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Of safe-deposit boxes and secrets

MADISON, Wis.

O

nce, one of the safe deposit boxes held a dirty tissue.

This time, one of them contained a 21-inch blue rosary purchased at the Notre Dame in Paris.

The things we leave behind.

On Wednesday, the state treasurer's office started offering for sale in an auction on eBay unclaimed property turned over by banks. State law mandates that after five years of inactivity, Wisconsin financial institutions send the contents of safe deposit boxes to the treasurer's office. The office tries to find the owners, most of whom have died, or their heirs.

It's not easy. Banks don't have to divulge information about those who held the boxes, and many don't. So state workers often have only a name — or less.

"Sometimes it just says something like A. Smith," treasurer's office spokeswoman Megan Perkins said.

Items unclaimed after three years are sold. The most expensive item, from a previous sale, was a diamond watch worth more than $10,000.

In this auction the state has offered up for sale the contents of 110 boxes, including collectible coins and diamond sets, the rosary and, most expensive of all, a ballerina ring appraised at $3,500.

But a funny thing: Even more fascinating is that which the safe deposit boxes don't give up — their secrets. Because most of the boxes belonged to people who no longer are alive, their contents represent stories only the dead can know.

What to make of the box in which state workers one year found only opera glasses and a 50-year-old ticket stub to an opera in Russia? Or the one this time around that held two $1 bills, each with George Washington's head replaced by Santa's? (Late Friday afternoon, bidding on the Santa dollars was at $61.51, while "stunning rings one with diamond" stood at only $56.)

Then there are the engagement rings that often turn up. ("You wonder what went wrong," Perkins said.)

Each item, whether auctioned or not, is a signpost from a personal journey. Many have only sentimental value. I, too, have saved used tissues — those on which the woman I married blotted her lipstick. I don't keep them in a safe deposit box, though.

Discovering what's in each box, from diamonds to baby teeth, Perkins often finds herself considering the possible twists and turns of a life — "trying to think about what happened here."

As a state employee, Perkins cannot bid on any of the items, but she finds herself occasionally drawn to some of them, nevertheless. Like the ballerina ring, for instance.

"Gosh I want that," she said, laughing.

This time around she found herself admiring a signed and framed Ted Williams card, which is for sale in the current auction.

"I'm from Boston, so I'm dying over this thing," she said.

One box didn't offer up any such temptation. It contained an umbilical cord.

"You really never know what you're going to get when you open up the box," Perkins said.

Such is life.

There is a hill behind my house. At the bottom of the hill is a stream. Last time I was there it was half frozen, leaving parts of itself behind.

In the stream are the reflections and shadows of trees and sky, as if this place were the confluence of the world, where all things, including time, converge and inform one another and nothing has a beginning or an end.

I come here sometimes with my wife and our two boys and it slows my pulse. But, best of all, it holds me in the moment, moment by moment.

It is here that I sometimes think about what I will leave behind. What can I hand down to my sons that will atone for my having passed along to them airborne allergies, distractedness and an insatiable taste for ketchup?

What will I leave my wife?

Here, in this cathedral of trees, I know. What I want most is to leave them moments. The rush of this frenzied modern life notwithstanding, at the end of everything, I want them to have moments — the memory of times we shared in which the world stood still.

Once, Perkins opened a safe deposit box and found a small, black leather-bound family Bible.

The Bible, which later would sell for $81, was printed in 1815. Inside was a bookmark.

What Perkins found upon opening the Bible to the bookmark struck her as ironic and haunted her for days.

On the bookmark, in needlepoint, were two words like a prayer:

"Remember me."

