
Everybody has one, you know—a story . . . and also a secret. 

In 2014 we published Bob Thurber’s 
short story collection Nothing But Trouble, 
for which Dawn Raffel wrote a blurb and 

next to her name included the title of her most 
recent book, The Secret Life of Objects. It caught 
my attention. We all have objects, and some of 
them we come to treasure dearly. I call it “stuff”—
the stuff we keep, the stuff we have lying around, 
the stuff that somehow is part of our story. 

I enjoy photographing my stuff; I apparently 
think certain objects deserve to be the subject 
of a photograph. Why is that? Is it convenient 
subject material? By arranging it and capturing 
it with a click of the shutter, am I giving it 
recognition as something with meaning? Do I 
put it out there as a way of suggesting something 
about me while I hang on to its story, its secret? 
Photographs of objects have not been among 
my best photographs. Yet I keep doing it. The 
stuff keeps calling out to me. Perhaps I haven’t 
yet done it justice. I haven’t yet composed it or 
portrayed it in a way that tells its story. So I 
keep at it.

Everybody has one, you know—a story . . . 
and also a secret. Where am I from? How did I 
get here? What happened to me along the way? 
How much of my story is fate and how much is 
destiny? Sometimes when I’m in a reflective 
mood, sitting on the front porch, listening to the 
cicadas buzz in late summer or the acorns drop 
onto the metal roof of the woodshed in early 
fall, I try to answer these questions for myself. 
I tell myself my story. I go over the facts and 
think about what goes in between, what makes 
the story interesting and gives it substance. I 
compose it as I go along. How did I get to Maine 
from Wisconsin with stopovers in California and 
Indiana? What did I learn from my parents? What 
kind of person am I and why? Who has wronged 
me? Do I forgive them? Whom have I wronged? 
Did they forgive me? The story I tell myself is 
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a long and detailed one, complete with characters, plot, 
scenery, and props . . . that is, stuff.

After reading Raffel’s book, I started looking at things in 
my house in a different way. That’s when props (objects) 
started showing up in my story: my cookbooks, some 
from my mother, some from used bookstores; my linens, 
some my mother or aunt crocheted, and some I made over 
the years; my collection of Irish setter pieces—photos 
and collars and memorabilia of dogs that have passed, 
knickknacks, several wonderful paintings and drawings 
of Irish setters found on ebay or given to me as gifts; my 
treasured books; my KitchenAid mixer; serving dishes; 
quilts. They all show up in my story. Over the years, I’ve 
enjoyed them, learned from them, treasured them. Most of 
them make me smile; some make me cry.

Once I decided to dedicate an issue of this journal to 
objects, more particularly, to honor the author of the 
book that set it all in motion—The Secret Life of Objects—I 
began to look forward to seeing the images and pieces 
that would be submitted for publication, and the best 
of them are in this issue. I hope you enjoy the variety of 
images and ideas that brought this issue together. I also 
decided to pick three objects that are particularly dear 
to me and write about them. 

Like anyone else, I have many treasured things that 
belonged to my mother: a mustard yellow handheld 
mirror made of bakelite (I think there was a hair brush 
that matched it, but I don’t know what happened to it), a 
tiered serving plate painted with pink roses (that’s quite 
a story). I also have things I’ve accumulated along the 
way: a cookie jar made to look like a strawberry, a tiny 
framed painting of a lion and a lamb—one of my favorite 
images from the Old Testament. From my husband, I 
have a f lamingo seal that was affixed to the envelope 
containing the first letter he wrote to me; I cut it off the 
envelope and put it in a very fancy but cheap frame, and 
it’s been on our bedroom dresser forever. There are lots 
more. And then there are three that are very special.

The first is this wall hanging. It’s 10 x 
5.5 inches and hung in our kitchen when 
I was growing up, above the window that 
was above the sink. I was always attracted 
to it, not necessarily to the words and what 
they mean, but more so, I think, to the colors 
and the design. The piece is made of a kind of 
plaster, something called chalkware, which 
was an inexpensive option for figurines and 
the like in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. This piece, more so than any other, 
makes me think of my mother. For one thing, it 
was always in our kitchen, the room my mother 
ruled with an iron fist (“wash your hands 
before you touch anything; don’t stand in the 
kitchen when you comb your hair; don’t stand 
there with the refrigerator door open”). And, 
more importantly, the message is one of both 
sadness and hope, and that was my mother. Her 
life was sad in many ways, and I suspect I don’t 
know the half of it, but she also conveyed some 
sense of hope, and when it was too late for her, 
she encased that hope within me. She wanted 
me to have a better life than she had. 

My mother’s father died of tuberculosis when 

she was eight years old, an event that, without 
question, completely changed my mother’s life. 
I heard the story of his death and the lives of 
the family he left behind many times from my 
mother and aunt. I believe, though I’m not sure 
I have any reason to, that this wall hanging 
was given to the family after my grandfather’s 
death. It would certainly make sense as this 
is exactly the right sentiment for the occasion. 
Eventually, it was passed on to my mother, 
hung over the kitchen sink in whatever home 
she was in, and then passed to me. In my house, 
it now hangs over the back door. 

My connection to this piece started when 
I was growing up in the 1960s, but it had a 
life and a story that started long before that. 
Having found a few of these online, I know it 
dates back to the 1920s; my grandfather died 
in 1921. Everyone from that era has died, so 
this piece holds secrets that will never be 
known. How many homes did it pass through? 
What was the sorrow? Was it my grandfather’s 
death at a young age, leaving a wife and three 
young children? Was the sorrow ever healed? 
Did heaven intervene and offer hope?
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This teddy bear, about two feet tall, 
has been with me since my beginnings in 
Milwaukee. It moved to San Diego, where I 
grew up, to Indiana, where I lived for about ten 
years, and then to Maine, where it now sits in 
an old chair in the spare bedroom. I guess it’s 
special simply because it’s been with me since 
the very beginning . . . what else do I have for 
which that is true? It’s not in perfect condition, 
which purportedly diminishes its value. But 
not for me. Every dog I’ve had has left its mark 
(and saliva) on this bear. The poor thing is 
missing its eyes and most of its nose and its 
tongue—all of them chewed off. Some of its 
fur is ragged and matted. Amazingly, its seams 
are intact and no stuffing has ever escaped. 
Every time a puppy moves in, it’s only a matter 
of time before it finds Teddy and does what 
puppies do. Only then do I remember I should 
put it in the closet until Puppy is a little older. 

But there’s another thing. I remember an 
old photo of me and Teddy sitting side-by-side 
on the couch when I was about four years old. 
I had on my mother’s eyeglasses, and I was 
holding a newspaper. I had a very serious look 
on my face as I pretended to be reading the 
paper. My mother read the newspaper every 

evening without fail, and I was probably 
copying her. I have searched high and low 
for that picture and can’t find it. If I had it, it 
would be proof that this bear has been with 
me a very long time. But I guess I don’t need it.

Then there is my sewing machine: a 
Singer 310A made entirely of metal with gear-
driven mechanisms. My mother acquired this 
machine sometime in the early 1950s before 
I was born. I seem to recall her saying it was 
expensive, and she didn’t have too many things 
with that descriptor. It sat inside a walnut 
cabinet made to hide it when not in use, and it 
came with a bench that had a padded seat that 
came off to reveal storage for flat items like 
books. That machine was my mother’s pride 
and joy. She greased and oiled it regularly, 
cleaned it, and polished its cabinet. 

I was seven when I learned to use the machine. 
I remember sitting on the bench, my mother on 
a chair to my right. I held the fabric I was sewing, 
trying to carefully guide it under the needle 
while pressing with my knee the lever that 
made it run. My mother at times took my hands 
to help me guide the fabric and sometimes 
turned the dial on the right side of the machine 
to position the needle in or out of the fabric. I 
was born to sew and had an immediate love for 
fabric, so it didn’t take long before I was sewing 
many of my own clothes, though my mother 
still made the more challenging patterns. When 
I got older, I’d bring her a dress or pants and ask 
her to change the hem or mend a tear. She’d say, 

“Just put it on my sewing machine. I’ll get to it.” 
And of course she did. 

The machine came to my house after my 
mother died, and it of course moved with 
me to Maine. I’m proud to say I still use 
it . . . to make curtains, quilts, pillows, and 
occasionally mend clothes. 

Turning these stories around in my head, these special objects remind me of my 
past and help me tell the story of my life—if to no one else but me. I wouldn’t be who I am if I 
hadn’t learned to sew on that old Singer machine, and my mother’s life—and mine too—was 
so affected by the sorrow that everyone hoped heaven would one day heal. But when I’m gone, 
the wall hanging and the teddy bear will probably go to a landfill or a flea market. In a landfill 
they will rot away and become part of the earth. In a flea market, someone may buy them, and 
then there will be an opportunity to add to the stories they will forever keep secret. Perhaps 
someone will stare at them and wonder who had them before they did and what they meant to 
the original owner. Who knows the kinds of spinning tales they will inspire. As for the sewing 
machine . . . that’s coming with me. There are so many things I still want to sew. 
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