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CHAPTER 1

Rusty Lanterns

“What?” I whispered. “What do you want?” I turned the gold 
band on my left ring finger and waited for an answer. The flea mar-
ket was too crowded for anyone to notice I was once again talking to 
an inanimate object.

A few years ago, I would have paid no mind to the lantern, but 
now objects like the lantern captured my full attention—objects that 
were old and had a story to tell. Last week, while strolling through 
a hole-in-the-wall antique store, I found a large mirror with a four-
inch-thick frame and I had to have it. The beautiful gray wooden 
frame was embossed with thick, hand-carved, swirling vines. Its re-
flective glass was tarnished, giving it a distinct quality most mirrors 
lacked. I walked over to it and, without checking the price, carefully 
picked up the hefty treasure. Carrying it with some effort to the 
counter, I promptly paid the two hundred and fifty dollars the clerk 
requested.

“Two hundred and fifty dollars? Are you mad?” the young girl 
in line behind me had whispered. But I didn’t feel the regret that 
often comes with an impulse purchase. I would have paid four hun-
dred dollars for it if that were the price; that was how badly I want-
ed it—how badly I needed it.

And now, the lantern was beckoning the same way. I had to 
have it. I picked it up and caught my breath at the overwhelming 
delight I felt just to have it in my hands. I examined every detail. Its 
metal base was coated in rust and its hourglass-shaped globe was 
layered with dust. The remains of a dry, tattered wick poked out of 
its burner.

“Okay.” I hugged it to my chest. “Let’s go home.”  
An old man stood nearby whittling on a short piece of wood, 

so I assumed the ten-by-ten space where the lantern had been 
temporarily housed was his. Even as he slouched his tall, lanky 
body against the hood of a rusted and dented blue Ford truck, he 
appeared to be much taller than my five-foot-seven frame. His 
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wrinkled fingers were wrapped firmly around the wooden handle 
of a short-blade knife. His light blue jeans were held up with dark 
blue suspenders stretched over a red plaid shirt peppered with 
wood shavings. A gray beard framed his wrinkled face and held the 
remains of his last chew. 

He glanced quickly at the lantern, then set his attention back 
on his piece of wood. “Forty,” he declared, indicating he wasn’t the 
negotiating type.

I found a spot on one of the tables cluttered with iron pots and 
pans and sat the lantern down so I could dig for my wallet. 

Seeing I wasn’t going to argue about the price, he laid his whit-
tling project down. “Do you know what that is?” he asked, nodding 
to the lantern as he dusted wood shavings from his shirt.

“A lantern,” I answered swiftly.
“It’s called a dead flame lantern,” he explained. “Likely made 

in the 1800s. It was one of the earliest portable kerosene glass globe 
lanterns produced.”

I took longer than necessary searching for my wallet, providing 
ample time for him to tell me more about my treasure. It had be-
longed to his grandfather. Family members had rummaged through 
his grandfather’s barn after he died and took everything they felt 
had value. They left the lantern behind, oblivious of its worth. 

I pictured the lantern sitting on the barn’s dirt floor. I pictured 
it waiting patiently for me. 

“. . . ninety-seven when he died,” the old man was saying. “Yes 
sir, my grandpappy lived a long life.” He shook his head with an 
amused laugh. “Stubborn though, that man.”

He wasn’t talking about my lantern anymore, so I quickly 
pulled my wallet out of my purse to pay. My hand had been on it the 
entire time waiting for the right moment.

“Pops found grandpappy lying on the ground by his truck one 
winter. Crazy ol’ gus had gone off and drove himself to town to get 
a bag of dog food for a mangy ol’ stray.” The old man was rambling 
now. “He wouldn’t wait for someone to drive him,” he said, shaking 
his head again. “Impatient, stubborn fool.” He tried to sound an-
noyed, but the pride in his voice deceived him. “Found him, deader 
than a door nail, hugging a fifty-pound bag of dog food. Slipped and 
hit his head, I s’pose.” 
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I pulled two twenties from my wallet and handed them to him.
“Ain’t that someth’n?” the old man said, taking the money. His 

cataract-blue eyes seemed to stare into the past. “The war couldn’t 
kill him, and influenza couldn’t kill him, but that fall sure killed 
him.” He shook his head. “Just like that,” he snapped his long, wrin-
kled fingers, “and he was gone.”

I flung my purse over my right shoulder before picking up the 
lantern. “Maybe just like that,” I replied, cradling the lantern and 
snapping my fingers as well, “was best.”

The old man’s tobacco-stained jaw dropped open, and I turned 
and walked away before he could respond. 

What did he know about death? I knew about death. I knew 
about goodbyes. All goodbyes were bad, but long goodbyes were the 
hardest. Especially when you didn’t believe it was goodbye in the 
first place. Especially when you prayed for God to change things so it 
wouldn’t be goodbye, but God ignored your prayers.

I quickly swiped a tear from my cheek with the back of my 
hand, angry that God had seen it. 

I continued walking around the flea market. A milky white vase 
with hand painted pink flowers briefly caught my eye, but it was 
too recent a piece for my liking. A small dresser with tiny decorative 
pull knobs would have been beautiful, but someone had refinished 
it, naively erasing its story. I spotted some black boots crumpled 
under a table piled high with military coats and hats. I walked over 
to them, imagining they had once trampled the blood-soaked ground 
where freedom was once threatened; but as I got closer, I realized 
they were newer than I’d first thought. 

A young girl with blonde stringy hair caught my gaze and 
quickly scooped the boots up to display. “They were my great, great 
grandfather’s,” she beamed, stretching them out for inspection. “He 
wore them in World War I.”

I waved her off, annoyed she was telling such a lie. But I in-
stantly forgave her; the poor thing had probably been told that lie 
her entire life.

I walked the complete loop of the flea market without find-
ing anything else that beckoned me. I made my way to my car and 
gently buckled the lantern in the back seat before hopping into the 
front. 
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As had become my norm, I kept my eyes peeled on the way 
home for other places that could be hiding another of my treasures. 
Popping in on estate sales and flea markets, rummaging through 
antique stores, and searching for out-of-the-way spots had become 
an obsession lately. I didn’t understand why, but I felt accomplished, 
even when I left a place empty handed . . . and the times I left with a 
treasure felt magical. It was exhilarating to stumble upon an object 
I didn’t know I was looking for—to wander through a place, not 
hoping I’d find a specific item but that a specific item would find 
me. And when it did—when it whispered to me—it was surreal. I’d 
stand holding it, mesmerized by the thought that countless others 
had picked it up or passed it by hundreds of times. Some never gave 
it a second thought, while others thought they were making a con-
scious decision to not buy it because it was chipped or cracked or too 
expensive. But really, they didn’t purchase the item because it didn’t 
belong to them. It belonged to me. I just hadn’t come for it yet.

I arrived home after finding no more places to treasure hunt, 
and carried the lantern up the stairs to the guest room currently 
serving as my treasure chest. I placed the lantern gently on the floor 
next to other items I’d collected, but I quickly decided it didn’t be-
long there, so I picked it up and placed it inside an old crate hanging 
vertically on the wall. The crate made an ideal shelf for the lantern. 

I smiled. The lantern was home. The crate and the lantern made 
a perfect pair. They belonged together . . . just like Mason and I be-
longed together. 

Why did you want that lantern? 
“I didn’t,” I mumbled. “It wanted me.” I twisted the gold band 

on my left ring finger.
Well, whatcha gonna do with it?
I shrugged. I didn’t dare look up from the lantern to search for 

Mason’s eyes. I knew I wouldn’t find them. Hearing him and seeing 
him were two different things. I knew that.

Well, maybe you’ll figure it out.
“Or, maybe I won’t,” I said, shrugging again.
You will. I felt Mason standing directly behind me. You always 

do.
I stepped backward toward his voice, longing to feel his warm 

chest against my back. I took two steps, then three, before bumping 
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into the wall. 
I slid down the wall and crumbled to the floor—the pain of 

emptiness filling my entire soul. I squeezed my eyes shut as tears 
found their way down my cheeks, as if squeezing them tight enough 
could wring out the pain. But nothing could wring out the pain. 
Nothing could take it away. Nothing could even dull it.

I sat crying, my heart full of anger at a God who took . . . and 
wasn’t done yet.




