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        “They tell us that suicide is the greatest piece of cowardice… that suicide is wrong; when it is quite obvious that there is nothing in the world to which every man has a more unassailable title than to his own life and person.”—Arthur Schopenhauer
      
    

    
      There are places on this earth that need to be seen. We are only here for a short time, and it should be our mission to witness as much of the world as possible. Whilst some people are content living out their days in the city—frequenting the same coffee shop every morning, hitting the same gym until its layout is ingrained into one’s head, eating at the same Italian restaurant so habitually that the staff no longer feel the need to inquire about one’s choice of food or drink—others seek to appreciate the wilderness, those hidden spots where one might find tranquillity away from the trappings of modern-day life. I am such a person.
    

    
      “Where the hell are we?” Kelly asked, slowing the Toyota as it rattled over the gravel beneath us. Her countenance was one of confusion, and why wouldn’t it be? This was my idea; she had no knowledge of this place or its history, and I wanted to keep it that way. While I am certainly an explorer, a fan of the macabre, my wife is not. If she knew we were about to set foot into one of the most cursed forests in Japan, well, let’s just say that there might not be another anniversary past this one.
    

    
      “Pull up next to that Honda,” I said, folding the map that had been stretched out in my lap for the last three hours. I stowed it in the glove compartment as Kelly parked. She turned the engine off, removed her seatbelt, and twisted in her seat so that she faced me. “What?” I said, though I knew what was bothering her and decided to pre-empt her inevitable questions. “It’s just a forest,” I said, knowing full well that it wasn’t ‘just’ a forest. “One of the most famous and beautiful landmarks in Japan, as a matter of fact.” She didn’t need to know what it was famous for.
    

    
      “It’s not just a forest, is it?” she said, head shaking ever so slightly. “If it was just a forest, we wouldn’t be here.” She unscrewed the cap from a bottle of water and drank. It was hot as hell out there; it was even hotter sitting in the car under the scrutinizing glance of my unconvinced wife. I couldn’t even make eye-contact with her, lest my own eyes betray me into spilling the truth. Kelly had a strange way of knowing when I was lying. Something about the way my lip twitched at the corner. In that moment I became very aware of my mouth, and I hoped it wasn’t giving me away.
    

    
      I wound the window down a few inches. “Why do you always do this?” I said. “We’re having a nice time here, and you want to argue over nothing.” I tapped a cigarette out of its packet and fumbled for my lighter. Kelly hated that I still smoked, and so now I made a big deal out of it whenever I did. Maybe I would smoke two or three, wind the window up to trap the fug. 
    

    
      Kelly sighed. “We are having a nice time,” she said, and I knew by the tone of her voice that I had won, that we would soon be stepping into the forest. “I…Look, Dan, we can explore your stupid forest all day, but tomorrow we’re going to the Golden Pavilion, whether you like it or not, mister.” A slight smile crept onto her face; I pocketed my cigarette for now.
    

    
      “Deal,” I said. It was, as far as I was concerned, a fair trade. I had no interest in the Temple of the Golden Pavilion, but I knew how much it meant to Kelly and so a compromise was in order.
    

    
      Besides, today was my day.
    

    
      It was the day we would step into Aokigahara.
    

    
      *      *      *
    

    
      “You’re packing a lot,” Kelly said, hovering around the trunk of the car and watching my every move. “We’re not camping in there, I can tell you that right now.”
    

    
      Without turning to her—I was too busy stuffing items into my rucksack—I said, “I wouldn’t dream of it, dear.” Though I had dreamt of it. Almost every night for the past six months I had visited the forest, felt its trees beneath my trembling hands, listened as it spoke to me in a voice that chilled and excited me in equal measure. I had researched the place thoroughly, watched documentaries about it on channels Kelly didn’t even know we had, and so when Kelly managed to arrange time off from work for the trip I became frantic, for I knew that we were about to embark upon something very special, a once-in-a-lifetime chance (clichéd, I know) to see this place for ourselves.
    

    
      Now we were here, it felt like home.
    

    
      “How much water do we have left?” Kelly leaned in close, so close that I could smell the sweat coating her flesh, and while I should have been offended by the scent, I found myself somewhat aroused.
    

    
      “Enough,” I told her. “I’ve packed six bottles, but I don’t imagine we’ll make it past four.”
    

    
      “Best to be on the safe side,” she said, perching on the edge of the trunk. “Knowing our luck, today will be the day Fuji decides to blow.”
    

    
      I snorted and pulled the cord which tightened the neck of the rucksack. “We’re not going in that far, and do you know the last time she erupted?” I knew that she would have no idea, and so quickly pressed on. “1707. People are up and down that thing on a daily basis. You’ve got more chance of Yellowstone kicking off than Fuji.”
    

    
      “Either way I don’t trust it,” Kelly said. Her expression told me that she was deadly serious, that in her mind she was envisioning us paddling through lava on melted flip-flops.
    

    
      While I continued to pack everything we would need for the day, Kelly wandered between our car and the Honda, sipping at her water bottle and wiping the sweat from her glistening brow. I watched as she noticed the Honda’s flat tires. You would think that the car, belonging to some sad and lost soul, would have been towed away. It had clearly been sitting there for a while. Truth be told, I expected there to be more.
    

    
      “Dan?” Kelly said, circling the abandoned Honda, glancing in through its dust-speckled windows.
    

    
      “Hm?” I slammed the trunk and hoisted the rucksack onto my shoulder.
    

    
      “This car’s been here for a long time.” She wiped dust from the driver’s side window and cupped her hands so that she could better see inside.
    

    
      “Probably stolen,” I said. I hated lying to Kelly, but there are things she wouldn’t understand, things that would change her mind about entering Aokigahara, and that simply wouldn’t do. “Believe it or not, Japan has its own subculture of joyriders. I’m just surprised they didn’t burn the thing out.”
    

    
      “There’s a map on the passenger seat,” she said, straightening up. She looked at me intently, as if trying to determine whether I was lying. Once again, I hoped my lip wasn’t twitching.
    

    
      “Well,” I said, finally lighting my cigarette and exhaling a plume of blue-gray smoke, “This is a popular spot. A helluva lot more popular than your Golden Pavilion. If I was going to dump a car, this would probably be the best place to do it.”
    

    
      She didn’t believe me. I could see it in her eyes and the way she gnawed at the inside of her cheek.
    

    
      “Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “Like you said, it’s been sitting there for a while. Whoever left it is long gone.” Wasn’t that the sorry truth?
    

    
      “This place gives me the creeps,” she said, turning to face the wall of evergreens in front of us. “It’s so quiet. It shouldn’t be so quiet. Where are the birds, Dan?”
    

    
      I laughed, then immediately stopped. I didn’t want to sound like an asshole. “Jeez, I don’t know, Kelly. I’m sure we’ll see some when we get in there. Do you have your camera? I want to get lots of pictures of this.”
    

    
      She fumbled around in her purse; a second later, she was holding the Nikon I had bought for her two Christmases ago. It wasn’t a modern camera, but it would do the trick. I knew that I could jazz the photos up later on, give them an ominous tinge for the blog post I would be writing later that day.
    

    
      I locked the car, leaving the windows cracked a little. The last thing we wanted was to return to an oven, especially after walking for the majority of the day.
    

    
      “Ready?”
    

    
      She smiled nervously. I could see this was going to be a fun afternoon. I made a mental note to reciprocate tomorrow when Kelly was in her element and I was the one filled to the neck with tedium.
    

    
      “Come on then.” I walked between the cars and was about to step onto the dirt at the front of the forest when the low rumble of an engine stopped me in my tracks. I turned, and sure enough, a Mazda was making its way across the deserted parking lot, its sole rider frantically waving at Kelly and I through an open window.
    

    
      “Friend of yours?” Kelly said, still nervously smiling. I shook my head and moved closer to her, knowing that was what she wanted from me.
    

    
      We stood on the edge of Aokigahara, watching as the driver—an elderly man, I saw, through the windshield of the car—parked beside our own vehicle. Flicking my cigarette into the trees behind us, I told Kelly that it was probably somebody needing directions, not that we would be able to help.
    

    
      The man stepped from his car and limped toward us, leaving his door wide open. That, I thought, was a good thing. He wasn’t staying; he certainly wasn’t here to do himself any harm.
    

    
      “English?” he said, smiling so hard that his face creased in on itself. His empty gums glistened in the sunlight.
    

    
      I looked at Kelly then back at the man. “Yes,” I said. “We’re English. We speak English, I mean.”
    

    
      The man nodded. “Ahhh,” he said, turning to investigate our car. Part of me wanted to tell him to hit the road, leave us to our own devices, for I knew now what he was, what he was here for, and I didn’t want Kelly to find out just yet why Aokigahara was so important to me, why I had to go in there, see it for myself.
    

    
      The man nodded and smiled at our car for somewhere in the region of a minute before turning back to us. I hadn’t noticed until that moment that Kelly was gripping my hand, so tightly that our knuckles were white.
    

    
      “Jus’ tourist?” said the man. The smile had momentarily fallen from his face, and he looked so much younger without it, it made me wonder why he ever smiled at all.
    

    
      “Yeah, my wife and I are just tourists,” I said. “This is our first time in Japan.” He continued to nod along with my words, as if each syllable somehow controlled his movements. I hoped to God that he didn’t say anything which would ruin the day. There was no way I could convince Kelly to walk into the forest with me if she knew what it was, what had happened there, and this prick was only one sentence away from spoiling the whole trip, for me and my wife.
    

    
      “Good, good,” the man said, rattling his car keys. It was wholly annoying. “You know about the forest?” He was no longer speaking to me…well, us. His question was meant for Kelly and only Kelly. It was as if he didn’t trust me, or that he knew I was fully aware of where I was taking my wife, but was she? Did she have any idea of what we were about to do, the cursed ground we were about to set foot on? I had to think fast.
    

    
      “Yes, I’ve done a lot of research,” I said, hoping it would be enough to send the man back to his car. Instead he frowned, as if the answer wasn’t quite good enough.
    

    
      “Excuse me,” Kelly said, so unexpectedly that it startled me. “Who are you?”
    

    
      The man smiled. “My name is Hayashi,” he said, his eyes still trained upon me, even though Kelly had been the one to question him. “I see a lot of people go in through here.” He pointed to the clearing in the trees, a gap no larger than the width of our car. “A lot of people go in and never come back out.”
    

    
      At that, Kelly squeezed my hand tighter. Was she scared? Possibly. Was she dubious about entering Aokigahara now? Most certainly. And it was all thanks to some busybody whose sole purpose was to put the chills up anyone arriving at the site. If I didn’t like the man before, I hated him now.
    

    
      “I know how the forest works,” I told Hayashi. “Stick to the trail, don’t cross any tape. We’ll be perfectly safe. We don’t intend to stay too long.” I slipped my hand from Kelly’s and offered it to the man, to thank him for his concern and to draw a line under the conversation. After a moment of staring at it as if it were a bunch of corn snakes, he took it and nodded.
    

    
      “Have a pleasant day,” he said. I knew that we didn’t concern him. I doubted many married couples went into the forest with the same intentions as those traveling alone, though I had read tales of struggling, indebted families—entire clans comprising many generations—escaping to Aokigahara; it was the only way out for them, you see.
    

    
      As Hayashi turned and walked toward his car, Kelly breathed a sigh of relief. Had she been frightened of little, old Hayashi? Perhaps, though not in the same way he had unsettled me. When he had vacated the parking lot, Kelly folded her arms across her chest and waited for an explanation. Of course, I was still reluctant to offer her the truth.
    

    
      “Don’t ask me,” I said. “I know they have wardens around here. The guy’s probably just keeping tabs on us, making sure we’re not going to start any fires or fly-tip a washing-machine.” I thought that was pretty funny; the expression on my wife’s face told me that it was not the time for witticisms.
    

    
      After a minute or two of bickering (something we had done a lot of recently) we made our way through the clearing and into the forest proper. Something deep within me rejoiced, before the melancholy washed over me like so much rain.
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      The sign, a large brown thing on the right of the trail, spoke only in Japanese. Kelly examined it silently as she swilled water around her mouth before swallowing it. Unless she had taken intensive Japanese courses that I was unaware of, I knew I had nothing to worry about. It would have made about as much sense to her as the Voynich manuscript. I, on the other hand, knew exactly what it said. You didn’t have to look far on the internet for a translation.
    

    
      
        “Your life is something precious that was given to you by your parents. Meditate on your parents, siblings and your children once more. Do not be troubled alone.”
      
    

    
      “It says not to stray from the trail,” I said. It felt wrong to be lying to her, but we had come too far to turn back now, and turn back we would if she knew the truth.
    

    
      “Looks like a lot of writing for such a small message,” Kelly said. She was smiling, I noticed, and that was a good thing.
    

    
      “I don’t speak Japanese,” I said. “There’s probably something on there about not letting your dog shit in the bushes.” I draped an arm across her shoulder. “Hm, you’re nice and sweaty.” I kissed her tenderly on the neck, tasted the saltiness of her perspiration on my lips; unsurprisingly she shrugged me off.
    

    
      “Hang on,” she said, pointing to a chunk of text on the sign. “It says here that there is to be no molestation of one’s spouse whilst in the forest. Looks like you’re shit out of luck.” She grinned and walked backwards a few steps.
    

    
      “Actually, it says that only married couples shall partake in sexual activities in Aokigahara, and that unmarried couples will have no choice but to jack off while their partner’s backs are turned.”
    

    
      “Is that what it says?” she said, smiling and urging me to follow her deeper into the trees. The strange sensation of despondency I had experienced upon stepping into the forest lifted momentarily, and if it had affected Kelly at all, she made no mention of it.
    

    
      There was something peaceful, almost ethereal, about the place. It was impossibly quiet, so still, as we walked languidly along the trail. The trees were so dense around us that even the breeze I had felt earlier, standing at the forest’s entrance, couldn’t penetrate. It was nice to be out of the sun, though, which only occasionally breached the treetops above. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we weren’t simply walking through the forest, but swimming. The incongruous silence of Aokigahara made it feel as though we were submerged, pushing through water which in turn offered resistance.
    

    
      As we walked along the trail, I gazed into the trees around us, unsure of what I was looking for. Did I hope to see a body hanging from a Mongolian oak, utterly still, decaying, some poor schmuck who couldn’t handle the rigors of modern life? In my thirty-five years of existence, I had yet to see a dead body, though this was the perfect place to pop one’s cherry, as it were. Last year, one hundred and three souls had been claimed in Aokigahara, and those were the ones that had been discovered. You could, I thought, double that figure quite easily…at least. How many bodies were concealed by the plants, shrubs and mosses of the forest floor? How many people had walked so deep into the forest in order to never be found? I had read somewhere that the forest’s wardens—whose job it was to prevent and report suicides on the site—were loath to venture too deep into Aokigahara. It was not unknown for people to find themselves lost amongst the trees, which was why certain areas off the trail were blocked off with orange tape. To ignore it, venture beyond it, was in itself suicidal.
    

    
      “Are you okay?” I said. Kelly had slowed a little and was now ambling behind me. At first I didn’t think she heard me; her eyes were fixated upon the ground. She looked a million miles away, but then she looked up and forced a smile.
    

    
      “Fine,” she said. “Why?”
    

    
      We continued to move forwards, though not with any great alacrity. “You haven’t said a word for the last half mile.”
    

    
      “Neither have you.” Her riposte was absolutely true, of course, for I had been far too busy drinking in the atmosphere of the place.
    

    
      “Yeah, but I don’t talk half as much as you do,” I said, trying to make light of the situation. “You’re only ever this quiet when you’re eating or you’ve got something on your mind.”
    

    
      Her gaze returned to the forest floor and, for now, she stopped walking. “Do you…do you ever think about him?” she said. She kicked a twig with her right foot and watched as it disappeared into the trees to our right. My mouth had become unbearably dry; the pack on my shoulder insufferably heavy. I slipped it off and lowered it to the ground.
    

    
      I knew to whom she was referring, which was exactly why it took me so long to utter a response. When I did, my voice was broken and not quite my own. “Of course I do,” I said, riffling through the rucksack for my own water bottle. God I was thirsty. My throat was lined with what felt like needles, as if I had scooped up the fallen pines from the forest floor and forced them into my gullet. When I located the water, I immediately relaxed. “I think about him every single day.” I sipped at my water, and though it was warm and tasteless, it hit the spot.
    

    
      “I haven’t thought about him for a while,” Kelly said. “Does that make me a bad person? That I would forget my own son like that?”
    

    
      “Of course it doesn’t,” I said, “so you can knock that silliness on the head right now.” I screwed the cap onto my bottle and dropped it into the rucksack. I had to go to her, to comfort her. That was what she wanted. “You’re obviously thinking about him today.”
    

    
      “Bullshit,” she said, digging at the undergrowth with the toe of her shoe. “He popped into my head just now, and do you know what I thought? I thought: you don’t belong there. You shouldn’t be there.” Only then did I notice she was clenching her hands into fists so tight that her knuckles were white. “Why would I be thinking about him now?” Something like a snigger escaped her lips.
    

    
      I closed the gap between us and pulled her into my arms. “Remember when we went camping with him?” I said.
    

    
      “That was the last time we camped anywhere,” Kelly said.
    

    
      “Exactly,” I replied. “It was just the three of us, and that horrible family with the dogs who decided, for whatever reason, to pitch up right next to us, even though there were three acres of empty field on either side.”
    

    
      “God, I hated those pricks,” Kelly said, her words slightly muffled by my shoulder. “And their kids! Little bastards needed a bit of discipline, they were so naughty, not like…” She trailed off, though my brain effortlessly finished her sentence.
    

    
      Samuel.
    

    
      Not like Samuel.
    

    
      Samuel who was four when he died, when the meningitis left him a vomiting, fever-wracked mess. Samuel who had been looking forward to starting school in the summer, who used to color outside of the lines on purpose because “everybody else does it neat, and I don’t want to be like everybody else.” Samuel who liked carrots but hated peas. Samuel who couldn’t quite ride his bike without the training wheels, but that was okay because he liked the sound they made.
    

    
      “It wasn’t anyone’s fault,” I said, pushing Kelly back a little so that I could gaze into her eyes; eyes which were now filled with tears. “These things…”
    

    
      “Happen? Is that what you were going to say?”
    

    
      It was, but now I could see it was a bad choice of word. “We can spend the rest of our lives wondering why…why Samuel? Why our boy and not some other? Why not that little bastard from the campsite that liked to remove our guide-ropes in the middle of the night and then run around the field, laughing about it?” I was getting angry, but not at Kelly; I was angry at the conversation, that it should come now, and not tomorrow at the Golden Pavilion. I was angry that I didn’t have the right words for my wife, that I was awful when it came to comforting her, reassuring her, when it should have been easy. I was angry that this was the first time she had mentioned our son in months…
    

    
      “Why now?” I said, releasing her arms.
    

    
      She shook her head and stared at my chest. “I don’t know.” It was barely a whisper. If it hadn’t been for the silence of the forest around us, I might not have heard her. “I…I just…” She wiped her eyes, ashamed of the tears which threatened but never quite made it. “I can’t explain it,” she said. “You would think it got easier, but it doesn’t, does it? It never does.”
    

    
      “It’s always going to be there,” I told her. “Of course it is. There’s no cure for it, but you have to believe me when I say that we’ll get through it.” What was I talking about? As far as I was concerned, the worst of it was behind us. Samuel had been dead for almost two years, and while I would never forget his smile, the annoying noise he made following some terrible joke he’d made up on the spot, I was looking toward the future. There comes a time when you have to let go, admit that the past can’t be changed and move on. I thought Kelly was with me until now.
    

    
      Apparently not.
    

    
      “I’m just being silly,” she said, breathing deeply through her nose and exhaling through her mouth. Her lips curled into something akin to a smile. “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “What for?” I was genuinely at a loss.
    

    
      “For putting a dampener on your day.” She motioned to the trees. “How can anyone be so miserable with all this beauty around them, huh?”
    

    
      It was a question I’d been asking myself since reading about the place in some old edition of National Geographic.
    

    
      “You haven’t put a dampener on anything,” I assured her. “Let’s just enjoy this.” I pointed to the sky, or what little of it that could be discerned beyond the treetops. “It’s a nice day, we’ve got all this to ourselves. It’s just you and me.” I reached for her hand; she met me halfway.
    

    
      I scooped the rucksack up and slung it across my shoulder. We were moving again, all thoughts of our dead son left behind, for now at least.
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      The farther into the trees we ventured, the less orange tape we saw. I didn’t know whether that was because people were less likely to die this far in, or simply that the wardens refused to brave the woods any deeper than they had to. The litter speckling the ground also diminished, and for a moment I panicked, for what if we had gone off track? What if we had taken a wrong turn somewhere? How would I explain that one to Kelly, who was already emotional as hell? “Sorry, love, but I think we’re fucked. Oh, your compass? Yeah, they don’t work too well in Aokigahara. It’s the iron in the volcanic soil. We might as well just keep walking, you know? See where we end up.”
    

    
      Luckily, a string of orange tape stretching between two trees allayed my fears. We were still on the trail. It would, however, take a while for my heart to stop pounding.
    

    
      “What the hell is that?” Kelly said, pointing to something between the trees. My eyesight is not as good as my wife’s, and so I had to squint to see what she was referring to. When I did, my heart rate increased ten-fold.
    

    
      “Oh, my God, is that a fucking baby!?” Kelly slapped a hand across her mouth. “Dan—”
    

    
      “Wait here,” I said. I dropped the rucksack and moved toward the edge of the trail so that I could better see the tiny human shape nailed to the bark of a maple. As I neared, and saw that we had overreacted somewhat, I relaxed, but only a little. The thing was still macabre, though not nearly as gruesome as it would have been to discover an actual baby pinned there. “It’s okay,” I called back over my shoulder. Kelly hadn’t moved from the spot I’d left her in; her hand continued to cover her mouth as she anticipated the worst. “It’s just a doll.”
    

    
      It wasn’t just a doll, of course. It was one of the ugliest things I had ever seen. Faux singed hair jutted out from its partially melted head. Where there should have been eyes there were two hollow sockets; the fact that it was naked only served to unsettle me further. But the real icing on the cake was in the way it had been nailed to the tree. Upside down, its arms and legs akimbo.
    

    
      Like an inverted cross.
    

    
      “A doll?” Kelly said. She was a few feet behind me. “What kind of sick bastard would do that? I thought that was a real fucking baby, for crying out loud.” Her voice was tremulous, high-pitched.
    

    
      “Probably kids messing around,” I said, examining the doll. “Hey, pass me the camera.”
    

    
      “Oh, you’re going to take a picture of it,” she said, not quite a question. “Of course you are. And there was me thinking we were going to be getting shots of flora and fauna.”
    

    
      “It’s nailed to a tree,” I said, accepting the Nikon from her. “That counts as flora.”
    

    
      “It’s an upside down doll,” she said. The unease had left her voice; now she was just angry. At me, seemingly, for wanting to document our findings.
    

    
      “Yeah, but think how great it’ll look on the blog, huh?” I was determined to write a masterpiece, and this picture, this terrifying inverse child’s plaything—melted in places, filthy in others—would be the perfect image to accompany the piece. By that time, Kelly would know that I had misinformed her, or had at least concealed the truth about Aokigahara. I would cross that bridge when I came to it.
    

    
      “I think it’s disgusting,” Kelly said. “Why haven’t the wardens taken it down? This is supposed to be a beauty spot, isn’t it? Not Dahmer’s living room.”
    

    
      That made me laugh. “The wardens don’t work here all year round,” I said. “And this thing might be relatively new.” It didn’t look new; it looked ancient, the kind of doll your grandmother would perch on her mantelpiece so that it could stare down at you in perpetuity with its angry glass eyes. My own grandmother had a doll fixation, collected them religiously. Porcelain monstrosities that she acquired from auctions. Her friends, upon death, bequeathed their own dolls to her, and she used to swear blind that the souls of those who had passed were contained within the lifelike playthings. I hadn’t thought about that for the longest time, but now, with the upturned doll pinned to the tree in front of me, it all came surging back.
    

    
      “Have you finished taking pictures?” Kelly asked, backing away from the trees. Her voice told me that she wasn’t willing to stay for any longer than was necessary, and so I took two more shots before joining her on the trail.
    

    
      “Are you okay?” I knew I was setting myself up for a barrage of complaints, and yet the question seemed mandatory.
    

    
      “I’m fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “Do you feel that?”
    

    
      I had no idea what she was talking about, and so asked her to elaborate.
    

    
      “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s really strange. Like a vibration in the pit of my stomach.” As if to demonstrate, she placed a hand across her midriff.
    

    
      “That, my dear, is hunger,” I said, for I was feeling nothing of the sort. “I’ve got some protein bars in the bag. You didn’t eat anything for breakfast.”
    

    
      “It’s not hunger, Dan,” she said, a little too sharply for my liking. “It’s something else. I’ve had it ever since we left the car, and I thought it was nerves, but it’s getting worse.”
    

    
      I sighed, and hid it well. “What? Are you saying that it’s something to do with the woods?” I snorted; I don’t think Kelly appreciated it. “Could be food poisoning,” I said. “That fish we ate last night might not have been cooked enough. I thought that when I saw it.”
    

    
      “That was sushi, you silly bugger,” she said, smiling once again. God, I loved that smile, didn’t see enough of it.
    

    
      “Do you feel sick?” I dropped the rucksack to the ground. “I know I packed some Cyclizine in here. Might help.”
    

    
      “No, I think I’m all right.” She breathed deeply. “It’s not a sick-y feeling. Just…a really weird thrum.”
    

    
      “I’m intrigued,” I said, “but I don’t think it’s anything to worry about. Just let me know if it gets any worse and we’ll head back.” I silently chastised myself for even suggesting it. That was the last thing I wanted, to cut short the trek for the sake of some ‘weird thrum,’whatever the hell that meant. Luckily, Kelly shook her head and told me not to be silly. Did she think I would resent her if we went back now? I hoped not, even though it wasn’t far from the truth. I would have kept it to myself, but deep down I would have been seething, plotting to pull the same stunt with her at the Golden Pavilion tomorrow. If that makes me a bad person, then so be it. I’m a fucker.
    

    
      “So do you have any idea where this trail leads?” she said, her ‘weird thrum’ forgotten for now. “Or are we just walking and hoping we come across something?”
    

    
      Yes! That was exactly what we were doing. I wanted to come across something, to see a dead body nestled amongst the shrubs. I wouldn’t draw attention to it, and subtly I would take pictures. Of course, that was the best case scenario. There was a good chance that Kelly would see it first, the way she had with the nailed doll, and if that happened, I knew that things would go south extremely quickly. The doll had frightened the life out of her; a partially-decayed corpse would send her screaming along the trail. I would have no choice but to chase her down and explain everything. End of the road for this trip, and perhaps for us.
    

    
      “I don’t think the trail leads anywhere in particular,” I said, stopping to light a cigarette. “It’s just a guideline to make sure we don’t go any deeper into the forest than we should. People get lost out here all the time. I read somewhere that even the wardens don’t know what lies in the heart of Aokigahara.” That wasn’t true, but I had an inborn flair for the dramatic. Sometimes I didn’t even know I was doing it. Kelly liked to tell our friends that I was full of shit. I tended to agree with her.
    

    
      “I quite like it out here,” she said, which caught me off guard. A minute ago she was clutching at her stomach, alleging that her guts were full of spiders, or something like that. I wondered, as I had before on several occasions, if I was dealing with a schizophrenic.
    

    
      “You like it?” I said.
    

    
      She laughed a little. “Well, yeah I mean, it’s peaceful. There’s nobody around to wind me up. It’s creepy, don’t get me wrong, but it’s…nice.”
    

    
      I would have agreed with her if, in that moment, I hadn’t felt the strange pangs of something crawling through my own innards. I flinched, but not so much that Kelly noticed, and as she continued to talk, wax lyrical about the joys of surrounding oneself with trees, I could only concentrate on the odd sensation coursing through my body.
    

    
      Was this the same thing Kelly was feeling? If so, I now knew why she opted to bring it to my attention. It was a terrible feeling. Intrusive, as if, for just a moment, my body didn’t belong to me. Or, more specifically, didn’t belong exclusively to me.
    

    
      Fucking sushi, I thought, and made a mental note never to touch the stuff again, which was easier said than done when you were vacationing in Japan.
    

    
      “Dan?” Kelly said. At least, I thought she did, but when I looked at her she was still talking, hadn’t even noticed the concern etched upon my face. Never before had I felt so disconnected from reality, and all because of some infernal food poisoning. It was so terrible that when I did finally comprehend my surroundings once again, Kelly was standing amongst the trees, off the trail, pointing toward something I couldn’t quite make out. How long had passed? Seconds? Minutes? I had no concept of time. For all I knew, those pricks over in Switzerland had done something with that wretched collider of theirs; it’s funny what runs through your mind when your mind suddenly double-crosses you.
    

    
      “What is it?” I mustered breathily. Even speech, something I had always been relatively good at, seemed beyond me in that moment. Kelly pressed a quavering finger to her lips to silence me. Her other hand continued to point out into the trees, and it was then that I saw it.
    

    
      A campsite, though that might have been overstating it. Roughly fifty feet off the trail, between a scattering of trees and sitting at the center of some sort of glade, was a juniper green tent. Despite its obvious attempt at camouflage, it stuck out like a sore thumb against the surrounding oaks.
    

    
      “I didn’t think visitors were allowed to camp here,” Kelly whispered. Her eyes were wide, beseeching.
    

    
      “They’re not,” I said. “The wardens would have moved them on if they had caught so much of a sniff of them.” I used the pronoun them, even though in all likelihood there was only one person in that tent. Maybe dead, maybe working through a few things, deciding on their next move, vacillating over whether to pack up and go home or see it through to the bitter end.
    

    
      “Pushing their luck, aren’t they? Won’t they get into trouble if they’re caught?” She kept her voice low, as if fearful of disturbing the tent’s inhabitants. My stomach had once again settled, though it felt hollow, emptier than it had before. I toyed with the idea of a protein bar before talking myself out of it. We had no idea how long we would be staying; it was best to conserve what little food we had for later.
    

    
      I moved up alongside Kelly and draped an arm across her shoulder. She was shaking, warm, and clammy. “Can’t see anyone, can you?” I stared through the trees, and though I could distinctly make out the tent, everything else was a blur of greens and browns. Maybe I did need glasses, though now was not the time to admit it. Kelly had been pestering me for months over my vision; to cede now would be humiliating.
    

    
      “Not a sausage,” Kelly said, shaking her head. “Do you think it’s the same people who did that shit back there with the doll?”
    

    
      “Nah.” I didn’t know for certain, but I had a strong suspicion that whoever was, or had been, in that tent had only just arrived. “Like I said, you get all kinds of people coming out here. Thousands every year. The doll people are probably back home, sawing the legs off Barbie or giving Action Man an enema.”
    

    
      Kelly sighed and folded her arms across her chest. “Do you think we should check on them?”
    

    
      My heart began to race. “On the tent people?”
    

    
      “Uh-huh.”
    

    
      I arched my eyebrows. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to make sure they’re okay,” I said. I eased the rucksack to the ground and unzipped the side pocket on the right. Inside was a small knife—three-inch blade, nothing fancy, the kind of thing you’d use to gut a fish if you were lucky enough to catch one—and I ran a finger carefully across its blade, making sure it was sharp enough to protect us if need be.
    

    
      “What the hell did you bring that thing for?” Hands on hips, Kelly looked as if she might kick me while I was down on my knees.
    

    
      “What?” I said. “You’d rather we came into the spooky forest with nothing?” I folded the blade down and tucked the knife into the back pocket of my khakis. “Besides, we don’t know what we’re going to find in that tent.” Careful, I reproached myself. There was no need to put the shivers up Kelly, and I’d come too far now to admit I’d known about the place and its macabre history all along. Part of me believed I could get away with playing dumb, if necessary. Another part of me knew that Kelly wasn’t a stupid woman. In many ways she was smarter than me, and it wouldn’t take her long to figure out that I’d brought her into a—no, the—suicide forest for my own bizarre pleasure.
    

    
      “Just try not to stab any poor fuckers,” she said. 
    

    
      “I’ll do my best,” I said. I knew that the knife was useless, that I had more chance of using my cock in Aokigahara than my blade. The poor bastard in the juniper tent wasn’t going to threaten us with violence; if they did, I really wouldn’t know what to do. I would probably shit in my knickers before remembering I was in possession of a knife, by which time it would no doubt be far too late. No, whoever was in that tent was a danger to only one person.
    

    
      “Do we call out from here?” Kelly whispered, once again through gritted teeth.
    

    
      “I think we should go over there,” I said. Kelly’s eyes widened further; on any other day, and in any other locale, it would have been comical, but there was serious concern there, and it was my job to convince her that we had absolutely nothing to worry about. “If you were in a tent, and you heard someone shouting outside, would you pop your head out?”
    

    
      Kelly thought about it for a moment. “Okay,” she said. I could see that she wasn’t convinced.
    

    
      “Okay.” I hid the rucksack at the edge of the trail. If we needed to make a run for it, for whatever reason, the pack would only weigh me down. We could always come back and retrieve it later. With the rucksack suitably covered with twigs and leaves, I led Kelly by the hand into the trees.
    

    
      The closer we got to the tent, the more my stomach began to turn over. This time, though, it was nerves. There was a marked difference between this discomfort and the one that had threatened to drop me to my knees only a few moments ago. For a start I didn’t feel dazed, separate from my own body. No, as we approached the tent I suddenly became aware of my own tangibility, and that was a good thing. It meant that I—we—weren’t sharing some kind of weird hallucination.
    

    
      On the floor at the entrance to the tent, a pair of filthy shoes—too large to belong to anything other than a man—had been carefully arranged. Next to them an unwashed plate, stained with the remnants of some yellow food, drew flies and other creepies. I didn’t know which was worse: leaving one’s shoes next to such a filthy plate or vice versa.
    

    
      Kelly squeezed my hand, as if to demonstrate that she, too, thought the scene grotesque. Though she didn’t speak, and neither did I. We simply stepped around the tent, being careful not to tread on anything that might give us away. I had no idea why we were being so clandestine; eventually we would attempt to make contact with the tenant of the tent. That was the whole point, after all.
    

    
      At the back of the tent damp clothes had been strung up on a makeshift clothesline. The smell was abysmal, and for some reason reminded me of the many hours I’d spent sitting in a laundrymat as a child while my mother fed coins into the graffiti-plastered machines. The mustiness was almost unbearable.
    

    
      On the plus side, the person camping here had no immediate intention to end their own life. One with uncontrollable suicidal thoughts tended not to concern oneself with the cleanliness of one’s undergarments. It came as quite a relief to me; though I was eager to discover something macabre in Aokigahara, I wasn’t quite ready to face it. Instead, I began taking photographs of the tent and its surroundings, much to the disgust of my wife, who sneered at me as if I had just plucked a worm from the earth and swallowed it whole.
    

    
      I shrugged and took a few snaps of the laundry, and it was then that something snapped off to the left.
    

    
      I turned my head so fast that my neck cracked. I heard Kelly inhale suddenly and deeply as she saw the figure emerging from the trees.
    

    
      A young man—couldn’t have been a day over twenty—was buckling his belt, unaware that we were even there. He said something in Japanese—kono yarou?—as he struggled to find the correct belt-hole. It seemed only right that we alert him to our presence.
    

    
      “Hello?” I said, holding my hands out in a placatory manner.
    

    
      The man looked up suddenly, his eyes wide, eyebrows arched with worry. Poor kid’s mouth fell open with shock, as if we were the last creatures on God’s green earth he’d expected to see standing before him. I knew in that moment that the knife in my back pocket was about as necessary as a snow-shovel out here.
    

    
      “It’s okay,” Kelly said. Ten feet separated me and my wife, but she closed that gap, as if it would somehow appease the confused camper. “We saw your tent and thought we’d check up on you.”
    

    
      The man was frozen, as if he had taken root and was now as much a part of the forest as the trees around us. I knew I had to say something.
    

    
      “English?” I said, lowering my arms in case he perceived them as a threat, an indication of imminent violence. “Do you speak any English?”
    

    
      The man frowned and, after a second or two, shook his head. I took that as a good sign; he wasn’t just terrified into silence by us.
    

    
      Kelly sighed. “Are you out here on your own?”
    

    
      “He just said he didn’t speak English,” I reminded her. She dismissed me with a raised hand before motioning to the tent. “Your shoes,” she said. “One pair.” She made the universal sign of ‘one’ with her finger. “You alone?”
    

    
      The man was either being kind or had actually understood her, for he nodded, the hint of a smile appearing on his face. “Hai,” he said. I didn’t know much Japanese, and Kelly was even less familiar with it than I was, but I knew that meant yes.
    

    
      “We were just passing through,” I said, walking with my fingers and gesturing to the trail behind. “Are you okay?” I knew what he was here for, even if my wife didn’t. And I think the man knew that I knew. Shame seemed to wash over him.
    

    
      “Hai,” he said. He scanned the area around us, as if searching for something, and when he next spoke I realized that it was words he had been looking for. “Sutekina,” he grunted, and then added, “Nice.”
    

    
      He was referring to the forest, the tranquillity of it all. “Yes, it is nice,” I agreed. Something, some sense of duty, suddenly hit me, and I pointed to the tent. “You know you’re not allowed to camp in here? No camping? No?” I shook my head, hoping he understood what I was trying to tell him.
    

    
      He walked slowly across the glade to where his tent was pitched. “Hai,” he said, running a hand over the canvas. Did he think I was complementing him on his temporary abode? Perhaps. It was a nice tent, under the circumstances. It made me wonder what the wardens would do to it once the man had permanently vacated.
    

    
      “He’s okay,” I whispered to Kelly. “We should probably leave him to it.”
    

    
      She nodded. To the man she said, “Okay, well I hope you have a lovely day,” and deep inside me I cringed. That wasn’t the kind of thing you said to a man contemplating death by his own hands. She wasn’t to know that, of course.
    

    
      “Bye,” I said, waving to the man even though he was less the ten feet away. Unsurprisingly, he waved back. We left him standing there at the entrance to his tent, looking perplexed and nervous, and made our way back to the trail.
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      Half an hour later, and with a protein bar in our stomachs, we rested against a tree. The heat was unremitting, and I was starting to sweat so much that it had become uncomfortable to walk unbroken for too long. Nestled against the oak’s trunk, I at least had the chance to dry off before we inevitably pushed on. Kelly sat to my right, picking nuts from her teeth with the sharpened point of an empty wrapper. For some reason, the action annoyed me more than it should have. Perhaps it was the noises she made as she slipped the wrapper through her teeth—slurping, sucking, heavy breathing—in an attempt to extricate the recalcitrant cashew. Whatever it was, I felt the urge to speak up, and before I knew what was happening, I did.
    

    
      “Are you trying to wind me up?” I said, more venom in my voice than I had intended.
    

    
      With the cessation of the rustling wrapper came an altogether more terrifying sound: complete silence. I could feel her eyes boring into the side of my face. It burned, as if she was flaying me alive with pure hatred.
    

    
      “What?” she asked. “What’s your problem?”
    

    
      “My problem,” I said, “is that you’re sitting there mining for gold, and it’s really getting on my tits. Show some fucking decorum!” I immediately regretted it, but it was too late now. The cat was out of the bag. The thing was, I hadn’t really meant to say anything; the idea was mine, but the words were not. I would never speak to Kelly like that, not even in jest. And what the hell did I know about decorum? I’m the guy who eats with his mouth open, who blows tiny bubbles with one piece of gum, who cracks his knuckles when he’s anxious. Decorum, to me, is nothing but a fancy word for “do what is expected of you.”
    

    
      After a few seconds, in which Kelly was no doubt planning where to bury the body, she said, “What the fuck’s the matter with you?”
    

    
      I planted my head in my hands; that terrible emptiness and stirring returned to my stomach. “I…I just don’t feel well,” I said. It was the truth, and yet I couldn’t tell her exactly what the problem was as I didn’t know myself. There was no pain, other than the blister on my right foot; I just didn’t feel…right.
    

    
      “Do you want to go back?” She was still angry with me for the way I’d spoken to her. Her monotonous, staccato words were a dead giveaway.
    

    
      No, I didn’t want to go back. That was the last thing I wanted. It was still early in the afternoon, and I’d spent the better part of the year looking forward to this. “I’ll be fine,” I told her. “Just need to rest for a minute.” In fucking peace, I thought but didn’t add.
    

    
      Kelly sighed. “Why don’t you take a pill if you’re not feeling well?” She made a good point, but I didn’t want to take anything that might impair me further, and I wasn’t sure of the side-effects of the pills in my bag.
    

    
      “It’ll pass,” I said. It already had, once. Whatever it was, it seemed to be coming in short bursts. It was the hollowness I felt afterwards that concerned me. I decided to change the subject. Kelly was liable to keep on at me, otherwise. “So what did you make of our friend back there?”
    

    
      Kelly repositioned herself against the trunk of the tree. “Who? The happy camper?”
    

    
      I nodded. “The very same.”
    

    
      “Probably just some kid on the run from something or other,” she said. “Did you happen to notice how many casinos we passed in Gotemba?”
    

    
      I lit a cigarette. There wasn’t a breath of wind, and so I didn’t have to worry about the smoke blowing back into Kelly’s face. “You think he ended up sleeping in a forest because he fucked up at the craps table?” Now that I’d said it, it didn’t seem all that far-fetched. People came here to die for all reasons. What was to say that the happy camper hadn’t taken out a loan he could nary afford, stuck it all on red, and ended up here, lost and with no way out?
    

    
      “I’m saying that if I suddenly found myself homeless, I would distance myself from the public. Those people that lurk around city centers with a cup on a piece of string dangling from their neck, they’re missing out on a real opportunity.”
    

    
      I snorted. Like I said, what did I know about decorum? “Yeah, lucky bastards.”
    

    
      “I’m serious, Dan! Okay, you’ve just been turfed out of your home. You’ve got nothing but the clothes on your back and, like the happy camper back there, a tent. Would you hang around shopping malls all day, begging for change, getting spat on by the disgusted passers-by? Or would you head to the nearest beauty-spot for some peace and quiet. No more worries; no bills to pay; a fresh start; the chance to go anywhere you want to; live wherever you lay your hat, away from society—which, by the way, you hate more than anyone I know.”
    

    
      When she put it like that, I suddenly found myself jealous of the happy camper. But then I remembered that none of it was true. He wasn’t there to begin a new life; he was there to an end an old one. A shudder coursed through my entire body and the jovial tone of the conversation suddenly seemed wrong.
    

    
      I climbed slowly to my feet. Kelly watched me from where she sat. “We can’t sit here all day,” I told her. “Places to go, things to see.”
    

    
      She picked herself up and dusted herself down. “What time is it?” she said.
    

    
      I glanced down at my watch, and almost relayed the time to her when I realized that it couldn’t be correct. “Hm,” I said, tapping the glass face of the timepiece. “Battery must have gone.” The watch read 11:55, roughly the same time (exactly?) it would have been when we stepped into Aokigahara. Coincidence? Had the watch ceased to work in the same way that compasses failed to function here? I shrugged, for it would have been ridiculous to see it as anything other than happenstance.
    

    
      “You’ll have to take it to that guy on the market when we get home,” Kelly said. I knew who she meant; the man of many talents, so long as you needed the sole of a shoe fixing or a replacement key cutting.
    

    
      I slipped the watch from my wrist and deposited it in the rucksack. There was no point keeping it on so that its leather strap, covered with my own sweat, could irritate my wrist.
    

    
      “So, which way now, Indiana?” She smiled.
    

    
      It was a smile that disappeared quickly as a jarring screech assaulted us through the trees; threatened to not only knock us from our feet but to also send us spiraling into the inescapable chasms of insanity.
    

    
      *      *      *
    

    
      “You heard it!” Kelly said, reluctant to walk beside me as I strode purposefully along the trail. “What the fuck was that?”
    

    
      I knew what it sounded like (a woman in the throes of agony) but it could have been anything. At least, that was what I told myself. “Probably some wild animal,” I said. “Whatever it was, it came from up here.” I hadn’t noticed until now, but at some point in the last five minutes we had left the trail behind. There was no tape to lead us or keep us from entering forbidden zones; there were just trees as far as the eye could see, each as unremarkable as the next. I was loath to tell Kelly that we had drifted somewhat, and that I had failed to take note of our surroundings so that we might easily find our way back to the trail.
    

    
      All I cared about was finding the source of the scream, and I knew that when we found it, it wouldn’t be an animal.
    

    
      “Slow down!” Kelly had to run to keep up. She was panting like a thirsty dog, but I didn’t want to wait. Something had taken over my body and was pulling me inexorably forwards, deeper into the trees. Even if I wanted to, I don’t think I could have stopped.
    

    
      “If it’s just an animal,” Kelly said, “why the fuck are we chasing after it?”
    

    
      “It might be hurt,” I said. She might be hurt. She might be swinging, right now, feet just inches from the floor, the life seeping from her gasping mouth as she tried to remember those things in life she had cherished so that she at least goes to the next world with a sweet taste in her mouth.
    

    
      “DAN!” She was shouting now, pulling at my arm in an attempt to slow me down. “What the fuck has gotten into you?”
    

    
      I turned on her so fast that it came as quite a shock to both of us. “Nothing!” I said. “Aren’t you the least bit intrigued by this place? Why people come here? Don’t you want to find out for yourself?” None of the words were mine; I had no intention of telling her the truth, not consciously, anyway. 
    

    
      “You’re acting strange,” she said, her eyes searching mine. “I’ve never seen you like this before.”
    

    
      “That’s a fucking lie, and you know it!” Memories flooded back to me. Seven years ago, upon returning home early from work to find her in a state of undress with a man I had never met before, I had felt exactly like this. Angry. Confused. Murderous.
    

    
      I hadn’t thought about that day for years. At the time I had forgiven her and we had moved forward, but as the memories washed over me, the hatred and confusion was as fresh as the day it happened.
    

    
      It made no sense, and it took every ounce of my being not to strike out, to inflict the same pain upon my wife as I was feeling in that moment. I gnawed at my lip in an attempt to distract myself. Kelly was on the verge of tears—oh, yeah, here come the fucking waterworks, a mean voice said inside my head.
    

    
      I was about to apologize when something dropped from the tree above, thumped into me and knocked me to the ground.
    

    
      Kelly screamed for a second before it caught in her throat and threatened to choke her.
    

    
      I rolled onto my back, my stomach fluttering, and saw the rope tied to the branch of the tree above. The body attached to the noosed end swung back and forth, back and forth, and the rope creaked, and Kelly whimpered, and I lay paralyzed, watching, stupefied, and wondering why my wife had once sought the affections of another man.
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      “It’s not real!” I said, climbing to my feet. I was still dazed, but I had to convince Kelly, who was cowering, sobbing with her head in her hands, that the body wasn’t real. I could see that now. It was simply a mannequin; a sick joke left behind to prank an unsuspecting couple. Someone clearly had too much time on their hands.
    

    
      Kelly looked at me through her fingertips, then at the plastic dummy swinging at the end of the rope. It was absent clothes; its plastic breasts were small, like those belonging to some underweight catwalk model, and its bald head reminded me of Superman’s arch-enemy, Lex Luthor. Someone had made the thing’s face up to look like a clown. Bright red lips made up the majority of the lower half, while its eyes were dark blue crosses. It was nightmarish, yes, but I reproached myself for scaring so easily, for it was about as lifelike as the waxwork figures in some low-rent Tussauds knock-off.
    

    
      Kelly lowered her hands and stared at me—not the gently swinging mannequin—as if I had been the one to set the prank. “What is this?” she said.
    

    
      I nudged the mannequin with my shoulder, which sent the thing into a spin. “Obviously meant as a joke,” I said, though even I couldn’t understand why anyone would do such a thing, and I knew of Aokigahara’s secret history.
    

    
      “I want to go now.” Kelly climbed to her feet, her face stony. She watched the dummy spin around; I knew that this was the straw that broke the camel’s back. The upside-down doll back there had planted a seed of doubt in my wife’s mind, but this had taken a watering-can to it.
    

    
      “Oh, come on, Kel,” I said, motioning to the mannequin as it swung and spun. “It’s a fucking dummy. I’m not going to let a fucking dummy ruin the day.”
    

    
      “I want to GO!” She practically yelled the last word, and I knew that no amount of persuasion was going to change her mind.
    

    
      “Fine!” I said, sounding like a petulant child who couldn’t get its own way. I could understand why she was freaked out; hell, I was more than a little spooked myself. But to draw a line under the afternoon so suddenly, over a fucking mannequin of all things, seemed an overreaction, and I couldn’t help feeling that Kelly was just looking for an excuse to ruin my day. “We’ll go back to the car, but when I have to write this up for the blog, we’re going to sound like a right couple of fucking idiots. Scared of a bloody dummy? Some prank a bunch of kids left behind? What a fucking joke!”
    

    
      I was clutching at straws, and throughout my tirade I watched for a change in Kelly’s countenance, something that told me she understood how pathetic this was. But nothing changed. She remained impassive, and I knew that she had made her mind up, despite my angry rant.
    

    
      “A minute ago you were saying how beautiful it was,” I said, pushing the matter and my luck.
    

    
      “That was before a clown mannequin dropped from the fucking sky!” She folded her arms across her chest. “Look, Dan, I’m not going to stand here arguing with you. If you want to stay out here, roaming around all afternoon, that’s fine, but I want to go back to the car. I’ve got a splitting headache and my stomach is off, and I’ve just about had enough of being scared shitless. I think I’ll be okay once I’ve had a lie down.”
    

    
      “Your stomach?” I said. Perhaps she had the same thing I did, which made sense as we’d shared a sushi platter.
    

    
      She nodded and rubbed at her midriff. “Yeah, but look. I don’t want to argue with you over this, okay? I just don’t think I’m capable of walking around out here feeling like this.”
    

    
      I knew then that she wasn’t trying to ruin my afternoon. She wanted to head back to the car and wait for me there. Whether that had anything to do with the clown mannequin or the upside-down doll, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I could cover more of the forest if I didn’t have her with me, slowing me down and complaining every couple of minutes.
    

    
      “Okay,” I said, calmly. “I’ll walk you back to the car. We can find out what time it is on the dashboard clock and, if I’ve got time, I’ll come back out here for an hour or so.”
    

    
      Kelly sighed and shook her head. “Look, it’s fine,” she said. “We came in a straight line. I’m not going to get lost.” Something in her expression changed, and I immediately thought of the happy camper we had passed on the way out. She was a little wary of bumping into him again on the way back; we had been married long enough for me to know when something unnerved her.
    

    
      “No, I’ll walk back with you,” I said. I wasn’t too keen on the thought of her bumping into the happy camper, either, even though he’d seemed like an affable chap. He was suicidal—wouldn’t be out here on his own if he wasn’t—and you never knew what went through the mind of a man contemplating death.
    

    
      Kelly turned and walked a few paces away from me and my friend, the swinging mannequin. Across her shoulder she said, “Don’t worry. I’ll see you back at the car when you’re done here. Just don’t be too long, okay? It’s hotter than hell out here.”
    

    
      I watched her go. “I’ll be back in a while,” I said, though I wasn’t sure she heard me. Louder, I added, “When you get to the trail, stick to it!” She yelled something back, but I didn’t quite catch it. A few seconds later and she had disappeared from view. It was as if the trees had swallowed her up.
    

    
      As soon as she was out of sight the strange sensation returned to my stomach. The emptiness; the feeling of disconnection, or was it just my mind playing on the fact that my wife had just abandoned me in the middle of a cursed forest?
    

    
      I lit a cigarette and sighed. And then I began to walk.
    

    
      *      *      *
    

    
      Kelly realized she must have taken a wrong turn when, five minutes after leaving Dan, she still hadn’t come across the bright tape cordoning off certain parts of the woods. She wasn’t frightened; just disappointed that she might have to backtrack. In doing so, there was a chance she would encounter Dan again, and the last thing she wanted was to admit that she was lost.
    

    
      “I’m not lost,” she assured herself. The trail was somewhere here; she could feel it. Her belly fizzed and popped as she walked through a patch of stiltgrass. The air was thickening, the humidity almost unbearable now. She finished off what little water remained in her bottle before leaving the empty next to a tree. Littering wasn’t something she normally advocated, but the whole forest was covered, in places, with garbage, and so she knew that her one bottle wasn’t going to make much difference.
    

    
      Up ahead, she could see a new place, somewhere they definitely hadn’t passed on the way out. At first she thought it was the happy camper’s place, and elation washed over her that she wasn’t lost after all, but when she neared she saw that it was something new. A dark blue coat was spiked into the ground with what looked like a homemade javelin. Around it sat six pairs of shoes, all children’s. Some of them were basic black buckle-ups, but there was also a couple of branded pairs, one of which featured the unmistakeable face of Hello Kitty and another pair had a print of Spiderman running along one side. The absence of an adult pair only served to unsettle Kelly more.
    

    
      There was always something strangely disconcerting about finding a lost shoe; at least Kelly thought so. A glove, yes, people lose gloves all the time. They could fall out of one’s pocket, or drop silently to the ground as you walked along, carrying them. A shoe, however, has to be removed, and even if it comes loose of its own accord, you would surely notice, especially in such a bucolic environment.
    

    
      Finding a pair of shoes, while certainly odd, does not necessarily send one scrambling for the nearest payphone in order to lodge a missing person’s report with the local constabulary. Perhaps the wearer of the shoes found them too tight, uncomfortable, and switched to something a little less snug. A nice pair of flip-flops or some cotton slip-ons. Why take home a pair of shoes that caused you such discomfort? You would not be wearing them again, unless you were a closet masochist. Take them off, leave them in the forest, it really doesn’t matter…
    

    
      Finding six pairs of shoes, however, all belonging to children? That was exactly the kind of thing which set alarm-bells ringing.
    

    
      Frowning, Kelly scanned the surrounding trees. The shoes, whilst a little mucky, did not appear to have been left out in the elements for too long. Maybe the kids to whom they belonged were still here, running around, playing army or whatever it was that kids got up to these days.
    

    
      Samuel would have liked it out here, she thought. Samuel would have played army all day out here. All he needed was a stick and something to point it at.
    

    
      “Why are you thinking about him?” she asked herself, reproachfully. She shook her head, as if that might banish the image of her son that seemed to have taken up residence there. She crouched, picked up one of the tiny shoes and turned it over in her hands.
    

    
      Dan would have loved this, she thought as she examined the shoe, and part of her wanted to go back and find him, to bring him here to see what he made of it. But she knew that he would have moved on by now, headed deeper into the forest in search of God knows what. She could be chasing him around for hours, by which time she would have forgotten where the ring of kid’s shoes were. Dan would have to settle for a description later on; it wasn’t too difficult to picture six pairs of shoes in a concentric circle around a staked coat.
    

    
      Just then, something moved in the trees to Kelly’s right and she snapped her head across just in time to see a branch quivering.
    

    
      Her heart skipped a beat. Something had been there, moved through there, had brushed against the branch before disappearing into the much thicker sea of trees behind.
    

    
      “Hello?” Kelly said as she straightened up. Her voice was low; she doubted anyone could have heard it, and so she repeated herself two more times, keeping her eyes trained upon the section of the forest that was still moving. “Is that you, Dan?”
    

    
      She didn’t think he would be stupid enough to even attempt to pull a prank on her out here, not after she’d told him how ill she felt. And yet there was something infantile about her husband, and a part of her knew that he was capable of anything, no matter how derisible it seemed to her.
    

    
      “You’d better not be fucking about, Dan,” she said, searching the trees for signs of life. It was then that something rustled behind her, and she swooped around, trying to catch a glimpse of whatever it was. But once again all she was faced with was trees settling back into position.
    

    
      But something had been there! And over there! Two separate incidents. Someone was messing with her—had to be—and knowing that, Kelly wished she’d thought more carefully about Dan’s offer to walk her back to the car. She would have been there now, not lost, not standing in the middle of nowhere while someone—Dan?—played silly fuckers all around her. She had derided Dan for bringing along a knife, but in that moment Kelly would have given her right arm for the miniature blade.
    

    
      Something crackled behind her, and this time as she turned she caught a glimpse of it before it vanished into the trees once again. Just a swatch of yellow cloth, but it was enough for Kelly. Whatever (whoever) was circling her, it wasn’t her husband. Despite the torrid heat, gooseflesh pushed its way to the surface of her skin and a shiver ran the length of her spine.
    

    
      The happy camper? Could that man, who had seemed pleasant enough, be the one toying with her?
    

    
      Why? Why would anyone do something like that? But then she remembered the inverse doll nailed to the oak tree, the swinging mannequin with its painted clown features, and realized that there were plenty of people in the world who were simply out to shock and offend. From somewhere, Kelly found the courage to speak, to question the prowling figure she had just caught a glimpse of.
    

    
      “What do you want?” she said, reaching for a moderately heavy stick she saw nestled beside her foot. It wasn’t a knife, but it was better than nothing. “Just fuck off and leave me alone!” She searched the trees, anticipating its next move, listening for the crack of twigs or the rustle of disturbed branches, but there was nothing but silence now.
    

    
      She turned, and turned again, her feet carrying her slowly through the woods. She was adrift in a sea of trees, disorientated and with no idea of how to find her way back to Dan or the car. Heart beating rapidly, stick held out in front of her, she slumped to the ground. Tears filled her eyes; her mouth suddenly dried; what little strength she’d had seeped from her body, and the foreign stirrings in her belly returned with a vengeance. Wretchedness consumed her from head to toe, until she could no longer control the tears.
    

    
      She began to sob.
    

    
      The boy in the trees watched.
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      Now that Kelly had cut me loose, I could explore more thoroughly, without worrying about what I might come across. Bringing her to Aokigahara had been a mistake; she would never understand what it meant to me. I was a fool for thinking otherwise, but what was I meant to do? It wasn’t as if I could have come alone. “Sorry, love, but I’m heading into the woods without you. Hope you don’t mind.” Returning to the car was perhaps the best thing that she could have done. I just hoped that old doomsayer, Hayashi, didn’t return to fill her in on the gory details of the forest while I was gone.
    

    
      It was around fifteen minutes after Kelly had left me that I came across the shrine. Partially buried by new growth, an assortment of colorful items—out of place amongst the greens and browns of the forest—caught my eye. I carefully pulled the vines and shrubs away so that I might see what lay beneath. Down on my knees, I separated the articles and began to take photographs. I’d hit the motherlode.
    

    
      A child’s painting depicting a nuclear family.
    

    
      An unopened sweet packet with a rosy-cheeked superhero winking and reaching for what looked like the Japanese equivalent of Gummi Bears.
    

    
      A bronze pocket-watch which, unsurprisingly, no longer functioned.
    

    
      A small piece of paper featuring text I would never be able to translate: 死は未来である.
    

    
      A CD which I saw, when I cleared the dirt from its plastic case, featured music from a band called Bo Ningen.A passport-sized photograph of a young girl with shoulder-length, black hair.
    

    
      I took pictures of it all, individually and combined, but I kept returning to the small photograph, wondering whether the girl had died here in the forest. Perhaps she had been the girlfriend of the person these things belonged to? The daughter? A friend? I would never know, and speculating would get me nowhere.
    

    
      With everything suitably documented, I placed the articles back where I found them and covered them, leaving the photograph for last. For some reason, perhaps I was just concerned for the girl, I gave it a kiss before nestling it in with the other items. I wondered how long it would be before someone else came along, and if they, too, would ponder over the whereabouts of the girl, if she’d made it out of the forest alive, or if she’d entered to begin with.
    

    
      Clambering to my feet, I checked the camera to make sure the pictures were of serviceable quality. They were good enough; nothing a spooky filter wouldn’t take care of.
    

    
      I picked up my rucksack and was about to move on when a noise came to me through the trees ahead. It was barely audible, but in the absolute silence I had grown used to in the last twenty minutes or so, I heard it just fine.
    

    
      A moan.
    

    
      I turned my head to the side, listening for further noises, and I didn’t have to wait long. It came again—definitely a moan—and yet I couldn’t tell if it was human or animal.
    

    
      I held my breath; the only other sound I could make out was the steady hush-thump of blood in my ears.
    

    
      Another moan…and this time words followed it. Human words. English words. I didn’t catch what the words were, despite the utter quietness of the place, but my brain did some sort of behind-the-scenes work and told me everything I needed to know.
    

    
      A woman. An English woman. Moaning (agony?). Begging?
    

    
      “Kelly,” I muttered. Something large and desiccated wedged in my throat, momentarily preventing me from breathing. I dry-swallowed and reached for the knife I’d tucked away in the seat pocket of my khakis.
    

    
      Kelly was in trouble. I should never have let her go off alone. What kind of husband does that? A fuck-awful one, that’s who. She was in trouble, and now she was sobbing and begging me to find her.
    

    
      I took off at a sprint, running toward the moans, hoping I wasn’t too late.
    

    
      *      *      *
    

    
      Realizing what a fool she was being, Kelly composed herself and took several deep breaths. This is silly, she thought. So fucking silly! She was thirsty, that was all. Tired and thirsty. The mind had a tendency to play tricks on you in such ridiculous heat; Kelly knew that, and yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that there really was someone in the trees, watching, running around, playful and mischievous, a forest imp…
    

    
      “Pull yourself together,” she reproached herself. The car was all she needed. Once she found the car, everything would be just dandy. She would take a nap with the windows down and the fan on full-power. Dan didn’t bring all of the water, which meant there were several bottles in the trunk, and though it would be warm and not at all pleasant to drink, she needed it.
    

    
      All she had to do was find the trail.
    

    
      “Come on, Kelly,” she said, feeling a little better than she had a moment ago. She turned around and began to walk.
    

    
      *      *      *
    

    
      As I got closer to the moaning, I became acutely aware that they weren’t, as I’d initially thought, moans of pain. Neither were they the laments of a tormented soul, which would have been disturbing in a wholly different way.
    

    
      They were the groans of a woman in the throes of ecstasy. Once I figured that out, I wasn’t sure I should continue looking for the source. I had to admit, however, that I was more than a little intrigued.
    

    
      Of course the forest had a terrible history, but that didn’t mean it was forbidden to fornicate within its boundaries, no more than it was taboo to fuck at the base of Everest. People had died at both sites, and I had a feeling there were certain people out there that might get off on Aokigahara’s awful history. You read about people having sex in graveyards, on the stones of fallen soldiers; there was something risky about it, and that’s what people got off on. The jeopardous nature of it only ameliorated the sex. I didn’t know whether to be embarrassed for the couple I could hear or jealous of them.
    

    
      The woman’s moans got louder, and were now accompanied by the guttural grunts of a man. My hopes it would be an all-girl affair were somewhat callously dashed. I found myself squinting through the trees now, ready to stumble upon the couple. I didn’t want them to see me, of course, and so I became increasingly aware of my own footfall. I felt like a deviant, but I really wanted to get a few pictures of the couple in action. It would be something a little more light-hearted for the blog; a postscript to illustrate that Aokigahara wasn’t all doom and gloom. I’d blur out any private parts, of course. A couple having sex was one thing, but swinging genitals was something else entirely.
    

    
      I rounded a large oak, using its roots to push silently forward, and that was when I saw something moving up ahead.
    

    
      Glistening flesh, just enough to confirm I had been right all along. Dirty bastards, I thought as I readied my camera. I couldn’t see much from where I stood, so I stooped and continued forward a few steps. I was confident the couple were too caught up in what they were doing to hear me approach; the woman’s moans of pleasure were enough to conceal the sound of snapping twigs beneath my feet and my own aroused breathing.
    

    
      She was on top, her back arched, rocking gently back and forth. Her back shimmered with sweat; her long dark hair was painted to her neck and shoulders. I couldn’t see the man, other than his twitching feet. He grunted something in Japanese, to which she responded: “Yesssssssss.”
    

    
      Forbidden love, perhaps? An Englishwoman and a Japanese man escaping to the forest to consummate a marriage? More likely, I was witnessing an illicit affair at its most primal moment. Maybe he had a wife, or she a husband, and Aokigahara was the last place on earth anyone would discover their infidelity.
    

    
      How wrong they were.
    

    
      I took a photograph, saw it was blurry and deleted it before raising the camera once again.
    

    
      The woman had pushed herself up onto her knees and was slowly lowering herself down onto the man’s impressive shaft. Up and down, up and down, sliding and moaning. I realized I hadn’t breathed in almost a minute and let out a slow, deliberate gasp. My own erection was uncomfortable, and I had to shift position, being careful not to give myself away.
    

    
      I took another picture. This time the image was sharp. So sharp that I could make out the small, dark tattoo on the woman’s right shoulder. No, I mouthed, my heart racing, but as I zoomed in on the tattoo, my fingers almost too slippery with sweat to hit the correct button, I saw that it was a tribal ohm. No, I mouthed again, though this time a whisper escaped my lips.
    

    
      I knew that tattoo; had seen it a thousand times before, but it couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible, and it certainly made no sense.
    

    
      I raised the camera again. I watched the viewfinder as my right thumb slipped around the zoom button. The image got larger and larger, out of focus, in focus, until I could see the individual strands of hair clinging to the woman’s neck and shoulders.
    

    
      And then she slowly turned her head, as if she had known I was there all along, and the smile stretching across her face seemed to be mocking me as she continued to ride the mystery man. Something inside me died, like a candle’s flame being snuffed out at the end of the night.
    

    
      Kelly?
    

    
      She quickened her pace, her eyes still focused on mine, and the man bucked beneath her, grunting and groaning longer and harder now, and I no longer cared if they heard me or saw me. I leapt to my feet and rushed across the clearing to where they fucked, and still she smiled, and rode, and moaned.
    

    
      Even when she saw the knife in my hand…
    

    
      I grabbed her by the throat and threw her backwards, uncoupling them, toppling her from the man whose eyes were shut tight in pure ecstasy.
    

    
      The happy camper? No, this guy was older—a lot older—but I didn’t care as I plunged the knife downwards into the sonofabitch’s throat. Blood geysered up into my face as I hacked away, slashing at the fucker’s neck and head with my miniature lock-knife. He never once opened his eyes, and I wondered if he even knew what was happening.
    

    
      “Fucking! Bitch! Again!” I screamed. I would deal with Kelly in a moment, but for now my rage was reserved for the Jap. “You! Cunt! You! Cunt!” I drew the knife across the bastard’s throat again and again, until the head was only connected in one or two places. I was determined to cut all the way through, to separate this fucker’s head from his body. Out here, I could get away with it. Out here, dead bodies were ubiquitous. It didn’t matter that this one would be sans head. I didn’t give a fuck!
    

    
      I was almost through the final sinew of the prick’s semi-detached neck when I noticed the blood was no longer spraying out. His eyes were open now, though, and his mouth contorted into a terrible smile. “Sudeni shinde,” he said, despite the fact I had reduced his vocal cords to tattered ribbons. As if he knew I didn’t speak Japanese, he translated it for me in the same breath.
    

    
      “Already dead.”
    

    
      I turned, searching for answers, expected to find Kelly lying there with an expression of shock and disgust at what I had done painted across her face, but she was nowhere to be seen. My heart thumped inside me as I realized she had run away from me, from what I had done to her lover. I had to find her, to ask her, “Why? Why would you do this to me again?”
    

    
      When I turned back to the man whose throat I had decimated, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, for what lay there was not a man—at least, not anymore—but the bones of something that had passed away a long time ago. Dirt and decay covered its skull; the throat I had been slashing at was nothing more than broken vertebrae sitting atop a shattered clavicle. I hadn’t done anything to this body; the damage had been done long before I came along.
    

    
      “No, no, no, no,” I said as I fell backwards onto the dirt, pinching at the bridge of my nose; an awful headache was beginning to take shape. “What the fuck? What the fuck?”
    

    
      I had seen them, though. I had seen my wife straddling…whatever the fuck this was. Hell, I had proof of it on my…
    

    
      I grabbed the camera which was dangling around my neck and frantically worked the buttons on the tiny console. “FUCK!” My sweaty, filthy hands made it almost impossible to hit the right buttons, but I had to see! I had to know!
    

    
      The camera bleeped and its screen darkened before revealing to me the last photograph I had taken, but there was no Kelly now. No shoulder tattoo. The only feet in the image were skeletal, protruding from the leg-holes of a pair of tattered and partially rotten trousers. I squinted, my eyes stinging as if I’d been pepper-sprayed, and zoomed in on the image of the body lying there in the middle of the forest, alone, as it always had been. I stared at the picture for the longest time before realizing I had the real thing just a few inches away from where I sat.
    

    
      That thing inside me that had died a moment ago?…well, that would never spark back into life, no matter how much I willed it to. I had to get out of the forest; it was doing something to me, something terrible, and yet I had known all along that it would.
    

    
      That’s why people come here, a voice inside my head said. If not to die, then why?
    

    
      I had to get back to the car, back to Kelly, and away from this dreadful place before it consumed me. I could feel it searching my memories, trying to locate the bleakest retentions so that it could use them against me. It wanted me to die here and would do whatever it could to keep me.
    

    
      This wasn’t a forest. It was purgatory; a place for psyches to grow unsure, to question mortality. That was how it had claimed so many souls over the years. It drew people in, like lemmings, before tossing them off a cliff.
    

    
      I had to get out!
    

    
      I had to…
    

    
      I scrambled to my feet. Fuck the rucksack! I left it in the dirt, for it would only slow me down. My head pounded, and I felt suddenly light-headed; for a moment I thought I was going to pass out. I grabbed the nearest tree, clinging to it as if it were an old friend. Once the giddiness subsided, I went to pocket the knife before changing my mind. I didn’t want it anywhere near me, not now I understood what was happening. The temptation to use it on myself would be too great. Sure, I was in control now—just about—but if the forest had its way that wouldn’t last.
    

    
      I buried the knife in the dirt beside the skeletal remains, only a few inches deep, hoping that I never came back to this spot again.
    

    
      And then I ran, and even though I wasn’t sure I was going in the right direction, I promised myself I wouldn’t stop until I reached my wife.
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      It was getting harder to breathe, and her legs were starting to protest beneath her, but Kelly knew she had to carry on. The feeling of helplessness, of complete vulnerability, had grown considerably in the last fifteen minutes, as had the sensation of being watched. Every time she stopped to catch her breath, she scanned the trees, searching for that bright yellow swatch of cloth. And part of her wanted to see it again, just so she knew she wasn’t going crazy.
    

    
      Once, when she was a little girl, Kelly had wandered off in a packed supermarket. The lure of the toy aisle was just too much, and so she had drifted away from her mother—there was, after all, nothing enticing about courgettes or Ragu—in search of that vividly-colored gangway, where she could admire the rows of dolls and playthings, miniature plastic kitchens and utensils, strollers and ride-ons. When she found the aisle, just a few minutes after leaving her mother’s side, she realized she had made a terrible mistake. There were too many people there, reaching for colorful boxes, handing pull-along cars to whining children, and Kelly got buffeted along the aisle like a leaf in the wind. It was then that panic set in. What if she never saw her mother again? What if one of these people—the guy clutching the giant Elmo or the woman smacking the ass of her recalcitrant toddler—saw that she was alone and snatched her up, plonking her in their own trolley? What if Mommy left the store without her and sped away in their car, glad to be rid of her? In that moment, Kelly did the only thing she was really good at. She screamed. Confused parents turned, for Kelly’s shrill cry was so loud that it drowned out the incessant whining of their own children and the irate rants of the other parents. They looked at her as if she was feral, some filthy urchin that had accidentally stumbled into the store from the street. And then an elderly lady, no doubt spoiling her grandchildren (as was her wont), limped toward Kelly on a wooden stick. For some reason, the old lady terrified Kelly more than the thought of never seeing her mother again. The woman had parchment skin, and it seemed to be stretched tightly over her skull, drawing her lips back into a perpetual sneer. Feathery gray hairs sat atop her lip, and a huge brown mole with hairs of its own protruded from her chin. The first word that came into Kelly’s head was ‘witch,’ and though it seemed a terrible thing to think now, back then she absolutely believed it. Kelly screamed again, and the slight smile creasing the witch’s lips vanished and was replaced by a puckered O of shock. It was then that a hand pulled Kelly backwards, and a voice she recognized reprimanded her for straying. Her mother had found her, saved her from the wicked witch of the toy aisle, and even though she was in trouble, she instantly felt better.
    

    
      “Witch,” Kelly muttered breathlessly, squinting at the trees. She knew there was no such thing as witches, that the old lady in that toy aisle all those years ago was probably a very nice person, but out here she felt just as she had back then. Lost, confused, and frightened of something intangible…
    

    
      Just then, something rustled in the treetops above her. Kelly snapped her head back, gasped as she realized what she was looking at.
    

    
      The yellow…
    

    
      A child in a plastic raincoat skittered along a thick branch. Leaves rained down as the tiny form crawled on all fours, almost like a monkey, toward the trunk of the tree upon which it was climbing. When it reached the trunk it stood up, holding on to the thick bole for dear life, and stared down through the treetops toward Kelly, who was mesmerized. She couldn’t see its face, for the raincoat had a hood, and the child was making good use of it, despite the intolerable heat.
    

    
      “Hello?” she said, taking a few steps back so that she could see the child more clearly through the coiled branches between her and it. “You shouldn’t be climbing,” she said. “Where are your parents?”
    

    
      The child didn’t speak, just let go of the tree-trunk and folded its arms across its chest, as if it were toying with her—the strange woman who had no right to be telling it what to do or when to do it.
    

    
      Kelly motioned with her hand. “Come on down from there,” she said, somewhat relieved that she wasn’t losing her mind, that the thing watching her all this time had, in fact, been an intrigued child. “Are you lost? You shouldn’t be out here on your own.” The irony of her words were not lost on Kelly. The child had a better chance of finding its way home without her help. Perhaps, she thought, the kid was local, knew its way around the woods better than the wardens. It could show her the way to her car. Why do I keep referring to it as ‘it’? she thought.
    

    
      The child sat down on the branch; the plastic raincoat squeaked as it moved. There was something abnormal about the way he/she moved. Jerky, almost unnatural. It reminded Kelly of an old movie, one in which certain frames had been lost or eschewed.
    

    
      “So you’re just going to sit there?” Kelly said. It wasn’t quite a question. “You’re just going to sit there staring at me?” She smiled, hoping the child saw the gesture from up there and realized she was no threat. “Look, it’s really hot out here. If you’re not going to come down, at least take your coat off and talk to me.”
    

    
      The child shook its head. Beneath the hood, Kelly was almost certain she made out the unmistakeable features of a little boy. Then again, it could have been anything.
    

    
      “Fine.” Kelly marched across to the trunk and gave it a little kick, as if testing it for sturdiness. “You’re not going to come down here, I’ll come up there and we can have a little chat. Hm? See if we can find your parents?” Awful parents, whoever and wherever they were.
    

    
      Kelly hadn’t climbed a tree for many years—there wasn’t much call for it as an adult—and so it was no surprise that she hadn’t a clue where to start. The trunk was too smooth; there were no offshoots onto which she could step, no crevices into which she could plant her foot. There was no way she was even getting off the ground, which seemed to cheer the child up, for it sniggered. It was then that Kelly knew it was a boy.
    

    
      “Oh, that’s funny, is it?” she said, stepping back into the clearing. “Silly lady doesn’t know how to climb a tree. Well, you can stay up there for all I care.” She turned and walked purposefully away from the tree and the boy sitting in its branches. She had no intention of leaving him up there, but she had to get him down somehow.
    

    
      A few years ago, before Samuel even knew what meningitis was, he had got stuck up in a tree. It was such a ‘little boy’ thing to do; he had climbed so high into a tree, so recklessly, that he forgot to take notes on how to get back down. At the top he had frozen, which wasn’t far from the truth as it was cold and windy that morning. Kelly remembered it quite well as it had threatened to rain, and yet Samuel had insisted on playing outside. They had come to some sort of arrangement—a prerequisite that if he wore his coat, he could play for an hour and then come in for a bath. Samuel was happy with that, and took off with a skip, across the street where all the best trees were.
    

    
      Getting stuck had not been on Samuel’s itinerary that morning, and coaxing her son down with the promise of warm milk and as many cookies as he could manage had not been on Kelly’s, but that was how it turned out, with Kelly standing underneath the tree, urging her son to jump, for it wasn’t that high and she was positive that she could catch him. It seemed like they were there for the longest time, mother and son, both terrified, neither willing to give in. The wind was getting worse, and Kelly had had visions of her son blowing away. She remembered thinking that he had to jump soon, or she would have had no choice but to call Dan at work. It never came to that, but it could have. “Just trust me,” she’d told him, holding her arms up high. “I won’t drop you, I promise.”
    

    
      And she hadn’t dropped him.
    

    
      She’d caught him by the scruff of his yellow…
    

    
      Before Kelly could move, the kid in the tree pushed off from the branch and began his rapid descent to the forest floor. It all happened so quickly, and yet Kelly had time to wonder how she was going to put the child back together again, for he would certainly shatter upon impact. There was no saving this one; there was only damage limitation.
    

    
      The boy—she was certain now that was what it was—hit the ground with a meaty thump. Kelly didn’t know whether it was the twigs and sticks beneath it or the boy’s legs which noisily snapped. She rushed across to where he lay, motionless. Part of her didn’t want to look. What if he was dead? What if his neck had snapped, or his back had broken? There would be nothing she could do to help, except to cry for him and lie to him—“Everything is going to be all right!”
    

    
      “Please be okay!” she whined as she dropped to her knees beneath the immobile yellow shape. “Can you hear me?” She reached in, grabbed a handful of plastic raincoat, and eased it slowly away from the stock-still child, only—
    

    
      “No!” she gasped, for there was no child beneath the coat. There was nothing but dirt and shoots. One step away from insanity, Kelly froze as she tried to make sense of what had just happened. She had seen the child fall, drop from the tree like an overripe peach. She had watched him collide with the ground, heard his tiny legs snap like tinder in a fire.
    

    
      She tried to convince herself that the boy had scurried playfully away, but that would have been impossible on shattered legs. She scanned the forest for movement, knowing that she would see none. She called out to the boy, pleaded with him to answer, but knew that she would be met with silence.
    

    
      She wiped the stinging sweat from her eyes and closed them for a moment. Running her fingertips over the synthetic smoothness of the raincoat, she couldn’t help feeling that she had been transported back in time, to the moment Samuel had jumped from his tree. She had caught him by the scruff of the neck, and momentum had taken them both to ground where she’d almost smothered him to death with kisses and hugs.
    

    
      Back in the forest, Kelly opened her eyes and glanced down at the yellow raincoat in her hands. She knew…and yet it couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible. But as she turned the raincoat over and slowly lifted the collar, a sense of inevitability washed over her.
    

    
      There, in thick, black permanent marker, was a name. Kelly recognized her own handwriting immediately; the way her M looked more like a W, and the way the final letter—L—looped back on itself to underline the name.
    

    
      
        Samuel…
      
    

    


    8

    
      Trees are the castles of the woods, and I felt that every sprawling tree I passed under was lined with ancient sentinels. I had been a fool to think myself alone after Kelly had left. Here, in Aokigahara, there were eyes everywhere.
    

    
      Voices, too. I could hear them now. The sonorous, haunting ballad of the forest came to me as I rushed over the huge roots spread-eagling the ground, threatening to trip me with every frantic step I took. Coils of vaporous mist had descended from seemingly nowhere. I didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t, for it had been sunny a moment ago, yet I knew the terrifying purpose of the mist.
    

    
      To keep me from leaving.
    

    
      “Kelly!” I had resorted to yelling her name as loud as I possibly could, hopeful that she might hear me. If she did, she didn’t call back. I prayed she was at the car, out of harm’s reach, away from all this madness, but I knew with some certainty that she wouldn’t be. We had entered the forest as a couple, and we would either leave as one, or never leave at all.
    

    
      I called her name again. My voice came back to me as a whisper and in a tone I didn’t much like the sound of. I was being taunted by this…this place…this Hell on earth. The forest was alive with the souls it had consumed; they were everywhere! Crawling over boughs and branches, dancing along the shadowy glades, whirling in and out of treetops, nothing but an illusory, milky smoke, and yet wholly terrifying.
    

    
      I could see them. I could feel them. I could hear them whispering amongst themselves. They were happy we had come here, Kelly and I. They looked forward to getting to know us better, but first we had to succumb to the forest, to allow it to envelop us entirely, the way hundreds of others had yielded to it.
    

    
      While there was an ounce of fight left in me, I wouldn’t allow it to happen. I could feel it clawing at me, trying to soften me up with awful memories. It revealed to me things that Kelly had done with her fancy-man, things I could never have known about. They hadn’t simply slept together once or twice; it had gone on for many months, and as it played back to me in hi-definition clarity, it was all I could do not to scream and hate. She had fucked him in our bed—in our bed—and our shower while I had been away at a conference. He had cooked her a meal using my wok—my fucking wok—and she had enjoyed it so much that she had dragged him toward the bedroom shortly after, only they had both been too excited to make it that far, and so she had ended up sucking his cock on the stairs.
    

    
      “No, no, no!” I cried, trying to force the dreadful images from my head. My eyes were streaming with both sweat and tears. I had slowed almost to a stop; it was a struggle to put one foot in front of the other.
    

    
      She had lied to me on so many occasions that, if I had known, I would never have taken her back. I would never have forgiven her.
    

    
      “That’s what the forest wants you to believe!” I told myself. I tried to convince myself that it was all an illusion—a horrific composition the forest had put together to make my decision that much easier—and yet it all made sense. Had I ever truly believed her when she told me it was just a one-off? That he meant nothing to her, and that she had made a terrible mistake? Things had been so different before it happened, before Samuel died, before we started bickering over the most inane things. These last few years had been a farce, a sham, a waste of both of our lives.
    

    
      
        I should have left her the day Samuel died!
      
    

    
      “No, that’s not true!” I clenched my eyes shut tight. Grasping at my aching belly, I tried to silence the voices swirling around me, swooping down from the trees and up from the ground, urging me to believe them, believe what I was being shown. “Fuck OFF!” I screamed. “Leave us alone!”
    

    
      Us?
    

    
      I was alone. I had let my wife go so easily, and although it had been less than an hour since we parted ways, it felt like years since I last saw her face.
    

    
      It had wanted us apart, I thought. The forest, it had maliciously separated us so that it could set to work on our psyches while we were alone and vulnerable.
    

    
      I slowly opened my eyes, thought about what Kelly had said earlier, about Samuel. It had come from seemingly nowhere and I had thought nothing of it, but now it made perfect sense. Even then Aokigahara had been working on her, tenderizing her, filling her mind with negativity and dread.
    

    
      “Samuel,” I muttered. My lip quivered even though I was boiling up inside.
    

    
      That was how it would get to Kelly. It knew what buttons to press, what memories to invoke, what scents and sights to petition to push a human soul over the edge. Aokigahara wasn’t haunted by the ghosts of the people who had died here; it was the ghost.
    

    
      If it wasn’t too late, I had to find her, had to push away the grotesque images the forest had tried to tattoo onto my mind. I knew now what this place was, what it was capable of, what it wanted from me.
    

    
      I had to fight it.
    

    
      I couldn’t let it win.
    

    
      Even though my feet were blistered and my legs felt as if they had been dipped in concrete, I broke into a run. Go back for the knife, a susurrating voice said.
    

    
      “Go fuck yourself,” I said.
    

    
      *      *      *
    

    
      Samuel…
    

    
      With the raincoat clenched in her sweaty hand, Kelly rushed through the trees calling out his name. It wasn’t possible, though, was it? And yet she had proof—the same yellow raincoat he had been wearing on that day, the day he had jumped from the tree—and that was all she needed. If she didn’t find the car, she would find Dan, and she would show Dan the coat and they could look for their son together.
    

    
      But he’s dead! a voice—Dan’s?—told her, and while she knew that the voice was telling the truth, she couldn’t…wouldn’t listen to it.
    

    
      As she moved through the forest, crying out for the son she had lost so many years ago, the forest whispered back to her in its own voice.
    

    
      
        You can be with him again…
      
    

    
      
        You can be with your son…
      
    

    
      
        You know what you must do…
      
    

    
      “I don’t know what I have to do!” she whimpered. All she knew was that she would do whatever she could for just one moment with Samuel, to smell the cookies on his breath once again, to run her hands through his fine, blond hair and tell him how much she loved him.
    

    
      
        You will know…
      
    

    
      
        You will see…
      
    

    
      “I don’t see!” she cried, breathlessly. “I don’t know what you fucking want me to do!”
    

    
      
        Follow the child…
      
    

    
      
        You will see…
      
    

    
      Kelly was about to argue with the whispering forest, to tell it that she had never felt so lost in her whole life, when movement in the trees to her left caught her eye. She spun, heart rapidly beating, and watched as the boy leapt over a felled tree as agile as a monkey. Without the hood of the coat covering it, the boy’s blond hair flapped up from his scalp as he ran. Kelly couldn’t remember Samuel being able to race so swiftly; he had never been terribly athletic. He was, had been, more of a climber—an aficionado of the slow game—and so the way he ran now surprised her.
    

    
      “Samuel!” she said, gasping for air. “Samuel, stop running! Mommy can’t keep up!”
    

    
      But she didn’t have to keep up, for every time she thought she had lost him, he appeared again up ahead, or to her left, or right. He giggled as he ran, the way he used to when Kelly chased him across the field by their old house. When she caught him, she would playfully wrestle him to the ground and tickle him until he begged her to stop.
    

    
      He liked that.
    

    
      Kelly liked that.
    

    
      But first she had to catch him.
    

    
      Bile rose in her throat as she pursued her dead son through the forest, its bitterness burning her gullet. Sweat stung her eyes and compromised her vision. The trees became nothing but green and russet blurs on either side of her; her focus, fuzzy though it was, remained fixed on Samuel as he negotiated the forest as if he had lived there for many years.
    

    
      “Sa…Sammy!” she panted. It was a hypocorism she loathed to use, but it would indicate to her son that she was not angry with him for running away, that there would be no punishment when she caught up with him, that this was just a game, but enough was enough…
    

    
      He giggled again, disappearing beneath a blanket of leaves and branches so dark that he seemed to fall into it—a vertical hole which had no place in Aokigahara.
    

    
      When she arrived at it, though, Kelly saw that it wasn’t as pitch as it had looked at a distance. The dark shadows lasted only a meter or so into the shelter before a gloominess took over. As she stooped, still calling out her son’s name, she saw that the roof of the fissure was not made of trees but of plastic. A tarpaulin, the kind that truck-drivers used to cover their loads, stretched from one tree to another, creating a wide and long grotto.
    

    
      “Samuel?” She took long, deep breaths which felt good in her lungs. The stitch in her side abated, and she was grateful for this temporary respite. “Samuel, Mommy’s tired of this game.” She moved into the murk, her stomach fluttering as if she had swallowed a bucket of living pests.
    

    
      Despite the manufactured look of the place, Kelly was almost certain no-one was camped there. There was an empty feel to it; it was like wandering into an old house, one which had sat abandoned for years.
    

    
      “Samuel, Mommy doesn’t want to play any more games,” she said, scanning the gloom for any hint of movement. Tree trunks stretched from the dead earth to the synthetic sheeting above. “And Mommy doesn’t want to get dirty knees,” she laughed, stooping farther still as the grotto became squatter, “so why don’t you come out and we can go find Daddy, huh?”
    

    
      A giggle somewhere to her left caused her to gasp and turn. She thought she saw something move a few feet away, but when her eyes adjusted to the semi-dark she saw nothing there.
    

    
      Another excited snicker—this one to her right—made her wish she had a torch. She had always hated playing hide-and-seek, with Samuel and as a child. “Samuel, you come out here right now otherwise there is going to be trouble.” She had tried the softly-softly approach and that had gotten her nowhere. It was time to be firm; to be brusque. “Now, you don’t want to make Mommy angry, do you? I just want to see you, that’s all. Don’t you want to see Mommy?”
    

    
      She listened, but there was nothing to suggest there had been anyone there to begin with; all she could hear was her own labored breathing. Her heart dropped into her stomach and a tremendous sensation of sadness washed over her, so powerful that tears were streaming down her face before she had time to realize it.
    

    
      “I don’t know what to do!” she cried, grasping onto the yellow raincoat for dear life. “Samuel, Mommy is lost!” She dropped to her knees and something crunched beneath her. She looked down and shuffled slowly backwards. There, on the dead ground in front of her, lay a carpet of bones. 
    

    
      Kelly tried to scream but it caught in her throat.
    

    
      “Come find me, Mommy,” Samuel’s voice said from somewhere outside. Kelly sighed with relief and backed out of the charnel grotto.
    

    
      
        You know what you have to do…
      
    

    
      
        Be with your son again…
      
    

    
      
        Be with Samuel…
      
    

    
      Out in the open once again, Kelly straightened up and wiped the tears from her filthy cheeks. “I know!” she told the forest. “I know what I have to do.”
    

    
      A powerful breeze slammed into Kelly and the forest hissed in anticipation.
    

    
      “I know exactly what I have to do.”
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      Orange tape! I saw it from afar, through the sea of trees, and knew I was back on the trail, the right path back to the car. My head ached and spun, my calves burned as if I was on the final mile of a marathon, and my throat was afire, but in less than half an hour I would be reunited with my wife and we could drive away from this infernal place and never return again.
    

    
      She’s already dead, the trees whispered to me as I ducked beneath the orange tape and stepped onto the track.
    

    
      I knew not to listen to the voices, and yet it was so difficult. What if they were telling the truth? What if Aokigahara had got to Kelly before I could? It would be all my fault for bringing her here, for exposing her to this accursed place.
    

    
      “She is not dead,” I grunted at no-one in particular, for the forest would hear me; I had a feeling it even knew what I was thinking. That was how it had got into my mind, probed at my memories, and discovered my worst fears. That was what it did. I knew that now, but was I too late…
    

    
      The closer I got to the car, the more the forest began to taunt me. It tried to convince me that Kelly and Samuel had been reunited and that she had never been happier. That she had hated me in the years since our son had died, and that she had only stayed with me out of pity and ingrained devotion. That she blamed me for not saving our son, as if there was something more I could have done.
    

    
      Each time the forest lied to me, a little piece of it stuck, latched onto my psyche. It was weighing me down with despair, burdening me with callous untruths.
    

    
      It was doing everything in its power to prevent me from leaving.
    

    
      By the time I reached the not-so-happy camper’s tent, saw his clothes moving slowly back and forth in the gentle breeze, I accepted there was a chance It would succeed.
    

    
      *      *      *
    

    
      Kelly stumbled through the scrub, thick nettles stinging at her knees and shins and thorns tearing at her flesh like so many scorpions. The pain…it didn’t matter. All that mattered was Samuel. All that had ever mattered was Samuel, but no matter how quickly she moved, her son was always one step ahead—she was a donkey with a carrot dangling just a few inches in front of her face.
    

    
      Up ahead he stumbled, and she thought she might catch up to him as he sat in the undergrowth nursing his sore knee, but it wasn’t to be.
    

    
      Not yet.
    

    
      *      *      *
    

    
      “My wife!” I said to the man. The confusion etched upon his face brought back memories of the first time we’d met the happy camper. No speekee English…the forest hissed; I chose to ignore it.
    

    
      “I…I don’ know…” He took a step back, his hands held out, placatory, begging me not to hurt him. I wasn’t going to.
    

    
      At least, not if I didn’t have to.
    

    
      More calmly, I said, “We came through here a few hours ago. You remember?”
    

    
      The happy camper nodded, though I wasn’t sure he understood what I was saying.
    

    
      “My wife…she come back this way?”
    

    
      For a split-second I thought I saw something in his eyes, something other than fear and confusion, but then it was gone again, and I knew he hadn’t a clue what I was asking him. I was wasting valuable time, and yet while I was talking to (yelling at) the happy camper, I couldn’t hear the forest’s taunts. It was as if I was slowly recovering, gathering much-needed energy, energy I would need to make it off the trail and out of Aokigahara once and for all. But then the forest spoke to me, and that changed everything.
    

    
      She’s in the tent! the forest whispered. He killed her and put her in the tent…
    

    
      Something caught in my throat and I thought, for a moment, I would die right there, choking on my own tongue or whatever the hell it was that was preventing me from breathing. I glowered at the man, then at the tent, at the man again, and I could see that he was nervous by the way he stepped uneasily from one foot to the other.
    

    
      “You motherfucker,” I muttered, rushing toward the tent, my heart beating so fast and hard I thought it might suddenly explode and spill my guts out all over the forest floor. I saw the happy camper moving toward me in my peripheral vision, but he wasn’t going to stop me. I was already at the door of the tent, clawing at the canvas, tearing the flaps open with both hands.
    

    
      “Noh!” the panicked camper said, but it was too late. I was on my knees staring into the tent. I saw the feet, the legs, and the thighs protruding from the dirt-dappled sheet covering the rest of the body. I saw the stone weighing the sheet down, and I grabbed it just as a pair of scrawny arms wrapped around my neck and pulled me back, away from the tent.
    

    
      Immediately I flipped over and brought the smooth stone around in a wide arc. Those flimsy arms left my neck just as the stone smashed into the happy camper’s face. There was an audible crunch and then teeth flew across the glade. The life faded from the man’s eyes so quickly, he was dead before his head hit the ground.
    

    
      I sat there for a while, clinging to the stone, staring down at the unmoving body of the happy camper, the way his jaw hung listlessly to one side and his tongue lolled from his bloody mouth. It was only when the forest spoke that I remembered why I had killed the man in the first place.
    

    
      
        See for yourself…
      
    

    
      
        Go…see for yourself…
      
    

    
      I clambered to my feet, which gave way beneath me immediately, and so I crawled the short distance to the tent’s ripped flaps and dragged myself inside. The smell was awful; a trio of flies hovered near the body, occasionally alighting upon the sheet before rising into the air again.
    

    
      I cried as I wearily pulled the sheet from the corpse.
    

    
      But not nearly as much as I cried when I saw that the corpse wasn’t Kelly’s.
    

    
      *      *      *
    

    
      “Samuel, please!” She had taken to begging the last few hundred yards, pleading with her son to stop running. Her legs were cut to ribbons; thick dried spittle caked the corners of her lips; she had never felt so miserable in all her life. She fell to the ground with a meaty thump, too tired to continue. As she rolled over onto her back, the sun struck her sweat-stinging eyes and she shut them, just for a moment.
    

    
      She lay there, thinking about how different it could have been, how things would have been if she had only caught up to her son. She would have hugged him so tight, made him realize that not a day went by when she didn’t think of him. She would have—
    

    
      “Mommy, it’s time…”
    

    
      Kelly slowly opened her eyes, expecting to see the sun hanging high in the sky beyond the trees, but a shadowy outline, limned by the sun, was all she could discern. She knew immediately who it belonged to, and a thin smile crept across her face.
    

    
      “To your right, Mommy. By your hand.”
    

    
      Without sitting up or taking her eyes from Samuel’s shadowy face, she clawed around in the dirt to her right, felt something small and hard. Something plastic and light.
    

    
      Samuel smiled.
    

    
      “Come with me,” he said.
    

    
      Kelly smiled and nodded. “I’ll never leave you again.”
    

    
      *      *      *
    

    
      You killed a man, the forest sighed.
    

    
      “You fucking tricked me!” I yelled back, staggering through the trees now as if I was only just learning to walk. I felt drunk and so, so tired, but I knew that if I stopped moving, even for a moment, I would lose.
    

    
      Your wife sucked the camper’s cock, hissed the forest.
    

    
      “Shut the fuck up!” I screamed, but the image was planted in my mind, and once it was there I couldn’t shake it.
    

    
      Onwards I crawled as Aokigahara goaded me, lied to me, told me things which threatened to send me hurtling into the abyss of insanity, and yet I wasn’t going to stop, not after all this, not for any reason…
    

    
      But then I saw her. Lying just beyond the trail on a dune of dirt.
    

    
      Kelly.
    

    
      “No, no, no, no…” I dragged myself toward her, sobbing and drooling, the fluttering in my stomach worsening, and the desiccation in my throat almost choking me. “Kelly, no, no, no!”
    

    
      I pulled myself up the slight embankment to where she lay, and I saw the swatch of filthy yellow rag in her left hand and the empty plastic pill-bottle in her left. I hoped that someone, somewhere, heard me scream as I fell beside her, my head against hers, but I had a feeling that no one did, that the forest kept all screams for itself.
    

    
      Above me, a dirty noose swayed gently back and forth in the breeze, creaking upon the branch around which it was tied. And the forest spoke to me one last time…
    

    
      
        You know what you must do…
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