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MMM
To all the brilliantly flawed and complex women in my life.
MMM

C h a p t e r

O n e

December 24th
Chicago, Illinois

I

’d always been told hospitals were a place to heal and rest, but my
mother’s hospital room was an assault on the senses. The stench
of decaying flowers and cloying cherry disinfectant clung to my skin,
invaded my nose. A wave of nausea swept over me. I couldn’t breathe,
couldn’t think.
“I need to get some air.”
I rose to my feet before Risa could object, although I knew she
wouldn’t. My sister had been trying to convince me all day to leave
Mom’s hospital room, to go get some real food or take a walk.
“Sure, Mari, go ahead. I’ll stay with Mom.” Risa nodded without
looking up, her short blond curls bobbing. She leaned back in her bedside chair, still absorbed in her book. I glanced at Mom, now a papery,
skeletal version of the woman she once was. But at least she was peaceful, sleeping.
As soon as I stepped through the hospital’s sliding glass doors, the
blast of cold air sent an involuntary shiver through my body. I pulled
my hair back into a ponytail, knowing the chill wouldn’t last, that five
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minutes in I’d be sweating, my muscles warmed. Maybe the fact I already wore running shoes was fate, or maybe I’d just gotten lazy—too
exhausted after so many long days split between the gallery and the
hospital to care about my appearance. Either way, I’d dressed in sweats
that morning and I was going for a run, damn it.
I turned north and ran down the nearly deserted sidewalk. Streetlights were wrapped with faux greenery and twinkling lights, and last
week’s snowstorm had left lingering mountains of gray snow on the
edge of parking lots. The morning air stung my throat, but the cold was
a welcome change from the stifling hospital room.
I ran for most of an hour, my pace too fast to fall into a comfortable groove. But the burn in my muscles and the emptiness of my mind
renewed me. No worrying about the doctor’s cryptic prognoses, about
visits from the counselor who peeked in occasionally to “see how we
were doing.” I could just run—it was me and the cold air and the thudthud-thud of my feet on the pavement, and all was right in the world.
But it wasn’t. This was a dream, and reality waited for me back in
that suffocating room. Risa would be wanting her mid-morning coffee,
and I, being the good big sister that I was, ordered two drinks from
the Starbucks around the corner so she didn’t have to settle for the
unbranded kiosk in the hospital’s lobby.
I expected to return a hero, sweaty but triumphant, brandishing
two grande peppermint lattes as I opened Mom’s door. But as I carried
the drinks down the hospital corridor, I saw Mom’s door was already
open. My hands trembled.
I sped up.
Sounds of movement and talking inside the room. And crying—
Risa was crying. I broke into a run, burning my hands as peppermint
latte sloshed over them onto the pristine polished floor.
Risa was still in her chair, sobbing behind both hands, her book
dropped at her feet. Two hospice nurses stood at the foot of Mom’s
bed, speaking in quiet, respectful tones.
[
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Mom didn’t look any different, looked for all the world like she
was still sleeping.
But the whirring, dripping sounds had stopped. They’d turned off
all the machines. Only Frank Sinatra’s crooning “Silent Night” drifted
down the hall from a distant room.
Mom had died.
And I’d missed it.

[
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C h a p t e r

T w o

Two months later
En route to Japan

T

he dimmed cabin lights brightened to a rosy glow, mimicking a
sunrise though it was late evening in Kyoto. I wiped the drool off
my lip with the back of my hand, glanced at the passengers on either
side of me. The elderly woman to my right was awake, watching Roman
Holiday on her seatback screen—Mom’s favorite movie, one I’d watched
with her three times in the hospital alone.
The smartly dressed blond woman on my left had her laptop out on
her tray table. Her stockinged feet rested on carry-on luggage with the
same floral print as the weekender bag Mom had picked up in England
years ago.
An optimistically small bag for her hospital stay.
The woman was probably working. Her nails on the keys tick-tickticked away, knocking on the door to my brain, reminding me I should
check my work email. I reached for the bag between my feet. And Risa
would need to be reminded of where I’d left Ginkgo’s pills. She needed
to know he wouldn’t take them without sticking the pills inside butter.
She needed to know—
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STOP IT, Mari. I pictured my little sister smirking at me, arms
crossed, standing next to my white puffball of a dog. Relax—I’ve got this.
I leaned back in my seat, rhythmically twisting the too-loose ring on
my middle finger.
The flight attendant pushed a drink cart down the aisle. She wore
a fitted top and pencil skirt, a jaunty kerchief with the Japan Airlines
red crane logo tied around her neck. “Green tea, coffee?” Her voice was
quiet, soothing.
I raised my hand. “Coffee would be amazing, thank you.”
She smiled a practiced smile, set a small cup on her metal tray, and
poured the coffee from a carafe. The two women on either side of me
asked for green tea.
Even over the aroma of my coffee, I could smell their tea. I’d missed
it, the slightly bitter scent, the warmth of it. A scent from my childhood.
Japan. I’m really going back. This is real. This is NOW.
I took a sip of the coffee, hissing as it stung my tongue. A sharp,
cheap flavor like the instant crap Thad used to buy when he’d finished
off my good stuff.
I should’ve asked for tea.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we will be landing at Kansai International Airport
in approximately half an hour. We anticipate a slightly early arrival. Local time
is 7:14 p.m.”
My cardigan was damp with sleep sweat. I’d take it off, but I was
afraid of elbowing the ladies next to me, so I made do with pulling my
hair back into a ponytail and hitting the button for my personal fan. It
whirred to life, but the clicking annoyed me, and I turned it back off. In
the row behind me, someone sneezed.
What the hell was I doing running away like this—abandoning my
sister, my now ex-boyfriend, maybe even my job? Tears welled in my
eyes and I fought them back, staring at the screen in front of me, at the
image of the tiny airplane and the dashed-line trek it’d made across the
Pacific Ocean. Even if Risa had made all the arrangements and basically
[
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shoved me out the door, it felt wrong to just leave. Even if it was for
only four weeks.
Deep breaths, Mari, deep breaths.
At first the timing of the grant had seemed fortuitous, if a bit
rushed. But the closer I got to Japan, the more reality set in and the
vague details of the NASJ grant paperwork felt more and more inadequate. Photograph an old isolated Japanese inn “for posterity’s sake”? It
wasn’t much to go on.
Had I brought the right camera lenses? Would four weeks be
enough time? It seemed an eternity to me right now, but I’d never been
asked to document an entire estate, never even received a grant before.
I was an artist, not a documentarian.
At least, I used to be an artist.
Maybe I should’ve splurged for the upgraded camera bag with better padding. I pictured the Roman Holiday woman next to me opening
the overhead compartment and my camera bag tumbling out onto the
floor. Contents may have shifted during flight.
Could she even reach the overhead compartment? She was a tiny
Japanese woman—probably in her seventies. I snuck a glance at her.
But Mom was sitting next to me.
I froze, my entire body turning numb.
Mom, leaning back in her seat, was watching the movie with a
slight smile on her lips. Her platinum blond hair was tied back in a
loose ponytail, but tufts had fallen out and were dusting her shoulders,
her blouse, like dead leaves. She sipped her green tea.
I struggled for air. The sweat dotting my skin turned cold, clammy.
No, no, no. I’m just tired, didn’t get enough sleep. I closed my eyes,
inhaled deep, gasping breaths. Mandarins, I smelled freshly peeled mandarins.
“Are you all right, honey?”
My eyes flew open. CEO woman on my left, with her slim laptop
and flowered bag, stared at me. Her eyes were wide with concern.
[
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I shot a glance to my right. The little grandmother had returned
and was happily watching her movie, oblivious to my distress.
Am I all right? The dreaded question.
Did she mean “do I need medical attention?” Or was it more of the
existential “all right” we all seem to strive for but never quite manage?
I smiled at the woman, responded with the only reasonable lie one
can give to that question: “I’m fine.”
Deep breaths, Mari. Deep breaths.
The flight attendant in her perfect pillbox hat and red bandana
came by again, this time with white gloves and a plastic trash bag. I
handed her my half-empty cup of coffee with an apologetic smile.
I should’ve asked for tea.
f
Like an orderly river, we flowed off the plane and down the jet bridge,
then spilled out into the brightly lit airport. I squinted, one hand carrying my camera bag, the other pulling my square under-the-seat luggage.
The stop at the bathroom with its private floor-to-ceiling stall doors,
the polite customs workers, the wait for baggage—it was all a blur. A foggy-headed, clips-and-phrases of Japanese and English blurring together
kind of chaos. But I was an ignorant American, the tall, brown-haired
white lady looking like a confused tourist, so of course I was funneled
through with utter politeness and a tolerance I was grateful for, yet also
resented. I didn’t need their help.
I say that, but when I finally stepped out into the arrivals area and
scanned the crowd for a sign or a screen or a hand-scrawled note featuring “Marissa Lennox,” I found none. My heart leapt into my throat
for a moment, but I swallowed it back down. No worries, the plane had
landed a few minutes early.
Maybe my ride was running late. Maybe there was a miscommunication about the terminal. Maybe . . .
[
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I scanned the line of men in suits and white gloves again, watching
for a glimmer of recognition in their alert faces, but each one’s eyes slid
past me to the next arriving passenger. I didn’t match their profiles. Of
course I didn’t.
I found a bench nearby where I could keep one eye on the sliding
glass doors and the other on my oversized suitcase and assorted bags.
But no drivers came rushing in, embarrassingly late to pick up the unfortunate foreign woman. I considered buying a coffee at the kiosk or
indulging in my love of Japanese vending machines, but decided against
it. I didn’t relish shoving all my luggage into a tiny bathroom stall if I
had to pee before I left.
And so, I waited.
A handful of older businessmen passed by, glanced surreptitiously my way, chattering amongst themselves with the self-assuredness of
men who assume I can’t understand them. One laughed and nodded. I
caught a few of their words in passing: foreigner, tall, Chelsea Clinton.
I chuckled and raised an eyebrow. Maybe Chelsea Clinton on her worst
day—my frizzy brown hair with graying roots was already sneaking out of
its scrunchie to spill across my oily face.
I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and turned on my phone,
careful to keep it in airplane mode. Damn it, I hadn’t thought I’d need
an international plan. I pulled up the email from Ogura Junko at the
Yanagi Inn—no phone number, not even in the email signature. I leaned
my head back against the hard wall, practiced the breathing technique
Risa had taught me in the hospital months ago. Breathe in, one-two-three,
breathe out, one-two-three.
I double-checked the email, noted the inn’s street address. If no
one came to pick me up, I could just step outside, find a cab, and give
them Yanagi Inn’s address (though the long ride from the airport to the
remote inn would probably cost a fortune).
I wasn’t helpless, after all.
But still, having no one to meet me . . . not a good omen.
[

8\

The Secret Garden of Yanagi Inn

Half an hour passed before I thought to check the print-out of the
grant paperwork Risa had sent me. I dug through my bags until I found
it tucked in the pocket beside my laptop. I balanced the computer on
my lap and smoothed the sheet of printer paper across its flat top.
I hadn’t bothered printing the front page, only a few paragraphs
from the middle, with highlighted parts I’d thought relevant. No contact info.
. . . for the purpose of documenting, via artistic photography
and for the sake of posterity, the property known hereafter as
YANAGI INN . . .
“Lennox-san?”
I glanced up sharply, nearly toppling the laptop. A sixty-something
woman with greying, short-cropped hair stood over me. She wore a
simple indigo kimono with a wide cream-colored obi belt, and a grandmotherly air of silent disapproval.
“Ogura-san?”
For a moment, she just towered over me, scrutinizing my face as if
searching for something. Then she gave a barely discernable nod and
turned toward the glass doors. I scrambled, shoving the printout and
my laptop back into their bag. I didn’t even have time to pull out my
jacket.
“Wait!” I called after her, frustration creeping into my voice as I
grabbed the handles of my various bags and rolling luggage.
It seemed like every one of the airport’s many patrons turned and
stared at me. I flushed and scrambled after Ogura, the only person in
the building who hadn’t bothered acknowledging my cry.
I tripped out of the automatic doors, following the old woman into
the brisk night air. She was surprisingly quick in her traditional wooden
sandals, weaving between travelers toward a slick black sedan waiting
at the curb, its lights flashing. A driver in a black suit and white gloves
[
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hopped out of the car and started loading my bags into the spacious
trunk. I thanked him, my cramped arms lightening with every bag removed from my care.
Ogura climbed into the passenger seat before the final bag was
stored in the trunk, so the driver opened the door to the back and I
slipped inside, grateful to sink into the soft leather interior.
It’s dark, I thought vaguely, for both the car’s tinted windows and
the sky outside were inky, seductive, and as soon as I set down my camera bag, clicked my seatbelt, and rested my head against the cold window beside me, I was out.

[
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C h a p t e r

S

T h r e e

omeone was whispering. I opened my eyes, lifted my head off the
window glass. Lights and large overhead signs flickered past at regular intervals, and the car purred like we were creeping down a freshly
poured driveway. Must be on a highway.
Ogura was in the front seat, chatting with the driver in hushed
tones. Though her voice was soft, I caught snippets—enough to get the
gist of her one-sided conversation about the hassles of picking up ignorant gaijin women.
I sat up straighter, spoke up—in Japanese—just loud enough I was
sure both parties could hear me: “It must have been troublesome to
drive all the way out to the airport to get me. I apologize for the inconvenience.”
Silence. Ogura didn’t reply, but she inclined her head, very slightly,
an acknowledgment of my statement. The driver remained silent.
Perhaps I should’ve held back the fact I speak Japanese. I stared
out the window, processing the flashing of headlights, businesses, and
homes as they blurred past. “How much longer is the drive?” I asked.
“Another forty minutes,” Ogura answered, grudgingly, as if I had
asked her to sew on a button the moment she was heading out the door
for an important meeting.
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“I see.” I had no idea how long we’d been on the road already. I
turned my attention to my camera bag, taking the opportunity to unzip
each compartment and check the contents inside. The lenses I held up
to passing flashes of light seemed whole, undamaged.
“Excuse me,” I began again. “Do you know what I’ll be asked to
photograph at Yanagi Inn?”
Ogura twisted her body just enough she could stare silently at me
in the intermittent flashes of light.
“For the grant? I’m supposed to be documenting Yanagi Inn, but
the grant didn’t provide many details.”
Ogura and the driver exchanged a glance. Then she shifted back
around in her seat. “No one tells me anything,” she muttered so softly I
wasn’t sure I was meant to hear.
I leaned my head against the window again, silently counting the
seconds between each flash of passing light until the gentle rocking of
the car lulled me back to sleep.
f
I jolted awake when the car came to a stop after its long, silent drive.
The two front doors closed with solid thuds, but I sat alone in the
dark for a moment longer, groggy and disoriented. The car jostled as
the driver unloaded my bags from the trunk, and Ogura’s cold figure
disappeared inside the inn. I grabbed my camera bag and scrambled
out of the car.
The moment I stepped out into the night, the cold air hit me like a
slap to the face. I’d been wrong to think that surviving Chicago winters
would make everything else feel warm by comparison, but at least this
cold came with an invigorating crispness found only in areas far from
airports and population density; it reminded me of camping. I spun in
a slow circle. No streetlights or storefronts or neighbors interrupted my
view of the black night.
[
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I breathed in deeply, until a shiver wracked my body.
The building in front of me was traditional, wooden, with a single-story, peaked roof. The structure itself was almost entirely obscured
by overgrown, wayward bushes, as if nature itself was bent on swallowing the property whole. The only illumination, save for the pallid moonlight, came from a worn red paper lantern hanging from the covered
entrance, shedding its feeble light on walls that were corroded and peeling, as if made of aging parchment.
I was reminded of an art exhibit I’d seen years ago. The gallery’s
walls had been covered with large, unsettling photographs of small-town
haunted houses, the kind of properties that children mention only in
whispers and that spawn urban legends. This façade was so forsaken,
and so vastly different from the grand entranceway I had envisioned,
that I began to wonder whether there’d been a mistake. But then I saw
it—a battered wooden sign hanging by the front doors, carved with the
name “Yanagi Inn,” and my stomach sank. I was in the right place.
The driver was standing beside me, luggage in hand, waiting. I
ducked my head in apology (what was I apologizing for?) and followed
him down the short path to the inn’s entrance. The granite walkway
was lined with rounded black stones, the rock beds so infested by weeds
I feared stepping off the path lest they reach out to trip me. There were
no signs of life or movement, no other sounds besides our own hollow
footsteps as we approached the inn.
Inside, all was silent and still. We walked through the sparse lobby,
with its musty scent and smattering of chairs that looked to be from the
1970s. We passed an unmanned front desk with a worn leather guestbook on the counter and a wall of framed newspaper reviews behind it.
We only paused to remove our shoes where the tiled floors of the lobby
stepped up to a raised level of tatami matting.
The hallways were dimly lit, and the dry scent of dust and heating elements permeated the air. No one spoke. I followed the driver
in socked feet, and he dragged my luggage through the narrow halls,
[
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following Ogura, although I couldn’t see her. The silence was unnerving, accustomed as I was to the near constant commotion of living in a
South Loop Chicago high-rise with thin walls and energetic neighbors.
But this silence wasn’t the quiet found in relaxing vacation spots;
it was more like being trapped in a jar with a lid dampening all outside
noise. A muted, deadened soundlessness which made me tread lightly
so I wouldn’t be the monster to disrupt it.
I half expected to turn the corner and encounter the creepy twin
girls from The Shining. I shuddered; why had I let Thad convince me to
watch that movie?
After a few turns, we came to an abrupt stop and found Ogura
standing in front of an open door. The driver placed my luggage inside,
bowed, and disappeared down the hall before I had a chance to properly thank him.
I was loath to break the silence anyways.
A teenaged maid, dressed in a paler blue version of Ogura’s kimono, was bustling about the room. She had pushed aside a low table
laden with small, covered bowls and was laying out a futon and bedding
on the tatami matting.
“Yuna-chan,” Ogura broke the silence with a stern tone. “Lennox-san would like to retire now.”
Yuna spun around, apparently unaware that she had company. Her
long ponytail slipped over her shoulder as she bowed. “Good evening,
Lennox-san,” she said in heavily accented English.
I glanced over my shoulder; Ogura had already disappeared down
the hall. “Oh, you can call me Mari,” I replied softly in Japanese.
A smile of relief spread across Yuna’s round, youthful face as she
straightened. “You speak Japanese?” She spoke in a slight dialect, one I
didn’t recognize.
I returned her smile, though I’m sure it looked tired, strained. “I
spent a lot of my childhood here. And then I went on to study Japanese
in college.”
[
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Yuna’s brow furrowed slightly as she took in my frizzy light brown
hair and hazel eyes. “Forgive me for being blunt, but you’re not halfJapanese, right?”
I chuckled and waved a hand in front of my face. “No. My family lived outside Yokohama because my father was an American expat
working for Toshiba.” I set my camera bag on the floor, rolled my shoulders to relieve the strain. “I went to an international school, but my
parents refused to live in an expat haven, so we lived in a normal neighborhood, had Japanese friends.”
“Oh. Why did you move back to America?”
I froze. Did I really want to get into all that right now, with a complete stranger, no less? I looked at my watch, hoping maybe the girl
would take the hint. “Well, my parents separated and—”
“Yuna-chan.” The dark specter of Ogura reappeared in the doorway. “I’m sure our guest would like to retire for the evening.”
Good god, yes, thank you. I never thought I’d be relieved to see Ogura
again.
“Of course.” Yuna flushed, and she hurried to arrange the bedding.
“What time would you like me to bring breakfast?”
“I don’t even know what time it is now,” I said with a sigh. “I’m
sure my sleep schedule will be off. How about nine?”
I heard a quiet “Tsk” sound behind me. I turned, but Ogura was gone.
Yuna nodded, either ignoring or not noticing Ogura’s disdain. She
showed me the notecard with wifi information, then lifted the lids off
the bowls on the table to reveal a variety of individually wrapped rice
crackers and, I realized with a pang to my heart, mandarins. “I’m sorry we didn’t have a meal ready for you. The kitchen was already shut
down.”
I walked Yuna to the door. “No worries, I certainly understand.
My apologies for arriving so late. I hope I haven’t disturbed any other
guests.” I was reminded of the eerie silence of the dark hallways I’d
walked down. Were there any other guests?
[
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“Oh, no need to worry about that.” Yuna waved a hand in front
of her face and chuckled. “Well, good night . . . Mari-san.” She winked
and left the room, sliding the door closed behind her.
I sank into the floor chair beside the table. She seemed like a nice
girl, and it was good to have a friendly face here in this foreboding environment, but I had no more energy left to maintain a pleasant façade. I
picked up a mandarin, but then replaced it in the bowl. Their presence
was just a coincidence, but it still unnerved me. Instead, I unwrapped a
large rice cracker and enjoyed a savory, if slightly stale, bite.
I let my gaze roam the room. Why did a teenager even work in a
dilapidated place like this? A low table with a scuffed black top and two
matching floor chairs, each with a threadbare red cushion. A single
futon mattress with old-fashioned floral bedding laid out on the tatami
floor, a standing paper lamp beside it. Several sliding doors leading to
a private bathroom, a closet, and presumably out to a veranda. The
room’s only decorations were a scroll painted with stylized kanji and a
vase of fresh pine branches, red winter berries, and bright white chrysanthemums. At least the flowers were fresh and new.
The space felt more like some forsaken grandmother’s house than
the esteemed ryokan I’d envisioned, but at least it was clean.
After a quick stop in the bathroom (with its disappointingly regular
Western toilet), I stripped off the cardigan and jeans I’d been wearing
for god knows how many hours and stared in the mirror. Bags under
my eyes, my hair a stringy mess, my face greasy. Too angular, haggard.
I looked like shit.
If only I could blame it all on international travel.
Too tired for a shower, I threw on pajamas and switched off the
shoji paper lamp. When I flopped down on the futon, it emitted a faint
floral scent, just as you’d expect at a grandmother’s house. The mattress
was firm, perfect really—the kind of bed I’d always wanted to sleep on
when we lived in Japan, but Risa and I had both slept in frilly pink
princess-themed canopy beds—which Risa loved.
[
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But I didn’t.
My body was heavy, sluggish, but my mind wouldn’t stop whirling.
I was in Japan again, after so many years. I would wake up tomorrow
in a strange bed with new surroundings, new obligations, new people,
and . . .
I needed my sleeping pills. But no, Risa had given me a hard look
when she’d found the bottle in my luggage and handed me the bag of
melatonin lozenges instead. But I’ve always hated having something in
my mouth when I’m trying to sleep. It feels like an obvious choking
hazard, like giving a grape to an active toddler.
Whatever. I closed my eyes, practiced my breathing exercises again.
Breathe in, one-two-three, breathe out, one-two-three.
My heart rate slowed, my mind settled. I focused on the silence
in the room. Somewhere, a clock tick, ticked away the seconds. I had
started to drift off into a fuzzy realm filled with the steady hum of airplane engines and the quiet rustle of a hundred passengers shifting in
uncomfortable seats when another sound invaded my mind.
A low, mournful keening.
It sounded like a far-off wounded animal, a whining dog. This was
an isolated place—could there be coyotes? My eyes opened slowly. Were
there even coyotes in Japan? I held my breath, listened with ears attuned
to the eerie, distant sound.
No, it wasn’t a howl. Was someone crying?
Mom.
I was a child again, lying in my princess canopy bed, pillow pressed
against my ears to block out the sound. A whimper in the matching bed
against the far wall; Risa must’ve heard it, too.
“Go to sleep, Risa,” I whispered, and she fell silent. But the weeping from our mother’s room continued . . .
It’s not Mom, Mari. I squeezed my eyes shut.
My thoughts flew, perhaps rashly, to the young maid. As I strained
to hear the whimpers filtering through the thin walls of my room, I
[
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clenched my jaw to keep my own emotions in check; I’d spent too many
nights balanced on the brink of inconsolable tears not to relate. Yet
what would a young girl like Yuna (for she couldn’t be older than sixteen or seventeen) be doing in a place like this so late at night? Did she
live here?
I opened my eyes again, stared at the dark ceiling somewhere above
me. Maybe the cries really weren’t human—a fox? Some kind of bird?
Or maybe they were just in my mind—childhood memories, emotional projections.
Or premonitions.
Damn it, where were my sleeping pills when I needed them?
I squeezed my eyes closed, tried to shut off my mind. But the words
Risa whispered to me when she’d hugged me goodbye at the airport
kept cycling through my brain.
It’s what Mom would have wanted.
Oh, how I wished I knew if that was true.

[
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“I could sense two diverging paths in frontof me once again:
one in which I fled the inn and
left all the mysteries behind, and one in which
I stayed and saw things through to the very end, no matter
how unsettling and painful.”
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