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PART

ONE

The fallen blossom
cannot return to the branch.
A broken mirror cannot

be made to shine.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Pawnshop of Almosts and Ifs

Time has no borders except those people make. On this particu-
larly cold autumn day, Ishikawa Hana fashioned that border out
of the thinnest layer of skin. Eyelids were useful that way. Be-
cause as long as she kept her eyelids shut, she could keep the two
halves of her life apart: the twenty-one years she had lived before
she opened her eyes, and all that was going to happen next.

She pulled her blanket over her head and pretended that her
hungover first morning as the pawnshop’s new owner had yet
to begin. It didn’t matter that she was now wide awake, that the
last of a tangled string of dreams she could not remember had
unraveled more than an hour ago. Her head felt heavier and her
mouth drier than usual, but she figured that this was less on
account of the alcohol she’d had the night before than on what
awaited her.

In a few moments, her father, Toshio, was going to knock on
her door to start their day.

Hana insisted on clinging to the tiny hope that the unwise
amount of sake they had celebrated his retirement with was
going to keep him in bed a little longer. This hope—if it indeed
could be called hope given its size—was smaller than a mossy
river pebble and just as slippery.

In all the years t]&a& pt)}/IFi gqﬁxgas}wﬁ e}??gl been in Toshio’s

charge, there were only two occasions when it had not opened
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on time. On both those days, it had not opened at all. But Hana
and her father didn’t talk about those two days. Ever.

If their pawnshop were like other ordinary pawnshops that
traded in diamonds, silver, and gold, the Ishikawa family, who
had run the pawnshop for generations, might have had the lux-
ury of sick days and weekends. But Toshio had trained Hana to
appraise far more valuable treasure.

They found their best clients when summer ended and the
nights grew colder and longer. Melancholy was good for busi-
ness. It didn’t matter that their little shop, tucked along a quiet
alley of Tokyo’s Asakusa district, didn’t have a name. Those
who required its services always managed to find it. But, if any-
one was curious enough to ask Hana what she thought the
pawnshop should be called, she had a ready answer. Ikigai.
There was no other word that suited it more.

Hana was a little more than a year old when she learned to
walk on the shop’s dark wooden floors, and every step she had
taken since then had been toward taking over the shop when
her father retired. He was a widower, and she was his only heir.
The pawnshop was her life’s path, her singular purpose. Her
ikigai. But not once, in all the time that she had played as a tod-
dler at her father’s feet or worked by his side as a young woman,
had any of their clients bothered to inquire what the pawn-
shop’s name was. They had far more urgent questions darting
behind their eyes when Toshio welcomed them with a polite
bow. The first was almost always about where they were, and
the second about how they had gotten there.

After all, no one expected to find a pawnshop behind a ramen
restaurant’s door.

Anyone who st(af)d in linﬁ t%%tﬁgtthe IPng-standing popular

opyrig eria
restaurant would tell you that its shoyu ramen was the best in
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the Taito prefecture. For some, the wafting scent of steaming
bowls of chijirimen noodles and perfectly braised slices of pork
belly swimming in a dark and rich bone broth made waiting
easier. For others, it made their time in the snaking queue feel
twice as long. Still, they all drew deep breaths, taking their fill
of the air’s savory promise until it was their turn to enter the
cramped dining room that might have been considered mod-
ern two decades ago. Yellowed walls plastered with auto-
graphed photos of the restaurant’s celebrity clientele welcomed
them as they weaved their way to empty seats. But, despite
stepping through its door, some of the hungry did not make it
into the restaurant’s dining room. Instead, they were greeted
by a pawnshop’s dimly lit front office and the tinkling of a little
copper door chime.

The memory of that chime rang in Hana’s head as she curled
beneath her blanket. It commanded her to rise and accept the
inevitable. She clamped her palms over her ears and fought a
losing battle to keep her mind from getting out of bed ahead of
her. Some of her thoughts were already almost dressed, fasten-
ing the last buttons of the pawnshop’s crisp black suit uniform.
Others were already at the office beneath her room, imagining
how her father was going to spend the first day of his retire-
ment: hovering close, double-checking everything she did.

He would not say anything if he caught a mistake. He never
did. The slightest twitch of his right eyebrow sufficed. Toshio
preferred silence to words, reserving his energy and breath for
his clients. Hana had become rather adept at interpreting his
quiet breathing, half smiles, and glances. Her only memory of
him losing his temper was of the stormy afternoon when she
was ten and had mis&laced a H%@leﬁa%mi e watch. His eyes

0 ﬁy rg erl
had grown darker than the clouds churning above their home’s
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courtyard garden, and when he gripped her by her thin shoul-
ders and lowered his mouth to her ear, her heart dropped to her
toes. His voice was as quiet as the breeze, but his words howled
inside Hana louder than any typhoon.

Find it.

Now.

Hana did not know what would have happened if she had
not found the watch later that day behind a stack of books in
the back room. All she was certain of was that she never wanted
to hear her father speak to her that way again.

Hana drew a ragged breath, reeling her thoughts back to the
present. An invisible weight pushed down on her chest. She had
expected her future to feel heavier, or at least heavier than a
well-fed cat, but instead the pile of days teetering on top of her
chest felt as light as a mountain made of mere husks, each hol-
lowed out and spent before it began. She knew every second of
the days that lay ahead of her by heart. After all, she’d spent her
life watching her father live them. And now her father’s life was
hers, and from here on, nothing was ever going to be new.

She rolled to her side. The edge of a yellowed photograph
peeked from under her pillow. Hana pulled the faded photo out
and squinted at it beneath her blanket. The eyes of a young
woman who could have been her twin gazed back at her. “Good
morning, Okaa-san,” Hana greeted the mother she never knew
and tucked the only picture she had of her back into its hiding
place. She pulled her blanket off and peeped through her dark
lashes. A sliver of sunlight pierced her irises. She squeezed her
eyes shut and pushed herself out of bed. She didn’t need to see
to navigate her bedroom. This room and the pawnshop be-
neath it made up éer en.tiﬁgtgvé)r'\lﬁlatand Foday, that world felt

opyrig erra
even smaller.
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And quiet.

Hana cocked her head, straining to hear the familiar clinking
of cups and bowls from the kitchen downstairs. But only si-
lence seeped through her door. She bit her bottom lip.

Retirement, she was certain, would not be enough to keep a
man like Toshio from his rituals. Though the small shrine her
father kept in their home honored the spirits, the god her father
really worshiped was routine. The steaming cup of roasted
green tea he had every morning was sacred, no matter how
much sake or whiskey swam inside him from the night before.

Hana pressed her ear to her door. There were only two pos-
sible reasons the pawnshop was this quiet, and neither of them

was good.
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CHAPTER TWO

Ishikawa Toshio’s Last Client

The day before
Autumn had come early, and since its arrival, the number of
the pawnshop’s customers had doubled.

Toshio shifted his weight, relieving the bunion on his left
foot. His stomach growled twice through his black suit. He ig-
nored it and adjusted his tie. This was not the first day he had
been too busy to have lunch, but it was going to be his last.
When they closed shop in less than an hour, he was going to be
officially retired and would never have to work through lunch
again. He had expected the thought to make him smile, but the
corners of his mouth refused to be persuaded to curl the slight-
est angle upward. A copper bell tinkled, heralding the arrival of
his last customer.

“Irasshaimase.” Toshio bowed with a practiced smile, his
voice smooth like warmed sake.

Hana peeked out from the back room with this month’s rec-
ord book tucked under her arm. Toshio waved her back inside
and turned his attention to the elegant woman who had just
walked through their door. “How may I help you?”

The woman met Toshio’s smile with a bewildered look.
Though her porcelain features made her appear to be younger

than Toshio, her k@brp)t/lF% H’f eadlmg? elﬂjeﬂt at her nape, shared

the color of the single strand of white freshwater pearls she
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wore around her neck. “I'm so sorry. I made a mistake. I
thought that the line outside was for the ramen restaurant.”

“It is,” Toshio said.

The woman glanced around the room. “This is the restau-
rant?”

“No. This is my pawnshop.”

“Is the restaurant upstairs?”

Toshio shook his head. “It is not.”

A wrinkle deepened across the woman’s handsome fore-
head.

“You must be tired from standing in line this whole time.
Perhaps you’d like to sit for a while?” Toshio gestured to a low
table surrounded by a set of silk floor cushions in a corner of
the room.

The woman tilted her chin and touched her thin lips. “T. . .1
could have sworn that this was the restaurant. I watched the
man in line in front of me walk through its door. I saw tables
and chairs and . . .” She dipped her head in a small bow. “T am
sorry for bothering you.”

“There is no need to apologize. May I offer you something
to drink? Some tea?”

“Thank you, but I—"

“Please, I insist. It is no trouble at all.” Toshio walked out
from behind the counter and called over his shoulder, “Hana?
Will you bring out some tea? We have a guest.”

Hana shut the record book and stood up from a desk that had
once belonged to her mother. She knew her cue as well as she
knew the single thought presently rolling around the woman’s
mind.

Copyrighted Material
Tea. At this point in their conversation with her father, all
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clients pondered the same thing. It was a simple thought, small
and as light as air, without any sharp edges they could cut them-
selves on. They had all drunk tea before and remembered how
it washed over their tongues, slipped down their throats, and
warmed their souls. No harm had ever come from a cup of tea,
and they could not think of a single reason to refuse the pawn-
shop owner’s kind offer. If anything, it would be impolite to say
no, seeing as they had been the ones who had mistakenly wan-
dered into his shop. They tried to remember where they had
been headed in the first place, but the most they could recall
was feeling a cold emptiness in their stomachs. Tea could soothe
that. Perhaps it was tea that they had been standing in line for
all along. Hana filled a kettle with water and set it on the stove.

“Tea would be nice.” The woman nodded with a smile.

“Wonderful. My name is Ishikawa Toshio.” He gestured to a
floor cushion. “Please, have a seat.”

“Thank you.” The woman settled onto a cushion that was
the same shade of gray as the day outside. “I am Takeda Izumi.”

“Thank you for choosing to visit us today, Takeda-sama. I
am certain that you will find that we make very fair, if not gen-
erous, offers at this pawnshop.”

“But 'm not here to . . .” Izumi rolled a pearl from her neck-
lace between her forefinger and thumb, her brow furrowed as
though she were rummaging through drawers inside her head,
trying to find what she had meant to say next.

Hana carried over their tea on a black lacquer tray.

“Hana, this is Takeda-sama,” Toshio said.

Hana bowed. “Welcome to our pawnshop. Please enjoy your
tea,” she said, setting the tray on the table.

Izumi turned tct"g%s)}/lrilog%steHOaIM atf)e(?’]fakﬂer leave. “You have a

lovely daughter, Ishikawa-san.”
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“Thank you. She takes after her . . .” Toshio banished his
next words with a stiff smile.

He anchored his eyes on their tea and poured it into small
clay bowls. The bowls were the color of the calmest sea, but
cracks of varying sizes crawled over their glaze. If not for the
kintsugi technique used to repair them, they would have fallen
apart. Gold dust and lacquer filled the cracks, streaking over
the bowls like lightning.

“Those are exquisite,” Izumi said, admiring the bowls.

“Thank you. I was rather upset with myself for tripping and
dropping them, but in this instance, I will admit that I am grate-
ful for my clumsiness.” Toshio handed Izumi her tea. “Broken
things have a unique kind of beauty, don’t you think?”

Izumi traced the bowl’s delicate gold joinery with the tip of
a perfectly manicured finger. “Some things wear their damage
better than others,” she said softly, so softly it was as if she were
worried that her voice might shatter the bowl.

“I have found beauty in all manner of broken things. Chairs.
Buildings. People.”

Izumi looked up from her tea. “People?”

“Especially people. They shatter in the most fascinating
ways. Every dent, scratch, and crack tells a story. Invisible scars
hide the deepest wounds and are the most interesting.”

Izumi twisted one of her two large diamond rings around
her finger, pulling on her skin. “That is a very unique point of
view, Ishikawa-san.”

“Oh, it is more than a point of view. It is the very reason I
run this business. This is a different kind of pawnshop, Takeda-

sama. We are not in the business of trading trinkets. Diamond

rings and pearl neckle./c&s) {/l%?ghn(% gawllaet(}elrelrael.”
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Hana listened in on Izumi and her father from the back room.
She had heard the same conversation carried on over tea more
times than she could count.

But no matter how many times he said those words, her
father always sounded sincere. For the most part, he told their
clients the truth, regardless of how hard the truth was for them
to believe. While what he shared with the clients, in her opinion,
was not by any means a staggering revelation, it always took
them a few moments to wrestle their eyebrows down. This was
understandable. On the other side of the ramen restaurant’s
door, up was up, down was down, and pawnshops such as this
one did not exist. Her father’s special skill, as Takeda Izumi was
about to learn, was to, in the time it took her to finish her tea,
convince her to let go of everything she was brought up to be-
lieve and allow her mind to grasp what her hands could not.

Hana strode back to her desk and picked up a book from the
pile on top of it. It was a dog-eared paperback whose pages
clung to its spine by sheer will. A client named Ito Daisuke had
pawned it that morning. She checked the item against the list in
her record book and put a little tick mark when she confirmed
that everything was in order. It was her favorite among the
items that had found their way into the pawnshop that day.

Hana pulled out her mother’s old gold-rimmed glasses from
a desk drawer. She put the glasses on, adjusted them over her
nose, and, through its lenses, saw the book for what it really
was: a choice that had changed the course of Ito Daisuke’s life.

Its true form was much prettier than that of a book. It had
traded its pages for feathers made of wisps of light, transform-
ing into a glowing songbird. It perched on Hana’s finger, its
colors constantly sébfgg}% Bﬁttvgaem 2{%%%’11‘1 gold.

Once, this bird had sung brightly inside Daisuke while he
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worked on writing a mystery novel every night for five years,
after his shift as a convenience store clerk. When he had aban-
doned it and deleted all his unfinished drafts two years ago, the
bird dimmed, grew silent, and turned as black as coal. It pecked
at his gut whenever he thought about the series of fictional Ha-
rajuku murders he was never going to solve. But now Daisuke
had pawned his choice, and he was free. There were going to be
times when he would feel a cold emptiness where the choice
had once lived, but these would pass. He was not going to re-
member this choice, or this pawnshop, or the man who had
persuaded him to part with a battered mystery novel. Peace of
mind, Toshio had told him, was worth the price of never know-
ing what happened after page 254.

Hana took the glasses off and made room for Daisuke’s
book on a shelf next to a set of house keys and a plane ticket
torn in two. That evening, when the pawnshop closed, her
father would take all the items from the shelf and store them in
the vault, together with the rest of the day’s acquisitions.

Takeda Izumi blinked, trying to comprehend the words that
hung in the air over two cracked bowls of tea. “That doesn’t
make any sense. How can people pawn choices?”

““Sense’ is relative,” Toshio said. “There are things that make
sense in your world that are ridiculous in mine. I have never
been able to understand the purpose of televisions or tele-
phones.”

“What do you mean by ‘your world™?”

“You come from the world outside that door. My daughter

and I are from the world inside it. Whenever anyone from your

side finds their way E?O%I)l/l} i%ang(sjh%tte}}%? is always a good

reason for it. Our clients have choices that have become too
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burdensome to carry. We take these choices off their hands so
that they may return to their world lighter. Content.”

“Is this a joke?”

“I would not make jokes about such things. We do impor-
tant work here.”

[zumi grabbed her bag. “I do not know what kind of game
this is, but it is not amusing.”

“Itis not a game, and it is not meant to be amusing. I cannot
force you to stay, but I do know that no one finds the pawnshop
by accident. If you had no need for our services, you would
have opened that door and walked into the ramen restaurant
just like all the other customers waiting in line outside.”

Izumi pulled her shoulders back and lifted her chin. “Assum-
ing that what you are saying is true, which it is not, I still would
not require your services. I do not have any regrets.”

“I apologize if I have offended you, Takeda-sama.” Toshio
bowed his head. “But I have been doing this job for a very long
time. I can tell when people are happy and when they are not,
regardless of how well they are dressed or how bright their
smile is. Happiness has little to do with what you have, and
everything to do with what you do not.”

[zumi tightened her grip on her bag. “You do not know any-
thing about me.”

“Perhaps. But what I do know is what I have learned from
the collective experience of the generations of my family who
have run this pawnshop. Every client who has passed through
our door has insisted that they stumbled into our little estab-
lishment because they were lost. And they were right. Losing
your way is oftentimes the only way to find something you did

not know you werg logking O varerial
“I know perfectly well what I was looking for today. Ramen.”
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“There are many good ramen restaurants in the city. Why
were you looking for this restaurant in particular?”

“I used to live in this neighborhood when I was younger. I
ate at this restaurant all the time.”

“But surely you must have had better ramen since then?”

“Yes, of course, but—"

“And I am certain that a woman such as yourself could easily
afford an establishment with better ambience.”

Izumi twirled her pearls around her neck, her eyes fixed on
her tea.

“But this restaurant isn’t like just any other restaurant, is it?”
Toshio said.

Izumi looked away.

“Do not worry, Takeda-sama. I have no intentions of prying.
I do not need to. I already know why you decided to visit the
restaurant today.”

Izumi’s thin brows shot up.

“You said that you used to frequent this restaurant when you
were younger.” Toshio clasped his hands over the table. “Peo-
ple revisit the past to relive pleasant memories, chase away bad
ones, or both.”

“Since you seem to think that you know me so well and are
unwilling to accept my simple desire to eat ramen as my only
explanation for being here, would you care to share which of
these reasons you believe is mine?” Izumi said.

“You came to the restaurant to dine with a ghost.”

“That’s . ..” Izumi’s voice caught in her throat. “That’s non-
sense.”

“So you were joining a friend for a meal, then?”

“Well...I...no. I(%aﬁ )grcl;igt}gtte%em aatlone Ilike coming here

erial
by myself. I visit at least once every autumn.”
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“But no one ever really dines alone, do they?” Toshio said.
“Our thoughts share our meals with us. They keep us company
whether we invite them to or not and are especially noisy when
they are the only ones at our table. They chatter about all the
things we cannot say aloud. In your case, I would guess that
they like to reminisce about a time when you were not the
woman you are today, a time, perhaps, when you liked to share
your table at the ramen restaurant with someone else.”

“Stop.”

“You argue with your thoughts and insist that they are
wrong, but they keep on going until your ramen turns cold.
But that does not stop you from coming back whenever you
have the chance, because a cold bowl of ramen still tastes bet-
ter than any hot meal in your home.”

“Stop.” Tears welled in Izumi’s eyes and streamed down her
pale cheeks. “Please, stop.”

“I'm sorry. You asked me a question and I answered it. There
are many things that I wish I did not know, but after spending a
lifetime at this pawnshop, I can read the stories of my clients as
though they were written on their faces.”

[zumi dried her eyes. “I am not your client.”

“You are correct.” Toshio laced his fingers. “I have not yet
decided if what you wish to exchange is of any value.”

“Enough. I'm tired of your games.” Fresh tears filled her
eyes. “Who are you?”

“I am simply a man who offers a unique service to those
who require it, a man who can tell that you are crying not be-
cause you are sad, but because you are angry. But not at me.
You wish you were, but you are not. You were furious even

before you set foobig[s)i)c}rel é}Hf é)&mtheorf)al

[zumi glared at him, color rising over her neck. “Of course
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I'm angry. I hate that I have every reason to be happy and yet all
I feel are the cracks spreading inside me each time I force my-
self to smile. Is that what you wanted me to say? Is this what
you want me to pawn? A broken smile patched with gold like
one of your tea bowls? Because if you will take it, I will give it
to you right now.”

“So you believe what I have told you about the pawnshop?”

“Prove it. Make me believe.”

“Very well. Show me your choice and I will tell you what it
is worth.”

“Show you? How? A choice isn’t something you keep in your
pocket or purse.”

“You carry around all the decisions you have ever made in
your life, Takeda-sama. This choice is no different,” Toshio said.
“And I think that you already know exactly where to find it.”

Copyrighted Material



CHAPTER THREE

Bus Fare

A compact mirror. A gold tube of matte lipstick. House keys.
Takeda Izumi found that, as a rule, you had to shove aside at
least three things in your handbag before finding what you
were looking for.

She pushed her keys away. A red leather coin purse hid behind
a packet of unscented hand wipes. She pulled it out, just as she
had done each time she needed to pay for her favorite sweets at
the konbini on the ground floor of her apartment building. She
didn’t trust herself to keep a supply at home and preferred to
treat herself whenever she had collected enough loose change.
It had been easier to keep her figure when she was younger, but
now even the most furtive glance at the imagawayaki stall she
passed by on her way to the flower shop she owned made her
gain weight. Still, there were days when the scent of freshly
made stuffed pancakes proved too hard to resist. The ones filled
with a sweet red bean paste were her favorite. She skipped din-
ner on those days. Fortunately, her husband didn’t mind eating
alone. Sometimes, he even seemed to prefer it.

It would have been different if they had had children. Izumi
imagined that they would have meals together at the same time
every night, their son politely answering questions about his

day. Their daughteé 6%% ﬁlbeﬁ?ga % 51{18 WO, would giggle softly

when she shared stories about her friends. Her husband would
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eat without speaking, nodding occasionally when he thought
that someone said something interesting. Izumi tried to picture
him talking more, but after almost three decades of marriage,
her thoughts were not as malleable as they used to be. She
didn’t mind. Only people who still had dreams required a good
imagination.

Living without a dream made things simpler. Routine was a
good substitute for anything life lacked. If you planned it well
enough, it could whisk you from the moment you opened your
eyes in the morning to the second right before you drifted off
to sleep without leaving any room for daydreams, yellowed
wishes, or dusty thoughts. Izumi almost enjoyed her daily
schedule of running her little flower shop, heading home in
time to make dinner for Yoshi, and stopping by the konbini to
replenish the little stash of sweets in her handbag.

But today, she pulled out her coin purse from her bag for an
entirely different purpose. A strange pawnbroker had asked to
see a choice she had made a lifetime ago, and for a reason she
was never going to be able to put into words, she knew that it
was tucked inside her coin purse, jingling with her change.

Izumi unzipped the purse and made a quick mental calcula-
tion. She rummaged through her coins and plucked an amount
equivalent to the bus fare she’d needed to get from her child-
hood home to the ramen restaurant. She laid the coins on the
table.

It was not enough coins to pay for the same trip today, but
years ago, she would have been able to buy a bus ticket and still
have enough change left over to buy a couple of her favorite
sweets. And back then, she didn’t have to worry about gaining
weight. Because, unli&% %%rr?g%?gawg{leiﬁ%ilro loved her, what-

ever shape she was. It was Junichiro, after all, who was directly



20 + Samantha Sotto Yambao

responsible for her dresses fitting more snugly, ever since they
had started meeting twice a week at the ramen shop where he
worked.

It was a long time ago now that Junichiro had left the ramen
shop, but all these years later, Izumi still visited it when the
trees turned a reddish gold and the ramen’s savory steam min-
gled with the chill in the air. She liked to draw the scent as deep
as she could into her lungs, warming herself with old memo-
ries of easy smiles and easier conversations. Today had been
one such autumn day, but this time, a pawnshop had taken the
restaurant’s place.

“May I?” Toshio gestured to the coins Izumi had laid on the
table between them. He picked them up and felt their weight.
“They are heavier than they look. Most choices are. I need to
examine them more closely to give you a fair price.” Toshio
plucked an old pair of glasses from his shirt pocket and set
them on his nose. They were identical to his wife’s, except that
his were rimmed in silver, hers in gold. His made him look like
an owl.

“I do not care about the price. Just take it.”

“I am afraid it does not work that way. If I did not give you
something in return, you would forever wonder what it was
you left behind.” Toshio examined each coin and nodded
slowly. “I understand,” he said, shifting to a tone that was softer
and gentler.

“What do you understand?”

“Why you did not take the bus all those years ago and meet
Junichiro at the ramen restaurant as you had agreed to.”

Izumi lowered her eyes. “I . . . did not have a choice.”

“And yet, here I&bspy?logsmg &rﬁé{%er(i‘laﬁhe coins in a straight

line on the table.
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“Twas—"

“You do not need to explain. I have examined your coins. I
know the choice you made and why you made it.”

“You must think that I am a horrible person.”

“I think that you are a client who needs our services. I am
sure that you are tired of carrying this choice around.”

“My husband is a good, loyal man. He deserves a wife who
does not live in the past.”

“Do you love him?”

Izumi stared at her hands.

“Does he love you?”

“Love is something that people are taught to want. But all
we really need is to not be alone when we come home and to
have someone to wave goodbye to us at the door when we
leave.”

“And that is more than what many people have.” A smile that
made Toshio look older and tired found his lips. “I think that
you will be very pleased with the value of your choice. I can
take it off your hands right now and you will never crave ramen

in the fall again.”

Hana wrapped a small wooden box in a silk cloth that looked
like spring. She had painted the flowers on the silk herself, striv-
ing to make each wrapped box look unique even if their con-
tents were exactly the same. Her father never varied what he
offered in exchange for his clients’ choices, no matter their
worth. Each box contained the same amount of green tea.
When she was younger, her father made a game of hiding
the tea boxes around their home, leaving all manner of clues
for her to find. Rlddleé tuckedh1{1 aif\/l%rpentglsake bottles. Math

opyT
puzzles folded into origami foxes. A chipped vase that was out
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of place. Nothing could be overlooked. His little scavenger
hunts kept her happily occupied while he was busy doing in-
ventory or attending to clients. She often caught him trying to
bite down a smile when his clues tricked her into going left in-
stead of right. In time, she got better at solving his puzzles even
if, at first glance, they didn’t seem like clues at all. Toshio took
particular pride in the clues he hid in plain sight.

These clues were Hana’s first lesson in the art of dealing
with clients. Just like looking for her father’s clues, with prac-
tice and a good eye you could always find the truth a client tried
to hide as clearly as any feature on their face. But Hana had
never thought of her little treasure hunts as lessons. Instead,
she liked to pretend that the boxes she found were presents
from her late mother, and each clue a secret code for I love you,
I'miss you, and I will see you again.

Hana had chosen one of her favorite wrapping cloth designs
for Takeda Izumi. Izumi appeared to be the age her mother
would have been were she still alive. Based on the sole photo-
graph Hana had of her mother, Izumi and her mother shared
the same face shape and thin lips. Their eyes were different, but
that was okay. Hana knotted the silk twice, placed the tea box
on a lacquer tray, and headed to the front office where Takeda

[zumi was waiting.

[zumi admired the garden painted over the silk wrapping. A
smile spread over her lips even if she still had no idea what was
inside it.

“Please open it,” Toshio said.

Izumi untied the silk knot, letting the cloth puddle around a
simple wooden b&% She H{teeél ,{}is lid.aﬁk fresh, green scent,

pyrig ateri
blended into the sweet fragrance of candied fruit, wafted out
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of it. Izumi’s smile brightened at the smell and the sight of the
dark green leaves it came from. Gyokuro. It was the highest
grade of tea, carefully grown in shaded plantations. Brewing it
required as much care, but Izumi looked forward to every me-
ticulous step. Taking the time to coax its flavors out was worth
the luxury of escaping into them.

“Thope it is to your liking,” Toshio said. “This is the standard
exchange for all the items brought to the pawnshop.”

“Standard? Then why did you have to examine my choice?”

“To check if it was worth this tea.”

“I could have just bought this tea myself.”

“You could have, and it would probably taste wonderful. But
it would not be this tea that I am offering you now. It would not
be the tea that you are taking in exchange for a choice that
broke your life in two. It would not be the tea that you will fi-
nally be able to enjoy without your mind drifting back to a
ramen shop and the memory of the man who waits inside it. I
may send all my clients home with this tea, but it will no longer
be the same tea once they sip it from their cups.”

“What do you mean?”

“No two people unshackle themselves from the same choice.
Each person has his own idea of what freedom tastes like. For
you, it might be soothing and warm like the joy of staring out
the window on a rainy day, not wanting to be anywhere else.
For my next client, it might taste like courage, intoxicating and
darkly sweet.”

Izumi closed the box.

“Do you agree to this exchange?” Toshio said.

“This pain is all T have left of Junichiro. I have lived with it for
so long that I do notct(%lri)lglkr iIthig(J)R/l%kfleeritﬁ recognize myself

without it.”
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“Then consider this your opportunity to find out.”

“But what if I change my mind? What if I want my choice
back?”

“This is a pawnshop, not a store. If you wish to retrieve your
choice, all you have to do is pay me back.”

Izumi exhaled, relaxing her shoulders. “Good.”

“With interest.”

“What kind of interest do you pay on tea?”

“We can talk about that if you change your mind, but if you
did, you would be the first.”

“None of your clients have ever come back to claim their
choice?”

“Not one,” Toshio said. “And if choices are left unclaimed at
the end of the week, the pawnshop keeps them.”

[zumi chewed on her lower lip. “That does not seem like a
very long time.”

“How long does it take you to decide whether or not you
feel like smiling? I am not forcing you to make this exchange,
Takeda-sama. If you are having any doubts, you are free to take
your choice and make your way back to the ramen restaurant.”

“Will I be able to find you again?”

“I have no power over who walks through the pawnshop’s
door.”

“So this may be my last chance to leave this choice behind.”

“Yes.”

“Then I will take your tea.”

“Are you certain?”

“Certain?” A dry laugh escaped her lips. “I do not think I
know what that word means anymore. Not since I opened a

ramen restaurant’s.door and w. intg this pawnshop. I am
&opyrlgrhdteaa]lbl%}ené]l P p
not even sure if any of this is real or if all of this is just a strange
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dream. The only thing I do know is that I cannot carry around
another regret. If this is real, then I am not here by chance. I
was meant to meet you and make this trade.”

“Then it is done. The tea is yours. Enjoy it in good health.”

“What? Just like that?”

“Yes. Just like that. We keep things simple here. There is
nothing left for you to do.” Toshio collected Izumi’s coins from
the table.

“I do not feel any different.”

“The change will happen when you return to your world.”

“What if it does not work?”

“You did not purchase a radio or a clock, Takeda-sama. You
made a simple exchange. There are no moving parts that will
get stuck or fall apart.”

Izumi carefully tucked the box of tea into her bag. “Thank
you.”

Toshio bowed with a smile.

Izumi walked to the door and closed her hand around its
worn brass knob. She twisted it and pulled, opening the door
by a crack. She paused and turned to face Toshio. “Ishikawa-
san?”

“Yes?”

“I was so preoccupied thinking about getting rid of my
choice that I never bothered to ask why you wanted it. Why
do you collect choices? Of what possible use could they be to
you?”

Copyrighted Material



CHAPTER FOUR

Sake and Silence

A hint of honeydew lingered over her tongue as Hana drained
her third cup of sake. She held her alcohol better than most, a
skill that her father took full credit for.

If her mother had been alive or if Toshio had any friends to
go out drinking with, their nightly routine might have been dif-
ferent. Instead, Toshio seemed perfectly content to simply have
Hana sit quietly across from him at the table, keeping him com-
pany while they drank sake until his eyelids grew too heavy to
keep open. Their evenings were filled with more silent sips than
conversation, but Hana still thought it was a fair exchange.
Waiting made the night feel longer, and she was grateful for
anything that kept the morning away.

But on the eve of her father’s retirement, not even the lon-
gest pauses or slowest sips did anything to lengthen the hour.

“Hana,” Toshio said, setting a wrapped box on the table.
“This is for you.”

“For me?” Hana stared at the box. She recognized the wrap-
ping cloth as one she had recently painted.

“A small token to celebrate the next chapter of your life.”

“Thank you, Otou-san.” Her father was a practical man, and
so it did not surprise Hana that he had gifted her a box of tea
from the stock meant g;??l%]ﬁf%&h%feﬁ%? memory it conjured

of the treasure hunts of her childhood made up for any creativ-
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ity the gift lacked. Her father did not have to say anything for
Hana to know his intent. His eyes, slightly misty with tears, said
everything.

“Do you remember what I tell our clients about tea?”

“It tastes different for every person.”

“That rule applies to you too. You have known this tea all
your life, but tomorrow, when you sip your first cup as the new
owner of this pawnshop, you might be surprised at how many
things will change, even if, on the surface, they look exactly the
same. Do you think you are ready for it?”

“Tonight is not about me, Otou-san. It is your retirement
that we are celebrating.”

“Endings and beginnings are the same point in time. Tonight
is as significant to you as it is to me,” he said. “Perhaps even
more. I can tell that you have a lot on your mind.”

Hana wrapped her fingers around the tea box, trying to find
some comfort in the cool folds of its silk. “Did it . . .” Hana
looked away, deciding to keep her thoughts to herself.

“Goon.”

“Did it make you happy?”

“Did what?”

“This pawnshop.”

“I see.” Toshio nodded slowly, pouring sake into his cup.
“Tomorrow, the pawnshop will be your responsibility, and you
wonder if it will make you feel as miserable as you believe it
made me.”

“No . ..no ... Otou-san, that is not what I meant.” Heat
flared in Hana’s cheeks. “I did not say that.”

“Since when did we need words to tell each other exactly

how we feel? I Wouldé‘lg[%l yﬁg%]stsélag%fi grai\g{lnshop on to you if
you had failed to learn that lesson. We would lose half of our
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business if we could not hear all the words clients did not say
out loud.

“You have a gift for reading our clients, Hana. You can read
them almost as well as you read me. My work here has never
been about trying to be happy. We both know what the pawn-
shop is really for, what service we actually provide.”

Hana stared at her reflection in the window. “Do you ever
envy them, Otou-san?”

“Envy who?”

“Our clients. [ know that I should not, but sometimes [—"

Toshio slammed his sake cup on the table. “Do I need to re-
mind you about what happened to your mother?”

Hana lowered her head, swallowing hard. “She stole a choice
from the vault.”

Toshio lifted Hana’s chin, forcing her to meet his eyes.
“And?”

“And paid for her crime with her life.”

Toshio set his hands on the table and exhaled a sigh that
echoed in his chest. When he spoke again, his tone shifted to
the gentle one he reserved for more anxious clients. “T know
that you do not want this life. You never have. It is the cruelest
of duties, but it is also the most important one.”

“I know, Otou-san. I know.”

“I was not the husband your mother deserved, and neither
have I been the best father to you. But I have run this pawnshop
as well as I could and have tried to train you to do the same. It
is all I know and all I can give you. I failed your mother in the
worst possible way, but I hope that I have taught you better.

“Tomorrow, this pawnshop will be yours, and with it, all its

rules and consequ&%c&s/.rIIgvHitl%e Hq\t/%llvg?yaslbe around to protect
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you, Hana. Promise me that you will not repeat your mother’s
mistake. You can forget every lesson I ever taught you, but you
must never forget that the only choice we are allowed to make
in this world is between death or—"

“Fate.” Hana bowed her head. “I will not forget.”

Hana stumbled into bed, her head spinning. She couldn’t tell if
it was the sake or her father’s words that made her dizzy. It was
difficult to decide whether what he said sounded like a warning
or a goodbye. Hana was more familiar with the former than
most people. Her mother’s ghost lived in every room of their
home, reminding Hana about what happened to those who
broke the pawnshop’s most important rule: Forget.

Toshio had taught Hana to say the word before any other,
making her repeat it like a prayer when they opened the pawn-
shop for business in the morning and locked up at night. Once
the pawned choices were inside their vault, Hana had to push
them completely from her mind. It didn’t matter how bright,
beautiful, or fascinating they were.

The new owners, who came every new moon to collect the
choices of the shop’s clients, did not like to share these precious
finds. This, Hana thought, was the real reason why her father
kept the vault hidden behind a bookshelf in the pawnshop’s
back room. Wandering thoughts were the stealthiest of thieves,
and Hana was never allowed to forget the consequences of
dwelling on choices that could never be hers. But while warn-
ings were nothing new to her, she did not have much experi-
ence with farewells. Her father was as constant as the moon,
except for that one silent morning when he was not.

It had been eight na%npglg}? Isdrﬁ(iee na }é?ldafound Toshio lying
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motionless at the bottom of the stairs after his heart attack.
The image remained etched behind her eyelids. It was the last
thing she saw before she sank into sleep and the first thing that
greeted her when her dreams ended. Toshio’s heart had never
tully recovered. Neither had Hana’s. Her chest tightened when-
ever he looked tired or short of breath. So when Hana awoke
to nothing but the sound of her thoughts on the first day of his
retirement, she imagined the worst. She hurried to his bed-
room, not bothering to wear her slippers.

The door was ajar.

“Otou-san?” Hana peeked inside.

An empty bed stared back at her. Hana rushed to the stairs,
holding her breath.

The stairway and landing were empty. Hana exhaled. Her
father, she told herself, had probably been just as anxious about
her first day in charge of their family business as she was and
had gone downstairs to the pawnshop early. Hana took her
time going down the steps, conjuring images of Toshio review-
ing her record books and checking their inventory of tea.

This was a far more pleasant explanation for their home’s
silence than the second possibility Hana was struggling to
shove out of her mind. She was too young to remember that
particular quiet morning when her mother had died, but when
she was old enough to understand, Toshio described to her the
day of her mother’s execution for the first and last time.

Hana reached the bottom of the steps and stubbed her toe
on something small and hard. A lidless wooden tea box skit-
tered over the floor and crashed into her father’s overturned
desk. A pale stream of sunlight revealed the rest of the chaos at
her feet. Record E%%lglsriséﬁetvga ﬁ%etrmak}ere. Chairs knocked
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over. Glass shelves shattered. Hana staggered back and tripped
over the stairs. White heat exploded in her tailbone.

Hana bit down a yelp and scrambled to stand. Her eyes flew
around the ransacked pawnshop and fell on the trail of sunlight
that led over the floorboards, across the room, and out a wide-
open front door.
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