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      Introduction

      
         
         Hyakumeizan

         
      

      
      I have always been afraid of the things I love.  

      
      Afraid I wasn’t good enough. Afraid I would fail. Afraid my failure would disappoint
         the people I love and that they wouldn’t love me anymore. 
      

      
      From childhood, I always chose the safest path to any destination. I followed every
         rule to the letter. I feared the consequences of rebellion. As an adult, I clung to
         safety, terrified that  pursuing my dreams would only leave me broke and brokenhearted.
         
      

      
      I loved the mountains but lived in the city. I loved to write, but my fear that it
         wouldn’t provide a stable income drove me onto the path my father chose (and for similar
         reasons): I became a lawyer and practiced law.  
      

      
      I had wanted to climb Mount Fuji since I first saw a photograph of the mountain when
         I was a pudgy, nearsighted, clumsy child. But I knew, despite the siren song of Fuji’s
         snowcapped cone, that such an iconic mountain lay impossibly far beyond my abilities.
         
      

      
      Instead,  I devoured every issue of  National Geographic   magazine, fingers caressing the vivid photographs of glowing glaciers and snowy
         peaks. In college, I blew my entertainment budget on mountaineering books and travelogues.
         My friends fawned over movie stars, but my heroes were Reinhold Messner, Tenzing Norgay,
         and Junko Tabei (the first woman to stand on the summit of Mount Everest).  
      

      
      Yet even as I imagined the exhilaration of standing atop Denali or K2, I always knew
         I would never dare to climb them . . . until a nearly-disastrous trip to Japan in
         2015 inspired a burning desire to see what would happen if, just for once, I listened
         to my hopes and not my fears.  
      

       

      * * *

      
      After that trip in 2015, I remembered a mountaineering book called  Nihon Hyakumeizan (One Hundred Famous Mountains of Japan),  written by Japanese mountaineer  Kyūya  Fukada.  The book became an instant classic
         in Japan, and since its original release in 1964, it has inspired generations of hikers
         to climb the 100 mountains on Fukada’s list. The mountains are not difficult by mountaineering
         standards—many can be climbed in a single day—but for serious Japanese hikers, climbing
         the  hyakumeizan  is a major life achievement.
      

      
      I originally read Fukada’s book in college, but bought a new copy in 2015. As I read
         about the beautiful, wild mountains he described, my lifelong love of reading about
         adventure ripened into a compelling need to climb these mountains for myself.  
      

      
      My emotions vacillated between excitement and abject terror.  

      
      What was I thinking? I had a job. I had  responsibilities. I was wildly out of shape. 
      

      
      And yet, something inside me believed that I could do it. Not just climb, but face
         my fears. Rise to the physical challenges and finally answer the siren song of the
         mountains I loved so dearly.  
      

      
      My father let his need for safety and security cage him in. He lived, and died, without
         ever breaking past his fears.  
      

      
      I did not want to spend my life in my father’s chains. 

      
      In June of 2017, I made the decision: I was going to climb the hyakumeizan—but not the way Japanese hikers do, as a long-term rite of passage.  
      

      
      I would climb them all in a single year. 

      
      The physical and logistical challenges were daunting. Few people—and no Western woman
         over 45—had ever climbed the  hyakumeizan   in a year, and I was a middle-aged, overweight woman who courted disaster even hiking
         down   a single mountain. To make it happen, I would need to suspend my law practice (which
         paid my family’s bills), obtain notoriously tricky visas for myself and my husband
         Michael, move to Japan, and execute a year-long expedition in a country whose language
         I barely spoke. That, in addition to climbing 100 mountains, more than 30 of which
         are active volcanoes and several of which kill hikers every year. 
      

      
      “Terrifying” didn’t begin to describe the emotions this inspired. 

      
      And yet, it was also a chance to shatter the shackles of my old, “safe” life, to overcome
         my fears of risk and failure, and to experience the incredible sights that had made
         my heart sing since that awkward child first fell in love with Mount Fuji in the pages
         of  National Geographic   magazine. 
      

      
      Terrified or not, I was going to try. 

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      Victory—and Misery—on Misen

      
         
         
         June 2015

         
      

      
      I fell in love with climbing mountains the day one almost killed me. 

      
      In June 2015, my son Christopher was a university sophomore majoring in Japanese language
         and completing a three-month study abroad in Kyoto, the former capital of Japan. He
         invited me to visit him in the country he had grown to love, where he also planned
         to live after graduation. 
      

      
      I loved Japan myself—I majored in Asian studies at Tufts University before attending
         law school and pursuing a “safe” career in law. By 2015 I had also written three critically
         acclaimed mystery novels set in 16th-century Kyoto, even though I had never been to
         Asia. Too scared to make the 10-hour flight, I did my extensive research in books
         and through interviews with contacts in Japan.  
      

      
      Only when Christopher asked me to visit did I finally summon the courage to white-knuckle
         my way across the Pacific to the country I had studied, and adored, for more than
         three decades.  
      

      
      Near the end of my time in Japan, we spent the night on Miyajima, an island off the
         coast of Hiroshima that I’d wanted to visit since seeing a picture of Itsukushima
         Shrine’s Great Torii in  National Geographic   magazine when I was nine years old. The enormous vermilion  Shintō  gate stands
         15 meters high. When the tide comes in around its base, the “floating gate” is among
         Japan’s most memorable and iconic sights.  
      

      
      The shrine sits directly in front of sacred Mount Misen  (弥山)  (535 meters), Miyajima’s
         highest mountain. In 806, a Japanese priest named Kōbō Daishi (also known as Kūkai)
         spent 100 days meditating on Mount Misen and lit a sacred eternal flame in a temple
         near the summit. This sacred fire was later used to kindle the eternal flame at the
         World War II memorial in Hiroshima Park. I desperately wanted to see Kōbō Daishi’s
         flame, which had burned for more than 1,000 years, but knew my middle-aged, overweight
         body couldn’t handle a two-kilometer climb up ancient steps to the temple near the
         mountain’s peak.  
      

      
      However, the Miyajima Ropeway carried visitors from the base of Mount Misen to Shishiiwa
         Observatory, just half an hour’s hike below the summit—and a half-hour climb, I thought
         I might just manage. 
      

      
      At the ropeway, Christopher and I faced a decision: Should we ride the gondola round-trip
         or buy a one-way ticket up and hike back down? My son suggested the round-trip ride,
         but riding most of the way to the top struck me as “cheating” on the climb, so I persuaded
         him to ride one way and hike back down the mountain on the trail. 
      

      
      “It will be fun,” I promised. “An adventure.” 

      
      He glanced at the overcast sky but didn’t argue. 

      
      We started up a well-marked earthen trail punctuated by flights of steep stone stairs.
         Shifting mist obscured the path ahead. The smell of the surrounding pines, combined
         with the scents of earth and mist, made my spirit sing despite the way my thighs burned
         from the unaccustomed exercise.  
      

      
      Signs on the path informed us that the trip to the summit would take about 30 minutes,
         but I suspected we would need a little more. In fact, it took me 35 minutes just to
         reach the Eternal Fire Hall, which sits in a clearing on the mountain’s shoulder.
         Swirls of mist drifted through the clearing as I approached the wooden worship hall.
         I felt the mountain’s holiness—a peace and stillness in my spirit that, for once,
         had silenced all my fears.  
      

      
      The eternal flame burned on an altar at the back of the tiny hall. Around it, rows
         of candles flickered, kindled from the holy fire by worshippers who climbed Mount
         Misen’s slopes.  
      

      
      After viewing the sacred flame, we continued toward the summit. The roughhewn steps
         were slick with mist. The lack of handrails and the dizzying drop-off to my right
         made me cautious. My feet slipped more than once, sending bursts of adrenaline through
         my limbs.  
      

      
      Every couple of minutes, I was passed by one of the many Japanese octogenarians who
         moved up and down the mountain with confident speed. Under any other circumstances,
         I would have found the experience mortifying. As it was, I simply wanted to reach
         the top without plummeting to my death.  
      

      
      Twenty minutes later, we reached the summit.  

      
      Thick mist swirled past the boulders that ringed the peak. Three stone Buddhas peered
         benevolently down from their perch atop a rock that rose a meter higher than my head.
         Silver coins that visitors tossed up as offerings lay around the statues’ feet; Christopher
         pitched a coin at one of the Buddhas until it settled without rolling off. 
      

      
      I tried too, without success, so Christopher tossed my offering up as well. 

      
      Stomachs rumbling, we investigated the building at the center of the summit. It had
         no restaurant but did have toilets  (an initially unexpected, but delightful, feature
         of most Japanese hiking trails: nothing improves an outdoor experience like an indoor
         loo). 
      

      
      At that time, I lived my life with an undercurrent of fear—a constant, background-level
         worry about failure, loss, or making a mistake—but as I stood taking pictures on Misen’s
         misty summit, I felt my fear withdraw.  
      

      
      In that moment, I felt only joy.  

      
      I didn’t understand how, or why, the mountain replaced my fear with a peace that radiated
         outward from my chest and filled me with energy like nothing I had felt before. I
         suspected this was a shadow of the euphoria mountaineers reported feeling on the summit
         of real peaks, like Everest. I’d read about that feeling many times but never thought
         I would experience it. I didn’t tell Christopher—after all, we hadn’t even really
         climbed   the mountain—but I felt a true sense of accomplishment. 
      

      
      The slippery mist and lack of handrails made the stone steps even scarier on the descent.
         I turned sideways and moved at a pace that would have made an arthritic tortoise sneer.
         Even then, I barely avoided the ignominy of a seated scoot down the mist-soaked stairs.
         
      

      
      My son soon disappeared from view, but I found him waiting at the Eternal Fire Hall.
         
      

      
      “You’re sure you want to climb back down, instead of taking the cable car?” he asked.
         
      

      
      I was sure. “It will be an adventure!” 

      
      Truer words were never spoken.  

      
      The 2.5-kilometer Momijidani (Maple Valley) Trail winds down the forested slopes of
         Mount Misen along the course of the Momiji River. Posted signs suggested the hike
         would take about 90 minutes.  
      

      
      “You’re sure about this?” Christopher looked doubtful. 

      
      I was still sure, so down we went. 

      
      For the first 20 minutes, the trail alternated between gently sloping earthen paths
         and old stone stairs. To my relief, the steeper sections all had handrails. My legs
         ached, but I didn’t want to ask for a break so soon, since I’d insisted on the hike.
         
      

      
      We passed a marker saying we had 2.3 kilometers to go. 

      
      I converted the distance in my head. “That must be wrong. We’ve walked more than a
         tenth of a mile.” 
      

      
      “I doubt it’s wrong.” Christopher paused. “Want to go back and take the ropeway?”
         
      

      
      I looked back the way we came. “I think down is easier.” 

      
      His expression suggested he thought otherwise. 

      
      “We’re through the steepest part,” I insisted (with no factual basis for my opinion—which
         later proved to be wildly wrong). “Let’s keep going.” 
      

      
      The mist remained, but the temperature slowly rose to a sweltering 29 degrees Celsius
         (85 Fahrenheit). Humidity and exertion made me sweat in places I didn’t even realize
         I had pores. We hadn’t brought anything to drink. My mouth grew pasty, and I felt
         a dehydration headache coming on. My feet ached and my thighs burned painfully with
         every step. 
      

      
      Then, as if on cue, it started raining. 

      
      Fortunately, we had brought umbrellas. As we opened them, Christopher said, “You know,
         I’m really glad we didn’t take the ropeway.” 
      

      
      (Have I mentioned that sarcasm runs in the family?) 

      
      “It’s an adventure,” I replied, though less enthusiastically than before. 

      
      Ten minutes later, while descending another set of uneven steps, my foot slipped out
         from under me. As I flailed my arms for balance, my other foot slipped, and I felt
         myself fall. 
      

      
      In that instant, I realized  this could kill me.     
      

      
      After a lifetime of avoiding risk, I was about to die on a mountain so small it barely
         deserved the name. 
      

      
      The steps were carved from stone, and more than capable of breaking my limbs or neck.
         Three meters down, the stairs curved sharply left, and only a narrow bamboo rail separated
         me from a 15-meter fall to the rocks below. Even if I survived the fall, we were kilometers
         from help. 
      

      
      I bounced down three stone steps and into a thorn bush at the side of the trail, which
         arrested my fall and likely saved my life. It also left a dozen inch-deep, bleeding
         punctures in my butt and hands.  
      

      
      A massive jolt of adrenaline coursed through me.  

      
      “Mom!”  

      
      I heard Christopher’s terrified shout and wanted to reassure him.  

      
      I took a deep breath. “I’m okay.”  

      
      He hurried toward me. “Are you hurt?” 

      
      I was sitting in a thorn bush. Every part of my body screamed with pain, and I may
         have wet myself a little when I fell. (With all the sweat, I really wasn’t sure.)
         I had shooting pains in my hips and back that registered at least an 8.5 on the  you’ll regret this later   scale—but I wasn’t dead and had no broken bones.    
      

      
      Gritting my teeth against the pain, I extracted myself from the bush and forced a
         smile. “I’ll be fine.” 
      

      
      Within two steps I knew I’d escaped the fall with only minor injuries, but also that
         I had to reach the bottom before the adrenaline wore off and the true pain set in.
         I didn’t want to frighten Christopher by telling him how much the fall had hurt me,
         so I sucked it up and hiked on through the pain. 
      

      
      Farther down the slope, the trail moved closer to the river, which cascaded over rocks
         and filled the air with the sound of waterfalls. At first, this seemed like a great
         distraction.  
      

      
      However, the river was also home to swarms of enormous biting flies—for which my son
         and I were the Blue Plate Special. 
      

      
      These flies do not  sneak up on you. They buzz your head like fighter jets with a
         bite that feels like daggers in your neck. The bites swell up immediately, and they
         bleed and hurt long after the flies have drunk their fill and gone their merry way.
         
      

      
      Wild flailing scares them—temporarily—so every time I heard one roaring in, I raised
         my arms and did my best impression of an overexcited Muppet. This redirected the flies
         to Christopher, whose flailing sent them back to me again. This unplanned game of
         insect-pickle worked all right on flatter bits of trail, but when we came to a flight
         of stairs—of which there were many—I had to clutch the railing, leaving myself at
         the mercy of the flies. 
      

      
      For the record, these flies have no mercy. 

      
      Two hours, five enormous bruises, many puncture wounds, and countless fly-bites later,
         we reached the base of the mountain—just as the sun broke through the clouds, transforming
         the sky to a brilliant summer blue. 
      

      
      “That wasn’t so bad,” I told Christopher, “and now we can always say we had an adventure
         on Mount Misen.”  
      

      
      “I don’t think we need any more adventures,” Christopher said drily. 

      
      Despite the bites and injuries, I really had enjoyed the hike (in retrospect, at least),
         although I decided I would try to skip the falling bit on future climbs. Because,
         to my surprise, I knew right then there  would   be future climbs.  
      

      
      The joy I felt on Misen’s summit coursed through my memory like a drug. My fear of
         risk had not diminished—the potential consequences of my fall made my knees go weak
         each time they sprang to mind—but the desire to feel that “summit high” again made
         me willing to accept a little risk. 
      

      
      Even so, I did not imagine the magnitude of the adventure that lay ahead. 

      
      
   
      Chapter 2

      One Hundred and One

      
         
         
         November 2017

         
      

      
      It sounds cliché to say I came home “changed” in 2015, but it’s also true. My body
         returned to California but, in a very real sense, my heart remained in the mountains
         of Japan. Each time I thought about that summer trip or looked at the photographs,
         my throat felt tight with longing.
      

      
      I had to return. 

      
      And I did—in the autumn of 2016, and again in 2017 to celebrate Christopher’s college
         graduation. Shortly after the graduation trip, I made the decision to take a sabbatical
         from law practice, travel to Japan, and attempt to become the first American woman
         over 45 to climb the  hyakumeizan   in a year. 
      

      
      My family supported this wild decision. Christopher was already searching for employment
         in Japan, and my husband Michael (a stay-at-home dad) agreed to sell our house and
         trade California suburban life for a year in Tokyo. His knees would not allow him
         to join me on any of the mountains, but he understood and supported my need to climb.
         
      

      
      It was exactly the kind of thing I read about other people doing but would  never   do myself . . . and yet, I started making plans. 
      

      
      I wanted to begin the climbs on March 26, 2018, my father’s birthday and the 10th
         anniversary of his death. He had taught me many important lessons, some of which had
         made me strong while others—including my abiding fears of risk and change—had enslaved
         me all my life. I hoped that climbing the  hyakumeizan   would help me break the cycle of fear that governed my father’s entire life and
         the first half of my own. 
      

      
      In early November 2017, a month before I was scheduled to leave for Tokyo to sign
         my visa application (which I had to do in person because I had no Japanese sponsor),
         I went in for a routine mammogram. 
      

       

      

      
      * * *

      
      Afterward, I had barely reached the changing room when the tech knocked on the door.
         “Don’t get dressed. The doctor would like more images.”
      

      
      My stomach dropped. “Is something wrong?” 

      
      “It happens. Sometimes the images aren’t clear.” 

      
      The tech took two more images and asked me to wait in the changing room for an ultrasound
         tech, who would come and get me soon. I didn’t worry—much. A lump I’d found in my
         right breast the year before had turned out to be merely a duct exposed by the 50-pound
         weight loss I achieved through a year of diet and exercise. I expected this would
         turn out to be something similar. 
      

      
      The ultrasound tech spent less than a minute scanning my right breast and only a little
         longer on the left. Then, to my horror, she moved the wand into my armpit. 
      

      
      I started shaking. 

      
      She paused the exam and looked at me. “Are you okay?”  

      
      “We both know I’m not,” I said, “because you’re looking at my lymph nodes.” 

      
      She stammered an apology and stood up. As she left the room, she said the doctor would
         be in momentarily. 
      

      
      Those two minutes were the longest of my life.  

      
      Please, God, I prayed,  don’t let me have cancer.   
      

      
      I had lived my life with many fears, but cancer terrified me more than all the others
         put together.  
      

      
      Breast cancer was a specter that had shadowed my life since it stole my beloved grandmother,
         Peggy, when I was twelve years old. I still remember visiting her at St. John’s hospital
         in Santa Monica, California. The night before the visit, I finished a needlepoint
         of a dog that I’d been working on for months. Mama Peggy had taught me to needlepoint,
         and I wanted her to see this one, complete, before she died. I needed her to know
         the skill she taught me would live on after she was gone. 
      

      
      My parents tried to prepare me, but when I entered the hospital room, with its sharp
         smell of antiseptic, I saw that cancer had transformed my pleasantly loaf-shaped grandmother
         into a hairless, withered shadow of the woman I remembered. Fighting tears, I showed
         her my needlepoint. She praised it, and her smile made me proud. 
      

      
      Mama Peggy died a short time later, and I miss her to this day.  

      
      Her death was my first experience with cancer, but not my last. In the years that
         followed, cancer stole my paternal grandfather, two aunts, my father’s brother, and,
         possibly, my father too (his official cause of death was a massive cardiac arrest,
         but the evidence suggested he had undiagnosed cancer at the time).  
      

      
      Peggy’s death had another impact on me, too: from the moment I developed breasts,
         I believed that someday they would try to kill me. 
      

      
      On November 2, 2017, that fear came true. 

      
      The radiologist, Dr. H., said he saw an unusual spot on my mammogram, which the ultrasound
         confirmed. He couldn’t diagnose cancer without a biopsy but warned me to expect that
         diagnosis. He felt so certain that he scheduled not only a biopsy on the following
         day but also an appointment with a cancer surgeon early the next week.  
      

      
      I held my terrified tears in check until I left Dr. H.’s office, but the moment I
         reached my car, I lost control. Sobbing, I called my friend Kerry Schafer, a breast
         cancer survivor who was diagnosed several years before, shortly before the release
         of her debut fantasy novel. I begged her to tell me that I could survive breast cancer
         too. I was drowning in terror and clung to her survival like a lifeline.  
      

      
      Five days later, while I was sitting in the surgeon’s waiting room, my phone rang
         with the biopsy results:  infiltrating ductal carcinoma. 
      

      
      I had cancer. 

      
      The medical group had already assigned me a nurse navigator named Marie, who met with
         me before I saw the surgeon. Marie became my anchor, on that day and in the weeks
         that followed. I don’t remember our first conversation well, but I clearly remember
         her saying that I had the legal right to choose any surgery I wanted, from a lumpectomy
         to a double mastectomy, with or without reconstruction, and that the insurance company
         would have to pay for it.  
      

      
      When the surgeon entered the room, I stood up and extended my hand. 

      
      “I’m Susan,” I said, “and I’m having a double mastectomy. How does tomorrow work for
         you?” 
      

      
      To her credit, she barely blinked before answering, “Can I examine you first?” 

      
      By the time I left the office, the surgeon’s staff was already contacting my insurance
         and the hospital to schedule my double mastectomy.  
      

      
      I also opted not to undergo breast reconstruction. For almost 30 years, the sight
         of my breasts had made me worry that I would die of cancer. I hoped removing them
         completely would help me shed my other fears as well. 
      

      
      On Friday, November 10, eight days and six hours after that fateful mammogram, I showed
         my breasts what happens when you try to kill a mystery novelist. 
      

      
      The novelist kills you first. 

      
      When I woke up in the recovery room, my anesthesiologist—a doctor so young and talented
         the hospital staff apparently called him “Doogie”—asked me how I felt. 
      

      
      “I feel like someone cut my boobs off,” I replied, “but otherwise, I’m fine.” 

      
      The nurses stared at me, wide-eyed, but the doctor burst out laughing.  

      
      “Well, she’s fine.” 

      
      That moment, and many others in the difficult weeks that followed, demonstrated laughter’s
         power to transform sorrow into something positive and strong.  
      

       

      * * *

      
      Twenty-eight days later, I flew to Tokyo with Christopher—not to sign my visa application,
         as originally planned, but to enjoy Japan at Christmas while my son attended interviews
         for jobs. On December 26, I left him in Tokyo and returned to California to begin
         four months of intensive chemotherapy. The surgical pathology report had classified
         my cancer as stage 1a, with no lymph or vascular involvement, but it was also “triple
         negative” (not fueled by hormones) and highly aggressive, making chemotherapy my best
         chance to prevent its return.
      

      
      I had met my oncologist, Dr. S., before my December trip to Japan. As a fellow cancer
         survivor, he understood my fears, and I respected his experience and candor.  
      

      
      That said, I didn’t like his initial treatment timeline very much. 

      
      Due to my diagnosis, he recommended the most aggressive chemotherapy available: A/C
         (a combination of Adriamycin and cyclophosphamide) followed by Taxol.  The standard
         course of treatment ran six months, with infusions at three-week intervals.  
      

      
      To give me a chance of reaching Japan in time to complete my climbs on a one-year
         deadline, Dr. S. gave me the option of attempting a “dose dense” chemotherapy regimen,
         under which I would receive an infusion every other week, beginning December 27, 2017,
         and—assuming I tolerated the drugs well enough to receive every treatment on schedule—finishing
         on April 10, 2018. 
      

      
      Dr. S. described chemotherapy as my first and most difficult mountain, “making your
         total one hundred and one.” He encouraged me to write about the experience, because
         my story could inspire and strengthen others if I chose to share it honestly. It scared
         me to think about sharing pictures of myself as my hair fell out and, even more, to
         consider acknowledging my weakness (and my fears) so publicly. 
      

      
      Even so, I believed that he was right.  

      
      The day after that conversation, I revealed my cancer diagnosis on my blog and social
         media feeds. In the weeks that followed, I posted photographs of myself in chemotherapy
         and my “bald baby bird” head when my hair fell out. I blogged about chemo and posted
         daily updates on my Facebook page, encouraging everyone who read the posts to share
         their struggles and achievements in the comments too. The outpouring of love and support
         those posts received sustained me through the crushing pain of chemotherapy. As friends
         and strangers shared their struggles, all of us felt less alone. 
      

      
      That process changed the horror of cancer treatment into a meaningful experience.
         It was the first—though not the last—of many lessons I would learn in the coming year:
         With the proper attitude, shared weakness can become a source of communal strength.
         
      

      
      Speaking up had made a difference, and I was grateful Dr. S. encouraged me to be as
         public with that first mountain as I would be with the ones to come. 
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 3

      Cherry Blossoms and Liver Spots

      
         
         
         March–May 2018

         
      

      
      I continued training for the mountains during cancer treatment, to the best of my
         ability. I couldn’t walk 12,000 steps a day as I had before, but I tried to walk 1,000
         steps the day after each infusion, and to increase my total by 2,000 steps each day
         until I worked my way back to 10,000 daily steps. When I reached that goal—usually
         by day seven—I continued to walk that distance every day until the next infusion.
         
      

      
      At which point I began the painful cycle again from scratch. 

      
      My chemotherapy nurses, Jaime and Vickie, made my treatments as enjoyable as chemotherapy
         could ever be. Except for infusions and doctor’s appointments, I spent my time on
         self-imposed house arrest to protect my weakened immune system, so—as strange as it
         sounds—chemotherapy days were the highlights of my month. I looked forward to visiting
         Jaime and Vickie at the infusion center where, in addition to chemotherapy drugs,
         I got a healthy dose of funny stories, cat photos, and talks about everything from
         bicycling to writing books and my plan to climb the  hyakumeizan. 
      

      
      After chemo treatments, I felt so sick that I went to bed for the rest of the afternoon.
         In the days that followed, I set multiple alarms to ensure I didn’t forget to take
         the dozens of pills I needed to combat nausea during the first few post-infusion days.
         I had no appetite and struggled to keep from losing weight. The surgical sites on
         my chest, though healed, often hurt so much I couldn’t sleep. 
      

      
      Most days, I felt like I was dying. 

      
      My muscles ached. I was always cold. Reading and writing—formerly the pillars of my
         life—now gave me vertigo. Many nights I crumpled to the floor and sobbed.  
      

      
      I no longer even remembered what “healthy” felt like. 

      
      But through it all, I walked. Each morning I forced myself out of bed to begin the
         hours of pacing forward and backward across the cold tile floor until I hit my daily
         goal. If nothing else, I was determined to maintain the strength to climb when this
         ordeal was through.  
      

      
      I found daily inspiration in an itinerary I received at the end of February from Hokkaido
         Nature Tours, the company I hired to guide me on the isolated, dangerous  hyakumeizan   peaks of Hokkaido (Japan’s northernmost major island). When reading made me nauseous,
         I stared at the photographs of smoking volcanoes, fields of lavender, and bears. I
         tried to imagine myself in Hokkaido, strong and healthy, but most days it felt like
         a distant dream that would not come true.  
      

      
      Halfway through chemotherapy, I flew to Japan to finally apply for the one-year visa
         I would need to climb the  hyakumeizan. My mother went along to help and, for the first time in my life, I rode a wheelchair
         through an airport. On a good day I could have reached the plane on foot, but we had
         scheduled the trip to thread the gap between my chemo treatments, which meant I departed
         for Tokyo 48 hours after receiving a massive dose of chemotherapy.  
      

      
      It was not a good day. 

      
      Dr. S. approved the trip, but  wanted me to take extra precautions; I agreed to wear
         a surgical mask in public and booked tickets in the first-class cabin to minimize
         my exposure to other people.    Aboard the plane, I was also supposed to clean my
         entire seating area with antibacterial wipes. My cheeks burned with embarrassment
         behind my mask as the first-class flight attendant approached and asked if I needed
         help.  
      

      
      She thinks I’m a germaphobe. 
      

      
      I explained I was undergoing chemotherapy, and inwardly cringed at the sympathy that
         clouded her face. When she asked about my trip, I told her about my visa and my plan
         to climb the  hyakumeizan   after finishing cancer treatment.  
      

      
      Word got around, and several other flight attendants came to chat with me during the
         flight to Tokyo. They seemed equally curious and amazed by my planned adventure, and
         while I’d known my decision to break free from “safe” and face my fears was unusual,
         I hadn’t expected other people to find it so compelling.  
      

      
      In Japan, Mom and I traveled by taxi and ate in the hotel restaurant at odd hours
         to avoid the crowds. Dr. S. deemed outdoor activities reasonably safe, so one sunny
         morning Mom and I took a trip to the Imperial Palace gardens in central Tokyo. In
         addition to the ruins of Edo Castle, the gardens feature many different flowering
         plants and trees, including a collection of cherry trees that draw enormous crowds
         each spring when the  sakura   (cherry blossoms) bloom.  
      

      
      Mom and I had arrived too early to see the  sakura—the official “cherry blossom” forecast called for the blooms to begin the following
         week—but as the taxi carried us through the streets of downtown Tokyo, I wished I
         could have seen even a single tree in bloom.  
      

      
      I still remembered the kindergarten art project that introduced me to  sakura. We blew brown paint through drinking straws to create the branches of a tree, which
         we decorated with pink and white tissue paper crinkled into three-dimensional puffy
         blooms. My kindergarten class had a visiting student from Japan, a girl named Yoko
         whose father was on sabbatical in Southern California. Despite her limited English,
         Yoko and I became close friends. She returned to Japan at the end of the year, and
         I never saw or heard from her again, but our friendship doubtless played a role in
         my love of the country she called home. 
      

      
      Mom and I strolled through the Imperial Palace gardens, enjoying the sunshine.  

      
      Near the famous cherry trees, I stopped in shock. 

      
      A single tree at the front of the  garden was in bloom, its branches covered in a
         riot of delicate, puffy blossoms. From a distance, the tree looked like an enormous
         fluffy popcorn ball.  
      

      
      The other trees stood stark and bare, without a single bud on their empty branches.
         
      

      
      My vision blurred as my eyes filled up with tears. I didn’t know why one tree bloomed
         and the rest were barren, but I took it as a sign that everything was going to be
         okay. 
      

      
      When I returned to California, Michael and I put our house on the market, culled our
         worldly possessions down to nine suitcases’ worth of items (and a few pieces of furniture,
         which went into a storage unit), and moved to a small apartment near the infusion
         center, where we would live while I finished chemotherapy. 
      

      
      We purchased airplane tickets for our May departure to Japan and arranged for a six-week
         rental on a furnished apartment in central Tokyo’s Shinjuku Ward (a necessity, because
         we could not legally enter into a year-long lease until our visas were approved).
         I prepared the immigration paperwork for Oobie, our tortoiseshell cat—the final step
         in a complicated nine-month process that would allow her to enter Japan without quarantine.
         
      

      
      I finished chemotherapy on April 10, and on April 21 I went for my follow-up CT scan
         with a happy heart. In three more weeks I would move to Japan to live my dream. 
      

      
      But three days later the dream became a nightmare, when the CT scan revealed a spot
         on my liver that the doctors could not identify. 
      

      
      It could be benign. 

      
      It could also be a metastasis. 

      
      I burst into tears when I heard the results, fear and frustration boiling up in heaving
         sobs that offered no relief. My body felt like an aging automobile, doomed to fall
         apart a little at a time as I spent the rest of my days in the medical equivalent
         of the mechanic’s shop.  
      

      
      Dr. S. arranged an immediate biopsy, and my mother flew up from Los Angeles to accompany
         me to what I hoped would be a routine procedure. 
      

      
      By that point I should have known better. 

      
      Due to the spot’s small size and tricky location, and because I needed to follow instructions
         during the procedure, the doctor (whom I had never met) chose to perform the biopsy
         under a local anesthetic. The injection numbed my skin but didn’t penetrate into my
         abdomen, a fact I discovered only when the doctor stuck the biopsy needle—which looked
         like something you’d use to euthanize a Tyrannosaurus Rex—into my gut. 
      

      
      I felt it  enter my side and pierce my liver. 

      
      I felt my liver  crunch   as the doctor carved away a sample. 
      

      
      And I felt pain on a level that nothing—including a double mastectomy and the birth
         of a child—had prepared me to handle.  
      

      
      Before he started the procedure, the doctor explained that if I moved  at all   he might not get a useful sample. He made sure I understood that I  Absolutely.  Could.  Not.  Move. 
      

      
      So when that unspeakable pain arced through me like a fiery electric shock, I did
         as instructed. I did not move.  
      

      
      The doctor finished the biopsy and  took the sample to the lab.  The nurse  injected
         me with morphine, but it didn’t help. In fact, the pain grew worse.  
      

      
      My vision narrowed and I couldn’t breathe. 

      
      I heard an alarm but couldn’t focus well enough to process what it meant or where
         it came from. 
      

      
      The nurse called for the doctor and they raced me down the hall for an emergency CT
         scan. As they rolled my gurney into the room, I saw them wheeling another patient
         out—they had interrupted his CT scan to determine as quickly as possible if I was
         hemorrhaging internally. Ultimately, the CT scan revealed no internal bleeding, and
         a second dose of morphine reduced my pain. (Technically, I did still hurt, but I no
         longer cared.) Before I left the recovery room, the doctor sent me excellent news:
         the CT scan confirmed that he had biopsied the proper spot, and Dr. S. would call
         me when they had results. 
      

      
      Less than ten days remained until our flight to Japan, but I couldn’t bring myself
         to pack the suitcases that lined the wall like soldiers on review, or to schedule
         a shipping date for the ones we weren’t taking on the plane. I couldn’t face the possibility
         of unpacking if the biopsy revealed I still had cancer. 
      

      
      I did not want to die. I felt as if I hadn’t even lived. More accurately, I felt as
         if I hadn’t lived  enough.  
      

      
      Seven days before our scheduled departure for Japan, the biopsy came back benign.
         I cried again, this time from joy, and started packing. 
      

      
      Later that night, I received an email from my immigration consultant in Tokyo. 

      
      My visa application had been denied. 

      
      I had applied for a one-year visa as a  journalist, but the Japanese government did
         not agree that my plan to write a nonfiction book about climbing the  hyakumeizan   was “journalism.” I spent a terrified, sleepless night convinced that I had ruined
         not only my life but Michael’s too. We had sold our house and given much of what we
         owned to charity. I closed my practice and told my clients I was taking a sabbatical
         in Japan. And, because I hoped to inspire others with what I was now calling the “100
         Summits Project,” I had done it all on a highly public stage.  
      

      
      At dawn I asked Michael if he wanted to pull the plug on the whole endeavor. 

      
      “And do what?” he asked. 

      
      “Re-rent this apartment,  find a job.”  Stay here, where it’s safe, my instincts screamed.  If you go, you will end up broke in a foreign land.  
      

      
      He stared at me for what seemed like an eternity. “We didn’t get rid of everything
         we own, sell the house, and go through all the rest of this to give up. We’ll go to
         Japan on a tourist visa and we’ll figure it out from there. Even if we come back in
         three months’ time, we will have tried.” 
      

      
      For at least the 20th time in as many hours, I burst into tears. 

      
      Michael’s faith and trust gave me the courage to go forward. I’d like to say the fear
         receded at that point, but my worries fed on uncertainty like a pack of velociraptors
         at an all-you-can-eat brontosaur buffet.  
      

      
      However, as I was beginning to learn,  “brave” is not the absence of fear, it’s feeling
         fear and moving forward anyway. 
      

      
      And so, despite my many fears, I packed my bags and prepared to fly. 

      
       

      
      BASE CAMP: TOKYO
MOUNTAIN TOTAL: 0

      
       

      
      Michael and I landed at Tokyo’s Narita Airport on May 15, 2018, with Oobie and four
         large suitcases in tow. We filled out paperwork to request the 90-day tourist visa
         customarily granted to US citizens upon arrival in Japan. An immigration official
         took our pictures and scanned our fingerprints, but instead of stamping visas in our
         passports, he asked us to step aside.  
      

      
      Two other officials escorted us to a nearby room, where they asked me why my fingerprints
         didn’t match the ones they had on record from my visit to Japan in March.  
      

      
      I knew the answer. “Chemotherapy makes your fingers peel.”

      
      They stared at me blankly. 

      
      “I had cancer.” I removed my hat to reveal my head, which was now completely bald.
         
      

      
      Five  minutes later, we left immigration with 90-day tourist visas in our passports.
         
      

      
      We passed through animal import just as quickly, and two hours after our plane touched
         down, Michael and I wheeled four large suitcases and a yowling carrier out of the
         airport and into the Tokyo Metro. 
      

      
      Our adventure had begun. 

      
      
   
      Chapter 4

      You Are Not Prepared

      
         
         
         May 20, 2018

         
      

      
      From the moment I landed in Japan, I felt overwhelming pressure to start the climbs.
         I worried about the schedule—which had no wiggle room for delays or injuries—and about
         the winter snow that would close the peaks for several months. I worried about our
         savings holding out, with neither Michael nor me working for a year.  
      

      
      Most of all, I worried about my visa. I had no assurance that immigration would grant
         me another tourist visa, even if I left the country and returned when the initial
         90 days ran out, and Oobie could not leave and return at all. Unless I resolved the
         visa issue fast, my  hyakumeizan   plan was doomed to fail.  
      

      
      A friend and fellow author named Claire Youmans, who was living in Japan on a writer’s
         visa, put me in touch with her immigration lawyer. I exchanged emails with him when
         I arrived in Tokyo, but his schedule made it hard to arrange a meeting. 
      

      
      With worries closing in from every side, I did what any mature adult would do: 

      
      I ran off to the mountains. 

      
      At 4:30 a.m. on May 20, 2018, as dawn bleached the Tokyo sky from black to gray, I
         filled the water reservoir in my brand-new, bright blue day pack, laced up my hiking
         boots, and caught an early train to Gunma.  
      

      
      Mount Akagi (赤城山) rises 1,828 meters above the northern end of the Kantō Plain—the
         largest agricultural area in Japan. The mountain sits about an hour by bus from Maebashi,
         the capital city of Gunma Prefecture, which also bears the distinction of sitting
         farther inland than any other prefectural capital in Japan. Although Maebashi is only
         an hour from Tokyo by  shinkansen   (the high-speed rail system also known as the “bullet train”), I made the stingier
         choice to take a local train, which made the journey three times as long (but at less
         than half the price).  
      

      
      On the train, an elderly woman sitting across the aisle opened a pale pink bakery
         bag and withdrew a trio of puffy, bite-sized rolls filled with a sweet bean paste
         called  an. I had skipped breakfast, on the theory that I could find a local specialty to eat
         in Maebashi before the climb. Like so many other bad decisions I would make in the
         months to come, it seemed like a good idea at the time. 
      

      
      I looked out the window as my stomach growled. 

      
      By the time I reached Maebashi, I was so hungry that my standards had fallen from
         “find the most exciting regional delicacy available” to “I’ll eat anything that isn’t
         poisonous.” The tiny station had only a single shop that offered food, and the shop
         had only a single tandoori chicken sandwich on the shelf. I grabbed the sandwich,
         along with a tiny raspberry Danish.  
      

      
      I devoured the pastry on the two-minute walk to the bus stop near the station, and
         barely resisted eating the sandwich too. 
      

      
      Five minutes before the bus was due to leave, a crowd of people in colorful hiking
         gear emerged from the station and queued up behind me in groups of two and three.
         Their floppy sun hats made me remember I didn’t have one of my own. I’d also forgotten
         sunscreen and a sweater.  
      

      
      You are not prepared for this, my anxiety said.  Go home. Come back another day.  
      

      
      Just then, the bus arrived. I climbed aboard before my fears could change my mind.
         
      

      
      The forecast called for sun in Maebara, but as the bus drove toward the mountain,
         threatening clouds blocked out the sky. By the time we reached the visitor center
         at the base of Mount Akagi, the sky had grown so dark that I considered turning back.
         If it got any colder, if it rained, or if I failed to complete the hike before the
         last bus left for Maebara that afternoon, I could end up in serious trouble.  
      

      
      What made you think you could climb a mountain anyway?   
      

      
      As the Japanese hikers trooped past me off the bus, I almost gave in to fear, but
         I reminded myself that I’d come to break that cycle. 
      

      
      I forced myself to heft my pack and follow them out the door. 

      
      After studying the colorful trail map at the visitor center, I hiked down the asphalt
         road in the direction of the trailhead. Ten minutes later, I reached a wooden sign
         with an arrow pointing to an earthen path that did lead upward into the forest, but
         didn’t look anything like my mental image of a hiking trail. It looked more like a
         steep embankment covered in rocks that someone labeled “hiking course” as a cruel
         joke.  
      

      
      I saw no trace of other hikers. Somehow, the crowd from the bus had completely vanished.
         
      

      
      Forget this. Let’s go climb an ice cream sundae back in Maebara instead.  
      

      
      Just then, three college-aged Japanese girls appeared around a bend in the road, approached,
         and—after asking me to take their picture standing by the trailhead—started up the
         rock-strewn trail. 
      

      
      I screwed my courage to the sticking point and followed.  

      
      The miles I’d walked during chemo didn’t pay quite the dividends I expected. I puffed
         for breath and my thighs began to burn, even though I moved at roughly the speed of
         a garden slug.  
      

      
      After cutting several switchback turns across the mountainside, the trail ended at
         the base of a huge metal staircase that zig-zagged upward like Picasso’s version of
         a giant zipper. The steep, narrow stairs disappeared into the trees above, and I wondered
         if they went all the way to the summit. I hoped they did. A staircase seemed much
         easier, and more familiar, than the rocky trail I’d been ascending. 
      

      
      It took less than a minute for those stairs to change my mind. The freezing metal
         railing burned my hands. My thighs and calves ached even worse than they had before.
         When the clang of boots on metal announced the approach of descending hikers, I froze
         in fear. The staircase wasn’t wide enough for anyone to pass, and its narrow railings
         offered scant protection against the 15-meter drop on either side.  
      

      
      I closed my eyes and clung to the railing as the other hikers passed. They didn’t
         even slow their pace, and—to my shock—our bodies didn’t touch.  
      

      
      Afterward, I opened my eyes in more ways than one. Chemotherapy had dropped my weight
         to its lowest point in 30 years, but I still saw myself as the overweight woman I
         had been two years before. The realization that I was a stranger in my body made me
         eager to learn what other surprises this year would have in store. 
      

      
      At the top of the metal stairs (which, mercifully, ended after a rise of only 100
         meters), I unhooked the drinking tube from the strap of my pack, feeling smug that
         I didn’t have to stop to hydrate, and sucked up a mouthful of water that tasted like
         melted plastic.  
      

      
      In addition to overlooking my sweater, hat, and sunscreen, I’d forgotten to wash the
         silicone reservoir in my pack before I filled it up for its initial use.  
      

      
      I spit the foul-tasting liquid on the ground, pulled out  my mobile phone, and quickly
         searched the connection between unwashed plastic reservoirs, chemical poisoning, and
         cancer.  
      

      
      The search revealed that, on the internet, everything causes cancer.  

      
      I reminded myself that millions of people across the world drink far more dangerous
         water than what comes out of an unwashed plastic reservoir. 
      

      
      They die of horrible diseases too,    my inner voice replied. 
      

      
      My plan to climb a hundred mountains was a fool’s errand for which I was not prepared.
         
      

      
      And yet, I had spent my entire life using fear as a reason not to try.  

      
      In second grade, as I stood in line for the inflatable bounce house at the Franklin
         Elementary School carnival, I saw a sign beside the entrance that read “Enter At Your
         Own Risk.” I stepped out of line immediately, frightened and confused. What risk would
         I take if I went inside? Would the house collapse? Would I suffocate? Would it pop,
         or possibly explode? 
      

      
      I walked away from the bounce house. To this day I’ve never  been inside one. By the
         time I understood the sign was a standard warning, and that bounce houses were not
         deathtraps waiting to murder unsuspecting children, I was too big to jump around inside
         them. 
      

      
      That morning on Mount Akagi,  I knew—with absolute clarity—that if I let the tainted
         water in my pack excuse my turning back, I would not climb a hundred mountains.  
      

      
      Fear would win. 

      
      I returned the tube to my mouth, sucked up a mouthful of disgusting water, and swallowed
         it. 
      

      
      Then I continued up the trail. 

      
      An hour later I emerged onto a ridge and stared in awe at the mountains, hills, and
         cities of Gunma Prefecture spreading out below me—far below, and as far as I could
         see. Looking down on the world from such a height made me feel I had accomplished
         something  real. I had seen the world from heights before, but this time I had earned the bird’s-eye
         view. 
      

      
      I turned around, and the view in the other direction revealed that I still had a long,
         long way to go to reach the summit.  
      

      
      From that point on, the route wound steeply upward between long-limbed trees and leggy
         wild azaleas covered in vibrant purple and fuchsia blooms, along a trail that alternated
         between hard-packed earthen paths and wooden stairs.  
      

      
      Ninety minutes after I left the ridge, I was hungry, sweaty, sore, and had no idea
         how much trail remained between my current position and the summit marker, but I didn’t
         care. I was going to reach it, if I had to crawl.  
      

      
      A mere 15 minutes later, I crested a rise and found myself on top of Mount Akagi.
         
      

      
      As I snapped my first-ever selfie with a summit marker, I burst into tears. I tried
         (almost successfully) to hide them from the dozens of Japanese climbers all around
         me and retreated to a nearby rock, where I wiped my eyes with a handkerchief and regained
         my self-control. With the waterworks contained, I devoured my sandwich and a box of
         “smoked cheese”–flavored potato sticks, washed down with tepid, plastic-flavored water
         from my pack.  
      

      
      Nearby, a pair of Japanese women prepared a meal of tea and ramen on a camp stove
         they had carried with them. In fact, every one of the Japanese hikers had better fare
         than a half-eaten chicken sandwich and potato sticks.  
      

      
      Next time, I would bring a better lunch. 

      
      I planned to hike Akagi as a loop, descending by a shorter route than the one I used
         on the ascent. However, I hadn’t considered the fact that in mountaineering, “shorter”
         means “steeper”—a fact that made itself painfully clear as I started down the mountain.
         
      

      
      This is a rock slide, not a trail. You’ll be lucky not to break your neck.  
      

      
      I had no time to retrace my steps if I wanted to catch the final bus to Maebara, so
         I tried to focus on the trail and not my fears. At times, I hugged the trunks of trees
         to keep myself from falling. Given the pitch of the slope and the jagged boulders
         that covered the trail, I would have hugged poison ivy if it got me down the mountain
         in one piece. 
      

      
      Just as my legs began to feel like overstretched rubber bands that had lost their
         spring, I reached the road and the trailhead sign. I walked to the visitor center,
         and even had time to buy a commemorative “Mount Akagi” pin before my bus arrived.
         
      

      
      On the train ride back to Tokyo, I questioned whether I could do this 99 more times.
         Mount Akagi was supposed to be an easy climb, but my legs and feet were aching and
         my chest felt raw where the straps of my pack had rested. 
      

      
      If this was an easy mountain, I wasn’t sure I wanted to experience a hard one.  

      
      Somehow, I had fooled myself into believing Japan would change me, miraculously and
         without effort, into the person I aspired to be.  
      

      
      I now realized that wasn’t going to happen.  

      
      However, I did feel I had accomplished something important on Mount Akagi, and learned
         some valuable lessons too.  
      

      
      A journey of 1,000 miles—or 100 mountains—starts with a single step. 

      
      I had taken that step. 

      
      Now it was time to take step two. 

      
       

      
      STATION 1:[1] TRAILHEAD TOKYO
MOUNTAIN TOTAL: 1

      
       

      
      I headed home from Mount Akagi with my urgent housing situation pressing on my mind.
         Our short-term apartment lease expired at the end of June, and the visa denial left
         us scrambling for a place to stay. Michael had never been to Japan before our move
         and spoke no Japanese; I spoke only a little more than he did, but I knew the country
         and its customs, so it fell to me to take the lead. 
      

      
      Tokyo has thousands of short-term  furnished rentals, but most don’t welcome pets.
         Worse, we had to move in early summer, when most of the short-term apartments in the
         city were already leased. The company that owned our Shinjuku apartment had no vacancies
         in any of its buildings until August. A dozen inquiries to other companies yielded
         no better results: the ones with vacancies all had no-pet policies, and the ones that
         allowed a cat were fully booked.  
      

      
      Increasingly desperate, I scoured the internet and emailed the owners of all the available
         listings, asking them to make an exception for one small cat.  
      

      
      The Hail Mary pass connected. I secured a furnished apartment in Sumida Ward, not
         far from the famous Tokyo Skytree. It was available only until mid-August, and the
         rent went up because of Oobie, but I sent the deposit without complaint. 
      

      
      With homelessness prevented (at least until August), I was free to climb. 

      
      
         
            
1. Many Japanese mountains have station markers at intervals along the trail, numbered
                  1 through 10 (for unknown reasons, Fuji also has a Station 9.5) to mark a climber’s
                  progress toward the summit.  In this book, the Stations act as progress markers and
                  as windows on the changes happening off the mountains.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 5

      Don’t Forget the Bug Spray

      
         
         
         May 27, 2018

         
      

      
      A week after climbing Mount Akagi, I once again woke before 5 a.m., filled the (well-rinsed)
         reservoir in my day pack, and set the pack—which I’d christened “Blue” for its brilliant
         color—on the bed while I dressed to climb.  
      

      
      Five minutes later, I hefted Blue—and was promptly drenched by a rush of water that
         poured from the day pack onto the bed, the floor, and my hiking pants. I hadn’t closed
         the mouth of the reservoir properly, so water had leaked out and filled the pack while
         Blue was resting on the bed. 
      

      
      Two towels and many curse words later, I’d  mopped the floor, but my pack and pants
         were soaked.  The delay also meant I missed my  train; I took a later one, but it
         didn’t arrive in Enzan until 7:45 a.m.—too late for me to catch the first bus to the
         Daibosatsu trailhead. 
      

      
      At 8:20, I found myself once again in a line of senior citizens clad in high-end hiking
         gear. When the bus arrived, we trooped aboard for the 90-minute ride. I was so excited
         that I felt like bouncing in my seat.  Mount Daibosatsu (大菩薩岳) (2,057 meters)  is
         known for its stunning views of Mount Fuji, and despite more than 30 previous excursions
         to places where Fuji was supposedly visible, I had never actually seen Japan’s most
         famous peak except in photographs.  
      

      
      When we reached the trailhead stop, I was the only one who left the crowded bus. 
         
      

      
      I watched it pull away.  

      
      What do they know that I don’t know?  
      

      
      A consultation of the trailhead map revealed a second bus stop farther up the mountain,
         for hikers who preferred a shorter trek. 
      

      
      I puffed out my chest, proud to have chosen the toughest route, and started up the
         trail through a forest of small-leafed Japanese maple trees. Sunlight filtered through
         the branches. Birds chirped and cicadas rattled. The thump of my hiking boots on the
         packed earth trail  blended with the other sounds, and I  took a deep breath, feeling
         my tension fade away as the final signs of civilization disappeared behind me. 
      

      
      Refreshing breezes cooled the sweat that beaded on my face. I removed my cap and,
         for the first time since my hair fell out, enjoyed the way it felt to expose my head
         to the open air.  
      

      
      Two minutes later I put the cap back on, having learned that my hairless, sweaty scalp
         was irresistible to the swarms of Enormous Winged Biting Things that lived in the
         forest on Mount Daibosatsu.  
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