The Favors of Your Presence
Symbolic Keepsakes
Part Two
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“Yuck... Gross... disGUSTING!” That's what kids say
when they visit Cara Fondahym and notice the worn-out,
filthy, dirt-encrusted pair of holey shoes in a place of honor
on a shelf at the foot of the basement stairs. Little do they
know how much she treasures that ugly footwear.

Several years ago, when her elderly dad had been at her
house for a visit, he was determined to cultivate a patch of
original garden space in the backyard that had been
overtaken by weeds. He hadn’t planned on it, but his
indelible green thumb from a lifelong gardening passion
seemed anxiously poised for more action. Having brought
only his good shoes, he appropriated an old pair that was
in the garage, destined for disposal, and wore them as he
burrowed deep into the muddy soil beneath him. He was
in his element, pushing a roller back and forth at the age
of ninety-four, beaming with a smile upon his face, while
envisioning crops that would become the fruit of his
fervent labors. It had been a beautifully inspiring scene...
the sight of her beloved father refusing to allow age

to force surrender of his zest for living, doing what he
loved best.



That was the last time Cara’s dad felt the thrill of tilling the
soil and the last time he visited her. Upon his death shortly
thereafter, the old shoes he had worn took on new
significance. No longer destined for the dumpster, they
became part of household yore. When the Fondahym
family members look at them, they see that special man,
but they also see a representation of what it means to
embrace life. Since a son in the family witnessed his
grandfather’s final gardening thrill, the shoes will be
passed on to him as a reminder of that great day and that
great man.

Walking in someone else’s shoes may have literal meaning for
some individuals who have suffered losses.

One man inherited his father’s bowling shoes after his dad
died when he was eleven years old. As an avid bowler, the
father had mentored his son and shared his enthusiasm
for the sport. Upon reaching his teen years, when Michael
Rusinko became engaged in a regular routine of playing
the game himself, he began wearing his dad’s shoes and
continues to wear them now as he approaches the age of
sixty. Although the soles are cracked, the sides are spilit,
and they must be glued together twice a year, he resists
entreaties by other players to buy a new pair. He tells
them that he and his dad are bowling together, and he
wouldn’t trade that for all the new shoes in the world.



Likewise, Minnie Stroney has something special in her
kitchen that looks like it could easily be relegated to the
recycle bin. For many years before he died, her husband
had been in a bit of a rut, always opening a can of tomato
soup for lunch every Saturday. Minnie had teased him
good-naturedly about this unshakable habit. His death
occurred suddenly and unexpectedly on a Saturday
afternoon, soon after his usual lunchtime routine. The last
can of soup he handled now holds paper clips and
sundries on the kitchen counter, and on special occasions
it is filled with flowers.

These circumstances illustrate how ordinary things can readily
become relic keepsakes in spite of their worthlessness as
perceived by the common eye or in spite of the bland regard
they would otherwise command. Once they exude sentimental
representation of someone, they are imbued with value.

Of course, there are also the traditionally prized household
items that are immediately recognized for their worth and are
passed on to others because of it. Among them would be the
hand-knit, boldly colored blanket that graced a great-
grandmother’s couch until she died at the age of one hundred
and four, the Tiffany paperweight presented to acknowledge a
daughter’s valedictorian achievement, and the diamond ring
relayed to women'’s fingers from one generation to the next.

But other less obvious items are apt to be just as coveted.



For many years, it was customary at family gatherings for the
elderly head of a large family to wear a T-shirt with the word
“Patriarch” written on it. Upon his death, his son began wearing
the same shirt that will be handed down to the person next in
line for the distinction. T-shirts have been “big” in this family, as
evidenced by another tradition of passing along one with
“thirty-something” written on it to each child and grandchild
upon reaching the age of thirty.

You might have an idea for initiating a relay of some item

to connect members of subsequent generations with your own.
Maybe a candle that was lit at your wedding would be
noteworthy at a descendant’s wedding or at other family
events. Likewise, your prayer book or prayer shawl from your
great-grandfather’s generation could engender the reverence of
continued spiritual presence at someone’s Bar Mitzvah.

Symbolic embroidery woven into the fabric of bestowal
exemplifies the notion that you don’t have to be rich to convey
a wealth of meaningfulness. The gifts you choose to give may
truly embody the process of “passing on” to others.

A terminally ill woman gathered a group of friends at her house
and invited them to survey her collection of clothes, plants, and
other possessions. Hoping they would appropriate things that
might sustain their associations with her, she encouraged them
to distribute her belongings freely among themselves. Since her
death, several of them have nurtured and observed the
continued growth of plants she had tended, a reminder that life



goes on. One friend continues to wear a colorful party dress
that had been special to the woman.

Because clothing has personal significance, some people
choose to cut up garments and use fabrics from them for small,
hand-sewn keepsakes. You could make your own memory quilt,
with each square depicting an aspect of your life. Or use your
materials to fashion distinctive memory flags (perhaps featuring
your own version of a family crest with emblematic colors),
stuffed animals, or other notions.

Crafted or personally assembled items take on value simply
because they represent a person’s efforts. Preparing things
yourself would lend a signature touch. One woman known for
her large feet (lovingly dubbed by family members as “canal
boats”) thought it might be sweet to leave concrete impressions
of them for use as garden stepping stones. Some folks like to
make their own cards or bookmarks cut into representative
shapes, or craft pieces such as Christmas tree ornaments or
decorative knick-knacks that signify a personal tie. Of course, a
collection of old letters or personally assembled photo albums
are quintessential keepsake offerings.

Nowadays, though, people can grasp opportunities beyond
such traditions by taking advantage of technology. Videotaped
recordings of family gatherings or special events, often with
dialogue and recitations of elders elaborating storied
memories, help to maintain a person’s virtual presence. For
posterity, you could record your interactions and interviews



with family members, later to become a wonderful gift of
remembrance.

Individually produced media can provide tangible evidence of
lives lived. Long before the end of life, you could prepare
keepsake collections of favorites, in the form of CDs with
musical selections or literary passages, a computer file of
recipes, and the like, building upon them as the years go by.

If your death will entail a need to dismantle your household,
perhaps a familiar haven to family members, you could easily
take pictures of every room, closet, hallway, and views from
inside and out as they appear now; then compile them in one or
more albums - maybe one for each of your children. When it
comes time for the heartbreaking task of stripping your
quarters, your loved ones will appreciate having visual
reminders in their possession. This way, you can set the stage
for clear and vivid memories.

When you think about your personage and your style, you'll
probably summon many ideas for personalizing keepsake gifts.
One might be in the form of framing a written or embroidered
message that reflects your philosophy, perhaps about the
importance of a positive attitude, or a biblical verse or prayer
imparting strength. You could design and create special
offerings: a musical composition, bird feeders or other
carpentry pieces, or an artistic representation, such as the
painting of pictures on small stones for placement in potted
plants or on rocks for gardens.



During the terminal illness of his grandfather, a high school
senior began writing a story about the man’s life. After his
death, he adapted it to a play format, eventually directing a
student cast and crew for performances of the production.
Might this give you an idea for engaging your energies, perhaps
during retirement years, to document a depiction of your own
life?

So there are many options for designating or producing things
to be presented as legacy gifts, without sinking a dime into the
endeavor or at least with minimal outlay of money. Probably the
most endearing gestures are the ones that would illustrate
nuances of your relationship with a particular person or group,
or the ones with symbolic associations or ties to family history
and ancestry.

You may choose to give such presents to a few close
associates, one beloved person in your life, or a group of family
and friends. Naturally, one’s immediate tendency would be

to select close companions as recipients, but consider also
expanding your giving effort to those more peripheral to your
everyday life... anyone who is apt to be affected by the loss of
an interactive relationship with you. When sorting through
possessions, you might even come across relics that you'd like
to donate to a historical society.

Throughout the ensuing years, you can be on the lookout for
possessions that you value and would want others to have at
the end of your life. Initially, the easiest ones to identify will be



those with monetary value, such as collectibles, jewelry, and
fine china. But stay attuned also to the things you cherish for
other, more personal reasons. Take stock of your inventory and
take notes (or use a tape recorder), perhaps even labeling
objects with names of intended recipients if you are far along in
life. Or you could take pictures of items and establish a
pictorial record. To clarify and magnify their significance,
include notations about the relevance of each and its history as
related to your life, along with your reasons for selecting
particular people for secondary ownership. Maintain an ongoing
file with your other final arrangements.

Often as people reach advanced age, they initiate a process of
presenting these keepsakes belongings before they die,
enjoying the pleasure of recipients’ responses. At that point they
are ready to whittle down.

Although separation from cherished items can be emotionally
traumatic, there is consolation in deliberate dispersal as
opposed to the risk of haphazard distribution or disposal after
death in the absence of specified designations. As with
everything else, a person’s own style will determine how such
items are gifted. It may be done anonymously. Or some
individuals will invite family members to survey household wares
for the sake of identifying pieces they would like to have,
perhaps labeling them with colored tape or notes for
distribution later. Others, favoring a surprise element, may use
gift wrap with ribbons and bows to heighten the impact of their
gestures. Some people may enjoy structuring an occasion for



this purpose. A birthday, anniversary, new birth, or holiday may
afford just the right backdrop. Perhaps an exceptional meal at
home or in a restaurant may support significance with an
opportunity to discuss stories associated with objects. Or
maybe returning to a special place for a special presentation
would lend accentuation while further building fond memories.

Someone who has lived in a lakefront cabin for many years
plans to have a dockside memorial service in her yard, with
household possessions placed in her rowboat, canoe, and
kayak so that, afterwards, guests can choose items they
would like to keep. The occasion will be on the order of a bon
voyage party as she “cruises off” to a new world.

Similarly, an elderly woman envisioned an unusual approach
for consignment of her large collection of linens. Having
stubbornly continued to hang tablecloths from her expansive
collection on an outdoor clothesline long after the advent of
dryers, she wanted them displayed that way for a selection
process following her memorial event. She figured that people
would understand the merits of her habit when they noticed a
fresh air smell upon taking her linens to their homes.

Regardless of when, where, or how life’s leftovers are
distributed, this type of gifting gesture while still alive can incur
benevolence and boost personal satisfaction as permanent
departure becomes more of an inevitable reality. Otherwise,
even knowing that one’s possessions will be transferred
meaningfully following one’s death can be a gratifying prospect.
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Excerpt from the pre-planning book,
Pondering Leaves: Composing and Conveying
Your Life Story’s Epilogue

(no longer available)
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