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Self-Practice: Your Object

1. Discovery
· When and how did you first receive or encounter the object?
· What was your first impression of it?
· Who was there?


2. Meaning
· Did you know it was significant from the beginning?
· How did your object gain meaning?
· Has its meaning changed over time?

3. Value
· What does the object say about you?
· What event or person taught you the importance of this object?
· What if you lost it?
· Is there a time when you really need it?

4. Reward
· What is the best reward of owning your object?

5. Conclusion
· If you had to give it to someone, who would that be and what would you say to them?

6. Description
· What does it look like?
· What does it feel like?
· What does it smell like?
· Where is it right now?
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The Secret Life of Objects

The mug came first: a clay-based receptacle for stimulant, for memory, for story, for tonic for aloneness.

Surveying my house I found myself surrounded by surfaces and vessels, by paper and gl
my late artist mother’s renditions of things.

s, by cloth, wood, clay, paint, and also
Already the contents are shifting shape. Already I cannot recall a voice, a year, the way the light fell speckled in a room.
Objects are intractable. We own them. We don't.

All memoir s fiction.

We try tofit the pieces together again.
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Every morning I drink coffec out of a mug that I took from my mother's house. It is a blue mug from the Milwaukee Art Museum
where my mother was a docent during the last years of her life. The image is of a Picasso, a bird.

My mother's death was sudden. It was my stepfather who'd been dying, of stomach cancer, and who'd begun home hospice
care. My mother, who'd been despondent (*I was supposed to die first,” she told me. “This was not supposed to happen.”), did not
wake up one morning, The house was left in the way a house is left when someone leaves the world mid-thought. Nothing had been
sorted or dispensed with or hidden, and after my stepfather died too, it fell to me to see to the house’s contents.

My mother had saved everything. This was the good news and also the bad news. Because she had been an artist, her house was
filled with dozens upon dozens of seulptures, in clay and in wood, paintings and drawings, in oil, in acrylic, in charcoal, in pencil, of
water and trees and women—so many women from so many angles, clothed, nude; their faces, their bodies, the suggestion of the
inner life. Roses abounded. Shells, too, the pinkened insides of conches like portals to dreams. My sister and I could not take them
all, and I didn't want them to sit in storage for 20 or 30 years until someone else threw them out. I found a taker for everything
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THE SECRET LIFE OF OBJECTS

except the drawings, wisps of thought, which I tossed, reluctantly. My mother's favorite bench by the lake, the place where she went
to cry after my father left, rendered in woodblock, went to a cousin; waters and skies to another cousin, to aunts and stepsiblings
and in-laws and friends. I took home the roses she painted when she was young, and the seulpted likeness of the woman who was
me, and the heads of women darkened with patina, the red clay torsos, the Renoir copy that had hung over the sofa, that my
children wanted. I took the bronze dancer, a copy of a Degas we had seen the last time my mother had led my children and me
through the museum, four months before she died.

‘Then I dispersed the glass paperweights my mother had collected, abstract worlds caught in globes, molten bubbles, veins of
dye, nothing so overt as a scene. I gave away the tables and the chairs, their cushions stained; the beds, the lamps, the art supplies,
some still untouched: brushes and gessoes and paints and craypas—most to my sister, some to my younger son who went to art
school—papers and rags; four closets full of clothing, plus still more: old crinolines and plaids and silks and tablecloths folded over
rusting metal hangers in the basement. I took the shoes nested in tissue in their cardboard boxes; they fit me exactly, vintage,
scarcely worn. My mother and I had the same feet. Our faces were similar enough to startle her friends, though hers held a different
expression—a kind of openness that drew the attention of strangers. Our bodies were different—hers voluptuous, mine diminutive. I
took the smaller jewels, necklaces in boxes, in plastic bags, strewn; and earrings, pins, and loose beads

‘With my tiny aunt, I threw out drawers and shelves’ worth of medicines—six or seven bottles of Tylenol, cach with only a few.
pills gone, three or four bottles of Pepto Bismol, years-old prescriptions and current preseriptions—for high cholesterol, migraines,
high blood pressure, thyroid, Leiden 5 clotting factor, pain, the inability to sleep. Those were just my mother's. My stepfather had
pills too, and he had morphine; wrappers from something lay on the floor. My aunt held a black Hefty trash bag while I threw in
medicinal casings, rubber gloves, ruined towels. Lotion. Mints. Toothpaste. Desiccated tissue. Lists, receipts. Pencil stubs, hair. In
the drawers: bras, panties, hosiery, socks and peds, some never worn. (My stepfather’s clothes we left for his kids.)

By the time we entered the kitchen with its food that was old now, ts condiments and spices, its plastic ware and Tupperware
and pots and pans and plastic bags and tin foil and napkins, I wanted the haulers to haul it away, as they would, in its entirety, the
metal shelving unit in the garage with its used tools, turpentine, half-cans of paint, stained spades, nails, serews, the broken parts of
things.

Instead, my aunt and I stood in front of the oven. We filled another Hefty bag, three. Then she retrieved the blue mug from a
high shelf.

“Take it,”she said.

“Idon't need it,” I said.

“Take it,”she said.
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“You'll enjoy it,” she said. “You will.”

1 should mention that my aunt is not someone with whom one argues. Technically an ex-sister-inlaw, she was one of my
mother’s closest friends. She had raised five kids, taught reading to children with learning disabilities, presided over the Milwaukee
figure skating club. She sewed her own curtains. After my parents divorced, she had made it clear that my mother was to remain in
my father's family’s inner circle. What she said went.

Istuffed the mug in my carry-on, wrapped in some fabric I cannot recall. 1 went to UPS and sent myself boxes of things from
that house, trucked cross-country in packing noodles and bubble wrap and shredded news and tape. I have a suitease full of
photographs and documents that  stil have not opened, three years later.

‘The lines around my mother’s lips have formed around my own. The blue mug—1 use that every morning, drink my coffee
before I wake my children up and set about to work.

My mother was visual; I am not. It took me years to notice that next to that triumphant, fractured blue bird, Picasso had
painted a smaller bird, close enough to feel the larger's heat.




