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s t e f a n i e  n o r l i n

the swallows of   
  capistrano

Every afternoon as the sun dips behind the 

bungalows, my nonna sits in a chair below the marble 

window ledge in her dining room, a ball of yarn 

spinning at her feet, and makes soft, delicate things:

white doilies with lace edging, simple 

square serviettes, stacks of wooly baby 

blankets. She’s the matriarch of our family, 

a slightly stooped woman with papyrus 

skin, watery brown eyes, and thick square 

teeth like Chiclet gum. My mom, sisters, 

and I visit as often as we can: her house, 

our Delphi. “What a surprise,” Nonna 

exclaims each time the front door slams 

behind one of us. When I kiss her forehead 

on those afternoons, I can feel her lean 

into me under my chin, smaller than I 

remember. 

The last in her most recent set of baby 

blankets—swan white and downy—rests 

partially finished on the table next to her 

chair in the dining room. “I told her they’re 

for a student who got pregnant,” my mom 

shares with me one day after work. We 

both glance at the window where Nonna 
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sits dozing off in the sunlight, and when 

I don’t say anything, my mom shakes her 

head. “There just wasn’t another way, 

Stefanie. She’d never have made them 

otherwise.” 

At four, maybe five, I remember 

standing next to Nonna on her chair in 

that kitchen, turning the metal crank as 

she fed dough through the pasta maker. 

“Tell me a story,” I’d ask when we were 

alone together. Usually, there was a 

beat or two of silence. I watched Nonna 

become herself in those moments—a 

visual etymology of blood and bone and 

muscle rearranging in front of me—and I 

tried to transform myself, too. “Did I ever 

tell you about the swallows of Capistrano,” 

she’d ask, pulling me off the chair and 

onto her lap. I’d nod. “Ok. We’ll begin there 

again anyway.”

•  •  •

Even though she forgets more every 

day, I’m stunned by what she remembers. 

Nonna tells me she bought her chair 

from May’s Furniture Store on Van Dyke 

Avenue in Detroit sometime in the early 

fifties after her family came from Italy. It 

was perfect, she said, for sitting under the 

window to sew. The chair is small like her, 

twenty-eight-and-a-half inches from foot 

to ear, and made from dark walnut. Over 

the years, she’s often polished and wiped 

the scratched wood with Lemon Pledge to 

clear away any dust. 

I imagine her perching there in the 

twilight, curtains drawn against the yellow 

moon, her needle sliding slickly through 

christening gowns and my grandfather’s 

khaki work pants. I imagine all the 

different lives that those items lived, the 

places they went: the Patronage of St. 

Joseph’s, the house on Kenmoor Street, 

the offices at F.D. Berardino Tile Company. 

She was with them always, I think. 

Nonna doesn’t sew much anymore. 

Instead, she sits under the window in the 

low chair most days and crochets that last 

white blanket, her blue aluminum crochet 

hook weaving between stitches. I hear 

her counting from the chair—she didn’t 
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know where the blanket had come from 

or whom it was for, but every stitch is a 

story braiding the past to the future. It’s 

memory through repetition.

“I think it’s for your mom’s student,” 

she says to me suddenly one afternoon. I 

nod, forcing my lips into a smile. “That’s so 

nice of you,” I say. “So nice.” I don’t tell her 

the blankets are for me, for my sisters, for 

our babies. We are not mothers yet, but 

will be someday. We want to be ready. 

•  •  •

I remember, now, the legend of the 

swallows. The story goes that an old 

woman in Paterno, Sicily fastened a note 

to a swallow’s wing with yarn before 

it traveled south. “Rondinella,” it read.      

“You are leaving Paterno. Can you tell me 

where you spend the winter?” Legend 

says that the swallow returned to the old 

woman on the first day of spring, a new 

note clipped to its wing: “I pass the winter 

in the New Indies, but I do not know where 

Paterno is.” 

According to my nonna, these 

swallows still fly through her hometown of 

Secinaro in early spring each year. I dream 

about groups of them darting between 

spiny branches and through the gutted 

church on the property’s edge, strings of 

yarn trailing from their beaks to line their 

new nests. These nests are plump already 

with grass and hair and downy gray 

feathers, but still unfinished. They need 

more time. 
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