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For everyone in search of new beginnings





chapter one

The Pawnshop of Almosts and Ifs

Time has no borders except those people make. On this particularly cold
autumn day, Ishikawa Hana fashioned that border out of the thinnest layer
of skin. Eyelids were useful that way. Because 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 that the pawnshop had been in Toshio’s charge, there
were only two occasions when it had not opened 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 luxury 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 business. 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 anyone 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
toddler at her father’s feet or worked by his side as a young woman, had any
of their clients bothered to inquire what the pawnshop’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 stood in line outside the long-standing popular restaurant
would tell you that its shoyu ramen was the best in the Taitō 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 modern two decades ago. Yellowed walls
plastered with autographed 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, fastening 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 retirement: 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 misplaced a pawned antique watch. His eyes had grown
darker than the clouds churning above their home’s courtyard garden, and
when he gripped her by her thin shoulders 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 hollowed 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 beneath it made up her entire world, and today, that world felt
even smaller.

And quiet.
Hana cocked her head, straining to hear the familiar clinking of cups and

bowls from the kitchen downstairs. But only silence 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 possible reasons
the pawnshop was this quiet, and neither of them was good.



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 ignored 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 slightest 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 record 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 hair, tied
in a loose knot at her nape, shared the color of the single strand of white
freshwater pearls she 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 restaurant?”
“No. This is my pawnshop.”



“Is the restaurant upstairs?”
Toshio shook his head. “It is not.”
A wrinkle deepened across the woman’s handsome forehead.
“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. “I…I 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. “I 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.

Tea. At this point in their conversation with her father, all clients
pondered the same thing. It was a simple thought, small and as light as air,
without any sharp edges they could cut themselves 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 pawnshop
owner’s kind offer. If anything, it would be impolite to say no, seeing as they
had been the ones who had mistakenly wandered 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 generous, offers at this
pawnshop.”

“But I’m not here to…” Izumi rolled a pearl from her necklace 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 to Toshio as Hana took her leave. “You have a lovely

daughter, Ishikawa-san.”
“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 grateful 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 necklaces have no
value here.”

—

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


