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To my friends who have read


my books but love me anyway




PART I


THE DOOR




CHAPTER ONE


Present day
Chiran, Kagoshima Prefecture, Japan


Lee


In the house behind the sword ferns, there was a man, and a murderer, and a stain.


The house was nearly two centuries old, its walls accustomed to drinking up soot from charcoal burned through the long winters. Its tatami mats had darkened from the sting of sunlight, hiding the footprints of the last family who lived there. The cypress walls with tobacco varnish should have swallowed even the darkest stain whole, kept it safe and secret.


But there it was, all the same—a dark, narrow line, as if red wine had splashed and then dripped down, or perhaps a thin finger had smeared it like a tally mark.


Lee Turner pressed his thumb to the stain, scraped a bit of it onto his nail, then brought it to his lips and licked. He could taste the wood varnish more than anything else, but yes, that was definitely blood, in a place it shouldn’t have existed.


Bloodstains in kitchens belonged on counters and floors and sinks—places where cooking knives sliced down on fingers instead of carrots, or ungloved hands reached into a soapy sink full of sharp objects. But this stain was just above Lee’s eye level—too high for anyone to wield a cooking knife. Even worse, it marked the thin strip of wood between the oven and the open door into the corridor, far from where anyone would have prepared food.


Normally, for Lee, all the jagged puzzle pieces of the world lay tight and flat against each other. But sometimes, Lee found anomalies—like this stain—where dark chasms opened up between what he saw and what he knew to be true.


The truth was that this house hadn’t been occupied for a century, and his father had only moved in yesterday, so there shouldn’t have been any stains that Lee could still taste. And the other truth was that whatever had happened here was no accident.


Lee scraped the rest of the blood away with his thumb and watched it flake onto the tiles.


There had been so much blood in the stairwell back at school, but Lee had done a much better job at cleaning that up. His dorm had a communal cleaning closet with bleach and rags and giant trash bags. Lee had cleaned the landing and the railing and even the floor on the lowest level because he knew how far the blood had dripped. Then, once James’s body was gone, Lee had mopped the stairs just to be sure he hadn’t missed a spot. Lee Turner never would have left a stain like this behind.


Perhaps it was morbid, but Lee found it easier to picture James as a rotting corpse than as his roommate.


James had let Lee copy his astronomy homework without even asking, had brought him an extra slice of pizza when he came back from dinner with the crew team, had unlocked the door as quietly as possible when he came home drunk at 4 a.m. He was more careful around Lee than most people, as if he’d always known what Lee really was.


James had green eyes, which looked like entire planets.


James had green eyes, past tense, because Lee smashed them until they burst.


That was another anomaly, another truth that Lee still couldn’t decipher. Because he liked James’s green eyes, and he liked James, and he’d killed James, and those words didn’t make sense together, but they were still true.


There must have been a reason.


No one killed without a purpose, even if that purpose was something awful like “death excites me” or “I wanted to see how it felt.” But Lee hadn’t wanted to know the taste of James’s blood, hadn’t wanted to hold this awful feeling inside him, like the collapse of an entire star system inside his rib cage. Lee was full of dead stars and empty universes now. There was a reason, but he couldn’t remember it.


Lee reached into his left pocket, but it was empty. He’d left the bottle of Ativan in his backpack. He had a few more doses of Benadryl in the blister pack in his right pocket that he could use in a pinch, but they weren’t as effective. He hoped he could find more medicine in Kagoshima. It was very important that he did.


“Are you . . . sucking your thumb?” his father asked.


Lee quickly pulled his finger out of his mouth, then stuffed his hands into his pockets before turning around to face his father.


“Just biting off a hangnail,” Lee said, shrugging.


Lee’s father didn’t believe him. Even with all the sedatives in his blood, Lee wasn’t stoned enough to miss this. His father had a way of wincing at Lee like he was a sharp ray of sunlight. That was why his father never looked at him for very long—Lee would burn shapes into his eyes, then steal his sight altogether.


Lee knew the problem: He looked too much like his mother, who no longer existed—the same dark curly hair, the same eyes that were pinched a bit too close together, the same starved expression. Like a python who wanted to cram the whole world inside its jaw and eat and eat and eat, and it wouldn’t fit but he would make it fit because people like Lee and his mother were people who devoured.


Lee’s father looked more like an old silver screen star—classic American jawline, Ivy League, broad shoulders, strong nose. He’d taken Lee for a paternity test when he was a bug-eyed toddler who looked like a cursed changeling. But the test had proved that, for better or worse, Lee was his son.


Lee turned away so his father wouldn’t have to look at him anymore, then dug into the box on the counter. “Do you want coffee?” Lee said, already pulling out the hand grinder and the beans, searching the drawers for a measuring spoon.


“The day I turn down coffee is the day I die,” Lee’s father said with a smile. He walked around the counter and pulled out a drawer, then handed Lee a tablespoon and patted him too hard on the shoulder before going back to the couch.


When his father turned his back, Lee pulled out a bag of decaf from the cabinet. It was supposed to be for Hina—his dad’s girlfriend—but his father wouldn’t know the difference. Lee opened the bag of coffee beans and scooped out a spoonful, but his hand stilled before he could dump it into the grinder.


The coffee had no smell.


He shook the beans around and breathed deeper, just to be sure, but could smell nothing at all.


“It’s a Japanese brand,” his dad called from across the room, misunderstanding why Lee had frozen with his nose in the coffee bag. “It might smell different. I’m still figuring out the best one.”


“Yeah, it smells different,” Lee said quickly.


His arms worked on autopilot to scoop out the coffee beans, then he sealed the bag and stuffed it into the depths of a cabinet. And here was another anomaly—the bag was already open, so Hina had already made coffee, and if she’d thought something was wrong with it, she would have thrown it away. Lee was the only one who couldn’t smell.


Lee Turner did not have allergies, or a cold, or a deviated septum. He knew that loss of smell either meant there was something wrong with your nose, or your brain.


He ground the beans, then filled the French press with exquisite carefulness, worried his shaking hands would spill the coffee or knock the whole thing over. He flipped the hourglass timer, mumbled something about the bathroom, and slipped into the hallway, where he took another Benadryl even though it would probably put him to sleep. It was too much, too soon, but he had to drink coffee with his father, who would notice if Lee’s hands were shaking. He took a steadying breath, then turned back to the kitchen and watched the grains of sand in the hourglass fall and fall and fall.


He poured his father a cup, added cream until it was medium brown, then stirred in two spoonfuls of sugar. Lee made his own coffee exactly the same way, not because he liked it, but because he hated the taste of coffee no matter what it was mixed with, and he might as well make his father think they were alike in this one particular way.


Lee placed the two coffee cups on the table and sat exactly one cushion away from his father on the couch, close enough that the distance felt friendly, but not so close that Lee looked clingy—his father only liked affection if it was quiet.


Lee’s father took a sip and nodded in approval. “Thank you, Lee,” he said, not looking at him.


Lee made a sound of acknowledgment and sipped his own coffee, which tasted like nothing at all. Here, in the silence, Lee let himself pretend that this was enough, that this was fine, that he was the kind of person who could sit and silently drink coffee and not feel like he was trying to hold back a tsunami from spilling out of his ears, his mouth, his eyes. He would drown the world one day. He was sure of it.


When he sat this close, he could hear his father’s heartbeat.


Too fast, sometimes stuttering, like it was trying to escape from something, someone.


You can’t hear other people’s heartbeats, his father once said. Maybe he couldn’t, but he didn’t know what Lee was capable of. After all, he was sitting here next to Lee, calmly drinking coffee instead of calling the cops to have Lee thrown in jail.


The doctor said his father’s heart condition was under control, but they couldn’t hear what Lee could. They didn’t have the same sense of impending doom that Lee could taste in the air the way animals could sense storms.


When Lee was fourteen and learned that stress could exacerbate his father’s condition, he took it upon himself to block all the news stations from the TV, to sweep up the kitchen and wipe the counters with lavender oil before his father got home from work, making sure his father never tripped over a shoe in the hallway or pulled an expired bottle of dressing from the fridge or had to make his own cup of coffee. Now that Lee was in college, his father’s girlfriend could take care of him, but Lee still made sure to only ever give his father good news, good grades, good behavior.


But there were only so many problems that Lee Turner could snowplow out of his father’s path, because he himself was a problem. The kind that could kill you.


“Is there anything you need in town?” his father asked. “I can drive you a bit later.”


Lee shook his head. It was bad enough that he’d asked to stay with his father while he took a semester off school. He didn’t want to make it worse by needing things. He could be like one of those pet turtles that you buried in winter, requiring nothing at all but a place to exist.


“Are you sure?” his father said, frowning. “You didn’t bring much with you.”


Lee realized he had to say something or his father would think he was lying out of politeness. Even when he tried to exist as quietly as possible, he managed to mess up. “Maybe some more socks,” he said. “But I need some sun if I don’t want the jet lag to knock me out before dinner, so I’ll just walk into town. You don’t have to drive me.”


His father smiled and Lee let out a breath—he’d given the right answer.


“It’s a beautiful walk,” his father said. “The South is still so green this time of year.”


“Is that why you moved here?” Lee said.


His father had always said he’d sell the house in New Jersey and move somewhere exotic after Lee went to college, but Lee hadn’t really expected him to do it. Only a week into Lee’s first semester, his father had called to tell him that he and his girlfriend were moving back to her home province in Japan, that he’d found an old country house for cheap and could work remotely anyway, so why not?


At Lee’s question, his father’s smile thinned. “That, and it’s close to Hina’s family,” he said. Then he took a long sip of coffee and looked out the window.


Lee stared at his father’s side profile, the nervous way he swallowed even though he hadn’t taken another sip.


The worst thing about Lee Turner—the part his father hated the most—was that he knew when people lied.


He could see it in the way their eyes dulled and their hands went stiff in their laps, in the nervous edge to their voices, in the way their gazes flickered like candles in a storm.


He knew his father had secretly bought his mother a chocolate birthday cake that she had never gotten to eat. He knew his mother was not really from Chicago like she’d told his father, but he could never ask her the truth. He knew his father loved him but did not like him, and he knew his mother did not love his father. He knew that his father had—for some reason—just lied about why he had come to Japan.


The Benadryl was starting to set in, blurring the edges of Lee’s vision. He set his mug on the table so he wouldn’t spill it. As a fog crept through his mind, he cared less and less about why his father had lied. People lied all the time for silly reasons—embarrassment, forgetfulness, nervousness. Lies didn’t always mean that the truth was important.


“Is the jet lag starting to set in?” his father said with a knowing smile.


Lee’s eyes snapped open. He’d been falling asleep sitting up.


“Apparently,” Lee lied, taking a scalding sip of coffee. He’d overdone it—he wasn’t supposed to be quite this sedated in front of his father, and he was lucky he had jet lag as an excuse. The only thing worse than acting like a freak was acting like a stoner.


“Take a nap,” his father said, clearing both their coffee cups. “I’ll wake you up in half an hour so it doesn’t ruin your sleep schedule.”


“Okay,” Lee said, tugging a pillow under his head and lying down across the couch. His father ruffled his hair and Lee thanked a god he didn’t believe in that he hadn’t messed up worse than this.


His body went numb, and he sank swiftly into unconsciousness. The sedatives had a way of dragging him into half sleep, where he could still sense his father’s footsteps in the hall and the sword ferns whispering across the windows but his body was made of cement and he couldn’t move at all. It was the only time he truly felt fine—when he was suspended between worlds. He knew that probably made him a drug addict, but there were worse things he could have been—like a murderer.


The sedatives were his grandmother’s fault.


She’d come to stay with Lee and his father after Lee’s mother disappeared. Lee hadn’t slept in a week, certain that if he stared at the open porch door for long enough, his mother would return. His grandmother took one look at his sallow skin and bloodshot eyes and gave him some Benadryl. Twenty minutes later, for the first time in Lee Turner’s life, his mind fell quiet.


He remembered cicadas outside his window. They had always been there, screaming into the night, but he had never noticed them until that day. He’d held a rainstorm inside his head for so long.


The next morning, he slipped the blister pack from his grandmother’s purse and took another Benadryl with breakfast, and a blanket of snow fell over his mind once more. He decided this was where he wanted to live—out in the snow, where he couldn’t feel his fingers or toes.


That was the night his father slept on the floor beside his bed, petted his hair until he thought Lee was asleep, and told him he was a good boy for the first time Lee could remember. Lee pretended he was asleep, and his dad cried for a long time, then kissed Lee’s forehead and went to his own room.


The next day, Lee asked his dad for more Benadryl, said it was the only way he could sleep. His father bought him as much as he wanted because Lee was better and everyone could see it. He no longer told truths that no one wanted to hear. He no longer stayed up late reading books backward just so he could taste the words differently. He no longer stared at cracks in the ceiling and imagined them expanding, mapping his own doom above his head every night. He was normal. A good boy. Soon after, he discovered melatonin, then valerian root, then Unisom, then Ativan.


It was never supposed to be a forever plan, but that just became another anomaly—Lee was scared to stop taking the pills but could no longer remember what he was scared of.


His father shook his shoulder, warm hands gently extracting him from the tangled web of dreams. Lee opened his eyes and squinted in the sunlight, then his gaze shifted to his father, who was smiling fondly down at him. He liked Lee when he was asleep, when he couldn’t say the wrong thing. His father’s heartbeat echoed through his hand on Lee’s shoulder, warm and slow and steady. He was fine, they were fine, and Lee was still sedated enough that it was easy to pretend James was nothing more than a dream.


“Wake up, Sleeping Beauty,” his father said, ruffling his hair. Lee leaned into the touch and his father laughed. “What are you, a dog?” he said kindly.


“Woof,” Lee said, forcing himself to sit up. The sound of his father’s heartbeat fell in sync with his own—still slow from sleep.


Even though the world felt like watercolors melting across a canvas, Lee knew from his father’s smile that this was for the best. Lee Turner might have been a freak, a murderer, and a junkie, but he swore he would not be the one to break his father’s heart.


Lee opened his laptop and began his search.


NYU student murder 


NYU student found dead October 2026 


New York University crimes 


New York missing student 


James Baldridge 


Lee Turner 


But no matter how many iterations he searched, there was no front-page spread in the New York Times about an NYU student found dead in his dorm, his roommate mysteriously missing. Still, it had only been three days—probably too soon for any of James’s friends or teachers to file a missing persons report. No one had found a body. Not yet.


Perhaps it wasn’t smart to type those things into his own laptop, but if worst came to worst, he’d smash the hard drive and drop it into the well outside. If the police actually got to the point of apprehending him and taking his computer, he was already screwed. Lee cleared the browser history just in case, then closed the laptop.


There was still a problem. One single thought that itched beneath his skin, a question so troublesome that even the Ativan couldn’t blur it away.


He couldn’t remember what he’d done with the body.


He remembered cleaning until the bleach seared his palms, scrubbing himself raw in the shower, then running away with untied shoes. He remembered throwing his clothes into a bag, buying a train ticket and then a plane ticket, waiting for an Uber late at night and wanting to rip his own face off because he thought for sure that everyone would see it in his eyes, MURDERER MURDERER MURDERER.


But he couldn’t remember where he’d put James.


He’d woken up on the plane in a cold sweat, worried that he hadn’t actually gotten rid of the body at all, that he’d left James in the hallway for the janitor to find. The police would catch him for sure. One roommate found dead and the other mysteriously fled the country? He was as good as guilty.


But if he’d done that, someone would have found the body by now. NYU would have shut down until they figured out what had happened. They couldn’t keep this kind of thing a secret from students.


But it seemed that, for now, no one knew a thing.


Still, Lee needed a better plan in case things went south. Japan had an extradition treaty with the US, so Lee wasn’t safe here if they came for him. But where else could he go, and with what money?


The sound of footsteps in the hallway pulled Lee back into his body, out of the dark crevices of his mind. He’d been zoning out while staring at the stain on the kitchen wall. If his father walked in now, he’d see Lee sitting in front of a closed laptop like he’d cast his brain out to another planet. That wouldn’t do. Lee stood up and crossed into the corridor before he could run into his dad, who had already seen him once today and didn’t need to suffer through another encounter.


Most of the rooms in the house had yellowed tatami mats that stuck to Lee’s shoes like the fibers of a Venus fly trap. As he walked down the hallway toward his room, he despised how every step clung to his feet, as if he wasn’t allowed to leave.


He didn’t know why his father had picked this place.


The house sat at the bottom of an incline, almost completely hidden by the veil of sword ferns and wild ginger. From the gate at the top of the hill, the house looked like a little white jewelry box forgotten in the woods. The exterior walls were somehow bright white despite the century of disrepair, caged in by dark cypress frames. A narrow porch lined the right side, and the black tiled roof cast darkness over the yard, leaving the uncut grass in a murky swamp of shadows.


Somehow, despite its state of abandonment, flowers bloomed tall and healthy on all sides of the house. Marigolds and summer lavender lined the southern yard, where the sun glared brightest. In the shadier western yard, the hues of the flowers deepened into auburn and vermillion. In the north yard, near the well, white buttercups emerged from the cracked dirt and the trees grew sparsely enough that you could just make out the sea. And in the front yard, bright pink tulips tangled with the sword ferns. Hina said that all those flowers were supposed to grow at different times of the year, that it didn’t make sense to have every season all at once, but Lee had seen far stranger things than stubborn flowers.


His father had only gotten as far as furnishing the kitchen, so the rest of the house was mostly empty. When they opened all the sliding doors because there was no air-conditioning, the wind blew straight through the hollow rooms from front to back, the whole world passing through the house like it wasn’t there at all.


Lee’s father had assigned him a room at the back of the house with sliding doors that opened to an overgrown clearing and the edge of a forest. Sunlight sparkled through a small window, casting a golden square on the tatami mats.


When Lee had arrived less than an hour ago, he’d only paused long enough to shove his suitcase in the corner and drop his backpack on the floor before making coffee for his father. His father thought the rest of his things were in storage for next semester. His father also thought he’d formally requested a semester off due to stress. His father thought a lot of things that weren’t true.


It helped that next week was the eight-year anniversary of his mother’s disappearance, and she’d officially been declared dead last week. That made a good excuse for the stress, one that made sense to his father. It should have been official after seven years, but because she’d vanished in Cambodia, there was a lot of paperwork that had to be translated and submitted and processed. Even eight years later, his mother was still helping him out.


They’d never found a body, and for a while, Lee thought that meant she might be alive. After all, the leading theory was that she’d been knocked out and crammed into a suitcase, then dragged off to a van in the parking lot.


But ever since Lee had started hearing her voice, he knew she had to be gone. After all, she couldn’t haunt Lee if she was still alive.


Let me out, Lee. 


Lee rolled his suitcase over to the closet and slid the door open to shove it inside, but came face-to-face with a cement wall. He pressed his hand to it, let the coolness spread from his palm into his bones. He knocked once against the wall, tried to ascertain its thickness, but the sound came out muted and an ache bloomed in his knuckles, the grit tearing at his skin, like the wall was biting back.


He shoved his suitcase into the darkest corner of the room, then dragged his backpack into the square of sunlight and pulled out his cell phone. Lee was torn between leaving it off forever and getting a burner phone, or just getting a SIM card so he could use his phone as usual and act innocent.


He gnawed his bottom lip, squinting in the sunlight as he contemplated. It was probably better to act innocent. If the police actually had enough evidence to come after him, it wasn’t like he had anywhere else to run.


A SIM card, then.


He opened the side door to his room and stepped onto the porch, sliding the door shut to keep the mosquitos out. He hopped off the porch and into the yard, where his shoes sank into wet soil that clung to him with every step, like it wanted to pull him under.


Let me out, Lee. 


The wind carried the words across the yard, scattered them like sparks of pollen, tickling the bare skin of his neck. Despite his better judgment, Lee turned around.


From where he stood, the house looked gray rather than white, dimmed by the looming shadow of the forest to the west. The sword ferns clung to the foundation like a bear trap with its teeth clenched around the house. A thin blade of sunlight tore through the branches, a bright scar across the western wall.


Then the trees shuddered and the sunlight vanished, and Lee realized why he hadn’t been able to look away, why his skin itched and his feet stayed rooted in the mud.


There was no window on this wall.


Lee was certain there had been a window in his room. He remembered the square of sunlight he’d used to find his phone in the dark abyss of his backpack. Yet, somehow, there was nothing here but an unbroken wall of wood.


Lee closed his eyes and took a deep breath. That was what his father always told him to do before getting upset. Lee let out a long, slow exhale that the wind stole from his lips and carried into the dark woods.


When he opened his eyes, the window had appeared, glowing white from reflected sunlight. He blinked a few more times, but the window remained in the same place, mockingly bright.


I am tired, and stressed, and maybe dehydrated from the heat, Lee thought as he turned and headed away from the house, even though his legs felt stiff. Not to mention the second Benadryl I took, which probably has me sleepwalking. He repeated these reasons, determined to fit them into the puzzle of his mind, to pound his fists on top of the pieces until they all lay flat together.


He walked up the long ribbon of driveway, past his father’s black rental car, which was already gathering pollen, brushing ferns out of his face as he headed for the front gate. His father had said the town center was a straight shot down the road, ten minutes away.


He swung the gate open with one hand and began to step through.


“Lee?” called a voice from the house.


Lee turned. There was Hina, standing on the porch. She squinted in the sunlight and smiled at Lee as the wind shuddered across her linen skirt. Hina looked timeless, like she could have been twenty-five or forty-five or anything in between. She’d always looked a bit on edge in New Jersey, but now she fit perfectly into the scenery, another one of the colorful flowers around the house, angled toward the sunlight, sparkling with dew.


“Will you help me make dinner?” Hina said.


Lee looked back at the gate. He needed a SIM card, but he supposed that could wait.


“Sure,” he said, heading back up the lawn, stepping up onto the porch. Hina smiled and opened the door to let him inside. The gate at the edge of the property swung slowly in the wind until a strong breeze gave it one last push, latching it shut with a definitive click.




CHAPTER TWO


Lee


Steam rose from Hina’s pan, casting the whole kitchen in a dreamy fog. Lee’s eyes watered from the sting of onions, but he couldn’t smell them at all. He could sense the heat of the steam, the wetness and greasiness in the air from the evaporated vegetable water and cooking oil, but the food itself had no scent. No matter how much Lee tried, he couldn’t recall what it was supposed to smell like.


Hina stood at the stove in front of a Dutch oven, sautéing carrots, potatoes, and onions that Lee had helped peel and chop. She was standing so close to the stain Lee had found that afternoon, yet was completely oblivious to its importance. Lee had leaned a broom against the thin strip of wall, hoping it would help purge the stain from his mind. But still, whenever he entered the kitchen, his gaze gravitated toward it.


Hina picked up a plate of browned beef chunks and scraped them into the Dutch oven, then poured in a few cups of water. She placed the lid on top and turned around, pausing as she realized Lee was behind her. Lee got that from his mother—the ability to not exist for a while, to make people forget he was even there.


“Hungry?” Hina said, smiling and wiping her hands on a towel.


Lee wasn’t hungry, not really. He’d stopped being hungry ever since he tasted James’s blood on his lips. But he had to eat, or the sedatives would sear holes into his stomach. He nodded.


“The curry will be another hour,” Hina said, “but I made some spinach salad.”


She moved to the fridge and started scooping greens into a bowl before Lee could object. He took a bite and told her it was good even though it tasted like TV static, then finished the bowl to make sure she believed him.


Hina had always been a good cook, so Lee knew the lack of taste wasn’t due to her food. When she first started dating Lee’s father, she’d tried to win Lee over with her impressive breakfast spreads of grilled river fish, simmered lotus root, jelly yam cake, bamboo shoots, and rolled sweet omelets cut into the shapes of bears. But Lee wasn’t someone who needed to be won over. He wasn’t the kind of kid who antagonized his dad’s new girlfriends out of loyalty to his mom. He was a good boy, just like his dad said.


He understood, objectively, that some people didn’t like the feeling of their mothers being replaced. But after the second girlfriend, Lee never felt that his mother was being replaced as much as his father was entertaining houseguests—his father never touched his new girlfriends in front of Lee. He hardly even spoke to them, like they were no more than Christmas tinsel that he’d tossed up on the mantel for decoration.


First there was Ai, the waitress who wore green Converse and ate cheese puffs with chopsticks all day. Then there was Megumi, the pharmacist with little gems stuck to her gel nails that looked like talons in the light. Then there was Kaori, who liked to watch anime with Lee on Saturdays while eating Froot Loops. All of them were Japanese, because his father was an East Asian Studies professor who specialized in Japanese history and tended to run into a lot of women in that line of work. All of them were perfectly nice people who bought Lee birthday presents and drove him to school—autumn leaves in pleasant shades of red before they fell to the ground.


Kaori didn’t speak much English, so Lee had found himself learning Japanese in middle school just so he wouldn’t have to pantomime what he wanted for lunch. Lee had thought nothing of it until one day, Lee was talking to Kaori over dinner and he realized from his father’s pinched expression that he didn’t know what they were saying. Lee had become better at Japanese than him. As a child, he always wondered how his father spent years dating women he could barely even talk to. Perhaps he wanted someone totally unlike Lee’s mother, who had never really stopped talking until the day she was crammed into a suitcase. Maybe his father had simply run out of words to say.


But Hina was different.


The other girlfriends had been polite, but they all sat perfectly straight and still in Lee’s presence, like he was a delicate soufflé that would collapse if they spoke too loudly. They wanted Lee to like them, but only because they wanted Lee’s father to like them. So they made him food and did carpool duty without complaint, but they were always watching Lee in the rearview mirror, as if they expected him to grow horns and fangs and take a bite out of their throats. Lee didn’t blame them—as a teenager he looked more like a troll trapped in a well than someone who could be related to his All-American Dream of a father. He was too pale and sharp and thin, his eyes too hungry—things his father had liked in an adult woman, but these same things made people uneasy when it was a teenage boy.


But Hina never jumped when she turned and saw him in a doorway, never flinched at the coldness of his skin, never shrank away from the shadows in his eyes. She brought him pretty engraved silverware from yard sales and bright cuts of sea glass and old marbles, like she thought he was some sort of corvid drawn to shiny things. At first, Lee had pretended not to like her presents because he knew his father would find it strange. But Hina never stopped, only smiled knowingly as she slipped him more presents wrapped in tissue paper. Lee kept them all in a glass jar that he set on his window in the house in New Jersey. He watched the sharp edges capture the starlight and wondered how Hina had known it was exactly what he wanted when Lee himself hadn’t even known.


“Want to hear a ghost story?” Hina said when Lee finished his spinach.


“Yes,” Lee said instantly. Hina knew—like she knew all things—exactly what he wanted.


Lee ate ghost stories like food. When he was twelve, at a sleepover with the rest of his soccer team, they told ghost stories that only Lee knew were true. When the boys locked him in the basement, he screamed and screamed until someone’s mom came to let him out, and even then, he wouldn’t stop screaming until his father came and carried him away. It was just a joke, the other kids said. But it wasn’t.


Lee wanted to believe in ghosts the way some people wanted to believe in God. Because sometimes, at night, he heard his mother’s voice inside his suitcase, muffled through layers of plastic and packing cubes.


Let me out, Lee, she said.


His mother had loved telling him ghost stories too. Like she was preparing him, knowing she would become one. Lee had to believe in ghosts, because otherwise, he’d lost his mind.


Hina moved easily through the house, and Lee followed behind her, nearly smacking his head on the low ceiling. Some parts of the ceiling had wood panels that hung strangely low, so Lee had to duck whenever he stepped into the hall. Lee knew he was probably taller than the average Japanese man, but he wasn’t even six feet tall, so the low ceilings felt like an intentional slight.


Hina laughed at him, toeing her house shoes off at the door.


“I’m too tall for Japan,” Lee said, grimacing.


“Don’t flatter yourself,” Hina said. “This was a samurai house.”


“And samurai . . .” He struggled to form his question, the sedatives gluing his words together. “They were short?” he managed.


Hina shook her head. “The ceilings are low so you can’t raise a sword indoors,” she said, mimicking raising a katana above her head and striking down. “If you wanted to kill someone by sword, you had to do it outside. Less blood to mop up.”


“Really?” Lee said, running his hand over the polished wood, which he now noticed had thin marks scoring across it. He ran his finger along the groove. Had someone tried raising a sword here? Had they tried to kill someone?


Lee could picture it now—the glint of plated samurai armor clicking together like dragon scales, the lacquered wood of the face mask and golden horns on the helmet. Lee had researched samurai in middle school with one of his dad’s girlfriends whose name he could no longer remember. But the sedatives turned his memory to watercolors, and he couldn’t recall what all the different parts of the armor were called anymore.


The samurai in his mind raised his blade, but the image dissolved as it struck the low ceiling. Visualization was another thing the sedatives had taken from him, but it was better that way. He needed to stay grounded in the present, not get lost in worlds that no one else could see.


“Well, no, the part about cleaning up blood was a joke,” Hina said. “It probably had more to do with not wanting to be decapitated in their sleep.”


“Fair enough,” Lee said, cramming his feet into his sneakers by the door and following Hina outside.


She led Lee to a small stone well at the edge of the yard, just before the forest. The frayed end of a rope hung limp over the rim. Lee peered down at the watery darkness.


“Tell me the ghost story,” he said.


Hina cleared her throat, then leaned over the well, so that her words echoed as they cascaded down the lightless chasm.


“Once, there was a servant girl named Okiku who worked in a castle,” Hina said. “She was so beautiful that she caught the attention of a man named Aoyama. But she didn’t love him, so he came up with a plan to make her his bride . . .”


Lee leaned farther across the well, as did the echo of his reflection in the dark water.


“Aoyama framed Okiku for stealing her master’s plates,” Hina said. “He made her count them again and again, but one was missing, because Aoyama had stolen it. Okiku would have been executed for theft, but Aoyama offered to protect her if she became his mistress. But still, she refused him.”


A bead of sweat dripped from Lee’s face and splashed into the shallow water below, his reflection rippling and distorting in the darkness.


“Aoyama was furious,” Hina said. “He beat Okiku and tortured her, then stabbed her and dropped her body down a well. But at night, he could still hear her counting plates, her voice echoing up from the bottom of the wet darkness. One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . . five . . .”


The light shifted overhead, casting a sharp ray of sun down at the water. The water became clear and bright, and Lee looked closer . . .


At the clear rainwater at the bottom. Nothing but stones and moss. No death or secrets. How disappointing.


“You want me to think there’s a corpse in this well?” Lee said.


“Oh, of course not,” Hina said. “That happened in a palace in Hyōgo, far north of here.”


Lee glanced down at the water once more, but the light had already stripped away the mystery, the fear. “Then why are you telling me about Okiku?”


“Because,” Hina said, grinning, “the man who killed her was a samurai.”


“A samurai?” Lee said. “Aren’t samurai supposed to be . . .” He struggled for words again, the second dose of Benadryl slowing his tongue even more than his mind. From what little he could recall about samurai, he thought of them as skilled warriors who valued honor above all else. Killing a servant and dropping her down a well didn’t exactly fit that image.


As always, Hina knew what he was trying to say.


“The samurai were not all heroes,” she said quietly. “They were warriors, then they were bullies, then they were bureaucrats. Then one day, all at once, they were gone.”


Lee swallowed, unsure how to respond. He looked back at the house, tried to imagine a warrior living inside, sharpening his sword where his father sat drinking his coffee.


“Come on,” Hina said, turning back toward the house. “It’s too hot out here.”


She headed back inside, waving for Lee to follow but not looking to make sure—Lee always followed her; she knew that.


But this time, he lingered by the well for a moment longer. Because of the sedatives, it took him several beats to realize what was wrong with the scene.


Hina slid open the back door, slipped on her house shoes and left her outdoor shoes on the porch, then disappeared behind the paper doors.


Behind her, in the bright sunlight, she had not even a trace of a shadow.


Every night since the murder, Lee Turner died at 11:44 p.m.


He tried to open his eyes but found that they didn’t exist, that his whole body was a coffin nailed shut and he couldn’t move, or breathe, or see. He could only feel the cold dirt pressing in on all sides, the maggots and beetles and ants gnawing tiny holes in him that yawned wider and wider until his whole body was a gaping scream. Nausea spun through him but stayed trapped inside as he sank deeper into the earth, far from any semblance of light. This is your penance, he thought. This is the great unknown void that terrifies soldiers and serial killers and sinners. You can deliver death to others, but in the end, it will always call you home.


As always, when he found his eyes and managed to open them, he started to drink in the details of hell.


This hell had open ceilings veiled by cobwebs, screaming cicadas just beyond the walls, damp sheets that clung to him and spilled onto sticky tatami mats.


Then he realized this was not hell at all. Not yet. It was the house behind the sword ferns.


Lee tossed off the sweat-soaked sheets and sat up, tearing off his T-shirt when he realized it was soaked through as well. He checked his cell phone, which said 11:44.


Lee had returned to his dorm room at 11:44, the night it happened. He remembered because the first thing he’d done was look up bus schedules on his laptop, his fingers stinging from all the bleach. The next airport shuttle left at midnight—he would never make it.


He packed his bags and decided to get an Uber, because if he sat still in his dorm and waited for morning, he would peel his own skin off, yank his teeth out, anything to escape the awful crushing feeling inside of him. He’d dragged his suitcase through the streets at night so the driver wouldn’t remember picking up anyone from campus, the rumble of wheels loud enough to drown out the sound of scratching, fingernails on plastic, fingernails on the inside of his brain. When he arrived at the station, it was somehow still 11:44.


He should have felt guilty.


He knew he should have, and that the lack of guilt should have scared him.


But Lee knew many truths about not just the world, but about himself. He knew, for instance, that even when the other boys in sixth grade had shoved him into a school bathroom, torn his clothes off and left him nothing but a pink Sleeping Beauty dress to wear, he had felt angry but not violent. And after his mom disappeared, when other boys had seen the story on the news and tossed him dollar bills, saying that was probably what other men were paying to fuck his mom and could they have a turn? Even then, Lee had not tried to hurt them. Maybe it was because he knew he would lose, or because his father had never so much as raised his voice much less his fists. Lee’s anger always burned through his blood and gnawed at his bones and felt like it would eat him alive, but no one else.


That was how he knew James Baldridge had done something terrible.


The only way Lee Turner would have killed someone was if they deserved it.


The fact that there was a gaping void in his memories bothered him far less than not knowing what James had done to him. After all, there were many logical explanations for memory loss—it was a defense mechanism, something a traumatized brain could default to. It could also have been the Ativan, which was linked to memory loss. To stave off addiction, Lee always tried not to take it more than once a week, but he’d been taking it for a long time, so it might have started to rust his brain regardless. He could also have a concussion, since he knew symptoms could be mild and have a delayed onset. There were a thousand reasons for the missing moments when he killed James, but not a single reason why he would have done it in the first place.


Maybe that was why Lee Turner did not feel like a murderer.


It was what other people would think of him if they knew. But when he looked at his hands, they didn’t look like a murderer’s hands. When he tied his shoes, they didn’t look like the shoes of a murderer. When he drank his coffee, he didn’t feel like he was drinking a murderer’s coffee.


Lee had read that when good people killed, even in self-defense or by accident, they were devastated by the thought of ending another’s life. What did that make Lee, who felt nothing at all? He did not crave the power of ending another’s life, but nor did it repel him, the concept as bland as every bite of food he choked down these days. People lived and died; sometimes they fell and sometimes they were pushed; sometimes they passed away and sometimes they were killed. The end result was the same.


He glanced to the darkest part of his room—the corner by the closet, where his suitcase lay on its side. Lee knew if he listened, he would hear it—nails on plastic, a base instinct to dig and claw and scrape even though it would never save you. Let me out, Lee. 


The door to his room slid open. Lee tensed, but it was only his father, peering into his room.


His father seemed startled to see Lee awake. He opened his mouth, then must have thought better of his words, because he only sat down on the tatami mat beside Lee’s futon.


“Do you mind if I sleep here tonight?” he asked, looking at the sheets instead of Lee.


Lee’s mind turned a soft shade of gray. His dad hadn’t asked to do this since Lee was twelve, when his mother had disappeared. He should have been sleeping next to Hina, but clearly something was wrong—his father wasn’t one to be particularly emotional. Maybe Lee’s return had worried him, or maybe Lee had worried Hina and she’d said something.


“Sure,” Lee said.


His father curled up on his side, facing away from Lee. He took a deep breath, then let it out, long and slow and sad.


Lee would never sleep now—not with the uneven sound of his father’s heartbeat so close. Something was knocking on the door of his father’s rib cage, but no one would answer. Lee found himself suspended halfway between sleep and waking, analyzing the sound of his father’s breathing, its stutters and stops, whether it sounded too wheezy, too thin, too labored.


Lee’s father was not meant to be alone. Not like Lee. Even when it was just the two of them, in the brief months between girlfriends, his father always ended up sitting at the kitchen table and drinking his coffee and reading his newspaper at the exact same time that Lee was eating his breakfast cereal, no matter if it was a Saturday at eleven or a school day at half past seven. Lee learned that even when he didn’t speak, his father wanted to be next to someone, exist alongside them, a moon a careful distance from its planet, always there but never touching.


A shadow shifted beyond the paper doors in the corridor. Lee’s gaze flickered up to the small woman’s silhouette—long nightgown, hair down.


“Hina’s looking for you,” Lee said.


“Hina isn’t here,” his father said, half asleep. “She’s staying with her mom, coming back in the morning with some furniture her parents don’t want anymore.”


Lee frowned, looking back up at the hall, but the shadow was gone. Maybe the branches shifting in the window had cast a strange shadow on the wall and Lee had assumed it was Hina, so his mind filled in the blanks?


But no, that didn’t make sense. That was another puzzle piece jammed into the wrong slot.


He glanced at his father, who looked well and truly asleep, then rose silently to his feet and approached the window that was only sometimes a window. Lee walked toward it with an almost gravitational pull, stepping over his futon and looking out across the garden, where it had started to lightly rain.


There, under the bright moonlight, a woman was standing in the yard.




CHAPTER THREE


1877
Kagoshima Domain


Sen


Sen pressed her blade to her brother’s throat, drawing a thin line of blood just below his jugular.


Next came the part where she was supposed to raise her sword over her head and kill him with a single strike. He was unarmed, so a quick cut would slice through his spine instantly. For an armored warrior, if there were no weak points, the best way was straight through the eye, don’t stop until your sword comes out the back of their skull. Neither move was physically that hard to pull off, especially on a child’s body, like Seijiro’s. It was only the mental barrier that made most people stop too soon.


“Okay, okay, you win!” Seijiro said, holding up his hands, his sword falling to the dirt. “Let me up.”


But Sen only leaned closer, her shadow falling over him like an impending storm. Her blade pricked his skin and a bright bead of blood trickled down his throat. “If you want to get up, force me to retreat,” she said.


Their baby brother, Kotaro, was watching from the porch, sucking his thumb. Sen couldn’t see their father, but he was always around, watching. Waiting for her to make a mistake.


“I said I want to stop,” Seijiro said, his face red, his eyes glinting like he wasn’t actually sure Sen wouldn’t murder him in the yard in front of the baby. Good, Sen thought. You should be afraid. 


“You won’t learn if you always quit,” Sen said. Her father had told her that hundreds of times. He hadn’t let her raise her hands up in defeat and quit while sparring. He’d swung his blade at her as she screamed and climbed trees to escape, and then he cut those down as well. He didn’t stop until she threw a rock at his head and blood vessels burst in his eye. He’d stared down at her with one white eye and one red eye, and only then had he sheathed his blade.


That was why Sen was a warrior and her little brothers were not. Mother had gotten too soft after Sen. She hadn’t liked what she saw.


Sen pressed her blade under her brother’s chin, forcing him to look her in the eye. “Well?” she said.


He scoffed and smacked the blunt end of the blade away. “This is stupid,” he said. “Let me up.”


Sen could have refused. She should have. Her father would have stomped on her fingers for speaking so insolently.


But it wasn’t Sen’s job to make her brother a great warrior. If he wanted to be soft-bellied and weak, no more useful than the baby, then she would let him. Sen was worth three sons. She would be the only weapon her father needed, the only child he treasured.


She sheathed her blade, and Seijiro hurried to his feet before she could change her mind.


“I hope you’ve picked out flowers for your funeral,” Sen said.


Seijiro rolled his eyes, wiping his hands on his yukata. “As if we’re ever actually going to fight.”


“We will,” Sen said, her voice light and even, a song the wind carried away. “And when we do, you will die because of the choice you’re making now.”


“I’d die even if I trained like you,” Seijiro said. “All the samurai were better warriors than you, and now they’re all dead.”


“They’re not all dead,” Sen said, hoping her father hadn’t heard that, or else Seijiro wouldn’t be allowed to eat dinner. She ignored the insult, because warriors couldn’t be provoked by children. “We’re still here.”


Here, whatever that meant. Here was not living, not really. Here, in this tiny house shrouded in sword ferns, so far from the land their lord had given them. Sen felt less like a warrior than a rabbit hiding underground, cowering at footsteps overhead.


Their father was the only survivor of the samurai revolt—the last stand against the emperor who had abolished their class.


Or, at least, had tried to.


As if it were that simple. As if you could just sign a piece of paper and erase the warriors who had carved Japan from the parched dirt, whose blood had soaked the soil that fed the grass. Their bones were tangled with the roots of the oldest trees, their bloody handprints on the stairs of every palace, and they did not answer to the whims of a child emperor. If the samurai could be toppled so easily, they would never have existed at all.


Sen’s family was living proof of that. All the other samurai had either died in the revolt, or quietly let the government strip them of their titles and hand them office jobs. Only Sen’s family remained, clinging to their titles with bloody fingers.


Seijiro scoffed, scooping up Kotaro. “Yeah, what a victory,” he said. “We’re out here eating bugs and kicking rocks around like warriors.” Then he shoved open the porch door with his shoulder. “Come on, Kotaro,” he said. “Onēsan wants to swing her sword at bamboo shoots again.”


He slammed the door. Sen stood alone in the yard, a sword clutched in her hand, fighting no one at all.


Sen knew Seijiro was mad at their father and not her, that he was only taking it out on Sen because she didn’t scare him as much.


The wind picked up, carrying the scent of scorched summer grass and wisteria. Sen could feel her father’s gaze in the searing edge of sunlight over the trees, sharp as a blade scoring her eye.


Her father wasn’t supposed to return from the revolt.


When word of his failure reached home, Sen and her mother had gone to the safe house and held a funeral. It was impossible to separate her father from the dream of the samurai’s return, so when one had died, they’d thought the other had as well. The father Sen knew would sooner turn his blade on himself than return home carrying that kind of shame.


But then, as the snow melted, her father had returned.


At least, part of him.


When he wasn’t training Sen, he vanished into the forest. The leaves parted for him, the shadows pulled him in, the river roared over the sound of his footsteps. It was as if he became the forest, his eyes the glare of sunlight over the horizon, his voice the scream of wind at night, his hands the wispy branches that scratched against the side of the house.
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