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When I was clearing out my mother's attic after her funeral, I found a shoebox tied with twine and stuffed with the things she could not throw away. A pressed violet, brittle at the edges. Two concert ticket stubs, one from 1968, the other from a later spring revival. A silk scarf with a small perfume stain. I sat on the attic floor with the light slanting through the rafters, and each object was a short story I had forgotten how to read. That afternoon began the slow work of remembering that eventually became this book.

Keepsakes of Feeling started, in the most literal sense, as a need to make order out of a life. But it became something else, too. It became a way to give language to the small rituals that stitch one year to another, the quiet things that are not always worth telling at dinner parties, but which shape who we are. I realized, with equal measures of surprise and relief, that memory is not only inside us, it is also in the objects we carry. A ticket stub can tell you how young you felt in a room full of music. A pressed flower can tell you what you wanted to believe about a summer. The book grew from the conviction that honoring those physical echoes is a tender, ethical act, especially as we grow older.

Writing this book was not a neat, linear journey. There were months of leafing through boxes and months of resisting sentimentality. Sometimes the memories rose like warm bread, full of aroma and ready to be shared. Other times they came sour, complicated by grief, regret, or the ordinary pettiness of human life. I learned to sit with that unease, to let a memory be both beautiful and flawed. That balance is at the heart of the book. Nostalgia without scrutiny becomes an anesthetic. Remembering with care becomes a practice of presence.

I also discovered practical pleasures along the way. Pressing flowers taught me about patience, and about how delicate things survive when given space. Cataloging ticket stubs led to an unexpected map of my emotional geography, shows that marked a decade, or a person, or a shift in taste. I began to make new rituals, small and unassuming, that felt like promises to my future self. The prompts you will find in these pages are the ones that helped me: simple invitations to create, to annotate, to ask why a thing mattered. They are not rules. Think of them as little companion projects designed to make remembering more intentional and, yes, a little more romantic.

There were challenges too. It is one thing to write about longing, and another to pry open a wound and hold it up to the light. I found myself negotiating privacy, deciding which details to keep and which to set aside. I wrestled with the urge to tidy up stories into neat moral lessons, and then surrendered to the messier, truer contours of life. That surrender made the writing better. It made the book more honest. You will find places where I laugh at myself, and places where I do not laugh at all. Both were necessary.

If you are reading this because you have a drawer, a shoebox, or a suitcase full of keepsakes, this book is partly for you. It is an invitation to approach your relics with curiosity rather than obligation. It is also a small manual for making memory less accidental. The rituals here are intended to be gentle and doable. They can help you to catalog stories for family members, to make a new altar of remembrance, or to give an ordinary object the attention it deserves. For those of us who have lived long enough to have accumulated both sorrow and joy, these practices can be a way to live more intentionally in the present.

Above all, I wrote this book because remembering well matters. It matters to the self that has to make meaning out of years. It matters to the people who come after us, who may inherit our boxes and our stories. And it matters because memory, when tended, can be an act of kindness. Not only to the people we loved, but to ourselves. If that sounds solemn, know that I believe in small, sly pleasures as much as anyone. There are recipes for simple rituals here, and vignettes about dresses and trains and postcards, and occasionally a wry aside about how absurd some of our habits can be. Life, after all, is both sorrowful and ridiculous, often within the same hour.

Thank you for letting these pages find you. I hope they give you permission to collect, to pause, and to remember with honesty and tenderness. If you find, along the way, a new way to honor an old feeling, I will be very glad. With warm affection and a little mischief,

Barbara Laughlin

I am deeply grateful to have been graced with so many years of life. Keepsakes of Feeling is offered in thanks for the memories and moments that have filled them.
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The Cabinet of Small Things

You probably think of memory as something you store in your head. Here is a fact that will make you reconsider that tidy idea: smell is the only sense that connects directly to the brain’s oldest memory centers, which is why a single whiff of perfume can send you back to a kitchen table or a first apartment as vividly as a photograph. That neurological shortcut helps explain why ordinary objects, when they carry scent, texture, or wear, can pull feeling out of the past like clothes from a drawer.

I call these accumulations "the cabinet of small things," partly because many of them live in boxes, drawers, and coat pockets, and partly because a cabinet is both private and useful. A pressed violet, a ticket stub creased at the corner, a silk scarf smelling faintly of somebody else’s evening, these are not just ephemera. They are anchors. They give a slippery, invisible thing, feeling, a shape you can hold, arrange, and revisit. For the rest of this chapter I want to show how smell, touch, and those tiny visual cues do the work of memory, and how we can use that work with intention.

Smell is the most electric of the senses when it comes to recall. It reaches memory without a detour, and because of that it often carries raw emotion. But touch is the slow, steady partner. The weight of a book in your hand, the threadbare edge of a scarf, the cold smoothness of a brass locket, these textures keep a memory from feeling like a ghost. They remind you that your life is lived in skin as much as in thought. Haptic memory settles feelings into the body, so that remembering becomes less like searching a drawer, and more like finding the right glove and sliding your hand in.

Sight, of course, matters too. A ticket stub is small, almost comic in its significance, and yet the font, the fold, the grease spot, the specific shadow of the ink can return a whole evening. Objects compress time. They carry an economy of detail that frees memory from the tyranny of chronology. You do not have to remember everything about 1976, only the one thing you are holding. That compression is a mercy, and a danger, because memorable relief can flatten the fullness of a life unless we attend to context.

There is also an ethical dimension here. Keepsakes can seduce us into polishing our past until it is smooth and sweet, cutting out the edges that hurt. To honor a memory is not only to keep the pretty relic, but to acknowledge the ache that comes with it. In the pages ahead I will offer small prompts for collecting thoughtfully, for making a cabinet that admits complexity. How to press a flower so it smells faintly of summer decades later, how to store a perfume strip so it does not fade, how to write one preserved sentence to go with a ticket stub, these are practical acts of care.

Open your cabinet with me. Take out one object, hold it, notice the way it smells or the way it feels under your thumb. Let the memory come, without polishing it. That is the practice this chapter offers: a way to make feeling stay while staying present to life as it arrives now. If the world insists on moving faster, let your small things keep you steady.

Building your keepsake cabinet: practical steps and a small inaugural ritual

Start with one box, not a promise. Pick something sturdy and pleasant to touch, a small wooden cigar box or a shallow archival box from a craft store, something that invites handling. Line it with acid-free tissue or soft cotton to protect fragile things, and keep a small notebook and a pen inside so each item can get a sentence or two of context. Decide on a simple organizing logic that makes sense to you, not a rule book, for example by person, season, or feeling. The goal is accessibility, not perfection; if you can reach in and pull out a threadbare scarf and remember the afternoon it came from, your cabinet is working.

Next, choose what to collect and how to care for it. Paper items like ticket stubs and letters do best flat, with tissue between layers, away from sunlight. Fabric needs cool, dry storage and occasional airing, while metal items benefit from a soft cloth and a little silica gel if humidity is a problem. For scented keepsakes, keep them wrapped in breathable paper so





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
An Older Woman’s
Guide to Missing
What Mattered 4%

BARBARA LAUGHLIN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





