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Chapter One: The Sign in the Window






The pawn shop sat wedged between a store that sold things for under a dollar, a bedraggled and closed-down hardware store, and the laundromat that no one seemed to use. It was here that Riley Bennett had learned to keep his eyes down and his pace quick. 

A bone-chilling wind swept through downtown, carrying wood smoke from someone's stove and warning of an early snow. Tightening his jacket and slowly reading the handwritten sign taped inside the shop's window, "Help wanted, serious inquiries only," he decided to take a chance. After all, he needed a job, and this seemed like a place he could find one.

Three months since he dropped out of college. Two months since his landlord started leaving increasingly pointed notes about back rent. One week since the collection agency began calling about his mother's medical bills, the ones he'd co-signed for when he was eighteen and full of hope. The bills had outlived her by fourteen months now, growing interest like mold in a forgotten basement.

Riley pressed his palm against the shop's glass door, took a deep breath, and decided he had to do this. His reflection stared back at him—twenty-two years old and already carrying the exhaustion of someone who had learned that working two jobs still wasn't enough. No, it was nowhere near enough to cover his responsibilities and bills. Beneath his hand, the glass felt unnaturally cold, cold enough that he almost pulled away. It didn't make sense. But rent was due in six days, and the gas station had just cut his hours again. He was out of options. This had to work. He needed another job.

The shop's interior looked like every other pawn shop Riley had ever been desperate enough to enter. Guitars hung on the far wall, their strings probably loose and their cases long gone to other transactions. A jewelry counter ran along the right side, filled with engagement rings that someone had decided weren't worth keeping, even an assortment of wedding bands. Sports equipment cluttered one corner—baseball bats, a hockey stick with tape still wound around its handle, a basketball that had lost most of its air. But something felt off about this place, something that made Riley's skin prickle even before he noticed the absence of price tags on any of the items. No price tags? Did that mean this guy would try to soak somebody for every cent they had? Yeah, that's probably what he did. At least Riley thought that might be what he was doing.

Behind the counter sat a man who looked like he had been carved from the same weathered wood as the shop itself. His hair had turned gray in a way that suggested it was once dark, and his hands rested flat on the counter with the calm patience of someone who knew how to wait. When he looked up at Riley, his eyes were pale blue and seemed to see right through whatever confidence Riley was trying to put out.

"The sign said you're hiring," Riley said. His voice came out rougher than he'd intended, scraped raw from the cold walk downtown. 

The man didn't respond immediately. Instead, he studied Riley with an intensity that made Riley want to check if his shirt was buttoned wrong or if something embarrassing was written across his forehead. The silence stretched between them like taffy, pulling thinner and thinner until Riley was certain the man would simply tell him to leave. He waited for the man to say something, anything.

"Warren Kemp," the man finally said. He didn't offer his hand to shake. "You ever worked in a pawn shop before?" This was a guy who was very direct and his question showed it. 

"No, but I've been in enough of them." Riley tried for honesty, figuring lies would be transparent to someone with eyes like that. "I need work. I'm reliable, I show up on time, and I don't steal." There it was all out on the table, and he waited for the response.

Warren's mouth twitched at one corner, not quite a smile. "Those are baseline requirements for being human, not qualifications for employment." He stood up from his stool, and Riley realized the man was shorter than he'd expected, maybe five-foot-seven, but he carried himself with the weight of someone much larger. "What I need is someone who can keep their mouth shut and their judgments in check. Someone who understands that other people's stories aren't entertainment." This was an odd beginning to a job interview.

Riley thought about his mother's hospital room, the way visitors had whispered in the hallway about how young she was, how sad it all was, turning her dying into a narrative they could consume and feel moved by. He thought about the collection calls, the way the woman on the phone spoke about his debt like it was a moral failing rather than a mathematical inevitability.

"I can do that," Riley said. This was the truth because he had kept his mouth shut on many occasions when he wanted to scream something and hadn't.

Warren moved around the counter with surprising grace for someone his age—Riley guessed somewhere in his early sixties, though something about the man suggested he might be older or younger, existing in a space where age became irrelevant. He walked to the shop's front window and flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED, even though it was only two-thirty in the afternoon. Why was he closing the shop now? Riley couldn't figure that one out.

"This isn't a regular pawn shop," Warren said, his back still to Riley. "We don't deal in objects, not really. We deal in memories." Memories? Weren't pawn shops where you took valuables to exchange them for money? How could you buy a memory?

Riley waited for the punchline, the moment when Warren would crack a smile and admit he was messing with the desperate kid who'd walked in looking for work. But when Warren turned around his expression held nothing but absolute seriousness. This guy meant business.

"Memories," Riley repeated, tasting the word.  An explanation would be appropriate now Riley thought. 

"Memories," Warren confirmed. He gestured around the shop. "Everything you see here—the guitars, the jewelry, the sporting equipment—these are just anchors. Physical objects that held meaning for someone. But what we actually trade in, what people actually bring us, are the memories attached to those objects."

Riley's first instinct was to walk out. His second instinct was to laugh. His third instinct, the one that actually took hold, was to stay very still and listen, because Warren Kemp didn't look like a man who made jokes or wasted time on elaborate pranks. This was the time for Riley to keep quiet.

"How does that work?" Riley asked.

Warren moved to one of the guitars on the wall, a battered acoustic with a crack running through its body. He touched it with the reverence most people reserved for religious artifacts. "A man brought this in six months ago. Tommy Vickers worked at the plant for thirty years before it closed. He brought the guitar and the memory of his daughter's wedding, the first dance he had with her before she moved to Seattle and stopped calling. He said the memory hurt too much to keep."

"And you... what? You took it?" He knew the question was pretty dumb because the man already said he took it because it was hanging on the wall. But there was a story attached to that guitar.

"I store it," Warren said. "Along with the guitar. And when the time is right, when Tommy's ready, he can come back and reclaim it. Or someone else can experience it if they need to understand something about loss or love or letting go."

Riley's head felt too full, too crowded with impossibilities trying to wedge themselves into the space where his understanding of reality had been comfortably sitting. "That's not possible."

"Isn't it?" Warren's pale eyes fixed on Riley again. "Close your eyes."

"What?" Riley’s concern now was that something was about to happen, and he wasn't sure he wanted to participate.

"Close your eyes. Think about a memory that matters to you. Something specific. Not just a general feeling or an idea, but an actual moment you can step back into."

Riley wanted to refuse, wanted to walk out of the shop and forget this conversation ever happened. But his feet stayed planted on the worn floorboards, and his eyelids grew heavy. He thought about his mother's kitchen, the yellow wallpaper with tiny sunflowers that she'd always meant to replace but never got around to. He could smell the coffee she'd brew too strong, could feel the texture of the Formica countertop beneath his palms, could hear the exact sound of her laugh when he'd said something that surprised her into joy.

When he opened his eyes, Warren was nodding. "You went somewhere just now. I could see it on your face. That's where the memories live—in those spaces between heartbeats, where the past feels more real than the present. I just help people store them somewhere safer than their own heads."

Riley swallowed. His throat felt tight. "And you want to hire me to do what, exactly?" He wasn't sure he could do it or if he wanted this job, but desperation was stronger than anything.

"Learn," Warren said simply. "Watch. Listen. Help people when they come in carrying something too heavy to hold onto. And most importantly, help me keep watch for the ones who've figured out what we do here. The ones who want to take these memories for themselves."

"Who would want that?" It almost sounded like people were thieves who wanted to steal memories, and that he had to watch so they didn't.

Warren's expression shifted, and for the first time, Riley saw something that looked like fear flicker across the older man's features. "There are things in this world that feed on pain, on regret, on the moments people wish they could forget. This shop protects those memories, keeps them from being consumed. If you work here, you'll be part of that protection. You'll be a keeper."

The shop seemed to grow colder around them, and Riley couldn't tell if it was his imagination or something else, something that made the guitars on the wall tremble slightly on their hooks.

"When do I start?" Riley heard himself say it, surprise by how much he meant it. He didn't even ask what he would be paid for his work.  And the deal was done.








