
Chapter 26

The year my Leo was born I was home alone and struggled along with my children.

My husband went away because he was sick-he went by a doctor in St. Louis to get

cured. That doctor said he must stay away from his home one year and gave him a

job to do all the janitor work around his house for five dollars a month and his

board. So me, I used to go all around to find the clothes to wash and the

scrubbing. The city hall was helping me again in that time-they gave me a little

coal and sometimes the basket of food. Bob, the sign painter downstairs, he

helped me the most. He was such a good young man. He used to bring up a big

chunk of coal and chop it up right in my kitchen and fix the stove.

I was to the end of my nine months, but the baby never came. So I went by one

woman, Mis' Thomas, and I got part of the clothes washed. Then I said, "Oh, Mis'

Thomas, I've got to go. I've got the terrible pains! "

She said, "You can go when you finish. You've got to finish first."

"No, I go. Otherwise I'll have to stay in your bed." When I said that she got

scared I would have the baby there, so she let me go.

I went by the midwife, Mis' Marino, and told her to come; then I went home. When

I saw it was my time, I told Domenico something [end page 228] and sent him with

all the children to the wife of Tomaso. I told those people before, when they

see the children come they must keep them all night-it's my time. It was really,

really my time, and I had such a scare that I would be alone a second time. So

when I heard a lady come in the building-she lived downstairs-I called to her.

She said, "I have no time." And she didn't come up.



I was on my bed all alone by myself and then I prayed Sant' Antoni with all my

heart. I don't know why I prayed Sant' Antoni-the Madonna put it in my mind. And

then, just when the baby was born, I saw Sant' Antoni right there! He appeared

in the room by me! I don't think it was really Sant' Antoni there, but in my

imagination I saw him-all light like the sun. I saw Sant' Antoni there by my

bed, and right then the door opened and the midwife came in to take care of the

baby! It was February seventh and six below zero. There I had him born all

alone, but Mis' Marino came when I prayed Sant' Antoni. She washed the baby and

put him by me, but then she ran away. She didn't light the fire or nothing.

Oh, that night it was so cold! And me in my little wooden house in the alley

with the walls all frosting-thick white frosting. I was crying and praying, "How

am I going to live?" I said. "Oh, Sant' Antoni, I'll never live till tomorrow

morning! I'll never live till the morning! "

And just as I prayed my door opened and a lady came in. She had a black shawl

twice round her neck and head and that shawl came down to her nose. All I could

see was half the nose and the mouth. She came in and lighted both the stoves.

Then she came and looked at me, but I couldn't see her face. I said, "God bless

you!"

She just nodded her head up and down and all the time she said not one word,

only "Sh, sh."

Then she went down in the basement herself, nobody telling her nothing, and she

got the coal and fixed the fire. Pretty soon she found that little package of

camomile tea I had there on the dresser and she made a little tea with the hot



water. And that woman stayed by me almost till daylight. But all the time she

put her finger to her mouth to tell me to keep still when I tried to thank her.

And I never knew where that lady came from! I don't know yet! Maybe she was the

[end page 229] spirit of that kind girl, Annina, in Canaletto? I don't know. I

really don't know! I was so sick and I didn't hear her voice or see her face.

All the time she put her finger on her mouth and said, "Sh, sh." And when the

daylight came she was gone.

About seven o'clock morning my children came home. And Mis' Marino, that

midwife, she came at eight o'clock and said, "It's so cold I thought I'd find

you dead!"

Then here came the city hall, or somebody, with a wagon. They wanted to take me

and my new baby to the hospital. But how could I leave all my children? I

started to cry-I didn't want to go. And my children cried too-they didn't want

me to leave them. So then they didn't make me. They pulled my bed away from the

frosting on the wall and put it in the front room by the stove. And my baby, I

had him wrapped up in a pad I made from the underskirt like we do in Italia. But

that baby froze when he was born; he couldn't cry like other babies-he was

crying weak, weak.

My Visella was bringing up the wood and the coal and trying to make that room

warm. But she was only a little girl, she didn't know, and she filled that stove

so full that all the pipes on the ceiling caught fire. I had to jump up from the

bed and throw the pails of water so the house wouldn't burn down. Then God sent

me help again. He sent that Miss Mildred from the settlement house. She didn't



know about me and my Leo born; she was looking for some other lady and she came

to my door and saw me. She said, "Oh, I have the wrong place."

I said, "No, lady, you find the right place."

So she came in and found out all. Then she ran away and brought back all those

little things the babies in America have. She felt sorry to see my baby banded

up like I had him. She didn't know then, Miss Mildred, that the women in Italia

always band their babies that way. And she brought me something to eat too-for

me and for my children. That night another young lady from the Commons, Miss

May, she came and slept in my house to take care of the fire. She was afraid for

the children-maybe they would burn themselves and the house. Oh, that Miss

Mildred and Miss May, they were angels to come and help me like that! Four

nights Miss May stayed there and kept the fire going. They were high-up educated

girls-they were used to sleeping in the [end page 230] warm house with the

plumbing-and there they came and slept in my wooden house in the alley, and for

a toilet they had to go down to that shed under the sidewalk. They were really,

really friends! That time I had my Leo nobody knew I was going to have the

baby-I looked kind of fat, that's all. Those women in the settlement house were

so surprised. They said, "Why you didn't tell us before, Mis' Cavalleri, so we

can help you?"

You know that Mis' Thomas-I was washing her clothes when the baby started to

come-she wanted a boy and she got a baby girl right after my baby was born. When

I went there the next week to do the washing I had to carry my baby with me.

When she saw him she said, "Well better I have a girl than I have a boy that



looks like your baby! He looks for sure like a monkey!"

In the first beginning he did look like a monkey, but in a few weeks he got

pretty. He got so pretty all the people from the settlement house came to see

him. After two or three months there was no baby in Chicago prettier than that

baby.

When the year was over for him, my husband came home from St. Louis. He didn't

send me the money when he was there-just two times the five dollars-so he

brought twenty-five dollars when he came back. Oh, he was so happy when he saw

that baby with exactly, exactly his face and everything-the same dark gold hair

and everything-and so beautiful. But he saw that baby was so thin and pale and

couldn't cry like the other babies. "Better I go by a good doctor and see," he

said. "I've got twenty-five dollars-I'm going to get a good doctor." So he did.

But the doctor said, "That baby can't live. He was touched in the lungs with the

cold. Both lungs got froze when he was born."

And sure enough he was all the time sick and when it was nine months he died. My

first Leo and my second Leo I lose them both. Oh, I was brokenhearted to lose

such a beautiful baby!

I have to tell about another good thing the settlement house did for me. That

winter my Leo died we were still living in that little wooden house in the

alley. All my walls were thick with frosting from the cold, and I got the

bronchitis on the lungs, with blood coming [end page 231] up. So one of those

good ladies from the Commons, she arranged and sent me to a kind of home in the

country where people go to get well. They had the nice nurses in that place and



they cured me up good. I had a good time there too-I was all the time telling

stories to entertain the other sick ladies.

In those two weeks I was gone, Chicago Commons helped my husband take care of

the children, and my family moved into a good building. That building in front

of where we were living had the empty rooms good and dry. But when my husband

asked the manager, he said, "No, I don't let no Italians in!"

So Dr. Taylor, he went himself downtown, or someplace, and saw the owner to that

building. The owner said yes, the manager has to let my husband in. The rent was

no more, and there we were in a nice dry building. I was no more sick after

then. We were the only-or almost the only -Italian family in the neighborhood

that time, and the Germans and Norwegians were afraid to let us come in their

buildings. But Chicago Commons took care of us. In that time all the streets by

the Commons were the Norwegians and the Lutherans. And on the next street were

all the Irish. But then the Italians came and the Norwegians moved away. Most of

those Italians, they were not Italians-they were Sicilians. Oh, the Irish and

the Sicilians they didn't get along together! They were all the time fighting.

The Sicilian downstairs put out the tomato sauce to bake in the sun-all the yard

covered up with those boards for the tomato sauce-and the Irish upstairs she

hung up her clothes above with the paper between so the cord don't dirty the

clean white shirtwaist. When she took off the clothespins, the paper, and

sometimes the pillow case, went in the sauce. Then they both got mad and started

the fighting. [end page 232]


