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“The Object Lessons series achieves something very close to magic: the books take ordinary—even banal—objects and animate them with a rich history of invention, political struggle, science, and popular mythology. Filled with fascinating details and conveyed in sharp, accessible prose, the books make the everyday world come to life. Be warned: once you’ve read a few of these, you’ll start walking around your house, picking up random objects, and musing aloud: ‘I wonder what the story is behind this thing?’”

Steven Johnson, author of Where Good Ideas Come From and How We Got to Now

“Object Lessons describe themselves as ‘short, beautiful books,’ and to that, I’ll say, amen. . . . If you read enough Object Lessons books, you’ll fill your head with plenty of trivia to amaze and annoy your friends and loved ones—caution recommended on pontificating on the objects surrounding you. More importantly, though . . . they inspire us to take a second look at parts of the everyday that we’ve taken for granted. These are not so much lessons about the objects themselves, but opportunities for self-reflection and storytelling. They remind us that we are surrounded by a wondrous world, as long as we care to look.”

John Warner, The Chicago Tribune

“For my money, Object Lessons is the most consistently interesting nonfiction book series in America.”

Megan Volpert, PopMatters

“Besides being beautiful little hand-sized objects themselves, showcasing exceptional writing, the wonder of these books is that they exist at all. . . . Uniformly excellent, engaging, thought-provoking, and informative.”

Jennifer Bort Yacovissi, Washington Independent Review of Books

“. . . edifying and entertaining . . . perfect for slipping in a pocket and pulling out when life is on hold.”

Sarah Murdoch, Toronto Star

“[W]itty, thought-provoking, and poetic. . . . These little books are a page-flipper’s dream.”

John Timpane, The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Though short, at roughly 25,000 words apiece, these books are anything but slight.”

Marina Benjamin, New Statesman

“The joy of the series, of reading Remote Control, Golf Ball, Driver’s License, Drone, Silence, Glass, Refrigerator, Hotel, and Waste . . . in quick succession, lies in encountering the various turns through which each of their authors has been put by his or her object. . . . The object predominates, sits squarely center stage, directs the action. The object decides the genre, the chronology, and the limits of the study. Accordingly, the author has to take her cue from the thing she chose or that chose her. The result is a wonderfully uneven series of books, each one a thing unto itself.”

Julian Yates, Los Angeles Review of Books

“The Object Lessons series has a beautifully simple premise. Each book or essay centers on a specific object. This can be mundane or unexpected, humorous or politically timely. Whatever the subject, these descriptions reveal the rich worlds hidden under the surface of things.”

Christine Ro, Book Riot

“. . . a sensibility somewhere between Roland Barthes and Wes Anderson.”

Simon Reynolds, author of Retromania: Pop Culture’s Addiction to Its Own Past
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for for my wife and son, my armor


bulletproof vest



KENNETH R. ROSEN
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“Good men and bad men alike are capable of weakness. The difference is simply that a bad man will be proud all his life of one good deed—while an honest man is hardly aware of his good acts, but remembers a single sin for years on end.”

“The greatest tragedy of our age is we don’t listen to our consciences. We don’t say what we think. We feel one thing and do another.”

—Vasily Grossman,
 war correspondent (d. 1964)
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Preface: Notes from My Suicide

Hiding my past only makes it darker. Here is one of those dark memories and how it came to be. The Smith & Wesson SD40 VE low-capacity handgun looks slick on my coffee table, in my hand, anywhere I place it in my little apartment in Savannah, Georgia. I let the gun hang at my side and stare into a mirror, one five-pound trigger pull away from being a killer, a protector, a hero, someone not to mess with. The weight, a pound and a half, travels up my arm like an extension of my thoughts, an adjunct of power over everything and everyone, including, for once, myself.

I disassemble the weapon. The slide first, then the barrel and chamber with it; a magazine and a spring, and the grip attached to the rail where the slide rests. How simple the construction, how basic the mechanics of death.

I reassemble the gun and fan two ten-round magazines across the table, loading one with a single gold and silver bullet. Another swig of bourbon to make the nerves go down. I close my eyes and pick a magazine. The one with the bullet? Fifty-fifty chances to make things quick. The slicked magazine clicks and engages with the latch inside the handle. The room goes silent. Noel struts around my legs, hops onto my lap, purrs, and buries himself between my thighs. He’s always been a loving cat, a trait my mother said he gets from me.
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