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  DEDICATION


  To my beautiful bride, Dorinda—Thank you for 25 years of humoring my dreams. I'm a better man because of your love and unfeigned devotion.


  For Hannah—When I grow up, I want to be just like you.


  Above all, my Father—The infinite dreamer who gave all, so I could share in the dream. I'm nothing apart from you.


  


  


  [image: img2.png]


  CHAPTER 1: STARGAZERS


  I WATCHED THE bursts of light streaking across the starlit sky, wishing I could control time and freeze the moment, unaware that both time and space were about to take on entirely new meaning for me.


  The vast North Texas sky had seemingly exploded with color as the sun was setting for the day. Within an hour, only a faint band of orange would remain, but it wasnt the sunset I had come here to see. A blanket of stars shimmered against the darkness as the hours passed. A meteor shower that had been promised for the next two nights would not disappoint, as occasional streaks of light began to race across the horizon while I watched in awe. My eyes lit up with the majesty of the starry night as I brushed my hair away from my cheeks. Above all else—even turning thirteen, I wanted to just get lost in that galactic sea.


  Special delivery for Hannah Goodheart. Mom thought you might like some hot tea to sip.


  Thank you, Daddy!


  Its in these quiet moments that I feel the most—well, like me. Dont get me wrong. I can hold my own in any conversation, if thats what the situation calls for. The Templetons, who used to live next door at my old house, always said I was bright, articulate, and genuine in most every way. Most adults comment to my parents that theyre awe struck at how confident and well-spoken I can be, and its not unusual for me to be mistaken for a much older girl—to my daddys horror.


  I like modest clothes, my style isnt flashy and, honestly, I prefer solitude to being the center of attention. Ive even heard people call me unassuming. Although, I do have a carefully selected group of friends to whom Im fiercely loyal. Im all smiles whenever theyre around. Which is going to be the case on this night.


  The corduroy quilt my great-grandmother had made was spread on the ground and provided the perfect spot to watch the show. A couple of my friends were coming over to watch with me and sleep over, but this was my time before they arrived. The contentment I felt at this moment was capped by another flash of light, crossing the night sky above me. Paradise, I said, as I lay flat on my back with my head resting on my forearm.


  I love it here. This was my great-grandparents homestead. The old Texas ranch has always held a very special place in my heart. My favorite memories always take me back to my great-grandmas kitchen. Nan, as I called her, was always baking or cooking; church dinners, a pie for the fair, or something for a neighbor just to let them know they were appreciated. Nans kitchen was always the center of everything going on in the home and, from the time I was born, I was not far from the action any time I was here.


  I was the apple of my great-grandfathers eye, as well. Paw-Paw made sure my visits to their home were always filled with adventure. Paw-Paw, Paul Learner, was a veteran of World War II. Originally from a small town in northern Virginia, he served in the U.S. Navy in the South Pacific. He met my Nan, Elizabeth, in Mobile, Alabama, right after the war. Elizabeth was a Texas girl through and through, and Paw-Paw would have followed her to the ends of the earth. In fact, at the time, he thought he had. He had never considered settling in a ranching community just north of Dallas, but thats just what he did in 1946.


  Together, my great-grandparents raised a son, Tommy. He married a few months before going off to Vietnam, but sadly, never returned. He was captured and later killed as a POW in the now infamous Hanoi Hilton. My mom, Sarah, was born while Tommy was in Vietnam, so sadly, she never knew her father. My grandma, Grace, was devastated by the loss of Tommy for a long time, and so Paw-Paw and Nan stepped in to help raise my mom. They were more like a father and mother to her than grandparents, and she loved them so.


  After my mom and dad brought me home, Paw-Paw and Nan became the finest great-grandparents any little girl could have. Paw-Paw died earlier this year, having mourned Nans passing for the past two and a half years. He willed this old homestead to my parents, and insisted they keep it, saying, so Hannah could always return for an adventure. And thats why Mom and Dad decided to sell our suburban North Dallas home and move here to the Learner ranch a few months ago.


  And so, the adventure of the day had brought me to this open field with the luminescence of this starry night to fire my imagination. But the stillness of the evening was about to be interrupted as I heard footsteps moving toward me. I thought to sit up to see who was approaching, but before I could say or do anything, I heard a familiar voice.


  Hannah. Hannah, are you here?


  I didnt even try to move, but only spoke up and said, Right over here.


  I knew that the quiet serenity of the moment was over, but I was glad, nonetheless, to see Lily Little, my best friend, walking toward me.


  Lily Little. What can I say? She is the sort of girl any parent would be delighted for their daughter to have as a friend. My dad has always suspected that she has a mischievous side and, whether he knows for sure or not, hes right. Shes pretty quiet, except when things get giggly among the gang; its always then she can be heard loud and clear. Still, shes well-mannered and smart. Though not particularly athletic, Lily is pretty light and fleet, which tends to lend itself to her ability to remain ambiguous whenever she decides to be… artfully rotten.


  Her older sister Annie, on the other hand, is not as stealth about her craftiness. Truly, there is little the two have in common except for their last name and my friendship. Unless, of course, you count the fact that they both wear similar black framed glasses. But while Lily is a blonde, Annie is one hundred percent red-head. Shes vocal and expressive with an innate ability to own her space. I envy that about her. The differences in the two sisters are often the source of conflict between them, and yet its what makes the two a fearsome pair when they are united.


  Your Mom told me to let you know Morgan is on her way, Lily said, as she sat down cross-legged beside where I lay.


  I just nodded, saying nothing as Lily laid back to look up into the enormous sky. Lily let out a deep breath, as though the weight of the world had just lifted from her shoulders. A suspicious pause hung in the air before Lily finally said, Annie had a birthday party to go to, and I kinda forgot to invite her to sleep over.


  I sat up and turned to look at Lily, who had a satisfied grin on her face as she gazed upward. Well, its a good thing I called and invited her, too, I said.


  Im busted, Lily exclaimed, with a devilish chuckle.


  I just laughed and pulled my long hair back into a sloppy brown bun. Zipping up my hoodie, I said, Someone is going to drop Annie off after the party. Im surprised your mom didnt tell you.


  Not a word, Lily replied. As far as sisters go, shes the best, she continued. Im just still trying to get her back for...


  Being born first? I asked with a smile.


  We both laughed together for a moment as Lily uttered, True story. Then, quiet settled in as the two of us looked up into the glittering sky.


  It wasnt long, though, before Morgan McVey joined us. My relationship with Morgan is very different than with Lily. Morgans family lived next door to us in the North Dallas suburb I had called home from almost the time I was born. Morgan was more than a year older than me, and while the two of us are very different, weve always enjoyed a friendship that was as deep as two young ladies could have. Ive often referred to Morgan as my sister by heart, but Daddy prefers to call her his red-headed step child because of her long, curly, strawberry blonde locks.


  While we were living next door to one another, Morgan would spend nearly all her free time at our house, and we loved having her around. Dear old Mr.Templeton, who lived across the street, referred to us as Laverne and Shirley, although we could never quite figure out why. That is, until Daddy schooled us, as he often did, on 1970s television shows he used to watch as a kid. And so, in the evenings after Morgan got home from school, and most weekends, she would leap across our front yard, knowing she was always welcome at our home.


  After we moved, Morgan and I have seen less of one another, but it didnt change the bond we had—something Ive admittedly struggled with. Wed shed many tears, but we made a point to stay in touch. FaceTime calls and sleepovers have been pretty regular these past few months. Im probably being paranoid. Im just afraid shell slip away; that the distance will cause us to grow apart.


  As for the Templetons across the street, they too have tried to keep in touch. Mrs.Templeton was so very fond of us, and we loved them right back. The move has been difficult for everyone.


  In contrast, my friendship with Lily had been cultivated through the friendship our mothers have had from the time they were young. Since moving to the country, Ive enrolled in the same homeschool co-op the Little sisters are in, so the move only brought us closer together. Lilys sister, Annie, is the same age as Morgan, and when the four of us get together, its usually fun and total mayhem.


  And so, all four of us now sat in the field sipping hot chocolate, watching the flashes of light streak across the North Texas sky. Im pretty sure my parents could hear our bursts of laughter in the kitchen of the old ranch house, where my parents were making some snacks for us. My mother, Sarah Goodheart, stepped outside to check on me and my friends. I saw her silhouette on the back porch and shouted over, Everything okay, Momma? Were not making too much noise, are we?


  No, Sweetie, she replied. It looks like quite an active meteor shower.


  Oh, it is. Can we stay out here for a while longer?


  Sure, but you might want to grab a jacket or another blanket. Its starting to get cool.


  I turned to tell them I was going to go grab my jacket and an extra blanket when something caught my eye. At first, I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me. The streaks of light across the sky had sometimes seemed to linger and even crash to Earth, but this was different. I rubbed my eyes and squinted with uncertainty.


  About thirty yards from where we were laying on the corduroy quilt, a faint glow glimmered on the ground. Taking a couple of steps in that direction, I tossed over my shoulder, Can yall see that?


  No one else could make out what I was talking about, but I was sure I could see something. I just knew it, and everything within me was driving me to investigate.


  The meteor shower is playing tricks on your eyes, Lily said.


  Morgan chimed in, Lilys probably right.


  No, I said, taking a few more steps closer. I can definitely see something.


  Where are you going, Hannah? Annie asked. But before she could even finish the question, I had spanned nearly half of the distance to the glowing object, which I was now certain I was seeing. The other three jumped to their feet and ran to me. Morgan was the first to see it.


  Oh, this is weird. Should we be doing this, guys? Morgan said with trepidation.


  You dont think its a meteor or something, do you? Maybe Morgans right, Lily said.


  I kept walking—cautiously, but undeterred by the warnings of my friends. It might just be a firefly or something, but I want to check it out.


  Sure enough, a small object sat just barely exposed on the surface of the ground. It glowed the faintest blue but seemed to fade as we drew closer to it. I knelt and reached out my hand, almost without thinking.


  Hannah, Annie said, I dont think thats a firefly. You sure you shouldnt get your parents?


  I ignored her completely and brushed the earth away, dislodging the object from the hard, dry soil. It seemed to be a small metallic cube, and almost the moment my hand touched it, it completely quit glowing.


  What is it? Lily asked.


  I dont know, I mumbled. It looks like a charm or pendant.


  Morgan reached over for it. Can I see?


  I placed the small cube, which measured about two centimeters, in Morgans hand. Morgan turned to try to capture as much light on her hand as possible, in hopes that she could make out what this mysterious metallic cube could be. The meteor shower, near its peak, carried on overhead without any notice from the four of us. Our full attention was now on the treasure that was being passed around the group.


  I wonder if Mom or Dad would know what it might be? I asked, suggesting that we might take the object inside to study closer.


  Annie grabbed the old corduroy quilt as Lily, Morgan, and I darted toward the back door of the house, where Momma still stood watching. A flurry of conversation buzzed as we approached, but it was obvious by her expression that Momma could not make out even in part what had us so wound up.


  Annie stepped forward and put herself between my mom and the rest of us. She had not stopped to breathe, let alone allow Momma to ask what the fuss was all about.


  Heres Hannahs quilt, Mrs.Goodheart, she said calmly. Theyve found something out in the field. Could be something off one of those government spy drones. I think its harmless, but you never know about these things.


  Momma gave Annie a curious look as she entered the house, passing my father, Charles Goodheart, who made his way to the back door to investigate the commotion.


  Alright… alright, he said, as he opened the screen door.


  The chatter didnt let up even a little bit. Daddy made a couple of additional attempts to quiet us down, before finally resorting to a whistle so loud it could have been heard a half mile away. We were quiet at last. Momma turned and looked back at Daddy, who had a satisfied grin on his face. In fact, all eyes were on him, including Annies, who had returned with a big bowl of M&MS in hand.


  OK, ladies… thats better. Whats all the excitement about? he asked.


  That was all it took to whip up another squall of voices, to which Daddy immediately let out another whistle. Silence fell upon the room again, except for the sound of M&MS being stirred around the glass bowl. Daddy turned to Annie, who, with one hand moving toward her mouth, reached the other one, which held the glass bowl of candy, toward him.


  The green ones are best, she said, as she dropped several pieces into her mouth.


  I prefer the brown ones, Daddy replied with a grin, before snatching the bowl from her hand. Handing it off to Momma, he turned his attention squarely on me. Whats all this about, Hannah-banana?


  Hannah-banana was just one in a long line of nicknames Daddy had ascribed to me, his only child. I smiled for just a second—I loved all of his names for me. But then, I quickly opened my hand, revealing the small metal cube I had found in the field.


  I dont know, I said as I took a deep breath. I saw it in the field. It looks like a charm, or some kind of locket. Do you know what it is?


  Daddy studied the dark object as closely as he could. Wait a second, he said. Its nearly pitch dark out here. How in the world did you even see this?


  Morgan piped up, Hannah said it was glowing, but then I said her eyes were playing tricks on her...


  No, said Lily. I said the meteor shower was playing tricks on her eyes, you just agreed with me.


  Whatever, Morgan said with slight irritation. In any case, I dont see how it could have been glowing. It probably just caught the light of a star or something.


  Rubbing her bare arms against the chill, Momma hustled us inside. I can put on some more hot cocoa, while we can get a better look at your little find.


  We quickly filed past my parents, and all six of us made our way to the kitchen island, where a host of snacks were waiting for our weary group of stargazers. Without a second thought for all the excitement we had just shared, the group of us began to pick our way through the goodies that ranged from chips to fresh-out-of-the-oven cookies. Momma set down the glass bowl of M&MS, which attracted Annie, who immediately began hunting for the green ones after giving her glasses a quick polish.


  Daddy, with my find in hand, excused himself and made his way to his small, make-shift study, where he could get a better look at my discovery. He rummaged around a couple of boxes that had not yet been unpacked until he came across a magnifying glass. Extending the swing arm lamp that sat on his antique wooden desk, he directed the light and began to examine the cube carefully. It was somewhat crusted with soil in places, which made for quite a challenge studying the surface. He set it down and scanned the room as he thought for a moment. A semi-stiff brush… I know I have one around here somewhere, he muttered to himself as he rifled through several other boxes until he came across a small paint brush. This will do.


  He carefully picked up the small object and gently began to brush away some of the crusty layers of soil. Every few strokes, he would purse his lips and blow away tiny particles of debris broken up by the brush. Daddy was in his own little world, almost oblivious to the occasional bursts of laughter coming from the kitchen.


  After a few minutes, he set the brush down and picked up the magnifying glass once again. He had swept away quite a bit of the soil, revealing much greater detail. It was intricately etched, that much was certain, even from where I stood. Given its relative size, its masterfully crafted, he mumbled. It looks like theres a tiny gap at one of the joints, though. Cant tell if its by design...


  Brushing away a little more filth, Daddy rambled on about what he called a fixed loop where he said it might have been designed to connect to a chain, suggesting my find might be part of a piece of jewelry. Putting it gently down on his desk, he sat back and starred at it as though he were entranced. That is until I cleared my throat, snapping him back into the moment.


  So, what do you think it is?


  Im not sure, sweet pea. It might be an earring or a pendant, he said. Maybe even a charm for a bracelet.


  So, you think its an old piece of jewelry?


  Its hard to tell, he replied. It looks like it has something etched on it; very tiny—intricate. I cant make it out because its crusted with soil and tarnished from exposure. It also looks like there are a few tiny little gears on one side. Its really remarkable. I would clean it up, but I dont want to damage it. It might be worth something.


  I brightened up, for sure, at the thought that I may have happened upon a real treasure—maybe dropped by a conquistador, centuries ago. It was a fleeting thought, but exciting, nonetheless. My delusions of wealth and fame were interrupted, however, as Dad spoke again.


  It might have belonged to Nan or Paw-Paw. Im just not sure. A contact from work has an antique business in Dallas. He might be able to clean it up and give us an idea of what it might be. Maybe we can take it to him tomorrow after we take Morgan home.


  We? I asked with excitement.


  Daddy smiled and said, Well, it is your discovery.


  The grin on my face was as bright as the lamp on Daddys desk. I stepped toward him and collected myself, taking a serious tone as I worked extra hard to contain the excitement I was feeling. What about the light I saw coming from it?


  Light? Ah, yes. You did say you saw it light up, he said. I dont think the light was coming from the cube. Its too small to have any kind of light source or battery to power it. Its sealed all the way around except for a tiny crack at one of the joints. It must have been catching the light from a star or something else.


  Daddys explanation fell short in satisfying my curiosity, but he truly didnt see anything to indicate this tiny object could have been illuminated in any way. Not wanting to dismiss me, he continued. Yeah, Im certain it was probably just reflecting light from another source.


  Leaving the cube on his desk and turning off the lamp, he walked toward me and put his arm around me. He gave me a gentle squeeze, pulling me close as he embraced me. Well get some answers tomorrow, he said. In the meantime, we better go find out if Lily, Morgan, and Annie left anything for us to snack on.


  I smiled and looked up at him as we walked together toward the door. Im pretty sure the green M&MS are all gone, I said with a giggle, brushing my bangs away from my eyes.


  Daddy looked back lovingly and grinned warmly. Thats okay, he said. As long as she didnt eat all the brown ones.


  We laughed together and walked toward the kitchen. The rest of the night would be reasonably quiet as my crazy friends and I, along with my parents, would settle in and eventually close our eyes, bringing an end to the day. None of us could have known that the events of this evening would be a beginning and forever change everything for me, my family, and my friends.
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  CHAPTER 2: NOTHING OF CONSEQUENCE


  TRAFFIC WAS MOVING slower than normal for a Saturday on the Dallas North Tollway, and as I sat in the passenger seat of my dads car, I tried to distract myself from the sadness I felt after dropping off Morgan at her home. It seemed the thirty-minute drive to my old neighborhood had gone by all too fast. It was clear Daddy could sense my emotion as I swiped through pictures and video on my phone, while intermittently looking out the window. It was difficult for him to see his usually happy, warm, and spirited daughter sit silently staring out the window.


  Penny?


  I turned to him with a puzzled look on my face. What, Daddy?


  For your thoughts, he replied. A penny for your thoughts.


  I smiled and returned to looking out the window. Its just hard taking Morgan home. I miss her, I said.


  Dad remained silent as he navigated the traffic.


  I continued. Im glad we moved to Paw-Paws ranch. I love it there, but I just wish Morgan lived closer to us. We used to see each other nearly every day, and now it seems were lucky if we talk once or twice a week. Im just afraid were going to... I paused, my voice beginning to crack. Not wanting to think about the distance I perceived growing between me and Morgan, let alone talk about it, I just concluded, I dont know.


  My dad checked his mirrors and glanced over at me as I swiped at a tear. I understand how you feel, sweet pea. If it were any other friends, I wouldnt say what Im about to say, but I know you, and I know Morgan, and there arent two more loyal friends. Your friendship means a lot to both of you. You have a special lifetime bond. Trust me—it wouldnt surprise me if the two of you arent chasing each other around in wheelchairs when youre ninety-five.


  The thought made me giggle and I turned to look at Daddy. You think so? I asked.


  I know so, he replied.


  Daddy reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small manila envelope. He handed it to me, and I turned it upside down, shaking the mysterious cube into the palm of my hand. I put the envelope in the center consoles cup holder and fixed my eyes squarely on the object now secured between my thumb and forefinger.


  I havent really gotten to see it in the light like this yet, I said, as I carefully inspected each side.


  Daddy pointed at it and noted the cracked joint he saw the previous night. That crack is on the joint where the loop is, he said.


  I looked carefully. Im looking at all four edges of that panel... I dont see a crack or opening of any sort.


  Thats odd, Dad replied. Im sure there was a tiny opening.


  Nope, I said. Nothing. Although I have to say, the little embellishments on the two sides look like little gears. So cool—sort of steampunk. Yes, yes, it is. Super cool.


  Daddy chuckled as he exited the tollway, alerting me that we were almost to our destination.


  I returned the cube to the envelope and began to scan my surroundings through the windshield. I remembered coming to this same place over a year ago, when my dad was doing some research for an article he was writing.


  Daddy has been a freelance writer for several blogs and magazines for years, while publishing his own suburban living magazine. One of the periodicals he was a frequent contributor to happened to be an antiquing magazine. Although he got a lot of satisfaction from writing for that publication, I enjoyed it much more when, once or twice a year, he did articles for the travel magazine. That almost always resulted in a trip to someplace really interesting—and really fun!


  Writing about antiques, on the other hand, usually meant a visit to Mr.Hoise, of D. Hoise Antique Emporium of Dallas. Daddy has said many times that Mr.Hoise was the most knowledgeable antique expert in Texas. Mr.Hoises shop was nestled conveniently near some of the best shopping in the entire Dallas-Fort Worth area, and it attracted customers from all over the country, and even the world. The store itself was a menagerie of items, from art prints to furniture, jewelry, and coins—everything rare and expensive, to be sure.


  My excitement began to build as I exited the car. The fog started to lift from my memory of my last visit here, and I was starting to remember clearly the treasure trove of pieces Mr.Hoise had, all waiting to be discovered. Rare books, music boxes, antique trinkets, tea cups, trunks, jewelry, and oddities of all sizes and shapes and sorts—the possibilities were endless.


  Approaching the door, I fed on my fathers confidence. I, too, was feeling sure that if anyone could, Mr.Hoise would be able to shed some light on, and estimate the value of, my little treasure. Yes, Id begun to think of it as mine. The anticipation was swelling to the point I felt like I would burst. Stay cool, I said to myself, as Daddy opened the door.


  Walking inside, I was immediately caught up in the eclectic atmosphere and started scanning the myriad of items in the store, as me and my dad made our way to the counter. A beautiful wood and glass display case held a treasury of jewelry and coins, next to an ornate walnut counter where Mr.Hoise stood waiting at the center of the premises. Daddy extended his right hand to shake, but the middle-aged man stepped from behind the counter and embraced my father, much to my surprise.


  Charles, my dear friend, he exclaimed, in a thick accent.


  Not quite as tall as my dad, Mr.Hoise had thick, black hair, just a little long, but neatly combed back, and a full dark beard. Everything about him was polished and well-manicured, right down to his tailored suit. He had deep-set dark brown eyes that almost seemed to look through you. His smile was broad and bright against his beard and olive skin.


  Daddy looked down at me with a proud smile. You remember my daughter, Hannah.


  Ah, yes, Mr.Hoise said, reaching for my hand. What a beautiful young lady youre growing to be. I hardly recognized you. Much different than the little girl you were the last time you visited my establishment.


  He raised my hand and bowed to kiss it gently. I immediately blushed as I looked down and brushed my bangs aside, feeling slightly odd about what I thought was an unusual gesture.


  And equally modest, he added with a wink, as he must have noticed my slight embarrassment to his compliment.


  The shopkeeper turned once again to my dad, placing a hand on his shoulder. Im so glad you called me this morning, Charles, he said. Im eager to see your item. It sounded most intriguing.


  Daddy wasted no time. It was actually Hannah who found it. She was stargazing with friends in a field near our home.


  I jumped into the conversation, extending the envelope and placing it into his hand. I thought I saw a light, but it must have been reflecting starlight or something, I said enthusiastically.


  Hoise looked at the envelope. His gaze was intense, and his attention was singular. What kind of light did you see? he inquired, with a hint of suspicion.


  I looked up at my dad and then at Mr.Hoise, whose eyes were fixed squarely on me. It was… blue-ish. It may have been the streaking lights from the meteor shower, playing tricks on my eyes. Once I got up to it, the light was gone.


  Daddy chimed in. Youll see, its too small to have a light source of any kind, he said. Its showing the stress of exposure, but Im hoping you might be able to clean it up and give us an idea what exactly it is.


  Mr.Hoise drew in a breath as he carefully opened the envelope. He reached into the pouch and gently took hold of the cube, pulling it out ever so carefully. He held it delicately as he stepped back behind the counter, walking as though he were carrying something extremely fragile. Reaching down with his free hand, he pulled out a small cherrywood box and opened it to retrieve a jewelers loupe, using it to meticulously examine my find. Remarkable, he said under his breath, as he slowly turned the object in his fingers while studying it intently.


  Any thoughts? My dad asked.


  Mr.Hoise raised his eyes and looked up at the two of us, who were watching with curiosity. You are correct that it is very distressed from exposure, soiled. How long do you suppose it had been left in the elements? he asked.


  I looked once again at my dad, who was shaking his head, trying to guess what the answer might be.


  Im not sure. Months… years; its hard to say, Daddy replied.


  Maybe centuries, I exclaimed, trying to contribute. Maybe its some treasure left by conquistadors, centuries ago. I immediately felt that my enthusiasm had spilled out maybe a bit too much. But Mr.Hoise smiled politely, although he didnt seem amused with my conquistador theory.


  Can it be cleaned up? Daddy asked quickly, noticing Mr.Hoises reaction to my whimsical idea.


  Mr.Hoise placed a polishing cloth on the counter and set the cube on it with great care. Yes, he said. I believe it can. If you want to leave it here, I can clean and polish it. Once Im done restoring its luster, I should be able to give you a better idea what it is, as well as its value.


  I turned to my dad, whose eyes remained on the cube. Daddy, I said. I didnt have to say anything else. He knew that I was opposed to the idea of leaving it there. I gave him a long look. I wasnt altogether certain why, I just didnt feel good about leaving it with the antique dealer.


  I could tell the idea didnt sit well with my father, either. Daddy remained focused on the item and didnt acknowledge my cue. Mr.Hoise was beginning to appear a little impatient, as he waited for my dad to say something. His dark eyes glared at my dad, and his finger began to tap the counter gently.


  It wouldnt take much time to clean, would it? You mind if we stay and watch?


  Mr.Hoise stiffened, then smiled as he relaxed and began to pull out some tools. Not at all, Charles, my friend, he said in his thick accent.


  He took the loupe in hand again and quickly looked at the cube, checking each side, rotating the tiny box gingerly between his thumb and forefinger, as though he were hunting for something.


  Feeling a little less anxious, my eyes began to wander, scanning the treasure trove of unusual items contained within the walls of the antique store. Sitting next to the wooden counter where Mr.Hoise had begun to work, a somewhat tattered hardcover book, with a uniquely embossed cover, drew my eye. As though pulled toward it by an unknown force, I began gravitating in its direction. Just as I was about to touch it, Mr.Hoises voice pierced through my near-hypnosis.


  It is the oldest translation I have yet to come across, Mr.Hoise said, not taking his eye, or attention, from his work. Works and Days, the finest literary achievement, by the great Greek poet Hesiodos.


  My hand stopped cold. I sensed old equaled expensive. I quickly put my hands behind my back and diverted my attention back to the counter. Mr.Hoise continued to remove bits of soil and dirt particles from the cube.


  Oh, dont be shy, my dear. Books were made to be touched with searching hands, read by curious eyes, and digested by the inquiring mind, Mr.Hoise said. Its not for sale at any price, but I welcome you to look at it, he continued, looking up from his work for only a brief second. Yes, theres something about the feel of the paper in your hand… the satisfaction one gets from turning a page. You just cannot appreciate such experiences with electronic media.


  I smiled politely but didnt turn again to the book. The light had caught an item just right and caused a glare, which now drew me toward the glass case next to the counter. With my hands still behind my back, I leaned down to inspect a unique fountain pen, beautifully displayed. The black barrel was crowned by an almost clear top, etched with the words The President – The White House.


  The barrel also appeared to be engraved. I twisted around, straining to see the engraving, but couldnt make it out.


  That pen belonged to President Kennedy, Mr.Hoise said, as though he could read my thoughts, as though he knew the questions without me even asking. Very rare. Very expensive. The top is made of Lucite. They were custom made for his hand and writing style by Easterbrook. There are very few left. Yes, very few. That one had his initials engraved on the barrel and was found here in Dallas, in November 1963. Some of them sell for upwards of ten thousand. A small collection of fifteen unused pens once brought over forty thousand. This one, I believe, could be worth much more.


  Daddy now leaned over to see the rare Kennedy pen as well. Thats extraordinary, he said. Do you suppose he was carrying it with him at the time he was assassinated? he asked the eccentric antique dealer.


  Mr.Hoise had looked up at the both of us, both equally invested in the prized pen sitting in the antique dealers display case. I am… reasonably certain of it, he said, sitting down on a stool. He turned his gaze back to the cube he was meticulously working to restore. Anyway, he continued, the museum downtown has been pleading with me to donate it for years now. I say to them I would be glad to sell it to them for a fair and equitable sum. They say I would get a plaque. I say I just want to get paid. Mr.Hoises rich baritone voice produced a chuckle. I did not come by that pen easily. It was, in fact, my very first acquisition. So you see, Im not trying to be difficult. Im just a simple business man, and a thank you is not a suitable return on investment.


  My dad and I looked awkwardly at each other. Daddy patted me on the back of my shoulder—a non-verbal cue to step away from the coveted pen in Mr.Hoises display case.


  I began to look around again, wandering away from the counter, but not so far that Mr.Hoise and my treasure were out of sight. A beautiful snow globe had now attracted my attention. I collect snow globes. I get them here and there. Daddy almost always brings me one back as a souvenier whenever he goes out of town on business, but this particular one was the most beautiful I think I had ever seen. It had a polished silver base; detailed and ornate, cradling an almost invisible crystal globe. Inside was a wonderfully detailed carousel. Three beautifully decorated horses circled the center pole, poised to make chase as the carousel turned. On the front of the base was imbedded a beautiful clear crystal. It looked like a round diamond, larger than my thumb and set in a golden cradle—the centerpiece of the base. I was mesmerized at the realistic detail of the carousel and the beauty of the base.


  Mr.Hoise was working away as my dad watched. They engaged in a bit of small talk, as the gentleman continued to assess the cube like a master painter studying a canvas. I could hear much of what the two were saying, in spite of being nearly entranced by the lovely snow globe that, for the moment, held my gaze.


  It appears to be pewter… should be easy to get clean, Mr.Hoise said, grabbing my attention and beckoning me back to the counter.


  As I drew near, he had already immersed the cube in a solution. I would put it in an ultrasonic cleaner, but I dont want to take the chance it might damage it, so I will clean it by hand, he said, as he continued working.


  I watched him gently swirl the cube in the solution with a gloved hand. I began to wonder about this curious antique dealer who was clearly not from any part of Texas that I was familiar with. So, Mr.Hoise, where are you originally from? I asked.


  Mr.Hoise looked up from his work, glancing at me with a smile and replied, Very far from here. Its called Boeotia—a small village in Greece, near the Gulf of Corinth. He shifted and turned his attention back to his work.


  How did you end up in Dallas, Texas? I asked, not picking up immediately on his somewhat disquieted body language.


  Mr.Hoise glanced up again and smiled. Dad patted me on the back. Lets allow Mr.Hoise to focus on his work. Im sure hed love to share his story with you some other time, but not right now.


  Mr.Hoise looked down again as he began to dry and polish the cube, which was showing the intricate detail of a master artisan. No… no, its no bother, Charles, my friend. The girl is naturally curious. I very much appreciate that kind of curiosity. Not so common anymore, I think.


  Taking his loupe in hand for another close-up look at the detail, he continued, As much as I love telling stories, the answer to your question is a very long one and perhaps is a tale to be told another time.


  He set the cube, with all the splendor of its rich matte silver finish, down on a polishing cloth on the counter. Your charm is all clean. I was correct. It is pewter.


  So, its a charm, like for a charm bracelet?


  Not for a bracelet, I think. For a necklace… perhaps.


  Daddy interjected, Its pewter, you said… what period is it from?


  Mr.Hoise removed the nitrile gloves from his hands and scratched his thick beard. Mid-20th century, perhaps. It is beautifully crafted and exquisitely detailed but is nothing of consequence; a simple charm and nothing of any significant value. Im sorry.


  The excitement Mr.Hoise had previously shown was now seemingly gone. I know my countenance must have showed the disappointment I was feeling. He reached over and patted my cheek and then tenderly lifted my head. I am truly sorry this isnt the treasure of your conquistador, Mr.Hoise said sympathetically. Perhaps you might like to sell it to me. I could add it to my inventory. Of course, for you, I would offer a generous price… better yet, perhaps a trade. Yes?


  Mr.Hoise quickly stepped away and made his way through the maze of merchandise, quickly returning with the snow globe that had gripped my attention earlier. He set it on the counter and addressed my dad.


  Your daughter has a very good eye, Charles.


  Daddy beamed, as did I. It was a compliment that made me feel… mature. Mr.Hoise continued. There is a lovely story that goes with this particular piece. There were only two of them ever made. They were commissioned at the request of a young English countess, who was to give one to a mysterious traveler, as a gift for an act of kindness. I came across this one during a recent trip to London. It was packed away in a box of worthless trinkets. I purchased the entire box at an estate auction—a real bargain. The other water globe, the travelers gift, is said to be priceless, but sadly has never been found. Ive searched many years for it with no success. I fear it must have been lost to the ages.


  He reached underneath it and pulled out a key, inserting it into the bottom of the base. He began to turn it. After the third crank, he sat it down. Listen…


  The snow globe began to play a soft melody. My mouth opened in surprise as Daddy pulled me close, sensing my excitement. Its beautiful, I said. I… I dont recognize the music.


  Chopin. A lullaby. Its lovely, yes?


  Oh, yes, I exclaimed.


  So, my young friend, do we, as they say, have a deal?


  I started to reach toward the globe but snatched my hand back with a glance toward my dad. Something just didnt seem
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