. She did manage to get her high school diploma at night school, but any hope of enrolling at the university faded.

Giovanni, meanwhile, was becoming more and more distant. At first he would tell her what he was studying and even led Maria through Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Ethics, and Politics. This was always an easy way for them to relate, since they didn’t have to focus too much on the future, or even where they were now as a couple. But increasingly he complained that he was tired, and by June, when Spring quarter ended, his visits had dwindled to almost ceased. He did come to say goodbye before leaving for a summer internship at union headquarters in New York. They walked as they always did beneath the catalpa trees, along Marshall Boulevard, towards Douglass Park. But it was not the same. It was hard for Maria to believe that it had just been a year ago that everything had seemed so new. That was the last time they saw each other for over thirty years. 

* * *

Maria slogged on with her organizing work, and eventually married the President of one of the union locals –one of the few Toscano men to actually join the union. She wasn’t in love with him, but thought that at least they would understand each other –they were both Catholic and shared a commitment to the union. She couldn’t have been more wrong. While Giovanni’s attitudes towards women left something to be desired, he had always been respectful towards her body. Paolo was not. The night of their marriage he tore at her in a way that no man had since that day the foreman had attacked her in the factory. She yielded, telling herself that she would tame him eventually, but ended up just avoiding sex as much as she could. She had three daughters, all from what amounted to marital rape. What was worst, however, was the fact that he leaned on folks at the union to get her off the district board. It wasn’t right, he said, for a woman to outrank her husband. 

Their marriage lasted nearly ten years, until March of 1931, when, in the depths of the depression, Paolo left Chicago to find work out West. She never heard from him again, and didn’t care. At least she could resume her role in the union. 

It was during this period that the visions began. She had always prayed to the Virgin, asking her for support and advice, but she had never been much on miracles and that sort of thing. But one Sunday afternoon, as she was sitting exhausted in the kitchen cleaning up after dinner, listening carefully for her youngest daughter on the street below, she looked up to find a young woman washing the dishes for her.

--Anna, you can go, she said. You are a good girl but you need your exercise. I will take care of these. She assumed it was her oldest daughter.

But then the young woman turned and she saw a face which was as radiant as the sun and a dress which shown with all the colors of the rainbow. 

--I am always here, you know, working side by side with you. It is my work you do, and you are doing it well.

Then the woman was gone. The dishes, unfortunately, were not. But every few weeks from then on, the woman would appear. Maria began setting out food for her, and they would sit together, eating. She would ask the woman what she thought about this or that organizing problem, or about how she should handle an issue with her daughters. The woman would answer, as if she were a sister and comrade in the struggle, and then walk over and put her arm around Maria, and disappear. Maria never told anyone about these visions until many years later, and then only so the memory would not be lost. She had no interest in being one of those Italian women who make money or gain notoriety off of visits from the Virgin. She just wanted people to know that she had had a friend in the struggle.

The years passed this way, an endless round of working and organizing, of nurturing and disciplining children and then grandchildren, of meetings and visions. Maria even found a little time to continue studying on her own, though not as much as she would have liked. For many it would have seemed an unbearable grind, but for Maria it was just life, constantly struggling upward against overwhelming odds. It was God, prevailing little by little, against the forces of Nothing. 

It was not until the war came and the men left that she regained her position on the union’s district board. By this point she had become quite sophisticated politically. She knew all about the struggles between the Communists and the Trotskyites and the Social Democrats and the Liberal. Indeed, she was the only member of the board who did not belong to a faction, and the  only one they could all talk to. She kept them focused on the one thing on which all their plans depended: organizing, organizing, organizing. She started programs to teach women in the factories to read and write and then to help them complete high school. She provided advice for them on how to raise good, strong daughters and sons who would respect the women in their lives. When the various sects would go at each other over who would control political education, she would insist that they set up seminars where each faction could present its own views. 

--Don’t you all believe that it is the workers who should decide? Well, let them!

 She knew that none of the groups actually trusted the people, but that was all right. They all had something to teach –a little piece of the truth. And when they would attack religion, as they often still did, she would let them, and then just share her own view.

--The priests are, as you say (or at least many of them) cowardly servants of the bosses. But I know God as really present in our labor and in our struggle for justice. God is; we workers know God best because it is we who create. So you gotta learn. 

And during those years, it really did seem as if they were winning. The dark years of the depression yielded legal recognition of the right to organize, as well as the beginnings of a real program of social insurance. The even darker years of the war yielded a consensus against the racism and authoritarianism of the fascists. Globally, it seemed, the imperfect forces of the just, whether Liberals, or Catholics, or Social Democrats, or Communists, had united against the most concentrated expression of evil humanity had ever known.

Why was it, then, that just as the country was rejoicing over its victories in Europe and Asia, that the woman who visited her began warning that darker times were coming?

***

Then, in the Spring of 1952, Giovanni reappeared. Maria was going through the mail at the district headquarters on Saturday morning when she heard a knock at the office door. She opened the door. She opened it to find a tall man, with dark hair and a dark suit –and even darker glasses, standing before her. 

--Can I help you? she asked, not recognizing him. 

--Maria! É 

--Giovanni!

She made as if to embrace him, but he pulled back and realized that it might not be appropriate. 

--Venga! Can I get you some coffee? How have you been? What have you been doing?

Maria listened as he recounted his story. He had transferred after his first year from the University of Chicago to Georgetown, where he had also attended law school. He worked for several years, until the war, as a staff attorney for the union, and then when the war came, he was recruited for the Office of Special Services. He spent most of the war handling liaison between Resistance cells and the Allied Forces, and organizing espionage and sabotage in Hitler’s factories. He neglected to say what he had been doing since. 

--I am sorry, Maria, about what happened. But we were young …

--And different Giovanni, too different. If I had gotten my hands on you then, I would have strangled you, but now, as time passes, I see the wisdom of what has happened.

--I have followed your work, asking from time to time when someone from Chicago would come through headquarters.  But what of your life?

Maria told him, albeit briefly, about her marriage and her daughters. Giovanni was obviously impatient, and needed to ask her something. 

--Listen, Maria, I have a favor to ask of you.  You always understood better than I the danger that the workers’ movement might fall into from …dangerous ideologies. I was, as you always said, a silly boy, spouting Lenin. But now our country faces a danger far greater than Fascism, far greater than Hitler. That danger is Communism. Now I know that there are several Communists on your board here. I need for you to give me their names. I am conducting an investigation for a Senate Committee on Communist influence in the labor movement. I want to expose these people before the danger becomes too great.

Maria was in shock. She had never liked the Communist Party, with its atheism and its distrust of ordinary workers, but she considered these people her brothers and comrades –people she would argue with and, increasingly, correct as a stern mother would her wayward children. But they were comrades and brothers. And hadn’t we just finished fighting a war side by side with Stalin, who they were now saying was the chief villain of all?

Maria rose and, standing far taller than her 5’2”, pointed to the door.

--Leave, she said, and don’t come back. You will find no help here.

--But I thought that since you are so religious, you would understand.

--I do, she said, I do. I understand that however much of a silly boy you were when we were young, you have become an evil man who has forgotten his roots. Now leave, and don’t ever show me your face again. 

She regretted this last phrase, and added:

--Unless and until you are ready to repent.

Giovanni left. Maria went immediately to call her Communist comrades, but then thought better of it. She had heard that telephones could sometimes be listened to, though she did not really understand how. Instead, she went about her business as usual, and then stopped off a bakery to buy some cookies, and made her way to the home of the man she knew served as District Secretary for the Communist Party. 

The next three years were an endless round of subpoenas and testimony (or rather refusals to testify) and complex legal maneuvers. Maria fought hard to keep the Social Democrats and Liberals on the union board from using the investigation as an excuse for pushing the Communists off.

--These people are fascists. We need to stand together now, as we did during the war.

But the other board members wouldn’t listen. Some of them clearly saw it as an opportunity to expand their own influence; others were simply afraid that they might be next. When a motion was finally made to expel the Communists from the Board, Maria’s was the only member (besides the Communists themselves) to vote against it. The Communists were pushed off the board and, in effect, out of the union. What was worse, they could not even get back into the factories. Maria found herself bringing them food and raising money for them through a Catholic women’s group that she belonged to until they were able to set themselves up with small tailoring shops. 

The union was never the same after that. From a purely economic standpoint, of course, things had never been better. They won wage increase after wage increase, only rarely even having to go on strike. They had health insurance and longer vacations, and even union sponsored retirement plans. But little by little the world that Maria had known began to fall apart. People spent their evenings watching television rather than sitting out on the porch and talking to neighbors. As people got more money, they began to move away from the old neighborhood and out to suburbs like Elmwood Park. It was harder and harder to just ring someone’s doorbell and go in and chat with them about the union. People were suspicious. For the first time in her life, people started calling her a Communist. 

When the woman would come to visit with her, she would ask what she should do about all this. The woman, it seems, didn’t have any more answers than she did. 

--You have done good work. Just persevere. We will prevail in the end.  

And then they would eat their prosciutto and mozzarella and bread and laugh some before the woman would leave. And so Maria continued, spending a bit more time with her grandchildren  --making sure they did their homework, telling them stories about the union, taking them along when she made her rounds, helping them to get into good colleges. She also found more and more time for reading, especially after she retired from the factory once and for all in 1971. But she was sad. The world she had worked so hard to create had turned hollow. Her children, and even more so her grandchildren were obsessed, it seemed, with things: houses and cars and clothes and television sets. Had the working class advanced so far just to stop being workers –to become greedy bastards like the bosses? What had she done wrong?

It was thoughts like these that she was having when, one evening in early June of 1980, she was walking down Marshall Blvd. towards Douglas Park, as she used to with Giovanni. The catalpa trees were in bloom and the air had that sweet but slightly rotten smell which perfumes June nights in Chicago. The fireflies were out, beckoning for mates. She thought back to the night fifty-nine years ago when they had parted. And then, up ahead, she noticed a man, perhaps a year or two older than her, sitting on a bench with his head in his hands, crying. She wasn’t sure why, but she went up to him, and sat next to him and put her hand on his back. 

--Why, brother, are you crying? she asked.

--For a wasted life, he said. Still he did not raise his face, but she knew, and he did too.

--Look at me Giovanni. I am here now. But he could not bear the pain of looking into her eyes.

--You always had your faith. I didn’t. I would prattle on about materialismo storico, thinking that you were just a foolish little girl obsessed with outmoded superstitions. I abandoned you for a woman who I thought would do more for my career –and she did. But in the end it is I who was the traitor. People died because of me, Maria –good people. 

He went on like this for nearly an hour, listing his sins. Maria listened, holding him.

--But surely you have done some good, as well? What about your work before the war, and during it?

That was true enough. But then the fate of one’s soul doesn’t depend on a simple weighing of good against bad. At the really important moments he had made the wrong decisions. And even his good work he had done from mixed motives –a desire for excitement and power. And now, at 76, his life was nearly over. What could she say? 

--Can I see you again? He asked.

--Of course, Giovanni. It is, you will remember, not I who left you. I am here, just as always, and I am glad you have found me again.

And so they began meeting, at first just once a week, then more often. She arranged for him to tutor children at he community center and to help her grandchildren with their studies. One of them, was studying philosophy at Loyola; another wanted to become an organizer like her grandma. It was hardly sufficient penance, but it was a start. 

When the woman came to visit her, Maria asked her about Giovanni. The woman looked sad, but said:

--No one is ever completely lost. But some, like him, lose a great deal of ground. They have to start over, or almost. Just be with him. Just keep faith. 

That is what Maria did. She kept faith, never knowing for sure just how or when the seeds she sowed would bear fruit, often wondering if even she had done more harm than good. And on June nights in Douglas Park you can still see her walking beneath the catalpa trees, while the fireflies beckon for mates.  Sometimes she is alone, and sometimes with her companion, keeping faith. 
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