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Keeper of the Heart, Keeper of Home

Is there anything that creates more longing than the loss of a loved one? How
is immediate mental transportation into melancholy, reminiscence,
homesickness and pain even surmountable? In time, perhaps the magnificence
of someone can be evoked as the endless self that they really are, apart from
us. I felt the aching sadness when my mother called to say her sister had died.
I thought of her wisdom, connection, and love. And then, I remembered a little
blue and grey cardboard jewelry box.

Within a moment I am at the beach where we lived in tents that summer at
Hnausa with Auntie, Uncle and Cousins. I played, sunned, ran into the lake and
returned wet and covered in sand, lay on the well-worn towel that rippled and
bumped where the beach sand rippled and bumped. I appreciated the texture
of the fabric I had helped wash with the wringer washer outside on Monday in
Riverton. With just a glance at the towel I could smell the cold rainwater, which
had been pumped from the cistern in the basement, and feel the weight of the
big kettle as we poured hot water into the washtub. I could feel the enjoyment
of pulling the heavy wet clothes from the tub, and feeding them through the
wringer, and Amma pulling them out the other end and putting them into the
wicker laundry basket. Amma could do it all herself and yet, I felt like I made a
difference being there. And I knew from the playful running and buzzing of
brothers and cousins around that they felt it too. Mostly, when I was with
Amma I felt like a door opened to a world of protective and absolute love.
Timelessly, it expanded to Afi, their nine children, spouses and twenty
grandchildren. And still today, on any day, I can feel the embrace with just the
thought of precious childhood treasure. 

In my mind’s eye I press my toes into the towel on the sand and gather up the
memory of Amma climbing up the wooden stairs of the clothes line stand,
surveying the vegetable garden with Afi sitting on a small stool, one leg
straight, one leg bent, picking weeds and carrots from the black soil.
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The beige gravel street and the park house are in a stand of spruce trees
beyond as the wrung out laundry is pulled from the basket, snapped open and
pinned to dry, one piece attached carefully to the next in a continuous line. With
each new pin, Amma pushed the line out and it squealed with a rhythmic call,
higher pitched than the black birds. The many sizes and colours of shirts,
pants, undergarments, towels, Amma’s house dress and Afi’s work pants
fluttered heavily at first, then buffeted full and sometimes wrapped around the
line completely. When the sun was high and everything was dry, the towels
were stiff and smelled like captured summer air, and I helped to fold them
smooth and although the wringer wrinkles were visible I knew they would
disappear and become soft with use. 

At four o’clock there would be coffee with Afi and Amma and the aunties and
cousins around the kitchen table before we hopped into a car and went
bumping along the stony road to home in the field and the expanse of rolling
Lake Winnipeg. There again I would sit on the textured towel and brush the
multicoloured fine grained and pebbly sand away from my skin as it dried after
a swim, and brush it off the towel, smoothing the bumps and making a perfect
rectangular island around me and a place for examining my collection. Basking
there in the warmth from the sky and the hot sand I have a view of the waves
on the lake rippling up the shore, and the wavering line of dead fish flies. I
toyed with polished bits of stone, looking for fossils, and sand softened blue
and green glass fragment jewels, shells and rocks worn through with holes and
small pieces of driftwood, an odd fish or animal skeleton and feathers. I felt a
fine film of lake algae on my face that gave away the fact that I would repeat
this action many times in a day.

From my towel I see beyond to my brothers in the lake and my Mother
reading, and the ever-changing surface of sand-clouded Lake Winnipeg.
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I wonder if the sunfish felt the sun or if the fish flies were fish or flies, or if the
sunrise or sunset that day would be one of those big sky-filling events with a
quality of light so amazing that happiness would play on the surface of my
body, and in the coolness of the early morning or the evening also on every
wave on the water, every insect, bush and blade of grass. My feeling of being
me, and everything around felt luminescent.

One unforgettable day on the beach was very different from all those days.
There were many more cousins and aunties, and this time was Amma too. It
was some kind of special occasion for all to visit the beach together. It must
have been after supper. Maybe Afi and all the Uncles were up on the grass or
fishing at the dock. Someone had brought a folding aluminum chair with green
plastic variegated woven strips and placed the chair solidly on the beach for
Amma to sit. As I sat at her feet on the sand, our beautiful red haired Amma
was made even more striking with that particular kind of Lake Winnipeg
reflected light on the white streaks in her freshly basin washed and daughter
brushed curls. She was wearing her best navy blue going out dress and white
sweater over her shoulders, held just at the neck on both sides with a gold
flowered sweater pin. She pulled the skirt of her dress tightly over her knees
and around her elastic woven hose which finished at her sturdy black shoes
with one heel built up to support her leg shortened by hip surgery. I admired
her hands. Those hands created magic in the making of the most fragrant
breads, donuts, cakes and vínarterta, healed many and felt good wrapped
around me as she whispered ‘Elskan mín’. 

I sat on my sand beach home comfortably and looked up at my Amma whom I
had never seen at the lake before, and felt alert to her protection and well-
being. The brothers and cousins were running down the beach and my mother
and auntie were talking about all things the way they do.
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I stayed in my spot feeling warm and happy as I began to build a sandcastle. It
was a very small sandcastle. More like a house, really. I wet the sand and
packed it into shape and decorated it with little pieces of coloured glass,
pebbles, and feathers. Amma helped select beautiful shells in different sizes for
every one of the forty family members. The yard was even more beautiful than
the castle. The last piece was the door, a tiny white triangular smooth pebble,
placed at the entrance to our family home, surrounded with glass jewel
windows. Amma’s face and words were etched forever for me in that moment
when as I touched the door she said, “This is a home I would never want to
leave.”

My mind accelerated in alertness to figure out how I could make it so? I knew
that I must remember everything I could, knowing the temporary nature of sand
castles. I felt I must figure out how to make this a forever place for her and for
us. I strained my mind for any kind of way to keep it there forever, and yet I
considered the potential impossibility of such a thing. As I strained and
stretched my mind I looked to Amma and she shared her wisdom with a smile.
Amma was a romantic and believer in dreams. Maybe it was true that we were
creating space for something that didn’t seem possible, but it was real inside
us. It was more real than anything I had experienced before, and I think it was
then that I knew that I was to be one of the keepers of my Amma’s heart, and
her of mine. The heart that held every one of the forty family members in
eternal unconditional embrace could be sustained through everything as simple
and as complex as could be imagined. I couldn’t hear the waves any more, I
could only feel the door to our home in one hand and my Amma’s hand in the
other as my brothers and cousins ran towards us. Amma said, “I’ll take care of
it.”

I sprang up and ran into the water with them to swim. I didn’t have to see it. I
knew exactly where the big boulder was hidden below the waves that we could
anchor our bodies to or jump and dive from its rounded top into the shallow
water.
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Sometimes in a storm it would change position and we would swim carefully on
the surface, reaching down with toes to find it again. Hopping in the foaming
crest of a big wave after a storm when the sky was welcoming and the lake
was roaring and rolling was an anticipated delight. I stood on the boulder and
surveyed the beach, my Mother, Auntie and Amma, and my open hand that
held the little door pebble from the sandcastle. And I realized how I could keep
our home alive forever.

I don’t know how old I was. I do know that I treasured the pebble from the
door of the sandcastle for many years. I always think of Lake Winnipeg with
great regard for its simple and powerful beauty and the beaches at Hnausa
and Sandy Bar as significant childhood summer home places. After Amma died
I was given a little worn navy blue and grey cardboard jewelry box with a piece
of torn navy beach towel inside, and a little pebble. It was the door to the
sandcastle made that day. I had forgotten that when I was a young teen I had
mailed it to Amma as a Christmas present. On it was painted ‘love, always’,
and with it, a note written from me to my Amma many Christmases before that
said, ”Thank you for love, sunshine, and endless precious memories. This one
is the door to a sandcastle we built years and years ago.”

Within a moment I am in Auntie´s cottage at Hnausa. It was the last time I was
there. I was tidying up and packing to leave and she said, “Please don’t make it
look as if you haven’t been here.” Her love of home filled and connected with
family reminded me of Amma and her legacy to all of us. As I stalled leaving
and reluctantly opened the door of the cottage Auntie moved with me to the
little porch where we shared the view and the sound of the rolling waves. As
she watched, I walked down to the beach, touched the water, selected a heart
shaped pebble with a water worn hole and returned to give her one last hug.
“Don’t worry.” She said. “I’ll be here when you come back.” 
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There really isn’t anything that creates more hunger for physical touch and the
sound of a voice than the loss of a loved one. It does take healing time, and yet
I can feel Amma opening the door for us to a world of protective and absolute
love. On any day I can feel the embrace with just the thought of precious
childhood treasure. Timelessly, I can connect and extend that feeling to Amma,
Afi, their nine children, spouses and twenty grandchildren with two pebbles
sharing a beach towel in a blue and grey cardboard jewelry box. 
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