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For Patty




Hope





She
touches the bark of a tree, traces it with her fingers like she’s familiar with
it, seen it before. I see her only barely through the endless green, slivers of
her that pop into view for a moment. I stop and take a drink of water, hot and
tired, but force a smile, pretending as if I’m enjoying this as much as she
seems to be, just in case she’s looking.


“There is something carved in it,” she says, waving at me. “Come
look.”


I make my way up the narrow path to where Junko is, navigating the
lava rock formations that jut out in severe patterns, dodging the
ankle-shattering holes and fissures that dot most of the trail, and finally
force my way through a few feet of thick brush. When I find her she’s standing
between two trees, looking beautiful, her hair pulled back into a tight
ponytail, some sweat on her forehead and cheeks that she doesn’t pay any attention
to, pointing at the bark, smiling. 


“Do you see?”


“What is it?”


“Someone must have put it here a long time ago.”


I move in closer, put my hand on the small of her back. I feel her
relax into my grip, and look at the symbols carved into the bark. “What does it
say?”


“I’m not sure,” she says furrowing her brow and leaning closer to
the tree, tracing her fingers across the marks. “It is worn out. I wonder if it
was someone who . . .”


She stops suddenly, looks back at me and
then back into the woods surrounding us.


“It could’ve been some children or something. Teenagers, maybe,” I
say, trying to comfort her. 


“Mmm,” she says still not looking at me.
I try to pull her close again, to feel her against me, but she resists, says,
“I think we should keep going.”


“Sure.”


Junko puts on her backpack and starts back toward the path, her
slim legs poking out of those khaki shorts I love so much, the bulky hiking
boots she just had to buy looking rather clownish on her. I look at my watch:
ten-thirty am. We walk in silence for the next thirty
minutes, stopping only occasionally to drink water and search in our immediate
vicinity for any sort of evidence that Izumi had been there. At one point I ask
her what she hopes to find, but she doesn’t look at me, meticulously checking a
fallen tree trunk, determined like I’ve never seen her before. 


Sometime later we emerge from a particularly covered area of the
woods at a crossroads and see two brightly painted signs. We squint as we
approach, the forest opening up here a bit, allowing us to see unfiltered
daylight for the first time since we started the hike. The first sign, a map of
the woods, tells you exactly where you are with a painted red arrow, and where
each direction will take you, the length of the loops, and areas that are off
limits to visitors. Junko and I study it, the sheer size of Aokigahara,
and it makes me laugh.


She’s looking at me for the first time in what seems like an
eternity. “What is so funny?” she asks and I’m thrown off by this, by her
beautiful eyes as if it’s the first time I’ve seen them again.


“Nothing. It’s just, this place is so big.” I
gesture to the expanse of trees surrounding us. 


“That is why so many Japanese come here,” she says quietly, with
some disdain. “No one will find their bodies that way, or stop them before they
go through with it.”


I stop, move closer to her and spin her around so she’s facing me.
I touch her shoulders, close to her neck, and feel the sweat, her skin smooth,
inviting. “I wasn’t making fun of you.”


“I know,” she says. “I just really need to do this. To be here.”


“And you really think we’ll find something?”


She looks up at me, smiles, and presses her head against my chest.
“I . . . am not sure.” 


“Well, we’ll try our best, right?”


“Right,” she says looking up at me. I study her face, the tiny
mole on her left cheek, her lips, and lean in to kiss her. She acts surprised
at first but gives in, kissing me hard, fast, until she finally peels herself
away, wiping her lips clean. She steps back and smiles, looks embarrassed.


I point to a smaller sign tacked to a nearby tree written in
nothing but Japanese characters. “What does this one say?”


Junko approaches and reads through it a few times, nodding her
head, taking it all in, then: “It says, ‘Your life is a precious gift from your
parents. Think about them.’”


I stand back and look around the path. The forest is quiet, no
animal noises, no insects buzzing, no gusts of wind causing trees to knock
together and no children playing unsupervised nearby or family picnics and
happy memories being made. Just nothing. The sky is
gray, has been all morning, and I set my pack down for a moment, stretching my
back. Junko sees me and does the same.


“Want me to carry your bag a bit?” I ask.


“What? No,” she says, concerned.


“Are you sure? It looks heavy.”


“You are already carrying your pack. I do not need you to carry
mine.”


“Relax. I’m just trying to help.”


She stops, composes herself. “Sorry. I am just anxious. Do you
understand?”


“Yeah, I do. What did you put in there, anyway? I thought we were
only packing some food and water.”


“Just some of Izumi’s things.”


“Can I see?”


“Not now.” She forces a smile.


“Sure. Fine.”


“What time is it?”


“Eleven-fifteen.”


“I would like to keep moving,” she says picking her pack up. I watch
as she puts it on, then pulls her hair free from her
ponytail. She runs her hands through it a few times, and ties it back tight,
checking quick to make sure it’s in place. She sees me watching her and smiles,
blushes a bit. 


“Well, which way?” I look quick in both directions, seeing nothing
but the same: a worn path of dark earth disappearing in two directions, an army
of trees straddling them on both sides, and darkness under the canopies.


“This way,” she says moving left. East. 


“Are you sure?” 


“It feels right,” she says and starts moving, not waiting for me.
I watch her for a moment before I start following, watch her disappear into the
shadows of the woods again, watchful as she passes by every whorled and knotty
tree, reading into the patterns of the bark as if they’d give us some clue to
Izumi’s last days, what path she chose in this labyrinth, the only sound in
this entire place her feet as they march on, beating hard against the ground.
 


On her sixteenth
birthday, Yui Sato had had enough, locked herself in
the toilet, and attempted to kill herself by mixing detergent and bath
salts—her mother’s—a method she had researched on the internet. She sat on the
cold tile floor as the mixture turned into a thick white gas and quickly filled
the room, breathing in the pungent fumes for nearly five minutes before her
father, Haruki, managed to force his way in and
rushed to open the window. Haruki and the rest of the
family—her mother, Mako, and younger brother,
Koji—were in the den watching television and the moment she saw her father’s
eyes she wished she hadn’t acted so quickly and waited until she was alone—it
had been the rotten egg smell that had given her away.


Months later the incident was nearly forgotten, Haruki buried in his work, Mako
withdrawn and tending almost exclusively to Koji during his impeding
adolescence. Yui was forced to talk to a counselor
about her actions, and out of those sessions she developed a desire to have a
better future, being told that, among other things, she deserved one—that the
light would most certainly present itself to her. So Yui
came to renounce the selfish act, and as similar deaths were reported on the
news, all successful in her method—a twelve-year-old girl in Nakano City,
a forty-year-old man in Kita, among others—she laughed at what she had almost
accomplished, the desperate acts of a young girl starving for attention.


But on her seventeenth birthday, something changed in Yui again—the dreams she had been cultivating in the
previous year, all of the wishful thinking and daydreams, came up short, or not
at all. So she became withdrawn again, skipped school, stopped seeing her
friends entirely and, when at home, holed herself up in her room, on her
computer. She became fascinated with the rising number of Japanese who commit
suicide, trying hard to understand the phenomena among her people. This lead,
naturally, to her thoughts settling on the more philosophical ramifications of
death, concluding finally that this world had nothing left for her, and that
the next—even one she would be propelled into by her own hands—would have to be
better.


So Yui set about planning—this time down
to every meticulous detail—the different ways in which she could kill herself
without interference, deciding the further from home she could go the better
for all it would be. She knew how she would do it—quick and to the point, but
not where, and then, suddenly, it appeared to her: Aokigahara.
She had heard stories all her life of those woods, of the folklore and how
people went there to do the unthinkable, to die in peace amongst the trees, and
when she saw a news report about the unprecedented number of bodies found there
by the Suicide Patrols—dancing images of the lush landscape caked with lava
rock and various leafy trees, a far cry from her life in Tokyo—she decided
almost immediately to trade one endless abyss for another, preferring, she
thought, the endless green to the endless neon.  


A week later her plans were set: She would eat breakfast with her
family, kiss Koji on his head, hug her parents, and leave for school—only this
time, she would take the train to Shinjyuku Station,
the Chuo Expressway bus to Kawaguchiko Station, and
finally, ninety minutes later, a local bus to Aokigahara.
When the day came, she was surprised at how she felt: no remorse, no fear. She
enacted her pre-set motions like a skilled actress, all of them performed many
times in her head leading up to it, no one suspicious that she would not be
returning. She tucked a small note in her favorite book left on her bed, a
simple letter telling her family that she loved them, because she did, and
began her journey.


No one spoke to Yui that morning, not at
the stations or the crowded trains nor the conductor of the buses she took.
When she emerged from the final bus at the entrance to Aokigahara,
a sparsely-occupied parking lot where day hikers would come—a trailhead—she
felt relieved. And when she first felt the dark soil beneath her feet, a
confidence washed over her. She passed few hikers, many of whom paid no attention
to her, just a girl out for a hike, and trekked deeper into the silent woods,
the woods with the towering trees blocking out the grey sky. After she had been
hiking for two hours, significantly out of the way of watchful and concerned
eyes, determined to find the perfect spot, emerging finally into a small
clearing surrounded on all sides by dark trees with knotted bark that wisped up
crooked toward the sky. She smiled: this was it.


Yui lay on the ground at the center of
the small clearing and waited thirty minutes like that, still and silent,
listening to the woods speak to her. She was
desperately hungry, but it didn’t matter anymore—nothing did. She tried to
shush images of her family grieving, finding the note and trying to determine
its meaning, and, unsuccessful, decided it was time, lest she ponder on such
things longer and lose her nerve. She pulled from her pack a shaving razor—her
father’s—and removed the blade from it. She held it up, glinting in the bits of
sun that filtered down from the canopy, and with no grand speech, no last words
of any kind, ran it across both wrists lengthwise, slicing her arms open, blood
pouring onto her lap and staining the ground beneath her dark. She smiled
sweetly: there was no pain, just a warmth, and she lay
back again, looking at the trees and leaves and sky, finding, for the first
time in her life, her place in this world among them.




Respect
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There
was a car in the parking lot of the main trailhead leading into the forest—an eggshell-colored
Isuzu four-door dimpled with rust and dents—that had been abandoned for three
months, we had been told by a sad-looking woman before she drove off. The
owner, whoever it was, had walked into the woods and never come out, presumed
dead. Like the rest of them. Junko and I looked through the dirty windows as if
we were shopping, finding nothing of notice inside except a used chemistry
textbook and a Tokyo Yakult Swallows baseball hat.  


I don’t know why, but now, having been hiking for almost three
hours, I start thinking about it again, about what happened to the owner.


“Remember that car in the parking lot?” I ask. 


Junko stops, still a few paces ahead of me, and wipes her forehead
clean. “Which car?”


“That white one. With the textbook on the front
seat.”


“Oh, yes.”


“Why do you think he came here?”


“What makes you think it was a man?”


“Well, good point. Whoever it was, what do you think their story
is?”


“I do not know,” she says. “And I do not think it is right for us
to decide.”


“I don’t want to decide, but it’s quiet here, and I think it would
help if we talked.”


“It is not right to speak of the dead,” she says stopping and
looking back at me, scolding. 


“But we don’t know if they are dead.”


I wait for a moment and take a drink of water. Junko walks over to
me, smiles, and grabs the bottle, taking a drink herself. “Maybe he hanged
himself.”


“You think?”


“Many of the bodies they find here . . . they chose that method,”
she says handing the water back and looking back toward the path, away from me.
“That is what I heard, anyway.”


“I hope not. That’s a horrible way to go.” 


“Let’s get going,” she says. “We still have much more to go.”


“To be fair, we still have the whole forest, and we really don’t know
where to go. I mean, we’re just prancing along here, hoping we’ll find
something, right?”


“As opposed to what?” she says staring at me, scowling. “Just
going home? Giving up?”


“No, but the chances we’ll find something on a trail like this, on
one of the main trails, is . . . probably not very good. That’s all I’m
saying.”


“There are some smaller trails up ahead,
some that go closer to Saiko Lake. I would like to go
in that direction. Izumi . . . she loved the water.”


I look around again at the trees, at the path we’re on, and force
a smile. “As long as we’re back to the car by sunset, we can go wherever we
need to.”


“Thank you, Bill,” she says touching my hand. “It means so much
that you would come with me.”


“Of course,” I say, not sure if I really mean it or not. “I’m
going to go to the bathroom quick, before we go, okay?”


She nods and her smile fades. I head away from the path and up a
small incline through a particularly thick group of trees, looking back every
few steps to keep an eye on Junko, her eyes searching the woods, constantly
looking for something. I navigate through the trees, the bark smooth to the
touch as I pass by, when suddenly I see it: a pile of knickknacks near a large,
especially knotty tree, personal artifacts left behind, the first real glimpse
of someone else having been here. I move closer, nervous, but I’m not sure why,
and kneel, taking stock of what I see: a pink hairbrush with strands of long
dark hair still twisted around the head, a pair of torn black leather gloves, a
half-empty can of hairspray, a compact wedged open (the mirror inside cracked
in half), letters written in Kanji, and a pair of large-framed glasses, lenses
still intact. I kneel next to the pile and wonder why it got dumped here, of
all places. If the owner got fed up trudging through the forest and decided
this was the best place to get rid of all their earthly possessions. 


“Hey,” I shout back toward the path at Junko. “Come and look.”


I can hear her approach on the thick layer of dried leaves and sticks
along the ground and she lets out an audible gasp when she sees the items. I
turn to look at her and she looks scared, nervous, and I hadn’t thought that
these could belong to Izumi. I stand and face her. 


“What . . . is this?” she asks, still at a distance.


“I just found some stuff is all. I don’t know . . . if it’s hers.”


She peeks around me, afraid to come any closer, and meets my gaze
again. “Is there a stuffed bear?”


“Stuffed bear? No.”


“I had given one to her when we were younger. She took it with her
everywhere.”


“Well, maybe these things aren’t hers, then. Do you . . .” I stop,
rub my head, and watch her for a moment. Then: “Do you want to check it out and
see? Just to be sure?”


She nods and takes a few steps forward, testing the ground as if
it may fall out from under her, and mentally sifts through everything, still
standing. “What is that paper?” 


“Looks like a letter. Do you want to see it?”


“Yes,” she says folding her hands together, playing with them to
distract herself.


I grab the papers, half a dozen or so, and clean the dirt off. I
flip through them at first, but can’t make anything out, and hand them over. I
watch Junko’s face as she begins reading, looking for a sign, anything,
scanning the lines of text. After a minute of silence, I see her mouth curl up
slightly: a smile. 


“This is not her,” she says excitedly. “This is someone called
Mai.”


“Well, that’s good,” I say. “What else do they say?”


She reads again, flipping through them. “She had committed
adultery, and her husband had found out. He had kicked her out, and she came
here, unsure of what to do.”


I look back at the pile of items, then out to the woods, a
puzzling kaleidoscope of browns and grays. I turn back to Junko and she’s
folding the pages up neatly. “So she kills herself because she made a mistake?
A bit drastic, isn’t it?”


“You do not understand,” she says handing the pages to me, stern,
angry. “We are a very proud people. Very traditional in many
ways. It is very hard for some to live with themselves after they have
done something so horrible.”


“Well, that’s crazy.”


“Maybe, but that is how it is,” she says and takes a few steps
back, looking at the trees again, running her hand up and down the bark of one
nearby.


I look down at the papers and place them back with the other
things. By the time I turn back, Junko is scurrying off toward a small hill
that almost looks like a wave rising from the forest floor. “Where are you
going?” I shout after her.


“Exploring!”


“Can you not just run off, please?” I say chasing after her. By the
time I reach the hill she’s just about at the top, climbing over pieces of rock
and through interlocking trunks of trees, standing tall at the crest like a
proud warrior. I follow, surprisingly out of breath, and drop my pack to the
ground when I meet her, tired, wondering how, in all the excitement, in the
heat, she’s still wearing hers. Then I see she’s not looking at me, not
noticing me at all, but looking down in the small valley at a neon-yellow tent
perched in a clearing. “What is that?”


“Someone camped here,” she says soberly, staring straight ahead.


“Maybe they’re still around here somewhere,” I say, standing.
“Maybe they’re looking for someone too.”


“Could be,” she says. 


We wait for a minute, the quiet of the woods creeping back on us,
and unable to take it any longer, I shout: “Hello? Anyone
there?” Junko hits me, tells me to be quiet, to not disturb. I don’t
listen and add: “We’re coming down!”


“What are you doing?” she says as I put my pack back on.


“It would be nice to see another person, if someone is there.”


“And if there is not?”


“Then nothing to worry about, right?” I say, smiling, descending
the hill. She quickly follows and we navigate the slope until we get to the
bottom, Junko glued to me, her hands around my arm. “Hello?” I call out again. 


“Empty,” she says quietly.


“I guess so.”


We stop about ten feet from the tent and study the surroundings,
noticing yellow tape tied to nearby trees like police tape at a crime scene. I
walk over to a loose strand and pick it up, showing it to Junko. “What is this
place?”


“I do not know,” she says. “Maybe . . . we should go.”


“Let’s at least check out what’s inside the tent. Maybe it
belonged to the woman from the letters?” I drop the yellow tape and move to the
entrance of the tent, which is zipped completely up. I look back at Junko, who
looks truly frightened for the first time since we’ve been here, and I smile.
“I promise it’ll be fine.”


The zipper’s stubborn but I manage to slide it open, finding only
a sleeping bag that smells like mildew, a few fashion-style magazines, and
empty water bottles. 


“What is it?” she says from behind me, safely away.


“Nothing, just some water bottles and a sleeping bag.”


“No body?”


“Nope. It’s clean,” I say turning around to
face her. “I wonder if—” I stop, frozen, seeing the shape of a wilted man
behind Junko, near the tree line, watching us, leering at us, his hair grayed
in sections, wearing a red tracksuit, a walking stick in hand, and once it
registers, really sinks in, I lurch almost a foot backward into the tent
itself. “Oh, shit!” I manage to get out.


Junko looks behind her and likewise sees the man, jumping a bit,
moving back toward me in the tent. I get up as quickly as I can and stand in
front of her, protecting her, the old man standing perfectly still, staring
right at us as if we don’t belong. Then, finally, after this stand-off of no
talking, we see him lick his lips and take a step forward, toward us.


“You should not touch those things,” he says in English, his Japanese
accent surprisingly light. “If a body had been in there, it can produce germs
and disease. Anything it touches. You would not want such things on your skin.”


“Is this . . . are you camping here?” I manage to get out. 


“No,” he says stepping forward again. “I am here to pay my
respects.”


“Oh,” I say brushing myself off. “Sorry to hear.”


“And you two as well?”


I look to Junko who looks at the old man, nervous, not like the
Junko I know, the hard-party bar girl taking shots and dancing, not afraid to talk
to anyone, someone else entirely here, in her skin. I touch her shoulder and
she steps back, surprised, and relaxes when she realizes it’s just me. “The
same,” I say back.


“Well, we should not be here. The Suicide Patrols, they mark off
these areas, where people have left their things behind.” He points with his
walking stick, a long, crooked piece of wood that’s no more than a branch,
really. “Let’s go back to the trail, where it is safe.”


“Fine by me,” I say, smiling at Junko, nudging her. We watch as
the old man turns away from us, toward the woods, back toward the path, and
follow as he leads us away from the tent. I try to hold Junko’s hand and she
lets me for a moment, then stops, dropping mine. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing,” she says. 


“I know this is all pretty heavy, being here and all, but are you
sure you’re okay?”


“Fine,” she says looking back at the tent before it disappears,
the woods enveloping us again. “Perfectly fine.”


On an October night Ken
Suzuki was approached about work by a man named Ryohei
Mitsuru—a Yakuza enforcer better known as Toro. Ken had run into Toro a few
times before within the small circle of friends he had, a man he had never
spoken a word to, but feared, as they all did, due to his association with the
“chivalrous” organization. So when Ken received a call from Toro requesting a
meet, he did what anyone in the know would do: obliged.


“It is in the forest,” he said pulling him into a small hostess
club. “Aokigahara.”


Ken smiled, took a drink of the whiskey the beautiful hostess
brought for them. “Oh, that forest.”


“You do not want the job? I was told that you have been out of
work for quite some time. I am sure your family would be proud of you to earn a
wage.”


“Yes, but . . . Aokigahara is—”


“Only a forest. Besides, for a single
day you will make more than you have had all year.”


“And if I say no?”


“It is a job offer, not a command. But—” He finished his whiskey.
“—it is never bad to have me owe you a favor.”


Ken took a drink. “Yes, I suppose not.”


“Do you still see Jun?”


“Jun?”


“Do not be so afraid,” Toro said. “We have mutual friends. And I
know Jun . . . a little, anyway. I had heard you and she were together.”


“Oh, well, not any longer, no.”


“What happened?” Toro said watching him intensely, waiting for an
answer.


“We drifted apart is all,” Ken said looking at the floor, then at
the beautiful hostesses, never at Toro’s eyes. “It happens.”


“Yes it does. Well, perhaps it is for the best. Besides, there are
many other Juns in Japan. Maybe she was not the right
Jun.”


Ken laughed nervously, finished his drink,
and for the first time noticed tattoos peeking out from under Toro’s jacket
cuffs. “So, when do you need me?”


“Tomorrow.”


“And what is it I would be doing?”


Toro stood, removed a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed
it to Ken as he made his way for the door. “Your partner will fill you in
tomorrow.”


“Partner?”


The next morning Ken
found himself dressed in a green ski jacket borrowed from his father—although he
did not tell his purpose, just that he had found work—and met a man named
Toyama at Shinjuku Station who likewise had been drafted by Toro. The two men
exchanged pleasantries and boarded a train for Otsuki,
an hour’s ride, and it wasn’t until the final leg—via bus—that Toyama informed
Ken about what it was they would be doing in Aokigahara.


“Jukai has its
share of visitors, as I am sure you are aware, many who never return. The
Suicide Patrols and the police, they only find a handful of the bodies every year.
The woods are . . . twisted and confusing. Very easy to lose your way in there. So Toro and others like
him, they draft people like us, maybe out of work, or homeless, to go in and
loot the bodies, take anything of value.”


“Rob them?”


“Well, they cannot very well use their belongings now, can they?”


“I suppose not, no.”


“So we will go in and relieve them of their things, bring them
back to Toro.”


“And we will be paid for this?”


“Yes, and—” Toyama looked around, made
sure no one was listening. “—no one will know if we keep some for ourselves.”


“Are you sure?”


“The wage Toro will pay is good, but not great. There is no map of
these bodies, so he will not have to know what we did and did not pass by. That
is . . . if I can trust you.”


Ken thought hard. “I do not see why not.”


“Yes. Exactly. Some of these people have
some nice things on them.”


“Maybe I will find a watch . . . for my father?” Ken said aloud,
watching out the window.


Toyama studied him. “Yes. Anything is possible in Aokigahara.”


The two made their way
into the forest in the early afternoon along a pre-determined route that had
been assigned to them by Toro. There were no cars in the visiting parking lot
they passed through, no discernible hikers they could see, and it was some time
before either man spoke. 


“It is so quiet here,” Ken said finally.


“That is the first thing you all say,” Toyama said.


“There are others?”


“I have been here a dozen times now, I believe. Give or take. Every time I find it more beautiful than the last.”


“I find it very unsettling,” Ken said as they passed an especially
warped and knotted tree trunk that looked like a face peeling away from the
wood.


“The first visit will do that. But now when I come, I find it very
peaceful. Very . . . romantic.”


They continued on,
finally discovering a body—a young man, a teenager. Ken watched as Toyama put
on plastic surgeon gloves—“For the germs,” he said—and checked the boy’s
pockets, flipping him over onto his back and revealing his sunken face, the
flesh tight and in the thralls of decay. Ken was surprised at how easy it was
to look at him, that the fear he assumed would wash over him—since he had never
seen a dead body before—never came. Even when his turn came when they happened
on a middle-aged woman, mostly skeleton now with mats of hair and skin stuck to
a piece of the coat she still wore, Ken was at ease checking her for jewelry,
money, anything of value they could pocket or bring back to Toro.


As they continued deeper into the woods, Toyoma
taught Ken the most ideal places to look for bodies, where and when the Suicide
Patrols came (as well as parts of the forest they refused to venture), and how
to interpret the many signs along the trails so as not to get lost, “Easy to
do,” he said. Ken had looted half a dozen bodies by dinner time, and as they
ate the meals they had packed, hunkered down not far from the trail, they
shared with one another the most interesting items they had picked up.


“Not as good today,” Toyoma said.
“Someone else has been through recently, I think.”


“I found some nice things,” Ken replied as he ate.


“Let me see.”


Ken emptied his pockets on the ground: a few pieces of jewelry,
personal items belonging to a girl (make-up, a comb, etcetera), a few coins.
“What do you think?”


“Worthless,” Toyoma said picking through
the things. “Except the jewelry. I will hold on to
that.”


He picked up the ring and a necklace, admired them, and stuffed
them in his coat. “I think there is a camp up the hill behind us. Would you
mind taking a look while I finish eating?”


“Shouldn’t we be leaving soon?” Ken looked up at the sky—what sky
he could see, anyway—noticing traces of night already on the horizon. “It is
starting to get dark.”


“Yes, soon. But we should check this last spot.”


“Sure.”


Ken made his way up the small hill as Toyoma watched him. By the time he had gone up and over, he
found a body—another woman, but no camp—and proceeded to check it as he had
been taught. He was busy in his work, finding a scrap of paper with directions
written on it, more coins, and so did not hear Toyoma
approach from behind, or take out from inside his large jacket a long, thin
knife. In fact, it wasn’t until he heard the final footstep of Toyoma approaching that he knew he was there at all,
turning as the knife entered his side, between the ribs. Ken fell back to the
ground, but not before Toyoma stabbed him twice more,
near the first wound, both times puncturing so deep the pain was delayed and
not noticeable until he took a step back to survey the damage. He watched Ken
writhe near the body of the woman, unable to speak, hands clutching the wounds
as if it might help.


Toyoma looked at the knife,
then back to Ken, and tossed it on the ground. “Toro says this is for Jun,” he
said.


“J-Jun? I do not understand.”
Ken said, forcing the words out.


“Jun Inoue is Toro’s cousin. He knows you got her pregnant, made
her get an abortion. Then you left her to be alone. Called
her a slut.”


“No, you do not understand—”


“It does not matter,” Toyoma said. “This
is the message I was to deliver. That you disgraced her, and now she is not the
same, because of you. Toro wished for you to feel half of what she does.”


“But—”


Toyoma kneeled. “To be honest,
I think you are a good guy, from what I know, so I am sorry it has to be this
way. But this was my job. I hope you understand.”


Ken reached out, tried to grab a hold of Toyoma,
but he stood, distanced himself. “You cannot . . .
leave me . . .”


“I really thought you knew who Toro was,” Toyoma
replied, walking back toward the path. “How could you not? Or, maybe you did
not want to see . . .”


Toyoma disappeared over the
hill and it took another few minutes before Ken processed that he was truly
alone, dying slowly—painfully—next to a woman who had reached a similar fate of
her own doing. As he lay there along the ground, near her, he looked up at the
trees and thought of Jun and of what he had done—perhaps it was the death that
had a hold on him now, but he felt remorse for his actions for the first time.
Ken truly had loved her, but acted like a child, so perhaps this was for the
best.  


He then thought of the hours to come, the life slowly slipping
away, and even though no one would be around to see, he decided he would do the
right thing—as well as the quick thing, to save himself from a long and agonizing
end—to account for his sins against Jun. He managed to pull himself up and find
the knife Toyoma had discarded, the blade soaked in
his blood. He looked back to the woman behind him, imagining for a moment that
she was Jun, that they were still together, and without thinking about it
jammed the blade into his neck, going against every natural reaction to remove
it, slicing deep and long in order to do the job right.


The last thing Ken saw was a torrent of red wash down his neck and
hands, covering his lap, then his eyes glazed over as he faced the trees—the
great trees of the forest—calling to him, welcoming him home, and, more than
anything, forgiving him for what he had done.




Memory





“I am Seicho,”
the old man says once we’re back on the main path. “You are American?”


“I am,” I say. “My name is Bill.”


“Nice to meet you,” he says. 


“Your English is very good.”


“Ah, thank you. I taught in America for . . . twenty years. University of North Carolina.”


“Oh, I’m from the Midwest. From Michigan.”


“Mmm,” he says nodding his head. “Great Lakes.”


“Right,” I say standing there, thinking, then: “What did you
teach?”


“Philosophy,” he says starting up the path again. “Retired many years ago. Moved back to
take care of my parents.”


I smile, look back to Junko who’s looking anywhere but at me or Seicho, and we start following him. “This is my girlfriend,
Junko,” I say. “She’s, uh, Japanese as well.”


“I see that,” Seicho says turning toward
me, smiling. Then, nodding to Junko adds: “Ha ji
me ma hi te.”


Junko nods back, says, “Hai.”


I smile at her and she meets my gaze for a moment then looks to
the ground, seeming more concerned with where her feet are going as we start
moving again. I look back to Seicho and he’s stopped
up ahead now, waiting for us, still smiling, his thin frame almost disappearing
against the backdrop of the trees. As we approach his position I study him:
hair thick and gray, scruff hanging on his chin and jaw, eyes tired, deep
wrinkles at the corners and along his mouth. 


“So,” I start, look around then back to him, “You lost someone
here?”


“Yes. My son, Junji.
Almost ten years ago.”


“I’m sorry,” I say, looking at Junko, trying to get her to respond
in any small way, noticing her hands gripping the straps of her backpack tight.


“I come every month or so,” he says. “I hike, pray, try to keep young
people like yourselves from getting lost in the woods. It is very easy to do.”


“Yeah, it’s a maze in here.”


“Mmm,” he says, looking to the sky then
back to us. “We should keep moving. We are almost there.”


“Almost where?”


“The hokura,” he says and starts
up the path again. I look at Junko, unsure of what he means. 


“It is a shrine,” she says. “A small roadside
shrine. Shinto.”


“Oh.”


We follow the path which narrows some then slopes up a small
incline and back down, and see tucked between two large bushes at the side a
small wooden shrine built up on a stack of large gray rocks, red paint faded
from age and weather, Kanji characters painted in yellow along the side facing
us. 


“This is where you pray?” I ask.


“Yes, where I pray for my son.”


We stand still for a moment before he gets to his knees and
brushes some leaves off of the shrine, cleaning it, a small smile forming as if
this small act brings him great joy.


“Back at the tent you mentioned something about a suicide team?”


“Suicide Patrol, yes,” he says standing. “Part of the Japan
Self-Defense Forces. Our national military. They come
to the woods to look for bodies and people camping out who have not yet
attempted to take their lives.”


“And you’re part of this Patrol?”


“Mmm.
It is also made up of many volunteers. Last year we only found sixty bodies. I
stopped five young men myself. I found them camping in the woods, talked them
out of it and sent them back home. When I saw you two in the woods, at first I
thought you had come here, like the others.”


“No. Junko, she lost someone.” I look back and Junko is glaring at
me, not amused by my revelation to this man. This stranger.



“Excuse me,” she says pulling out her MP3 player from her pocket.


She brushes past us, up the path but not too far away. She puts
the headphones in and stares at the trees along the path, looking through them
to the dark forest. 


“I’m sorry,” I say to Seicho.
“This is all very emotional. Her sister . . . she came here a year ago.”


“I am sorry,” he says looking at Junko, studying her. “Were they
close?”


“Very, I think. We . . . we met at university, six months ago. She
asked me to come with her, to try to find some evidence of her, that Izumi had
been here. Anything.”


“For peace of mind.”


“Yes, exactly. But truthfully,” I say
leaning in, “I told her not to get her hopes up. This place is massive.”


“I think many feel as she does. They hope to
come here, find a piece of clothing. A trinket. Something to make sense. But they rarely do.”


“I can imagine.”


“When I had heard about my son, I came here for a week. I was
obsessed. But I found nothing, except a few other bodies, not his. And I built
this hokura as something to represent him
here. Something physical I could come and talk to.”


I look at Junko, how beautiful she is, then to Seicho,
who is looking back at the shrine. “To be honest, she’s been acting odd since
we got here. I think she hadn’t expected it to be so difficult.”


Seicho looks up at me, then into the trees
overhead. “These woods, they are powerful. For centuries they were believed to
be the home of yurei.” He stops, looks at me,
adds: “Ghosts.”


“Oh.”


“Even a generation ago some would bring the elderly to these
woods, those they could not care for . . . and they would leave them to die.”
He steps forward, past the shrine, rubbing his jaw. “Japan has a dark past like
that. Remove the parts of society that do not work. Things most Westerners do
not know.”


“That’s awful,” I say.


“Mmm.”
He walks over to the tree line behind the shrine and places his hand on a bare
tree trunk, rubbing it gently. “There are dark memories here, of this place.
And most Japanese are taught this as children. I think it should be hard here
for her, or then you would have more to worry about.”


“Good point,” I say. 


“Are you camping here tonight?”


“We just drove in for the day.”


“That is good. Staying here for too long can be bad for your
health, ghosts or not. Too much death has seen these woods, and it makes your
mind think too much about such things.”


“Well, don’t worry about that. We brought just enough stuff for
the day.”


Seicho looks at me and smiles, then back
down to Junko again. “It is an epidemic in this country, suicide. My son, Junji, we had a fight. Many bad fights.
I did not agree with his lifestyle, with his choices. After the last fight he
left, and I received a letter in the mail a week later telling me where he had
gone and what he had done. It is hard not to blame yourself, even though it is their own actions. I think, for her, maybe she feels like
she could have stopped her if she was here. If she was by her
side.”


“She doesn’t talk to her family much anymore, because of
everything. They all blame each other, think everyone
else is at fault.”


“These people, they are determined, for the most part. If they
want to end their lives, they will. There is nothing anyone can do. The ones we
save, they are the ones who are not sure yet. They are just thinking about it.
The other ones, my son, her sister, there is nothing anyone can do, I think.”


I nod, not saying anything, then check my watch and see it’s
already past two. “I actually think we need to get going. She wants to try to
get to the lake today, and we still have to make it back.”


“Saiko?”


“I think so, yes.”


“It is quite far still, goes off this main path here.”


“Yeah, we saw the sign when we first came in. I told her we could
go only quickly, look around, then head back.”


“Here,” he says taking off his backpack and rummaging inside for a
moment, producing a stack of half-foot yellow ribbons. “Take these. The Suicide
Patrol uses these to mark the trees near bodies, or camps. They are also useful
if you find yourself going off the path into the woods. So you can find your
way back.”


“Thanks,” I say grabbing them and looking them over. “So, if I see
these in the woods . . . ?”


“It is possible that is where someone has died, yes.”


I smile, nervous for the first time being here, putting them in my
own bag. “Thanks for everything. For talking to me.
It’s a bit lonely out here. Even with the two of us.”


Seicho extends his hand, smiling at first,
then turning grave, serious, looking deep into my eyes. “Please be careful.
There are many bodies still in these woods. Many that the
volunteers will never be able to find. Bodies lost to all but the yurei. And if you find one, it can be very shocking.
Very traumatizing for you both.”


“Yeah, I’m hoping to avoid that, if we can.”


“Mmm.
Many come here hoping to find what you are, but leave changed. Aokigahara is a dark place, even in the daylight. Make sure
you are back to your car by sunset.”


“I will.”


I start on my way, looking back at the tiny man in the red
tracksuit kneeling again at the shrine, caring for it. When I reach Junko she’s
sitting on a tree stump next to the path, pulling her headphones out as I help
her up.


“You really should have talked with him a little bit,” I say.


She looks down the path at him, then back to me. “I did not come
here to make friends,” she says. “I came here to find Izumi.”


“I know, but he was only trying to be nice. He even gave me some
ribbons to tie on the trees, in case we go off the path.”


“Oh,” she says looking back at him. “Well, I doubt we will need
them.”


“Good to have anyway,” I say, stroking her arm. She looks up at
me, into my eyes. “Seicho told me that some people
think there are ghosts here, in the woods. Have you heard that?”


“Many people say many things,” she says pulling away from me. “It
does not mean they are true.”


“I know that. But you have to admit this place is creepy. What if
we would’ve found someone in the tent, you know?”


“Then we will be careful the rest of the time, yes?”


“Yes. Very careful.”


She steps away from me and stretches her back, her backpack
weighing her down, but she doesn’t remove it, so I reach out to try to help
her, offering to hold it a while. When she sees me she freaks out, pushes my
hand away. “What are you doing?” she asks, stepping back.


“It looks heavy. I just wanted to help.”


“Well,” she says stepping close to me again, “thank you but I am
fine.”


“Look, I’m here to help. I don’t appreciate being treated like
that.”


“I just have personal things in here. Izumi’s things that I
thought I could place in the woods, if we find something. I feel . . . very
protective.”


“I get it, just . . . I’m on your side here, okay?”


“I know,” she says, wrapping her arms around me again. “Izumi
would have liked you.”


“I’m sure I would’ve liked her too,” I say kissing the top of her
head. “C’mon, let’s keep going. It’s getting late and we still have quite a bit
more to go.”


Junko pulls away from me, still smiling, and I can’t tell if it’s
forced or not. We start up the path and after a few steps I look back at Seicho, see him standing now and facing us, no expression
on his face, studying us like he knows how it’s all going to end. 


In hindsight, Makoto
should have seen it coming—he hadn’t had anything to drink at the birthday
party, his daughter Misaki’s eighth—but the phone,
his weakness, would not stop ringing, and every call seemed to be more
important than the last, distracting him from the road and from getting them
home safely during rush hour. And it was with the fourth call he received, from
his boss, dodging a traffic light while checking his e-mail, when they were
struck, hard, by a truck. By the time paramedics had arrived, Misaki was already unconscious, and Makoto, distraught and
bleeding, desperately tried to get in touch with his wife, Noriko, who had
stayed behind with friends.


It was later, at the hospital, after the doctors explained to
Makoto and Noriko that Misaki had slipped into a
coma, that Noriko slapped her husband and blamed him—that he could have
prevented it if he had only been paying attention.  He did not argue with
her.


Weeks turned to months while Misaki lay
there, neither getting worse or better. Makoto was there as often as he could
be—he and Noriko, at first, would go together, but as the realization set in
that their daughter, their little girl, might never wake up, their relationship
began to crumble, impossible to repair, so eventually they took shifts at the
hospital—Noriko during the mornings and afternoons, Makoto in the evenings, so
they would not see one another. This continued for another seven months when,
unexpectedly, the little girl opened her eyes among great rejoicing. Makoto was
called at work, and when he arrived he was met by the doctor and Noriko—the
first time he had seen her in weeks—her eyes swollen and red from crying.


“What is it?” Makoto pleaded. “I thought you said she was awake?
Can I see her?”


“Unfortunately,” the doctor replied, “your daughter seems to have
suffered brain damage from the accident. She will never truly be the same as
she was before.”


And she wasn’t. Misaki—once bright and
outgoing and full of energy—was now reduced to a catatonic state, hardly able to
perform her own bodily functions, let alone communicate in any way. In fact,
other than her eyes, which seemed to drink in all around her, there was no true
visible sense she was there with them at all. Any chance of reuniting their
family was now lost and Noriko, only a few days later, served Makoto with
divorce papers, telling him that every time she looked at their poor daughter,
she could only think of what he had done, and any love that used to exist
between them had been replaced with a unyielding disgust. In fact, the last
words Noriko spoke to him were: “We would all be better off with you dead,
Makoto.”


Time passed, and Misaki, under constant
supervision, went to live with Noriko and her parents—Makoto was told
explicitly that he was never allowed to visit them there. Everyone, it seemed,
blamed him for what had happened to their sweet girl. And why shouldn’t they,
he thought, and his heart broke daily as the events, no matter how hard he
tried, replayed in his mind. Noriko finally agreed to let Makoto see them in a
park, in public, for a short period of time, and the entire length of the visit
was spent with him crying and pleading for more opportunities to see their
daughter. But Noriko, who now had sole guardianship of Misaki,
would not allow such a thing, as she did not trust her ex-husband, and told him
to enjoy the time he had with her while he had it.


After they parted ways, Makoto thought of what Noriko had told
him, that they—everyone—would be better off without him, and realizing he alone
was responsible for what had happened to Misaki, that
his negligence was to blame and that he had failed as a parent on nearly every
possible level, that Noriko was right. He would do the right thing and end his
life and that maybe, perhaps, in his death, they all might be able to move on.


So Makoto found a place of quiet where he could be alone with his
sins—Aokigahara—and took with him only a single
photograph of the family in happier times, at the birthday party before the
accident. The entire drive to the forest he cried, thinking of the hollow way
his daughter looked at him in the park, more than likely, like everyone else,
blaming him for her condition, reminding him he was indeed doing the right
thing. At the parking lot he left the keys in the ignition and a letter on the
driver’s seat he had written to Misaki, a letter he
hoped Noriko would read to her one day, apologizing for everything he had done,
and deep in he began looking for the spot, the perfect spot, thinking of Misaki’s face the entire time, her blank stare, what would
have been if only he had been more careful. Makoto finally settled on a large
cropping of rocks and, climbing carefully to the top—about eight feet or so,
stacked on top of one another like crates—he looked down to see more of the
jagged lava rock on the forest floor greeting him. He then pulled out the
picture and kissed it, looked up to the tree tops and to the peaks of grey sky
showing between the branches, and without thinking dove head first, hoping only
that maybe, in another life, they might all forgive him for what he had done.




Beauty





“Izumi was a beautiful
girl,” Junko tells me while we’re eating granola bars. “All of the boys wanted
to date her in high school.”


“I’m sure you were just as beautiful,” I say between bites,
smiling at her.


“No, she was more beautiful,” she says, angry, looking at the
ground and chewing slowly. “Do not tell me about my own sister, Bill. Especially when you did not know her.”


I sit back and swallow, looking down at the dark rock we’re
sitting on next to the path. A slight breeze hits the tops of the trees. “I
just meant,” I say, slowly, “that I think you’re beautiful too. I wasn’t trying
to tell you about her, okay?”


She looks up at me and finishes chewing, her expression blank.
“There was a boy, Daiki. He was a year older, in
Izumi’s grade. He had asked her out for months, but she always said no. She
said no to most boys.”


“Why is that?” I ask, watching as Junko smiles a bit, kicking the
dirt with her feet. 


“It was her way. A game,” she says. “She often said she did not
want what other girls her age wanted. She . . . always
thought of herself as a woman, even when we were just girls. So these boys,
they were not what she wanted.”


“Fair enough.”


“Then one day Daiki asked me out. I was
flattered. He was very handsome. Too handsome for me.
My mother even said so. Told me to be lucky any boy would talk to me.”


“That’s awful.”


“And I knew he had only asked me so he could be close to Izumi,”
she says, not acknowledging me. “But I was okay with it. Because,
for a moment, I felt beautiful. Like her.”


“What happened with him?”


She looks at me and smiles. “Izumi found out what he was doing,
that he was using me. She took very private photographs of him, told him she
would spread them around school if he ever came around again.” She starts
laughing. “She was very protective of me.”


“She sounds like a good sister.”


“She was,” she says looking back to the ground again, thoughtful. Happy. Then: “Do you know where we are?”


I look at my watch: four-fifteen. “Well, we’ve been walking about
an hour since we saw the last sign.”


“How long until we take the trail to the lake?”


“I’m not sure. Maybe another thirty minutes?”


She sighs, loudly, finishes her granola bar and tucks the wrapper
in her backpack. “This is taking much longer than I thought it would.”


“Well, you can’t just expect to walk in here and stumble on some
sort of clue or something, right? I mean, you don’t know anything that happened
to her.”


Junko goes quiet again, staring at the ground then back at me,
angry. “I did not know what to expect. You know this.”


“Exactly, so you shouldn’t get your hopes up. And, to be fair, I
don’t like the idea of being out here any later than we need to.”


“I will stay out here as long as I please,” she says standing.
“You can go back any time you want.”


“I’m not leaving you out here alone. And I didn’t say we had to
leave now, but you have to be reasonable. There are dead bodies everywhere, and
we have no idea where we’re going or what we’re looking for.”


“I know perfectly well.”


“Then just agree that we’ll look a little bit longer then head
back. Okay?”


“Not before we get to the lake.”


“If we don’t make it there soon, then we should forget the lake.”


“No,” she says, tears in her eyes. “The lake . . . we have to go
there. I think . . . that is where she would have gone.”


“I get it, but are we going to stay out here at the risk of
getting ourselves lost?”


“There are people in the woods all the time, searching and
looking. We would not be lost for long.”


I’m angry now, annoyed, so I stand and pace, hands flailing.
“Everything we’ve heard about this place, all the ghosts, all the stories . . .
do you really want to end up like Izumi? Come here and never leave?”


I stop, breathing heavy, and realize what I said. I look over at
Junko who’s watching me, terrified and hurt.  


“How could you say that?” she asks. 


“I’m . . . sorry,” I say, but she turns away from me and darts
toward the woods, crying hard. “Hey, where are you going?” I wait for a
response, hoping she’ll turn around, but she doesn’t. I wait a moment longer,
but still there’s nothing, so I shout after her: “I’m not going in after you.
You have to come back eventually.”


I jam the rest of my granola bar in my mouth and chomp loudly,
sloppily. Minutes go by and all I can think about is leaving, waiting for Junko
to come back, dragging her to the car and pretending like this never happened. Finishing this fucking crusade of hers. And then suddenly,
amongst the silence, I hear it: a scream. Junko’s scream.
I leave my pack and dart into the trees, squeezing through narrow trunks and
branches, feeling something scratch my neck as I move. I step over jutted
pieces of the black lava rock, shouting her name, telling her I’m on my way and
following her cries up a series of small hills and back down again until I find
her in a small clearing surrounded by bigger rocks, kneeling in the dried
leaves and groundcover, her pale skin glowing amongst the gray-brown backdrop,
her hands covering her face. 


“Are you alright?” I ask, panting as I approach down a narrow path
in the rock. She remains in place, kneeling and crying hard. “What is it? Are
you okay?”


She peels her hands away from her face, cheeks flushed and her
eyes red. “There,” she whispers, pointing in front of her.


I look and see one of the larger faces of rock, about ten feet
tall with trees growing on top, tan-colored roots cascading down like fingers.
And there, hanging flat against it, a body suspended from a rope slung over one
of the trees atop, a noose tied tight around his neck. “Holy shit . . .” I say,
stepping back, leaning against a nearby tree for support. 


“I . . . came down here and saw . . . it,” she says. “I . . . oh,
God . . .”


“It’s okay.” I help her up and hug her, turning her away from the
body: male, early thirties, cheeks and eyes sunken like it’s been here a while.
He’s wearing a blue parka and jeans and there’s a large backpack at his feet,
which are hovering only a foot or so above the ground. 


“How . . . do you do that to yourself?” she asks still holding on
to me, peeking up from my chest as I begin to lead us back the way I came.


“He probably jumped from the top of the rock. Broke his neck or
something,” I say. 


“It is horrible.”


“I know.” We start navigating the woods back toward the path,
making sure not to look back, only at the trees ahead of us. “I’m sorry about
before, at the trail. I know we’re both acting a bit weird here, but I just . .
. I care for you. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”


“But I need you to understand that I cannot leave here without
finding something of hers. Anything.”


“Well, we’ll do what we can,” I say, kissing the top of her head.


“Thank you. That is all I want.”


We walk a bit longer, Junko tucked under my arms, so small next to
me. I look back every so often, watching as the trees grow thicker, hiding that
place of death from us. The image of the man in blue burns in my mind and I
wonder how it’s possible to have so much beauty surrounded by so much death. 


Haruka
had wanted to die in Paris during fashion week, but it was not to be. With a
busier schedule than usual, as well as a speaking engagement regarding Asian
women in the fashion industry, she had no time to herself to accomplish the
feat. So, as it had for many years, the desire to end her life faded for the
time being as she walked the catwalk in high-end wear, attended parties and
galas studded with film and television celebrities, was treated as if she,
simply a girl from Japan, mattered in the grand scheme of things—and she bought
into it, as she always did.


Tall and glamorous, it wasn’t hard for Haruka to find things to occupy her time, sinful cordials
of various sorts—drugs, men and women. But these high times were matched with
low lows, periods of great unease where the burden of being the new “it” girl
weighed heavily on her, and that one day her looks would fade—and everything
that she had based her young existence on would be gone along with them. During
these times she retreated to her apartment in Tokyo, alone, reading and writing
poetry, posting on her blog and looking, desperately, for a connection, for
someone to tell her that there was something noble about what she did. These
times of solitude never lasted long, though: her popularity kept her phone
ringing with jobs, e-mails crashing in by the hundreds, everyone who wanted a
piece of her while she was still very much “it,” and this pressure, this
constant need she would feel to make everyone happy, to be very much the life
of the party, ate away at her. She was a ghost, she decided: seen but not
heard.  


Haruka’s most recent
self-exile—back in Tokyo for three months before a six-week North American
excursion filled with higher-profile jobs than she had previously been
offered—seemed exceptionally discouraging to her: the busier she became, the
more overworked she was, the more disenchanted she found herself. She wrote
feverishly, lines of poetry, vague musings on the meaning of existence and what
the point of it all was, declining lunch dates with friends and dinner dates
with would-be suitors. She even contemplated that she more than likely suffered
from some sort of severe depression, but it had gone unnoticed, forever,
perhaps because no one wanted to look further than her splendid features, that
no one wanted to believe someone like her, a true beauty, could be so flawed.


During this time, between regular Ambien-induced
naps—the only way she was able to truly shut out the world—Haruka,
in an attempt to make sense of her existence, of the very state of her constant
unease, tried piecing together a timeline of when she began feeling like
everything was so pointless, trying to pinpoint how and why it would have
started. And during her subconscious digging she unceremoniously realized it
had always been there like a pit inside her—that she could remember ever not
feeling this way. This realization was a comfort to her,  of all things,
knowing this was part of her, that, perhaps, she had been broken since birth,
and like that, a wave washing over her, the desire to end it all returned, but
with less malice than before. Haruka, for the first
time, saw this inevitable ending as her destiny—what she had been born to do.
Others would work and have families, do things that inspire, but she, the
current envy of the fashion world, the girl everyone wanted a piece of, would
shine bright and then, suddenly, be gone, making the world a better place
without her in it—and for the first time in a long while, it all made sense.


So Haruka wrote one last cryptic entry
on her blog entitled “Hello, Forever”, gathered the rest of her Ambien and some Zopiclone she had
been given by a friend in Berlin, packed a light bag and
pinpointed to the hailed taxi driver that Aokigahara
was her destination. The drive was expensive—not that it mattered—but shorter
than she had thought it would be. She told the driver when he dropped her that
she was meeting a friend, so as not to raise suspicion, and he happily took her
tip and zoomed off back toward civilization. In the forest she took the first
dose of pills, admiring the trees, reaching out to touch the knotty bark and
twisted limbs that fell near the path, and marveled at the quiet of the place,
that even the birds seemed to stay away from this place of death—a solitude she
had never felt before. 


She moved deeper into the woods, studying everything from the dark
rock formations and the path at her feet to the signs pleading for those
thinking of ending their life to rethink and turn back. She swallowed pills at
first by the pair, then in groups of four and finally, an hour and a half into
her trek, finding it harder to keep going, her limbs reacting sluggishly to her
thoughts, the pills taking effect, she finished the last of them—eighteen in
total, she thought, or perhaps nineteen. She could feel the sleep take hold of
her, more forceful now, the warmth of her very last moments on earth, and she
found a spot up a small hill a ways form the main path, a place of solitude for
her, and lay down, admiring the scene around her, wondering how long until they
had forgotten her—not long, she figured—and how better they would all be after
she was gone. And, for the first time in as long as she could remember, as her
eyes shut and the world went black around her, Haruka
smiled.




Promise





The large wooden sign
staked along the path is half-gone, torn almost in two,
some graffiti written on the in-tact part which Junko tells me says “There is
no God. There is no hope.” I ignore her and trace my finger along what’s left
of the color map, along the path we’re on, and figure, round-about, where we
are. 


“Here,” I say, pointing.


Junko steps forward and motions to a large blue area on the map,
north from where we are.  There’s no path headed in that direction, just
the color green to indicate forest between it and us. “And here is Saiko.” 


“Yeah, but no path going there. Not from here, anyway.”


We both study the sign again, red Kanji scrawled along one side,
the ominous warnings again reminding any who read it that they are loved and
that they should turn back. It looks so far back to the parking lot where we
started, and here we are, about half-way around the large loop of the main
path. “I don’t know what to tell you,” I say. “I think we got on the wrong
path.”


“How is that?”


“I think when we were at the fork we must’ve gone the wrong way.
See?” I point to the board again, showing her a small path mostly cut off from
the broken sign and how it loops around near the lakeshore. “I’m sorry.”


“There has to be another way.”


“Not without backtracking the last few hours, and we don’t have
time for that,” I say. “Say what you want, but we’re not staying here after
dark.”


She ignores me. “I do not believe it. These woods . . . there are
many paths. Many people visit here.”


“None of this is for tourists,” I say raising my hand and pointing
to the surrounding woods, to the limp streamers of yellow tape hanging broken
from the trees at intervals, warning us not to go any further, that there’s
nothing good ahead. “It’s for people looking for bodies, like us. And those Suicide Squads or whatever. This isn’t a national
park, not like what you’re thinking.”


She ignores me and goes back to the sign, looking through the
spray-painted graffiti, hoping to find some clairvoyance in the worn, splintered
wood. “We have to try,” she says finally.


“Try what?”


“If we cut through here, it is a short distance to the lake, yes?”


“In theory, yes, but there’s no trail.”


“I understand, but we . . . we could use those ribbons,” she says excitedly,
pulling on my arm. “And I promise to you, Bill, that we will go there, to the
lake, and come right back. I just . . . need to see it, the water.”


“I know, you’ve said that, but you don’t know what we’ll find, if
anything.”


She steps back and looks at me directly for what seems like the
first time. “I understand that I may never find anything of hers. That . . .
she is gone to me. I do understand that. But at the very least I can make a hokura to her, a place I can come back to
visit. I cannot come this far and do . . . nothing.”


I look back to the sign, then at Junko: her lips full and red,
inviting, her eyes pleading, beautiful, and for the first time in a long while
I feel passion, I remember why I told her I would come with her in the first
place. “If we do this,” I say stepping toward her and running my hand through
her hair, “then we have to use the ribbons, make sure we don’t get lost.”


“Yes,” she says hugging me, arms slung around my neck. “Of course.”


“And I’m serious. We get to the lake, you do what you have to, and
then we leave, okay?”


“Yes, I understand. Thank you, Bill.”


Junko kisses me on the lips and for a moment we fall into each
other, pulling each other close, everything else disappearing around us until,
a moment later, she comes to and pulls away from me, shy and nervous again. “Th-thank you,” she says softly, looking away.


I pull the ribbons from my pack and separate them into pieces,
counting off a handful and putting the rest away. We drink some water in
silence as I study the sign again, wondering how long it will actually take to
get to the lake from here. By the time we’re ready we’ve been here for almost
twenty minutes, preparing ourselves and figuring out exactly what our plan will
be, deciding that she’ll lead, me walking behind to place the ribbons. And as
we make our way into the woods, for the first time since we’ve been here, I
hear a bird call, a sweet whistle echo throughout the woods, and look up to see
a lonely black bird flying overhead, almost like he’s talking to us. 


“Look,” I say grabbing Junko’s arm and motioning up. “That’s the
first animal we’ve seen since we’ve been here.”


We watch it dance on the branches of a tree, sing some more, then
fly away, still singing. “A good sign,” she says. 


“I hope so.”


We start again toward the woods and make our way under a strand of
yellow tape tied between two small trees, all noise of the outside world, the
bird’s song and the small breezes—everything, completely vanishing the moment
we do, which is so jarring I have to catch my breath and remind myself that we
haven’t just crossed into some other dimension. I tie the first ribbon on a
tree within sight of the large sign, making sure it’s high enough so we can
easily see it as we make our way back. I smile at Junko as I catch her looking
at me.


“Are you ready?” she asks.


“I guess.”


She leads us into the familiar landscape of jagged and toothy
rocks, small inclines and valleys, through the endless gray-brown of the trees themselves,
some with roots popped up and exploding in all directions, most of the trees
thin, branches starting at the ground or halfway up making it, at times, hard
to see too far ahead. We continue like that for about forty minutes and I tie a
ribbon every fifty feet or so, making sure the previous one is still in
eyesight. As we move I marvel at the quiet of the woods, how it blocks any and
all noise out, and watch Junko, the scout on this part of the journey, staying
steadily ahead of me, looking at everything, constantly searching and
calculating.


“How are you feeling?” 


“Fine, but maybe we can stop for some water?” Junko pauses,
stretching her legs on two rocks into an a-frame, wiping her forehead clean. I
can’t help but look at her body, hungry.


“Sure.”


I set my pack down and pull out my water
bottle and drink. Junko does the same but quickly puts it away and begins
looking around us, kneeling in areas and raking her hand through the fallen
leaves, still looking for a something. Anything. I
sigh, loudly, probably an attempt to let her know I’m not nearly as amused as
she is, but she doesn’t hear me, or pay attention, I’m not sure which. I kick
my shoes along the ground through a clump of leaves and somehow in the midst of
my actions, kicking things in little piles, I uncover a small, black hairclip. 


“Hey,” I say picking it up and showing it to Junko. “I found a
hairclip.”


She rushes over and takes it from me, looking at it, her lips
twisting into a smile, one of those a-ha smiles like things are starting to
come together. “Izumi!” is all she says. 


“What about her?”


She flips the hairclip around in her fingers, inspecting every
side before answering me. “This was Izumi’s hairclip!”


“Uh, how do you know that?”


“She always wore one just like this, since we were girls. I used
to wear a white hairclip and she wore a black one. Always.”


“Yeah, but you don’t know that’s hers.”


“Why not? It is possible she came this way
too.”


“Sure, but I imagine black hairclips are really popular, though,
right? I mean, this could belong to anyone.”


“No, I am sure this was hers.” Junko looks at me beaming, and then
places the clip in her hair along her temple. 


“What are you doing?” I ask, slightly disgusted.


“This is . . . this is a great discovery. I really think we are
going to find more.”


“I just don’t think it’s a good idea for you to put that in your
hair. You really don’t know—”


“It is hers, okay?” She turns away from me. “I believe she came
this way, to the lake.”


“But we’re only here by accident, remember?
Look, I’m all for helping you explore, but the chances of us finding her trail,
the exact way she came . . . it’s not likely.”


“But I believe this is a sign. She wore the same clip.”


“Yeah, but—”


“Can you agree it is at least possible we could find Izumi’s
path?”


“It’s possible, I guess, but the chances are, like—”


“I understand, Bill, but it is possible. And of all the places we
could be, we are on a path to the water, and that is where you found not just
any hairclip, but the exact one she wore. Do you not see what I am saying? I
believe . . . we are going in the right direction. That we
will find more of her.”


“Okay,” I say quietly, slowly, starting to worry about Junko as
she begins scanning the trees again, looking for more things that could be
Izumi’s but probably aren’t. “But have you thought
about what happens if we actually find her?”


“What do you mean?” she says turning back to me.


“I mean . . . her body.”


“Oh, well, I have thought of it, yes. I would like,” she says, losing
herself in the thought, then, forcing a smile, awkward and nervous: “I have it
all planned out.”


I smile back and look at my watch: it’s nearly six. “I wonder how
much further. We should have been there by now.” I look at Junko who’s back to her scouting, looking at the forest around us.
“Hey, did you hear me? I really think we need to think about our game plan—”


“Do you see that?” she asks, silencing me with a finger, staring
ahead in our intended destination toward the lake.


I step forward so I’m in line with her and strain my eyes to look
ahead, between the trees, to find anything that may seem out of place that
would’ve stolen her attention. “See what?”


“I . . . see something, up ahead.”


“See what?”


“A hand, I think.”


I still can’t tell where she’s looking, but stand up straight, not
wanting a repeat viewing of the man in blue from earlier. “Are you sure?”


“I think so, yes. Do you see it?”


She takes my hand and extends my finger in the direction she’s
looking. I struggle still and then, finally, I see it too: a white glove
peeking out from the back of a tree, jutting out awkwardly, not naturally.
“What the hell is that?”


“A person?”


“Wearing a glove?”


“Should we go see?”


“You want to?”


“This is not like last time, when I just . . . when I found it on
accident. Besides, this is the way we are going, so we do not have a choice,
right?”


“I guess, but we could go around, if you wanted.”


“Maybe it is not a person. Maybe it is another clue.”


“Maybe,” I say, wary. 


Junko grabs my hand before I can say anything else and we start
moving again. As we grow closer, still approaching the tree in question from
behind, we can make out more details and the glove itself looks comically large
and I wonder if it’s maybe just another shrine, a totem to someone’s fallen lover
or brother or friend. When we get to the tree, which is massive compared to
most of the others around it, we circle it slowly, cautiously, until we see it:
a child-sized doll nailed upside down to the trunk of a tree, one each through
the legs and hands, arms outstretched like it’s waiting for a hug, stuffed with
straw that’s leaking out through tears in its clothes, its porcelain face
cracked in places, equal parts menacing and comical.


“Creepy,” I say. Junko nods in agreement and we step back, processing
everything. “What does it mean?”


I look at her and she seems as puzzled as I am, but still stays
very calm, and perhaps sensing my unease takes me by the hand around the tree,
looking for more clues. We find a small wooden sign nailed to the tree, a handwritten
note painted on it. Junko reads it for me: “This is my suicide note. My name is
Mikage Hidaka and I came here because there is
nothing good in my life. Nothing good ever happened to me. If you find this, do
not look for me. I am cursed.” Junko touches the sign and looks up at me. 


“A suicide note.”


I go back around and look at the doll again, touching its face,
wanting to understand the reason behind it. Junko looks along the ground near
the tree, kicking some leaves away, probably hoping to find something else. 


“I don’t understand,” I say, poking at the doll’s face. 


“What?”


“I guess I don’t understand how someone could do this.”


“With the doll?” She joins me now,
looking at it, touching the hairclip every few seconds, making sure it’s still there.


“Killing yourself. I mean, I know, you
told me, and I get it, Japanese are very proud, but you have to have a certain
mindset to come to these woods, all alone, and do something like that. I just .
. . don’t get it.”


“Which is why people like you can never
understand their pain.”


“You mean us?”


“What?”


“Why people like us, right? Unless you’re
planning on offing yourself without telling me.” I smile.


“That is not funny.”


“Sorry.”


Junko steps forward and touches the doll, sighing. “I know.”


We stand like that for a few more minutes, the awkwardness
settling back between us, the moment of passion from
earlier gone, until she suggests we start moving again. As we walk,
side-by-side now, nothing but the sound of the leaves crunching under our
steps, I get the nerve to ask her what I’ve been meaning to since she first
told me about Izumi. “Why did she kill herself?”


Junko ignores me, not saying anything at first, then, quietly:
“The ghosts that are out here, the yurei, we
believe that, if you die suddenly or violently, like a suicide, that you become
trapped.”


“Sure, I think a lot of cultures believe something similar to
that, with ghosts.”


She touches a nearby tree, looks up at the leaves, runs her fingers over the bark as I stop to watch her. “They
continue to exist as yurei because they have .
. . conflict.” She looks at me. “It is . . . not finished? I cannot think of
the word.”


“Unresolved?”


“Yes, unresolved,” she says looking back to the tree, touching it
again. “So those who come to Aokigahara stay here
with their secrets.”


“What secrets?”


“Of life. Of what . . . makes them want to
kill themselves. Secrets maybe only they know. And they can never rest because
they have never told anyone.” She looks at me again and touches my hand. “And
this is what keeps them here, lost to the world. The reason no one can help
them.”


“So what’s keeping Izumi here?”


Junko drops my hand and I see there are
tears in her eyes, but she doesn’t wipe them away. Instead she removes the
hairclip and fumbles it in her hands, between her fingers, playing with it,
like a child. “I . . . can’t, Bill.”


“Can’t what? Tell me?”


“I can’t tell you her secret. I . . . made a promise, and that is
all I have of her now.”


“You promised you wouldn’t tell her secret? Why she came here?” I say,
then, not even waiting for an answer, add: “So you never told your parents?”


She looks confused and overwhelmed, her thoughts entangled, unsure
how to respond. Then: “No one. We . . . made a pact together. And I promised
her. It is the reason I am here. Why I needed to come, to help keep it.” She
buries herself in my chest. “But I am scared. These woods, everything, it is
why I needed you here with me. To help me see it through.”


“That’s fine,” I say pulling her close, my mind spinning,
wondering what it all means. “I understand. You don’t have to tell me anything,
okay?”


“Okay,” she says. I stop trying to think about everything, instead
focusing on Junko, my beautiful Junko, crying and upset, losing it before my
eyes, realizing just how strong she really is. She eventually peels herself
from me sniffling, her eyes red and puffy, no smile
this time. She takes the hairclip and slides it into her hair, pulling a few
strands away from her face. 


“It looks nice,” I say.


“Thank you,” she says looking at me, then almost through me, to
the forest, distracted by all the possibilities of what it holds. All its secrets.


“Are you okay?” I try to hold her hand, to comfort her some more,
but she pushes me off and takes a few steps back. She looks back into the
trees, up our makeshift path, then crosses her arms.


“Let’s go,” she says slowly, biting her lip and moving away from
me. “I bet the lake is just up ahead.” 


Shinji Yamada had only
been to a sarakin once, as a child, the dirty neon
signs and stained floors like something out of a movie forever etched in his
mind. But, through an increasingly ugly series of circumstances—involving and
not limited to his job, family, and less-than-ideal gambling debts—he found
himself back again thirty years later. Shinji, a salaryman,
had not yet told his wife that the promotion he was sure to get was awarded to
another, and had been, for the past six months, staying in the city longer,
sleeping in capsule hotels or even the train station so she would entertain the
notion of his importance by this increasing absence. He also found himself
drawn back to the tracks, feverishly betting at first a small sum on a horse of
his choosing, then a week’s salary, and finally, nearly a month’s. At times he
might pull ahead, or buy his wife and son nice things to appease any possible
concerns, but soon things—as they often do—got worse. He could not pass by a
pachinko machine without putting something in, and between that and the
horses and even the illegal bets on baseball teams (his was the
Tokyo Yakult Swallows), Shinji was now hundreds of thousands of dollars in
debt.


So he found himself at the entrance to a sarakin
one evening after work, a place he had promised himself he would never go, and,
once inside, discovered it was not nearly as seedy as he had recalled from his
childhood. There was a beautiful girl working behind the counter, and a
well-meaning, handsome manager watching her every move, smiling at the
customers as they made their requests. Once Shinji had made his, he was taken
into a back room and was told, politely, that his request had been
rejected—“The economy is not what it once was,” was the reason given. He
pleaded with them, and perhaps feeling sympathy for the man, the manager gave
Shinji a phone number to call, an off-license lender that could, at least
short-term, provide him with at least half of the sum he sought.


For two weeks he considered calling the number, ignoring the
impulse to gamble. For a while it was fine, suppressed, but soon he found
himself missing the smell of the track, the sounds of the pachinko, the roar of
the baseball stadium when a player had made a hit. It had become too much to
bear, and his wife—his beautiful wife—had begun to ask questions about his job,
about the money coming in and why one of their credit cards had been declined.
Shinji made the call and a man called Renzo answered,
told him where to meet him to discuss further—a café in Kabukich?.


A day later Shinji and Renzo were
discussing politics over coffee—as well as beautiful women that passed them
by—and finally the loan itself.


“How much do you need?” Renzo said as he
drank.


“Well, ideally . . . eight million Yen.”


“Not possible,” Renzo replied coldly,
watching a pretty young girl enter the café. “I can give you two-point-five
million today. Right now.”


“But I need—”


“I do not care what you need. That is what I can offer at a rate
of thirty percent to be paid back within ten days. Do you accept?”


Shinji drank, thought of his family. It
wasn’t enough to pay off his debts, but with one well-placed bet, he might be
able to double—or even triple—the money in no time. “Yes, I accept.”


“I thought you might.”


Renzo took Shinji to a nearby
apartment, a cramped and dingy-looking place used for his shady dealings. Renzo told Shinji to stay in the living room—where a child
blissfully ignorant of his surroundings, Renzo’s son,
perhaps, watched cartoons.


“Wait here. I have to get a few things in the back.”


Shinji joined the boy on the couch—oblivious to the stranger—and
watched cartoons for nearly ten minutes. Renzo
returned carrying a Daiei shopping bag and, not wanting to do business in front
of the boy, took Shinji into the main hall.


“Take a look inside, if you want,” Renzo
said. “But first, give me your license.”


Shinji did, and studied the money in the bag. “It is a lot of
money.”


“I know.”


“Is there anything to sign?”


Renzo laughed. “No, nothing to sign. But—” He held up the license. “—I know
you now. And if you do not pay this back in full in ten days, I will come after
you. Believe me,” Renzo leaned in for effect, “you do
not want me coming after you. You or your family.”


“I understand.”


Later, in a more
moderately-priced hotel—a splurge, he had told himself—Shinji sat on the bed,
television and most of the lights turned off, violently flipping through a
newspaper, stopping finally when he saw information about the races at the
Tokyo Racecourse. He checked his watch and, determined to make the last race,
bolted from the room, to a taxi, and emerged almost thirty minutes later at the
towering structure.


Inside Shinji felt different—more powerful. He picked up the
nearest racing form and scoured it for information, watching others like him
and feeling, for the first time, superior. With the brick of money in his coat
pocket he selected what he thought were sure bets. As he approached the
teller—an automated machine could not be trusted with this sum—he had planned
on making a few small bets, at least today, a few trifectas,
perhaps even an exacta, but as he stood there, the young girl on the other side
waiting for him to place his bet, the words slipped out on their own: “Pick
six. Two-point-five million.”


The girl processed the money with little regard
for this man, and when she handed over the ticket, Shinji took it and held it
like an infant—careful not to crumple or crease it on his trek to the stands.
He didn’t have to wait long—only another fifteen minutes for the race to
start—but it felt like an eternity, and as every minute dragged on, he thought
more and more of his wife, his family, and what would happen if he lost it.
What would happen to them all. And then, it was a
blur, the events of the next hour: the announcer coming on, greeting the crowd,
the cheers and laughing from the happy people. The horses
lining up for the first race, the sound of the gates opening. The sound of the horses’ feet on the dirt. The excitement. His horse coming in last .
. . dead last. And this repeated itself for five more races, his horse,
the horse he picked, coming in either last itself or almost-last, never further
up than that, the jeering from those who likewise lost, the people filing out,
Shinji leaving and finding himself back in the hotel, alone, no money to even
pay the room’s fee for another night. Nothing.


The loss—the six losses—did not fully sink in until the next day,
when he was at work. He vomited at his desk and was told to go home. His mind spun,
his body had become numb, floating him everywhere, his
feet inches off the ground, in a daze, completely oblivious to everything.
Every idea he could think of, every scheme and notion that popped into his head
in order to get the money back, was greeted ultimately with failure. He had no
extended family he could ask for help—neither he nor his wife came from
money—and he had no real friends he could confide in, not for something like
this, anyway. So he watched the days tick away, unable to do anything, spending
the time with his family while he could, watching them and crying when they
were not looking, so as not to give away his predicament.


On the tenth day, still in a daze and unable to process the
horrible truth, Renzo intercepted him after work near
a restaurant he particularly liked.


“It is time, Shinji,” Renzo said pulling
him under the awning of the restaurant. “Should we go inside, get some food,
and discuss?”


“I would prefer to stay out here,” Shinji replied.


“Ah, yes, with all these people. Relax. I just want to know where
we stand.”


Shinji shifted in place,
tightened the grip on his briefcase. “I . . . I do not have it.”


“I assumed as much.”


“You did?”


“When I saw you coming. The way you carried yourself. Not hard to detect, really.
But I am sorry to hear that.”


“Please,” Shinji grabbed his shoulders, pleading, “Can I just have
a few more days? I think there is a way that I may be able to—”


“Stop, stop,” Renzo said. “Just stop.
What would a few days buy you? Not much, I think.”


“But my family . . . are you going to
hurt them? Kill them? They have done nothing!”


Renzo pulled out a cigarette
and lit it, smiled at a girl that walked by. “I could do that, yes, after I
hurt you first, but there is an alternative, Shinji.”


“There is?” he said wiping his face clean.


“Yes, there is. Do you have life insurance?”


“Yes, I do.”


“And your wife and child—they are covered?”


“Yes.”


“And one final question: Does your life insurance cover suicide?”


“I believe so, yes.”


“That is good, Shinji. Very good. So here
is what I propose to you: You will kill yourself. I do not care how, and I do
not care where, so as long as you do it.”


“Kill myself?”


“I am not finished. You will kill yourself, and you will leave
explicit instructions for your wife, once the money clears, to give me a sum of
it, what is owed to me plus an additional ten percent inconvenience fee.”


“Inconvenience?”


“Yes. Thanks to you, now I will have to wait for all this to blow
over before I get my money back. At any rate, that will cover your debts, and if
you do this, I promise you no harm will come to your family. If you do not,
though, that same promise no longer applies. Do you understand?”


Shinji stood there in shock until Renzo
snapped his fingers, getting his attention. “Y-yes, I understand. I know what I
have to do.”


It was surprisingly easy for Shinji two days later to say goodbye
to his family, leaving a note in his wife’s jewelry box—where she would be sure
to find it. He was sad, yes, but the notion that they would be taken care of and
safe after his death got him through it. In deciding what to do and where to go
he decided first to get as far away from his home as possible—he did not want
his family to find him, ever, so he chose Aokigahara,
and the method came simply to him then: pills and rope.


By the time he stepped in the woods he had taken his first two
pills—his wife’s prescriptions—and not even fifteen minutes later he took three
more. An hour after arriving he began to see the faces of those he knew in the
trunks of the trees, dancing along the branches and leaves, mocking him as they
ought to. He wasn’t sure how much time passed after that, when the last pill
had been swallowed, but he managed to find a secluded area bordered by large
stones, trees taking root atop, and thought, for the briefest of moments, that
it was beautiful. With his senses dulled—an act of cowardice, he understood,
but a necessary one to get him through it—he struggled to place the rope around
a branch, tied tight around his neck. He then stood, prepared as he could be,
looking at his arms, the neon blue of his parka, none of it seeming to belong
to him, and without much else, no words spoken, only a hazy, veiled image of
his family circling in his mind, he took a step forward and dropped sharply,
wiggling and kicking in place until the life left him completely.




Sacrifice





“I think I hear the
water,” Junko says climbing up the rock ahead of me.


I stop in place, my hands clinging to the wall that seems to have
come out of nowhere, jutting up from the forest floor and rising at a sharp
enough angle to give us a true workout about twenty feet to what looks like a
plateau. “I don’t hear anything. I think we’re lost.”


Junko stops as well, looks back down to me. “That is why we have
the ribbons.”


“Well, we should’ve reached the lake by now.”


She ignores me and keeps climbing, so I follow, making sure to put
my feet in the right place, pulling myself up, my shirt drenched and clinging
to my body. After another few minutes I see Junko disappear over the lip of the
wall. I soon follow and pull myself up, finding the plateaus are nothing but
more trees, more green and brown and gray in every direction. I see Junko up
ahead some, standing in place, waiting and listening for a sign to tell her
we’re on the right track. I look back down the wall, at the forest, and see the
last ribbon not far from it, then take another from my pack and tie it to the
nearest tree, catching my breath as I do.


“So, where’s the water?” I ask, annoyed.


“I thought I heard it.”


“I told you, we’re lost.”


“Not lost.”


“Clearly we are. We’ve probably walked in one big circle.”


She turns toward me, equally annoyed. “How could we be in a circle
if you are using the ribbons?”


“Look around us,” I say, yelling now. “Everything looks the
fucking same!”


“Do not yell at me.”


“Then admit there’s a chance we’re lost. We’re not exactly on a
trail. We’re just walking along, hoping to stumble onto something.”


She thinks for a moment, looks into the forest again and points.
“We should go this way.”


“No. We’re not going anywhere.”


She turns back to me, her face twisted, scared. “What?”


“We’ve wasted a whole day on this trip, and I think it’s time we
head back.”


“Then,” she says, tears forming, “you can
leave. I will meet you at the car.”


“No, that’s ridiculous. We’ll go back together.”


“I cannot leave.”


“We have to. It’s late,” I say looking at my watch. “It’s almost
seven-thirty. It’s going to get dark soon.”


“If your time is so important to you, then I would rather not have
you join me now,” she says starting to walk off.  “This was not about you
or your time. This was about Izumi. This was about finding something of hers.
This was about what she did and how she left things and how I will make them
right.”


I start after her. “I know why I came, Junko. I came because I
care about you. All I’ve been trying to get you to admit is that there’s a
chance you may never find out what happened. That you may
never find her at all.”


“I will find her.”


“Stop it, Junko,” I say, running now, trying to catch up to her.
When I reach her I can tell she’s crying before she even turns around, but I
don’t say anything, I just grab her above the elbow and spin her toward me. She
faces me, terrified, angry, then pulls away, back toward the woods. I grab her
shoulder this time. “That’s enough, all right?”


She keeps fighting me, pulling away, so I let her go, seeing how
determined she is. “Do not touch me,” she says between tears once she’s far
enough ahead of me.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to . . .” I stop.


“You are always sorry!” Junko stops and leans against a tree,
looking out ahead. Nothing but quiet around us. I’m a
few paces back still, likewise standing in place, waiting for her to do
something. I take out one of the ribbons and tie it to a tree nearby.


“Why didn’t you tell your parents you were coming here?” I ask.


“What?”


“Your parents. You told them we were
going to visit the city.”


“How do you know that?” she says walking back toward me, her arms
folded up into her chest.


“I can speak some Japanese,” I say. “I heard a few words, figured
it out.”


“Because they would have told me not to come, Bill.
They would have told me to forget about her like they have.”


“They haven’t forgotten her, Junko.”


“Yes, they have. They live as if she never was. As if it was just
me and them. It . . . it makes me sick.”


“I’m sure—”


Junko is right next to me now, in front of me, and before I can
even finish my thought she pushes me hard, shoves me to the ground. “You do not
know! Do you understand? You do not know everything!”


I prop myself up on my elbows now, studying her. “I know that. I’m
not trying to say I do. I just . . . I’m asking is all. You never tell me
anything, so what else can I do but ask and assume?”


Junko turns and stomps away letting out a frustrated scream. “It
is not your business to know everything.”


“Then why did you bring me here?”


Junko stops, facing away from me again, the view of her back
familiar to me now. She’s breathing heavy, shoulders rising up and down with
every great breath she takes in and hisses back out. “There are things you
cannot know. That you would not understand about Izumi and me. Our relationship.”


I stand, keeping my distance. “Okay.”


“My parents, when this happened, they were . . . I have never seen
them like that. For days they did not speak. Not a single word. Then, after two
weeks exactly, they put all pictures of her away. They refused to talk about
her, about what had happened. They acted as if Izumi had never lived and took
all their secrets to the grave with her.”


“Their secrets?”


“Y-yes,” she says, stuttering, nervous. “Anyway, then I left for
university, away from them, but I never forgot. And I realized I needed to come
here, to fulfill my promise to her. To keep her alive.
And to show him he did not win.”


“Show who?”


Junko turns back to me, wiping her eyes clean. “It does not
matter. Izumi sacrificed much for me, protecting me from many horrible things she
experienced. And coming here is what I need to do. If you cannot understand
that, then there is not much left to say.”


“I don’t have any brothers or sisters,” I say moving toward her.
“So, you’re right, it’s hard, trying to understand this bond and what happened
between you two. But I’m here because of you. You need to know that.”


“I know.”


She presses her hand against my cheek. “It won’t be much longer,
Bill. I promise.” She smiles and walks away from me, leaving me standing there,
watching her move through the trees like she belongs, a sense of purpose
riddled through her movements now, and even though my brain’s yelling at me to
stop and turn back, my legs start up again and I find myself slowly following
her deeper into the woods like I have no choice at all.


Kimiho’s
father Goro was nearly eighty when dementia had fully
taken his mind. Some days were better than others, but on most he could hardly
recognize his only daughter, who visited him at the nursing home out of
obligation and little else. He would regale her with tales of his own father, a
Kamikaze during the Pacific War, going on about honor and loyalty to the Empire
of Japan. Kimiho had heard it all before, of course,
but the intensity and ferocity at which he retold the tales again and again—details
slightly altered as his brain could no longer recognize fact from fiction—never
ceased to amaze her.


And it was near his eighty-first birthday when Kimiho
began an affair with a coworker, someone whom she had been attracted to since
her first weeks on the job. And she found herself visiting her father now for
another reason: her lover Orito lived nearby, and
since her husband could not stand the sight of her father, she knew there was
no risk of him finding out.


The bi-monthly visits soon became weekly as her feelings for Orito became increasingly more complicated, due in part to
a recent miscarriage—Orito’s child, she was positive.
And as the weeks dragged on and she saw the increasing strain on her marriage,
the toll it took on her husband as he pined for her even though she snuck around behind him—he was, after all, an ideal
husband, just lacking the virility she desired. She even began to blame her
father, in his decrepit state, for making her this way, dissatisfied with a
life that contained, as far as she could tell, everything she had ever asked
for.


“Do you remember when you cheated on Mom,” she asked her father
one day.


“What?” Goro said looking first at her,
then through her to the back wall of his room. “Did Koyoshi
come to see you? Did he tell you?”


“Dad, I am your daughter, Kimiho.
Please, listen to me.”


“Yes, Kimiho.
What is it, my dear,” he said holding a hand out. “Talk to me, please.”


“You cheated on Mom when I was young. I remember. I was not
supposed to find out, but I heard her on the phone one night with Mariko and
she explained the entire thing.”


“Mariko . . .”


“Yes, Dad, her sister. Anyway, I am—” Kimiho stopped and swallowed and even though she knew her
father wouldn’t remember what she told him five minutes from now, she seemed hesitant.
“—I am having an affair. I never . . . I never wanted to do this. Dai is a good
man. Very loving, and he supports us. But something is
not there.”


Goro had already diverted his attention
to a nurse nearby handing out medication. “Very hard,” he said. “You must be
sure.”


“No, listen. Please. How did you . . . This is your fault,” she
said finally. “Something happened . . . I saw how easy it was for you, desiring
something other than us, and I think . . . I think you broke me.”


Goro turned back to her slowly. “Not
broken,” he said. “Human.”


It had been the first time Kimiho had
mentioned her affair out loud, even to herself, and she stood, shaking. “I love
Dai. Very much. Why do I keep doing this to him?”


“Human,” Goro said. “Human
human human.”


Kimiho left and did not go back
to visit her father for weeks, unable to look into his big, empty eyes, seeing
herself in them. She tried, desperately, to fix things at home with Dai,
spending more time with him and showering him with affection—and cutting herself
off from Orito altogether—but the closer she got the
more he pulled away. And then, seemingly out of nowhere, over dinner at home,
Dai asked her: “How long have you been seeing him?”


“Seeing who?” Kimiho asked. “What are
you talking about?”


“Please just . . . stop. I am not stupid.”


“I really do not understand—”


“That man, from your work. Orito, was
it? He came by here ten days ago looking for you. He had no idea you were
married, or that I was your husband. He told me everything.”


“Dai, listen—”


“No, just stop. He told me . . . that you saw him after you saw
your father. That you only went to see him so you could . . . meet up.”


Kimiho’s heart and mind sped up.
“I did see my father,” she said finally, quietly.


“And then Orito?”


“Yes.”


Dai stood, wiping his face. “How could you do this? What have I
done to you?”


“Nothing! You have been perfect, Dai! This is . . . my fault. It
is . . . my father’s fault!”


“Your father? Are you joking? His
brain is a pile of mush. He does not even know what year it is.”


Dai turned to leave but Kimiho stopped
him. “He cheated on my mom when I was little. I . . . it messed with my head.”


“Do not blame him. He did not do this to me. You did.”


Dai shook her hand free, grabbed his coat and left. Kimiho did not stop him, nor did she want to: he was right.
This was her fault, not her father’s.


The following weeks were dreadful, and again Kimiho
found herself visiting her father frequently, the only person who would give
her company—not even Orito would talk with her, nor anyone else from the office once he had told them about
her. She found some solace listening to Goro drone on
and on, but eventually even that could not better the sick feeling that rose in
her throat at the thought of her husband, the man she had promised to be good
to, not being able to stand the sight of her. She lost ten pounds in under
three weeks, her appetite fading fast, and while Dai had not asked her to move
out, not even mentioned the word divorce, what they had now was far
worse—ghosts living in the same home.


Then, after it had seemingly been like this forever, Dai finally
relented: “I am going to stay with my brother for a little while, to figure out
what to do here. I think it is best for both of us.”


Alone in their house, taunted by their memories, Kimiho felt even more alone than she ever had—her friends
who at first stood by her side could no longer argue against her actions and
how she had affected Dai. When she went to visit her father not soon after, she
told him what had happened.


“And I do not know what to do,” she said. “I am afraid he will
leave me for good. But if he stays, if we work it out, I am afraid he will not
be able to look at me the same ever again. I need your advice.”


“Have you seen the Americans?” he said. “They are everywhere.”


“There are no Americans here,” Kimiho
said wiping her tears away. “Just us. Now please, tell
me what to do.”


Goro touched her face. “My father met
Emperor Showa. Did I tell you that?”


Kimiho smiled. “Yes, you did.”


“My father was Kamikaze and killed many Americans. We were all so
proud.”


“That was a long time ago.”


“He did it for honor. He sacrificed himself so we all would have a
chance to live on. It was very brave.”


They were interrupted by the nurse with the medication, and as Kimiho returned home later, her father’s words echoed in
her mind. She saw pictures of her and Dai—in happier times—and even tried to
contact him but he would not answer. “For the best,” she thought. She left a
message, professing her love, telling him that she would fix this and that he
would, someday, somehow, be better off without her.


Kimiho then picked out the same outfit she wore on the day she
and Dai first met, and rummaged around in her father’s old things they had held
on to until she found it: her grandfather’s Nambu
pistol, still in working condition after all these years, meticulously cleaned
and cared for by her father. It was easy enough to figure out, and her
father—not one to throw any artifact of history away—had stashed a few stray
bullets in a pile of belongings from the days of the Pacific War, more of his
father’s things. It took her almost no time to learn how to load the bullets as
she wondered if her grandfather had ever killed anyone with it, or if she would
be the first.


The next morning Kimiho took her car and
drove to see her Father, but could not—he had an especially bad night and was
in a medically-induced sleep. She told the nurse to tell him thank you, then
found herself on the road to Aokigahara—not wanting
to bloody up anything in their house, so Dai could go on living in it after she
was gone. She parked the car and tucked the gun—still loaded—into her purse in
case any day hikers or passersby might be present. The woods were quiet and
beautiful, and she enjoyed smelling the sweet fresh air. But it was short
lived: she could not escape the thought of Dai, of what she had done, of her
now-sullied marriage and the fact there was no way back.


She hiked another thirty minutes into the woods, assured she was
now alone, stopping near a small shrine someone had erected to the memory of a
loved one, someone else who had died sometime before, and Kimiho
wondered if anyone would erect one in her honor—but figured probably not. She
walked away from the path directly into the woods then kneeled and emptied the
belongings of her purse onto the ground and sorted through them: make-up she
never wore for Dai, a phone she used to use to call Orito
with, various trinkets that reminded her of how horrible she had been, then:
the gun. She picked it up and felt the weight of it and imagined her
grandfather in the cramped cockpit, the great whirring of the jet engines
surrounding him as he flew to his death in order to protect his country—his
family. Kimiho then placed the pistol in her mouth,
the barrel cold on her tongue, and thought only of Dai’s smiling face on their
wedding day as she pulled the trigger.




Enlightenment





I’m counting the ribbons
and we only have a dozen left, crumpled and sweaty in my palm. I’m standing on
top of a small hill and as I put the ribbons back in my pack I look down at
Junko sitting on a tree stump at the bottom, listening to her headphones,
oblivious to everything. I look back into the woods at the crest I’m on which
again seems to plateau out, noticing that the scenery has changed some, the
trees smaller here, younger maybe, fewer dried leaves on the ground and, if
possible, even more green everywhere. To my left there’s a large blue-green
bush with orange berries on it, and for a moment I wonder if they’re poisonous,
but decide not to risk it, hungry or not.


“Junko!” I yell down to her but she doesn’t hear me. I make my way
down the hill slowly at first, between trees, over rocks and stumps, picking up
speed as I make my way down, the breeze feeling good on me, when I suddenly hit
a tree root and stumble to the ground into a somersault, rolling the rest of
the way down through brambles, sticks and small green plants until I land on
the ground about ten feet from her. When she sees me she rushes over and tries
to help me up, but when I put weight on my left ankle the pain is so much that
I collapse back to the ground, hammering the dirt with my fists.


“Your ankle?” 


“Yeah, I twisted it.”


“Does it hurt very much?”


“Well, I can’t stand. So, yeah.”


She kneels and touches it, softly. “Here?”


“Yeah.” I wince and take off my backpack,
lying back on the ground while she continues to rub the spot. Then she leans
forward and touches my face. 


“You are cut.”


I touch the spot with my fingers and see a small amount of blood
on the tips, my cheek stinging now. “I guess I hit a stick or something on my
way down.”


“Oh,” she says pulling back and standing. “What did you find up
there?”


“Nothing.” 


“No water?”


“There’s nothing but trees,” I say sitting up. “Just
trees. No water. No lake. Nothing.”


“That is very odd. What time is it?”


I look at my watch. “Eight-thirty.”


“It is getting late.”


“Yes, and if we don’t get back to the main path soon we’re going
to be camping out in the woods.”


She smiles at me then turns and steps toward the hill like she’s
ignoring my warning, like it doesn’t mean a thing to her. I lay my head back
and try to get comfortable, looking up at the twisted canopy, interlocking
branches and blankets of leaves from a variety of trees shielding most of the
sky from us, only pockets of gray visible here and there. I look back at Junko
and she’s already up the hill some, looking alternately at the ground I
stumbled down and the trees I hit as I rolled. “Where are you going?”


“Looking,” she says. “Just looking.”


“For what?”


“For anything.”


“You’re not going to find anything,” I say propping myself up
again, watching her slender legs move with great purpose. 


“You never know,” she says, stops, then squeals excitedly, letting
out a giggle like I’ve never heard before.


“What? What is it?”


She kneels and comes up, holding something small and brown in her
hand, too far away from me to tell what it is. “Do you see this?”


“No. Bring it here.”


She’s facing me now, smiling ear-to-ear, just beaming, carefully
traipsing down the hill. When she reaches me she kneels and hands me a small
clump of what looks like finely-shredded bark. “Do you see?” she says.


“I don’t understand.”


“This is a piece of the stuffed bear. Izumi’s
stuffed bear!”


I look at the brown lump again, inspecting it closer, thinking maybe,
however doubtfully, it could be a dirty clump of brown fur. But
probably not. “I don’t think this is anything.”


She grabs it from me and stands, stroking it. “Yes, it is. It is a
piece of it. I believe . . .” she stops, looks toward the hill again. “Something
is telling me she went up the hill. Out of all the places we could have been,
we found her trail!”


“Junko, you need to stop.”


“This means that out of all the places we could have been, and
Izumi could have been, we found her trail. Do you understand? This is great
news.” She’s admiring the clump again, almost giddy, truly believing that we’ve
accomplished something here. “It is very clear to me now.”


“Just stop, okay?”


“Stop?” She turns back to me, glaring. “Stop
what?”


“That is nothing. It’s a piece of bark or something.”


“No, I understand now that—”


“It isn’t a piece of fur, okay? You want it to be, just like you
want that hairclip to be hers too, but it’s not. None of this is.”


She touches the hairclip at my mentioning of it then tucks the brown
clump close to her chest. “It is hers. And I think the water is just up the
hill. You did not look hard enough.”


“I’m pretty sure I’d be able to see a big lake.”


“You did not go far enough. You do not really care about finding
anything. Admit it.”


“At this point, all I care about is leaving these fucking woods.”


“I knew it,” she says. “I just knew it.”


“Jesus Christ, what is wrong with you?” I force myself to get up,
slowly, putting almost no pressure on my hurt ankle, supporting myself with a
nearby tree. 


“Nothing is wrong with me. You are . . . very selfish.”


“How am I selfish? I’m here, aren’t I? I’ve entertained this
ridiculous notion long enough, right? What else do you want me to do?”


“To understand.”


“Well, I’m sorry. I just can’t. This is all way out of control and
we are leaving.”


“No.” She turns back toward the hill and starts, but as she does I reach out and grab her arm again. She pulls away,
hard, knocking me back. “Do not touch me!”


I trip but manage to keep myself standing on one leg. “Why are you
fighting me like this?”


She looks at me but doesn’t say anything, just turns back toward
the hill and starts again. I reach out, intending only to stop her, but fall
forward as I grab her backpack this time, putting all my weight into it and
pulling her to the ground. She lands, hard, and screams as my weight crushes
her tiny frame, hitting me repeatedly and yelling in Japanese words I don’t
understand. I finally manage to roll off, breathing heavy and lying on the
ground again. She stands and looks at me, then realizes she dropped the clump
of fur or whatever and panics, scrambling to her knees, searching until she
finds it again. “I cannot believe you would attack me,” she says.


“I didn’t. I fell.”


“No, you will do anything to stop me. You are like my parents. You
can never understand Izumi and me.” She starts up the hill.


“Where are you going?” 


“Finishing this,” she says without looking back.


“You’re just going to leave me here?”


“Go home, Bill.”


“Junko, stop.” She doesn’t say anything this time, just keeps
hiking the hill, getting further away. My head drops back to the ground and I
look back up at the canopy again, noticing it’s gotten darker in the last few
minutes. I try to pull myself up but the pain is worse now. After another
moment of resting I manage to get up on my good leg and look up to see Junko
half-way up the hill, still trudging ahead and not looking back, not seeming to
care what happens to me. “Fuck.”


I hobble toward the hill, only barely touching my bad foot to the
ground, grimacing with every step. I drop to my knees and decide to crawl up
the hill, watching her ahead of me, following her lead as I pull myself up and
finding it much easier to move like this. I stop every so often to catch my breath, feeling like she’s getting further away and I won’t
catch up at all. And suddenly I’m remembering how we met on campus, running
into her as she was handing out fliers for some sort of research project she
was working on with some other psychology students. I only went so I could see
her, talk to her some more. And I remember how awkward our first date was, but
how we seemed to just click after, how everything just seemed to be . . .
right. 


I look back up the hill, equally confused and distraught by the
events, and watch as she disappears over the crest, out of sight. “Junko?” I
wait a minute and don’t hear anything back so I start moving faster, as best I
can. 


Then, after a few more paces forward, my hands raw from pulling
myself along, I hear her: “Bill!”


“Junko? What is it? Are you okay?”


I start crawling again and stop as Junko appears at the crest of
the hill, looking down at me and waving her arms excitedly. “I . . . saw
something,” she says. “A light, almost like a figure. I
think it was her.”


“Her?”


“Izumi. She moved up ahead, into the woods.”


I freeze. “What do you mean?”


“I saw something, I think it was her. I think . . . she’s telling
me to come and follow her.”


“Junko, you need to stop. Wait for me.”


She smiles at me from the top of the hill and blows me a kiss. “I
have to go now.”


“Junko?” I ask, still frozen in place, alarmed by this, watching
as she gives me a final look then disappears over the hill. 


I crawl faster now, the pain in my ankle dulled, my head spinning as
I try to figure out what’s going on. By the time I reach the top I stand,
slowly, looking around, but don’t see Junko anywhere. “Hello?” I look back down
the hill then to the pieces of sky breaking through the trees and realize it’s
already past dusk, my eyes adjusting to the quickly spreading darkness. I don’t
hear anything, don’t see any way she could have gone. 


Then, amidst the quiet, I hear her shout: “The water, Bill! I hear
the water!” 


I move forward then stop, realizing I need to put ribbons in place,
even if it’s going to get dark soon. My hands are shaking as I take my pack off
and I notice it’s already open. I rummage for the ribbons and don’t find them
and figure my pack must’ve unzipped when I fell on Junko, when she struggled to
get me off her. I hobble back to the hill and look down, squinting to see: near
the bottom, the small stack of yellow ribbons smiles at me, lying in stark
contrast to the dark forest floor. 


I take a step toward the hill and feel a jolt of pain in my
swollen ankle, the pain moving up my leg from all the pressure I’ve put on it.
I look back to the woods, unsure of what to do, realizing there’s not enough
time to get the ribbons and find Junko. As I stand here contemplating, I
hear her voice once again, quieter now, further away. 


“I’m coming!” I zip up my pack and even though I know I should
just stay and wait here until morning, I take a large step forward and limp in
the direction of Junko’s voice.


Isi
and Huyu could not believe such a book existed—an
entire manual devoted to the methods and means of suicide—and even more so,
they could not believe such a book was readily available to buy. But once they
had it the two boys became obsessed with it, with what it preached—that suicide
was noble, even honorable, something not to be looked down upon at all, an
individual choice that was neither illegal nor against any national religion in
Japan. Initially it was the draw of the macabre that danced in their heads—for
instance, they had no idea before reading the book that there were so many
different means of suicide—but the more they read on the internet, the more
curious they became. They would meet at one another’s homes after school and
research feverishly, discovering the existence of internet suicide cults:
groups of people that would commit suicide together, advocating that it did not
have to be a solitary act at all, but something shared by like-minded
individuals. Even more intriguing was that some people were adamant that group
suicides presented a sort of illumination at the very end of life, before it
was all over, that was otherwise impossible to experience in the world.  


The boys weren’t particularly lonely or depressed, but they were
bored, so this new passion of theirs took a hold of their lives above all else.
As they built their courage they would print articles of group suicides that
had been successful—most recently, nine found dead of carbon monoxide poisoning
in a van—analyzing what went right and what went wrong, consulting the suicide
manual to determine which method would be the most ideal. They joined chatrooms and talked to others like them that had become
enamored with this idea, discussing alternative means and the most ideal
locations, finding many were as young as them, if not younger. It became to these
cultists less about the need to end their lives and more of an ideology,
something their parents and elders and the generations before them could never
understand, the most exclusive of clubs—and that, in itself, was reason enough
to entertain such notions.


The more they prepared and talked with their new friends—who they
oftentimes were invited to join, but declined out of fear, as they were not
quite yet ready—the more they withdrew themselves from the real world. Finally,
after an online friend of theirs—a girl who called herself Coco—joined a group
who died by charcoal burner, the boys decided it was their time to join those
who had gone bravely before. So they split their tasks—Isi
would take his mother’s sleeping medication while Huyu
would find plastic bags—and they left the watchful eye of their friends and
families and their well-to-do neighborhoods to head for Aokigahara
where they could die in peace, uninterrupted in order to fully experience the
enlightenment. They had had many offers, almost daily, to join other groups—one
in particular that same day, again with charcoal burners, was especially
appealing—but the boys wanted to limit any outside factors that could,
similarly, prevent them from going through with it. They sent their goodbye messages
to their online friends via their phones, all of which were greeted with
enthusiasm or jealousy in being strong enough to do it, to be part of this
righteous cause, and when they arrived finally at Aokigahara,
so proud of themselves and what they would do, they practically beamed.


In the forest they began taking Isi’s
mother’s pills in order to dull their reflexes, and marched through the dark
woods with great resolve and purpose until their eyes grew heavy and they knew it
was time. They picked a spot and sat cross-legged, across from one another,
giggling and talking about what they expected to find on the other side, how
great it would be to join their friends and be a part of something so
wonderful, and, as night fell, they placed plastic bags on the other’s head,
holding it tight at the end, promising each other they would never let go and
finding the strength in one another they knew they would not have individually.



Blackness soon came to them and took them over and they struggled
some, naturally, trying to remove the other’s hand from around the end of the
plastic, weak from the pills and unable to do anything, their eyes never
straying from one another, looking out onto the world through the foggy plastic
as they had never seen it before.


 




Freedom
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Night comes fast and I
can barely see anything now: some bluish light from the moon shining between
bare patches of the treescape and not much else. I
stop and fish around in my pack for the tiny flashlight we picked up at a
convenience store on a whim, one of those ones that clips
onto your keychain. I find it and turn it on, searching the woods immediately
in front of me, and find nothing but more trees and craggy, uneven earth
again.  “Junko!” I say again, louder this time. Still
nothing. I start forward, my ankle swollen twice its normal size now,
and lean against another tree as I stop to catch my bearings. I wait and
listen, realizing I’ve never been so alone in a place so quiet, but my nerves,
the worry I have for Junko, finding her in this maze, all of that masks any
sort of fear I’d otherwise be feeling.


“Can you hear me?” I call again, moving forward slowly. “My ankle
hurts really bad, and . . . I’m scared, Junko.” I
pause. “Hello? Can you hear me?”


I move again, faster now, headed in what I think is a straight
line, but I can’t be sure. I move past a row of very thin trees and down a
small embankment, over some sort of small creek, the only water we’ve seen so
far. I stop to study it, watching as it disappears in both directions into the
blackness. It barely makes a noise as if it’s been muted like everything else
here. On the other side I manage to climb back up from the water and hear a
bird cry again. I jump and shine the flashlight up into the trees and can’t tell
if it’s the same bird as before, or if it’s even a bird at all, so I continue
again, still looking for whatever made that noise, unaware the forest floor
suddenly drops off. I lose my footing and fall hard, on a succession of rocks,
screaming mostly out of fright, until I land on a patch of cold dirt. I blink
myself into cohesion, flashlight still in-hand, and shine it around—I’m in some
sort of small riverbed, bigger than the creek from before, the opposite bank so
steep that I hurt just thinking about climbing out. I manage to stand and find
cuts on my hands and arms as I brush myself off, all of them stinging now in
harmony. 


Along the lip of the opposing bank I see nothing but a series of
thick and tangled trees, branches spreading from the bases, and I wonder how
I’ll force my way through once I get up there. And then, out of nowhere, I see
Junko, standing between the trees, only the light from my flashlight and the
tiniest glimmer from the moon illuminating her: her back is facing me and she
starts laughing, that odd giggle again. When I see her, when I realize what I’m
looking at, I jump back, nearly falling but catching myself before I do.


“Junko!” 


“She is so beautiful,” she says quietly, running a hand through
her hair, still facing away.


“Are you okay? I’ve been looking for you.”


“I missed you,” she says, then disappears into the trees.


“No, don’t go . . . ,” I say, walking slowly toward the other side
of the riverbed, realizing she’s gone again. “Fuck, fuck.”


I hobble over and up the bank and hike up, finding a less
cluttered section of trees at the top that I force my way through. “Junko?” Nothing. I move forward, slowly, my feet silent. I stop and
realize this part of the woods smells different, more fragrant.  Up ahead
I see the tree line thinning out so I keep moving, my breathing hard, the
flashlight going all over the place, finding it difficult to keep it
steady.  After another ten minutes I spill out into a clearing overlooking
a large black lake: Saiko.  


I’m in awe of the size of it, and in the distance, beyond the
lake, I can see the top of Mt. Fuji, capped in white even in the dark of night.
A beacon. I can’t help but smile that even after everything, we actually did find the water. But my smile
breaks when I see Junko again, standing at the edge of the overlook, which,
from what I can tell, shoots straight down to the water below. She’s holding
her backpack in her hand. It’s the first time she hasn’t been wearing it since
we arrived this morning. 


I step toward her. “You were right. We found the water.”


“It is very beautiful, even in the night.” She turns her head
slightly, looking back at me over her shoulder, her face blank. “Thank you for
coming with me today, Bill.”


“Yeah, of course.” I pocket the flashlight,
the moon brighter here without the tree canopy keeping it from reaching us. My
hands start shaking from the cold of the night and I clench my fingers into
fists every so often to keep them working properly. “Are you okay?”


“Mhm,” she says turning back toward the
lake.


“I really am sorry about everything today.” Silence.
I take a few steps toward her and feel my ankle throb again, the pain shooting
up my leg. I stop and look at the backpack in Junko’s hand. “Are you going to
make a shrine here?”


“I can hear her in the woods,” she says. 


“What do you mean?” I step closer. “Maybe you should move away
from the edge. It looks like a long fall.”


“I can see that this is where she spent her time. At the end.”


“How do you know?”


She touches the clip still in her hair. “And now . . . we will be
together.”


“What do you mean? What are you talking about? Please, can you
step back a bit? You’re making me nervous.”


I’m close enough that I could, if I wanted, reach out and touch
her. I don’t and I’m not sure why. “Please do not come any closer,” she says.


“Fine, sorry.” I pause. “We might not be able to find our way back
tonight. We will have to sleep here.” I take a few steps back, giving her
space. “Is that okay with you? I can help you build the hokura
. . . if you want.”


She looks back at me, over her shoulder again, smiling like she
did when we had our first kiss . . . a lifetime ago. “Thank you.”


“Of course. Anything.”


We stand there some more in silence, wind whispering on the water
of Saiko, the waves dancing back and forth. Then I
hear the bird again, at least what I think is the same bird that’s been
following us. 


I look up and see dark clouds swirling in the sky and when I look
back at Junko she has her hand in the backpack. After a moment she pulls something
out: a book. “What is that?” I stumble toward her as she drops the backpack at
her feet. 


“These were her last words. I found them, in our hiding place,”
she says slowly, setting the backpack at her feet. 


“Her words?” 


“Details of what happened to us. She wants me to show the world,”
she says. “She wants them all to know.”


“Know what?”


She’s breathing heavy now and turns and looks at me, smiling. “I
see her. All around us.”


“Okay,” I say, pleading as she tiptoes closer to the edge. “Please
don’t do anything crazy. You have a full life ahead of you, and Izumi would
have wanted—”


“I love you,” she says trembling, looking back out at the lake,
then, in a flash, she throws the book to the ground and leaps straight out. 


I stand there dumbfounded: it’s like everything’s in slow motion
as Junko’s body disappears over the lip. My body finally wakes up and I rush to
the edge, calling out to her, searching through the darkness. There’s no
response and I wait to hear the sound of impact but there isn’t anything . . .
there’s nothing. “Junko!” I cry out, and for a moment I think of going after
her but can’t move, my body frozen. I finally collapse backwards to the ground,
watching the sky again, and in disbelief every small detail of the day races
through my head, playing back and haunting me as I try to figure out if I
should’ve known this could happen.  If there was anything I could’ve done.


And I lie there like that for a while, holding onto the book now,
a journal, repeating Junko’s name over and over and feeling truly afraid for
the first time today, looking out at Saiko spread in
front of me, then at the woods behind—at Aokigahara—the
way home swallowed up by trees and darkness. 


Izumi Hayashi had started
a journal when she was ten years old, filling it with dreams she had or things
she wanted that she saw on television. But when she turned thirteen the
contents of the book became darker, more sinister, the cause of which seemed to
point to one night when her Uncle Naoki—her father’s brother—came into her
bedroom after a night of heavy drinking. Her father, a very proud man, had
pieced together what had happened sometime later—made assumptions, really,
based on previous lascivious behaviors—but did nothing about it except to make
Izumi, his oldest daughter, feel as if she herself had done something wrong.
That night changed everything for them, and Izumi’s
younger sister Junko—four years younger and naively unaware that anything at
all had happened—was taken under her older sister’s protection to ensure
nothing like that would ever happen again to either of them.


As Izumi grew older she
had no outlet but her pink journal, recording in detail everything that
happened to her that night, including the frequent vivid dreams since which had
caused her to relive it. “A single night,” she couldn’t help think. “A single
night changed who we all are completely.” Despite this she became a beautiful
young woman, and her parents, either by sheer will or ignorance, seemed not to
understand why she had withdrawn from them so. Boys and men alike threw
themselves at her, and while she entertained some of them—sneaking off or even
bringing them home when she knew she would have the
house to herself—nothing could ever make her forget what had happened. 


After university, Izumi
got a job at a travel agency where she dreamed of whisking herself somewhere
far away, believing that to be the only way she could truly move on from that
night. But as she would plan, investigating hostels and hotels and even considering
what she could do for work, she was reminded that she had a more immediate
purpose—protecting Junko—and she would watch as the planning, however brief,
would fall apart. But she harbored no regret for her choice to stay behind,
that truly, she was unable to leave Junko alone for fear that something,
anything, would happen to her—she figured, after all, at least she could be
normal . . . could be happy—and after years of dashed inhibitions and broken
promises to herself, she saw it her new mission to get her sister as far away
from home as possible. 


So Izumi pushed Junko to study hard and go to school in America—to
see the world and leave them all far behind. Junko happily obliged her sister’s
fanciful wishes and notions, if nothing else than to distance herself from a
cruel mother and a distant father, making Izumi promise that she would visit
often. Junko never knew the real reason her sister pushed her to leave, nor
could she see what Izumi had hidden behind her flawless façade by the time she had
left—an addiction to Valium, a dependence on alcohol to just sleep fully
through the night. And Izumi, far away from her younger sister, her only buffer
from the horrible memories of her past, sank deeper down into a state of
despair she could see no escape from.


 Izumi tried hard those first few months after Junko left to
live her life and to try to achieve some sort of normalcy—even taking a
boyfriend for a short while, Yuu, a handsome young salaryman. But no matter what she did or how she tried to be
normal, she found herself coming to the same inevitable conclusion: with Junko
gone, and safe, she had served her purpose in this life. She tried for a time
reliving her glamorous runaway plans, going somewhere foreign, far away,
letting her past go completely, but the fire that was in her once seemed
impossible to rekindle—a lifetime of looking over her shoulder, reliving the
past the way she had and assuring it would not happen again had left her empty
inside, devoid of luxuries such as daydreams. So Izumi
further spiraled into a pit of dependencies—including more frequent
experimentation with heroin—writing people off, and deciding, after months of
trying, that there no longer was a point to it all. At least, she
figured, with Junko now a woman, safe from ever having to suffer the way she
had, she had accomplished something.


She wasn’t quite sure when she had decided to end her life, when
the last straw had been placed on her back, but it didn’t matter, really—now
that the seed had been planted, it was going to happen—so she planned the best
she could for such a thing and decided to wait two days for Junko’s birthday.
The day soon came and she managed to get in touch with her beloved sister—the
first time they had talked in weeks—but their conversation was short: Junko had
met a boy, seemed happy, and was going out to meet him. She had no idea it
would be their last conversation, but Izumi much preferred it that way,
preferred knowing her sister was happy, and wouldn’t have changed a thing. The
next day she thought briefly of calling her mother and father but decided
against it since conversations between them, at least in any formal way, hadn’t
existed in years. Instead she wrote in her diary one last time, a note for
Junko, knowing no one besides her would be bothered to read her entries—would
care to understand her—thanking her, telling her not to worry and that, truly,
this was the best course of action. She then set out for Aokigahara
by bus—her family had taken a trip there a year before the night that changed
everything, when they were actually happy, deciding it would be a fitting
location, a portal into what could have been only if things had worked out
differently. If only that day had been erased altogether.


As she entered Aokigahara just after sunset,
Izumi had no idea that her final words would inspire her sister sometime later
to look for her, that what had happened to her so many years before—and the
inability of her parents to do a thing about it—would affect her so profoundly.
The bond she and Junko shared ran deeper than she would ever know, and as she
disappeared into the woods, her thoughts dwelled on her sister, not of herself,
hoping, above all else, that they would be together again someday.
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