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    CHAPTER 01




     




     




    The cold and icy winter didn't seem to want to loosen its grip on the town. The heavy snowfall of the previous night had not given the houses and inhabitants of Townbridge a chance. The freezing temperatures had imprisoned the townspeople in their homes, making life very difficult for them. Mitch was at home, in front of his living room window, admiring the wonderful snowy scenery, which, like an immaculate sheet, spread over his garden and all around. The houses in his neighborhood, pretty terraced houses, were huddled together in the cold, waiting for winter to pass, surrounded by colorful and well-kept gardens in the summer, completely frozen and tight in the grip of the ice. A quiet residential neighborhood, his, full of green spaces and leafy trees. On those days, however, the avenues of the gardens, like the cars and trees, were entirely covered in snow, and Mitch enjoyed that almost magical scenery. At a short distance from the chaos of the city and extraordinarily far from the bustling noise of the city itself. The sky, a faded white, didn't give anything away. The sun, holed up behind the clouds, stayed far away from the roofs of the houses, as if it wanted to stay hidden and give up illuminating that shady sky still full of snow. December was the beginning of the really cold weather in Townbridge, and that year it seemed to have intensified more than usual. His eyes wandered carefree and absorbed along the expanse of snow that covered the driveway, in what would be the last two weeks of rest before starting work again. In his mind, still alive and clear as ever, the memories of Germany, an enchanted land where the lush and wild forest dominated the valleys. With his partner Selin they had been in the black forest for their last job and in the meantime they had stopped to admire the majesty of that forest, the mountain peaks reflected in the great lakes under a clear and still cloudless sky. In their few free moments, they had taken walks along often unexplored, steep paths. The thick, clean air of the forest seemed to give them euphoric energy on those sunny mornings. They were excited about that trip, in- namable with their work, they had felt completely enraptured by it once there. Their work allowed them to get to know unexplored and wild places, ready to explode in their eyes in a thousand shades of colors and to remain imprinted in their cameras. They had never been to Germany and in the black forest, although far from unknown, had to always attracted their interest.


  




  




  

    In October they were able to leave for two months to discover those wild lands. Their project was finally approved and authorized by the company they worked for, so after exhausting preparations, they flew to Europe to discover those lands. It took months before the company's top management and the television station for which they produced documentaries found common ground and let them go. Both videographers for that company, they were making documentaries all over the world for a national television station. Definitely great work. Mitch and Selin had met when they became permanent colleagues after a twelve-month internship. A year later, they had the spark that made them fall in love. A few months later, they decided, struck by that flame always alive in their hearts, to go and live together. Marriage, however, could wait. They were still quite young and it was time to enjoy life. Twenty-nine years old he, twenty-seven years old she, they had a lifetime to start a family. At least that was what Mitch always said. Selin, although not totally in agreement with him, for the moment went along with him, sure that sooner or later the big day would come for them too. Both of them were bound by a strong passion for their work and, even if the taste for adventure vibrated in their blood like indestructible steel ropes, they would soon seek even greater serenity and stability. Selin was convinced of this. Mitch, too, did not reject the idea, but his biological clock had not yet decided when it would happen. Intent on observing the magical landscape that stretched out in front of the house, Mitch pondered on the memories and images of those wonderful places he had just left, letting himself be lulled by the soft and velvety colors of the sunset of that mid-December day. The black forest had especially stuck in his mind. Completely fascinated and enraptured by those places, he had fallen in love with them. The warmth of home, however, always had its effect. The soft, reassuring light from the floor lamp he had next to him, at the corner of the wall between the window he was comfortably sitting on and the wall where the sofa was placed, gave him a sense of tranquility and well-being. Outside, the colors of the sunset were slowly fading, leaving the evening to frostily envelop the houses and rooftops of the city. Long orange streaks stretched across the sky, like increasingly frayed colored threads, while the overbearing darkness broke through the gardens and streets almost threateningly. Selin called him from the study, where she was intent with her eyes fixed on the computer monitor to find possible other destinations still unexplored or unknown. The scent of the chicken roasting in the oven grew more and more intense in the house and as he waited for it to cook to perfection for dinner, He was scouring the internet for new and exciting horizons.


  




  




  

    On the bright screen, the Google directory displayed the word Japan in fluorescent blue letters. Typing the word forests on the keyboard, she came across a very strange and mysterious territory in the land of the East. The images that flashed before her eyes like splashes of color on a pristine canvas immediately caught her attention. They had never been to the East, and the idea tickled Lin, making her eyes sparkle like a child who has just been given a wonderful gift that is yet to be unwrapped.




    "Mitch..." she called again, raising the tone of her voice. "...Come check this out, I may have found something interesting."




    Wrapped in her nightgown, her long blond hair was light as she turned in the small swivel chair to call out her companion's name again, who did not seem to hear her, intent as she was on retracing with her mind's eye the places of the trip that had just ended in a sweet and melancholy memory. The air in the room was warm and comfortable, and the faint, soft light of the lamp on the desk in the study left her face in shadow as she turned again to call Mitch. She decided, annoyed, to get up from her comfortable, relaxed position and join him in the living room, sure that she had not heard him.




    "Mitch...are you there?" she asked in a soft voice. She reached him and only then did he notice her. Mitch turned around surprised, as if falling from the clouds.




    "Eh... yes love, tell me... sorry I was still absorbed in memories of Germany..."




    "Come and see what I've found..." pressed Selin "I'm sure what I've just read will pique your interest as well and perhaps make you forget about Germany."




    He barely smiled, showing his very white teeth. She ran a hand through her hair, pulling it away from her forehead. She was really beautiful Selin and Mitch looked at her with admiration, thinking about how lucky he had been to meet her. He wasn't bad either, a handsome, athletic young man with strong features and a sculpted physique, but he had always thought of his companion as a stroke of luck given her fascinating beauty. It wasn't that he didn't think she was good enough, but Selin's beauty far exceeded the national average, of that he was convinced. With extremely delicate features, her perfect, symmetrical nose rested delicately on her soft mouth. She was perfect, Mitch thought, as he continued to look at her, as if seeing her for the first time.


  




  




  

    "Come..." made Selin, extending a hand towards him, still sitting on the window sill. "Come and see, maybe there is something interesting for us."




    Reluctant Mitch made a grimace, rippling his mouth, as if he didn't want to get up from his comfortable bed.




    "I hope it's really interesting..." he began, threatening her playfully. "Otherwise you will suffer my wrath..."




    He raised his voice to make himself better heard and in doing so, while she was already moving away from him towards the studio, imitating a frightened run, he reached her and encircled her from behind, hugging and holding her to him. She changed that affectionate gesture by caressing his face with one hand while he was in front of her. He continued to hold her and kissed her gently on the nape of her neck. Selin kissed him back, turning around and putting her mouth on Mitch's, while she held him on her hips. Her mouth was warm as always, soft and reassuring, it made him feel good, it gave him se- rency to feel her close.




    "You won't regret it..." he whispered. "Now follow me, though, or our direction might change drastically and I would forget what I bothered you for..." sentenced Selin, gently moving away from him, but holding his hand, as if to pull him. They approached each other side by side at the desk, where the computer still shone with its brightness. Selin's scent was gentle on his skin, as were her mo- vences, delicate and sexy. Mitch loved the way she smelled even without perfume, but that particular fruity fragrance tantalized his senses in a special way. He decided, however, not to annoy her, seeing her particularly attracted to the computer and to what she wanted to show him. After dinner, perhaps, indeed certainly, they would allow themselves a moment of in-focused cuddling. In spite of the warm and thick clothes, Mitch, in that embrace, could feel her provocative curves through the fabrics, remaining attracted. His thoughts for a moment left the real world and crossed over into the sweet and warm memories of the night he had just spent between the sheets. The memory of her slender and agile body on his pelvis, moving at a frantic and increasing pace. Her warm hands tickling his petal while he eagerly caressed her buttocks, accompanying them in that sensual dance. Her dry physique praised the perfection of a model, although all the forms were in the right place and every time it was a pleasure to admire her naked, in all her provocative femininity. All this diverted his concentration for a moment. An insane desire to make love to her came back, feeling his lower belly tickling, but he calmed down, reminding himself that they would have time and way. Now he had to and wanted to listen to her, visibly excited by that new discovery.


  




  




  

    Selin quickly sat down in her chair and moved the mouse to bring back the images that had gone dark during that time. The blue light of the letters on the monitor reappeared as if magically, flooding their faces with new brightness. The writing Japan actually intrigued Mitch. Clicking on it, a few pages opened where one could read about a forest: the Aokigahara Forest. A strange and eerie place, at least that was the first feeling Mitch had when he saw those first images. Selin's eyes shone with a lively and excited interest.




    "Look..." said Selin in a tone of voice that didn't hide interes- se. "...Look at this wonderful place."




    "It doesn't seem so wonderful to me," he replied, continuing to te- nalize his eyes on the images of that forest. Surely interesting, he thought to himself, but not so wonderful.




    "Wait to judge..." she did. "Read what happens in this forest." He took a breath, as if facing a long speech, as he sco- stood behind his ears a strand of hair that had fallen across his face.




    "Apparently..." he resumed "...this place is really weird. I don't know whether to say magical or terrifying, but people are getting lost in this forest to take their own lives, Mitch...can you imagine?"




    His eyes shone brightly in the monitor light.




    "It's certainly well odd..." interrupted Mitch with a thread of anxiety in his voice. "...How can it be?"




    "Wait, listen." she replied, who began to read the captions that com- pared under the images of that forest, far more dense and lush than the black forest, trying to extrapolate the salient points. Maybe only the type of vegetation changed, but the one in that place looked really sinister.




    "It would seem that every year, hundreds of bodies are found by the police and it seems that most go to those places to take their own lives by hanging themselves ."




    Mitch was speechless. He sighed uncertainly, as the images of an actually disturbing vegetation scrolled by, an intrigue of roots and ferns. Conifers and cypresses filled the screen with their lush green, but there was something strange about those images, they really seemed to be shrouded in a veil of gray loneliness and mystery.




    Majestic Japanese oaks stood among the shrubs. It was so thick that hardly any sunlight leaked through. Not even the wind could pierce that wall of leaves and branches. Moisture levels were at an all-time high, it said, as the sun's rays failed to dry the soil.


  




  




  

    "Listen..." reiterated Selin excitedly "...it's a very ancient forest that has risen on the slopes of Mount Fuji on volcanic soil, full of rocks and caves and huge deposits of iron. Even the compasses, for this reason, would seem to not work. Crazy!!!"




    She turned to look at Mitch, to discover in his eyes a cre- scenting interest.




    "This would indeed be an interesting destination." he then exclaimed with increasing excitement in the tone of his voice. He resumed reading, "More and more lifeless bodies are being found hanging from trees and indu- ments scattered everywhere... Oh my God, read this..."




    He pointed with the fingers of his left hand to a line of a page that recounted an ancient legend, according to which in the past the relatives of sick people accompanied their dying relatives to the forest, leaving them to die without any kind of help. "Chilling, I'd say..." commented Mitch, with a tone of voice almost worried and disconcerted by what they had just read.




    "And it would seem..." read Selin again "...that today the spirits of all those dead are calling people back to take revenge for all the evil that has been done to them."




    "Oh my goodness..." muttered Mitch, as he involuntarily put a hand over his mouth, as if to stop the words from slipping off his tongue. "I can't believe something like this," he sentenced with incredulous eyes.




    He stood up from his position next to Selin, as if he wanted to catch his breath. He looked out of the window, almost as if he needed to return to reality, that reality so serene and reassuring that he had abandoned them for a moment while reading those news. The first snowflakes began to fall again on the city. Silent and slow, they were multiplying as far as the eye could see. Mitch moved closer to the window to observe them better and be lulled by the quiet of that magical event. Looking at the nearby houses, the houses of his neighbors, reassured him, while that strange and disturbing feeling of unease slowly left him. He sighed in search of something to say. Those images and especially what he had read had shaken him. A primitive and unconscious interest tickled him, but if it was true what they had just discovered the thing would be really absurd. Selin turned her chair towards him, a sly smile on her face.




    "Crazy, isn't it?" she asked looking into his eyes. Mitch was so-




    lably able to repeat what Selin had just said, "Yeah, crazy is the word."




    She snuggled into her warm clothing, as if she wanted to find that drop again-. king lost between the lines of that chilling story.


  




  




  

    He couldn't believe what he had discovered, he couldn't believe that really the relatives of sick people were capable of so much, of abandoning their relatives in that forest to let them die. He couldn't believe that, although certainly with a culture decidedly different from theirs, people in Japan were capable of so much. The words were almost stuck in his throat, his mouth had become dry, drained of saliva from that sense of unease that he had felt while completely immersing himself in that story. Selin kept looking at him, as if the surprises didn't end there.   The trill of the oven brought them back to reality, making them jump. Both of them turned back to the kitchen, almost frightened. They looked into each other's eyes again and burst out laughing. Selin got up from her seat and smiling, said: "It's time for dinner. Let's go, before our chicken leaves us too."




    They erupted into a hearty laugh as they headed into the kitchen to




    eating.




    The snow continued to fall mercilessly and thickly, the evening cold had tightened its grip on the city, but in the comforting warmth of their home Mitch and Selin seemed not to care. They would certainly have a topic of discussion that evening. Their thoughts, though busy preparing dinner, traveled fast to what they had read a moment before. Mitch knew what was going on in Selin's head, knew her well, and was afraid of what she might propose to him. To go to Japan to give veracity or not to those stories... it was an idea he didn't like at all. Although a lover of adventure, Mitch wasn't particularly intrigued by that kind of story, unlike his companion, who had been fascinated since she was a child by things that were a bit scary.




    They finally sat down at the table. The smell of chicken had now enveloped the kitchen, whetting their appetites. The table, nicely set, was rectangular, placed in the center of a large and bright kitchen. When they were alone, they always dined in the kitchen, even though they had an even larger and well-furnished living room and a living room with a magnificent fireplace, which they always lit when they had the chance. They spent a great deal of time out of the house, often staying away for months at a time, and whenever they could they allowed themselves a few moments of reassuring serenity and tranquility in front of their fireplace, amidst the soft cushions of an L-shaped sofa, centrally located in the large bedroom. In the latter, they preferred to spend the second part of the evening in front of a movie or reading a book, pampered by the crackling of the flames of a comfortable and always familiar fire.




    A side dish of steaming potatoes made a fine display on the tablecloth at paintings, while cutlery and glasses had been neatly arranged to the right of the plates. Selin cared about this kind of thing, even if they didn't have guests. She liked to cook and dine on a set table. A bowl of fresh, well-seasoned salad served as a side dish to their hot meal. Mitch liked it with fresh onion wedges and balsa- mic vinegar. A good glass of red wine would accompany the courses, expertly poured into glasses by the host. Finally, Selin had served a second side dish of sautéed spicy red peppers, with cubes of bacon. A house recipe, she'd always joked. And Mitch had always liked it.


  




  

    The air smelt good in the kitchen and while Selin was finishing setting the table, Mitch opened the wine and poured it in the glasses. They sat down and after wishing each other a good dinner, they started tasting those delicacies without talking. It was Selin who resumed the conversation: "Can you believe it?" she asked full of emotion, while she was finishing her meal. "Absurd, hallucinating... I mean, did people really leave their dying relatives, and sick ones at that, alone in that forest?" she continued. While he grabbed the glass of wine to drink it he ironically said: "No wonder those poor people had the intention to take revenge.




    He smiled and pulled a smile from Mitch as well. She watched him as he was as- risen in his thoughts.




    "Of course it's really weird... weird and disgusting, I'd say..." he remarked, tastefully poking a forkful of peppers. "How could they do such a thing?" he asked himself and Selin who kept staring at him, visibly excited. Her eyes continued to shine with an euphoric glow. Mitch liked it when she looked at him like that, it made him feel happy, proud of her.




    He continued to chew with taste the piece of meat and he also felt the need to take a sip of wine, almost as if that piece of meat, actually juicy and juicy, had suddenly dried in his throat. He kept on feeling a strange dry sensation in his mouth since they had resumed the subject. And it wasn't because of the lack of salt in the dishes, which on the contrary were far too tasty. Selin, after tasting the potatoes, got to the point and without thinking much about it, asked him. She almost jumped on the chair, literally dropping her fork, while the beams of light from the spotlights placed exactly in the direction of the table flooded her with light. She grabbed his hand and looked him firmly in the eye. "Mitch, we're leaving. Let's go to Japan and film everything. It would be fan- tastic, it would be wonderful, a work never seen before..." she said while her eyes glowed and lit up with an exciting and new light. Mitch knew that moment would come. "...


  




  




  

    Try to im- magine just for a moment if we filmed a live suicide in our footage...it would be wonderful, as well as horrifically real. I can't believe something like that could happen...do you know what that would mean for our work?"




    She couldn't stop talking anymore, a wave of words and motivations came out of her mouth like a river flooding the earth overflowing its banks.




    "We would bring the world to the knowledge of these terrible events, which, if true, would disrupt everyone's existence. And maybe if there really were spirits in those places causing people to kill themselves, it would be a terrifying discovery for all of humanity. You could stop this plague, this horror. But do you think about it?"




    She had stopped eating and with an unusual eagerness was trying to convince Mitch to follow her in that absurd and crazy project. Mitch continued to watch her, while in his mind a thousand thoughts and a thousand sensations began to whirl as fast as in a whirlwind. The idea really tickled him, even if by instinct he felt that there was something wrong with that project. It was all so absurd as to seem true. The darkness of the evening had enveloped the city and the houses. It continued to snow and an unusual, sweet silence enveloped the neighborhood. The snow was falling on the roofs of the houses and on the gardens already covered by the soft white mantle. In the houses next to theirs, tiny lights, like dim lanterns, shone from the windows. Mitch's gaze turned beyond the window, to admire that event, no stranger than usual but always fascinating and exciting. Selin had stopped talking, waiting for an answer. Mitch met her enthusiastic gaze and said, while he finished swallowing his mouthful: "It will take time until they authorize the project. Sure, it wouldn't hurt, but you know how things work. We're proposing it, but authorization could take months..."




    Selin interrupted him abruptly, as he grabbed his fork again to retake euphoric to eat, as if that talk had given her a new appetite.




    "Mitch, I don't want to tell the company. Honey, let's do it ourselves. Let's leave without saying anything, after all, we still have two weeks of vacation before we resume work. We could leave the day after tomorrow."




    She smiled really euphoric and continued, "We could maybe spend the Ca- year there and come back on the second, or the third of January. ”




    She grabbed his hand, almost trembling with excitement, like a little girl waiting to leave for the first day of vacation, while her clear eyes, almost moist with joy, sprouted euphoria like few other times in his life.


  




  




  

    Mitch was speechless. In fact, the idea was not a bad one. On few occasions since he had met her had he seen Selin so determined and happy about a project. He slumped his shoulders and looked around the room. He was comforted by this familiar and welcoming atmosphere. The idea of leaving all that behind again to go on the road didn't excite him, but he realized that the idea actually had a concrete basis.




    They would have made it in time to leave and come back for the Christmas holidays. After all, he thought as he sipped more wine, it would be a vacation in a new and never before seen place.




    "I don't know, dear...it all seems so crazy to me. Sure, the place incu- rious me and even more so that whole thing, but we just got home. I'd like to relax a little more before we start again."




    Selin frowned and a veil of sadness fell over her face for a single moment. She let go of the cutlery again and grabbed both of Mitch's hands. "Come on love, don't be lazy. When will we get another chance like this? You imagine if one thing of that whole story were true, what we could propose to people..."




    Enthusiasm reappeared on his smooth and perfect face. He brushed another lock of hair down his cheeks and resumed: "Mitch, I have a feeling it's going to be great exploring that forest, really... and it would be just us doing it, with no obligations of times, schedules or anything else. Let's go, love... let's give ourselves this wonderful vacation. We'll have plenty of time to rest and relax. The place will be wonderful, Japan is extremely fascinating and their culture is crazy. So far from ours, but can you imagine? We could say we've been to Japan, when will we get another chance like this again?"




    She had gotten up from her chair to join Mitch at the other end of the table. She settled on his lap causing him to move his chair off the table and held him tightly in her arms, resting her face on his chest. Mitch felt the swell of her breasts on his cheeks. The fabric of the sweatshirt increased the velvety softness of that sensation.




    "Come on, my love...let's give you this amazing experience...I promise you won't regret it and I won't make you regret saying yes to me..." She kissed him with all the passion she was capable of, her lips closed softly on Mitch's mouth making him feel all their warmth. He wrapped his arms around her back and returned the embrace, while he was thinking if it was right to accept that proposal or not, but Selin's impetus confused his thoughts. She took his face in her hands and once again her scent flooded Mitch with a thousand pleasant sensations and sweet and familiar memories, so reassuring.


  




  




  

    "Come on, say yes... I'll organize everything, I won't ask you anything. All you have to do is say yes and accompany me on this fantastic adventure. Come on, love... come on..."




    Mitch knew Selin well, there would be no way to antagonize her in that circumstance. She was too determined, too excited about that strange vacation. She wouldn't take no for an answer even if he paid her. He looked into her eyes again as he took her hands in his and held them close to his mouth. He kissed them passionately as he sighed. The warmth of that embrace had dispelled any possible refusal. The time was not so much, but it could be done, Mitch thought. They were used to traveling and they weren't afraid of a few hours in the air. They were actually citizens of the world and then, after all, a fortnight of doing nothing would tire them out. As enchanting as the period was, it would be repetitive for them to spend two weeks at home. They would rest on their return.




    "So be it..." sentenced Mitch, full of joy at uttering that phrase,




    so important to Selin. That was what she liked most about her mate, he never backed down from anything, always ready to leave and travel with her. Mitch instinctively felt that his yes had filled his companion with joy. The economic possibilities allowed them to face such an expense, so he wondered where the problem was, while Selin shouted her enthusiasm at the top of her voice.




    "Oh my love, I'm so glad, you won't regret it, you'll see! It will be in- forgettable, you'll see..."




    She hugged him and held him even tighter in her arms, almost making him lose his breath. Mitch's doubts about the safety of that place were swept away by that embrace full of love and affection. Almost recognition for that yes. In fact, they had read that thousands of tourists visited the place every year. The trails were well marked and there was really no danger, except if they went deep into that mysterious forest.




    "We're not in the Middle Ages..." it occurred to him. "...and we're certainly not going to discover the bowels of Hell..." he reflected, while Selin was still hugging him and kissing him on the cheeks and head. She stood up, abandoning him in his chair and wriggling out of his arms. She returned to hers and finished her dinner, filled with happiness. You could see it in her eyes, she was bursting with joy. Full of gratitude that Mitch had agreed to make the trip, she finished her plate while fantasizing about how amazing it had been to see Japan. Mitch listened quietly, trying to convince himself that there would be nothing wrong with this, that it was just a trip like any other.


  




  




  

    others and that there would be no problems or dangers. Ep- also something in him was troubling him. He still couldn't explain what it was, but he felt a sort of hidden unease. As much as he was rejoicing with Selin for the fantastic trip they were going to have two days from now, and indeed apparently it was, something in him made him uneasy.




    They finished dinner and Selin, radiant and shining like the July sun, hurried to clear the table and put the dishes in the dishwasher. She pulled back the curtain of the window in front of the sink and looked out at the snow still falling heavily on the city. He rubbed his hands together, clutching his shoulders in a cold shiver.




    "Bbbrrrr..."




    Her lips moved slightly, mimicking a playful shiver. She looked at Mitch with the eyes of a happy child and at the same time those eyes conveyed an incredible emotional and sensual charge, as only she could do. She was going to prepare Mitch an end of the evening full of all the happiness that was now in his heart. Mitch loved to relax in front of the fireplace with a good brandy and his favorite chocolates, the dark ones with coconut filling. They had a stockpile of them.




    Selin, elated and excited, moved quickly through the kitchen as if she had a million things to do and very little time. A big upcoming deadline and so little time.




    "Oh God, Mitch, this needs to be prepared properly! The plane, the trip, the per- courses with the guide, the hotel! Oh God, are we going to make it?" she asked incredibly excited. "That forest seems so extreme to me, so wild! Oh God Mitch, I'm so excited!"




    She left the dishcloth she was using to clean the kitchen and ran towards him, still sitting at the table, as he continued to look at her and love her in all her beauty. She kissed him again as she stroked his hair. He smiled and stroked her leg. He stood up and walked towards the living room.




    "Now though, I'm going to go relax in the living room for a bit, give me at least one more night of quiet. From tomorrow I will be all yours, but now you owe me this, okay?"




    "Of course, dear. I'll finish up in the kitchen and join you. I'll bring you your favorite chocolates and your glass of brandy. You just sit back and relax, and I'll take care of the rest. This is only the first of the gifts you'll receive tonight, darling."




    Her gaze lit up again, releasing an in-credible sensual charge. Mitch knew well that look, it was the one that had made him fall in love with her. That complicit, enveloping and tenderly crazy look. He loved her and he would have loved her even more after that trip.


  




  




  

    "Okay then, I'll get ready in the living room. I can't wait for the rest...of the surprises."




    He blew her a kiss miming the gesture with his mouth and turned his back to her. Selin remained in the kitchen smiling at him and winking.




    "I'll be with you in a moment, love."




    Her warm, soft voice, like a hug, enveloped Mitch as she walked away and gently accompanied him. Relaxed from the dinner he had just finished and content to take a well-deserved rest while waiting for his partner to join him, he headed into the living room in front of the TV. Their sa- lot was quite large and comfortable. Their home was modern but warm and inviting. The parquet floor warmed the rooms even more and they loved to walk around barefoot on the warm mahogany-colored wood. The large sofa in front of the fireplace was comfortable, ready to welcome them in the very few hours of relaxation they were able to enjoy. The large window overlooking the garden, very bright in the daytime when the sun was shining, was now a magical sight, with the night outside embracing everything. Snow was falling incessantly around the lighted lamps, enveloping them in a whirlwind of tiny white meteors. Mitch sat back and sighed. The fire crackled with a bright, soft orange flame. The sparkle of the sparks jumping on the ashes was almost hypnotic. Watching them spellbound, Mitch was reflecting on that "yes." Japan was far away, and the idea of leaving, though fascinating, left him doubtful. But by now Selin couldn't be said no. Besides, she would take care of everything, she had made that clear. What excuse could she have invented at that point? She would never have forgiven him. Definitely. He had said yes and yes it would be. He tried to shake off those bad thoughts that kept tormenting him. He felt that there was something wrong with this, but he couldn't figure out what. It was as if something was mysteriously hiding behind a velvet curtain, but he couldn't make out the outlines. In his mind's eye he could see a shadow moving sinisterly, but he couldn't figure out what it was. An uneasy feeling began to grow inside him as he thought about that trip, like a disease. It grew, the more he thought about it, the more it magnified in the depths of his soul. The images of that disturbing forest gave him a sense of extreme sadness. Discomfort was what he felt at that moment, sitting comfortably on his couch, as he watched absorbedly the slow dance of the fire in the fireplace. It almost seemed to him that those flames, swaying relaxed, as if moved by a light autumn breeze, were trying to calm that feeling that kept growing in his soul, clinging more and more and tightening strongly around him, leaving him almost breathless.


  




  




  

    That sofa on which he was sitting, usually comfortable and convenient, always ready to welcome him and make him relax, seemed to be filling up with spines as sharp as knife blades.




    Selin came into the room, like a ray of sunlight piercing the clouds at the end of a storm. Smiling and happy, she threw herself to his side to kiss him again.




    "I'm so glad..." she sighed aloud as she settled down beside him to hold him in her arms. She had placed the tray of Mitch's favorite chocolates on the glass coffee table, carefully arranged in the center of the rug at the foot of the couch.




    "I can't wait, you know? Tomorrow morning I'll call the agency right away to book the first available flight. Baggage won't be a problem, after all we'll only be away for about ten days" Selin started talking again, taking a breath, as if she had to spit out thousands of words, as if a train of letters wanted to come out of her mouth, as if her stomach was full of them and she could hardly manage to get them out in an orderly way. Mitch kept watching the slow movement of the fire swaying, flooded in his soul by the effervescent euphoria of his companion. Yet that sense of unease couldn't seem to disappear from his heart, albeit significantly diminished by her physical presence. "You're home..." he kept thinking. "You're on your couch in front of the comforting ca- lore of the fire flames and your problem doesn't exist. It is merely a journey, another journey."




    Selin hugged him again and held him close, making him feel all his warmth. Mitch returned that embrace as she continued to caress and kiss him.




    "I love you, Mitch." she said sighing and while her fingers caressed his chest, she took the glass of wine from his hands and gently laid it on the table while he answered her. She came back to him and with an even softer and sensual tone of voice, she sat on him while she held his face in her hands. Her mouth caressed his in a tender kiss, full of passion. The soft warmth of that kiss awakened in Mitch an almost unexpected desire as powerful as the force of a hurricane. She looked at him for a moment with eyes full of quivering emotion.




    "Second surprise..." she whispered. Mitch wrapped his arms around her waist and gently stroked her back. A chill shook his stomach, vibrating through him. His hands went down to her buttocks as she began to sway on him slowly. The soft fabrics of her clothes didn't hold back their passion. Mitch felt terribly aroused as his member grew more and more turgid. Selin felt its warm presence between her legs and an Even more eager, she accelerated her movements.


  




  




  

    Their tongues met quivering in a very warm embrace. Mitch moved his hands up to her breasts, caressing them gently. Selin sighed again at that touch and held him tighter. In that moment, those uncomfortable thoughts like a tight sweater disappeared completely. On that couch, in their comfortable house, there was nothing, only their quivering bodies. Mitch slipped his hands under the sweatshirt to find the warmth of her skin. Further up, the swell of her breasts, warm, soft and eager to be squeezed and kissed. Selin quivered with passion and the desire of both of them left no room for any other thought. They had decided to indulge in a night of passion and so it would be.




    "Let's go that way..." she proposed, continuing to kiss him on the neck and so- spiking, full of passion, as she continued to sway on him. "I agree." he replied. "Definitely..."




    He smiled slightly, caught up in the rush and heat of the moment. She pulled away from him to get him up, and together they escaped into the bedroom, as they continued to kiss and caress each other passionately. "You'll eat your chocolates later," she said wryly and looked at him with that tempting look that made Mitch completely lose his mind.




    "I have another appetite now," he sentenced, as they left the living room. They reached the stairs to the sleeping quarters and moved closer still in a languid embrace. Mitch squeezed her firm buttocks vigorously as he tried to get his hands under her pants. Again a kiss full of passion, again their tongues met willingly. Selin reluctant to leave his lips, pulled him away only to take his hand and lead him up the stairs to the bedroom. There, finally, they shed their clothes without a word. Their heated glances spoke for them, as they continued to embrace and kiss. They unraveled the blankets and slipped into them so quickly that everything was thrown to the floor in disorderly fashion. Their bodies met still warm and quivering. Selin immediately felt the turgidity of his erect member on her pelvis. She moved even closer to him to feel his warmth, while she grasped his back with her hands. He was now burning with desire, he wanted to av- fly him with his body and swallow him. Mitch, now relaxed, felt good, excited and eager to consummate that night of passion. He had completely abandoned thoughts and doubts about the trip and the discomfort it had caused him. He was crazy about her, he wanted to have her, he wanted to love her. The warmth of the blankets protected and cuddled them. He continued to caress her breasts as she rubbed her pelvis against his. The passion rose like a fever in a thermometer. He lowered himself to kiss them the now swollen nipples.


  




  




  

    At the contact of his tongue, Selin vibrated energetically, full of desire. She pushed him with her back on the bed and climbed on top of him to engulf his body. She began to move slowly as the passion consumed them. The sighs became more and more moans of pleasure, in a pressing and growing rhythm. The idea of the journey disappeared completely from their minds, concentrated as they were on exchanging loving cuddles. Mitch accompanied Selin's movements more and more feverishly in the soft warmth of their bed, until exhausted and satiated, in one last thrill, they consummated their love.




    "I love you..." she whispered in his ear in a labored sigh as she pulled him into an affection-filled embrace.




    "Me too..." replied Mitch, kissing her on her damp forehead. His eyes returned to the ceiling absently satisfied. Relaxed and exhausted, they were now enjoying a well-deserved rest after the exertions of love. The trip they should have organized seemed light years away; a faded memory in their memory. This moment of relaxation was short-lived. Selin got up suddenly and, as if full of new energy, ran to the bathroom for a shower.




    "I left the computer on, dear. I'm going to take a shower and go down to the living room and turn it off."




    Her hair swayed softly, following the rhythm of her body, as she reached the bathroom. Against the light, her perfect naked form left a pleasant memory in Mitch's mind and her perfume returned to caress the air, impregnating it with a sweet fragrance. It was dark again in the room. The bathroom door closed and with it disappeared the light that had appeared when Selin had opened it. In Mitch's mind the sinister images of that forest he had seen earlier on the computer screen returned and with them came the uneasiness. Almost present and physical, he lay down beside her in the bed, where Selin had been until a moment before. She almost turned to look him in the eyes, but only saw the creased sheets and the messy blankets. He sighed, trying to shake off the discomfort, as he stroked the sheets at his side with his hand. The roar of the shower in the bathroom brought him back to reality, reassuring him. He sighed again, turning onto his right side. He decided that he would never again be tormented by those absurd thoughts. It was only a journey. It had been decided and it would be done. That was it. The rest were just stupid fixations.




    He closed his eyes and decided to fall asleep, taking advantage of the warmth and release of that instant. Selin came out of the bathroom still in her bathrobe. She found him sleeping peacefully. She approached him and kissed him on the cheek, while stroking his hair.




    "Thank you, my love..." she whispered in his ear.




    He walked towards the stairs, in the half-light of the room. Outside the snow continued to fall silently, under a sky so white and full of snow that it illuminated the night. It continued to rest softly on the roofs and streets, in a muffled silence, while the reflections of light from the street lamps on the sidewalks lit up every single flake in a wedge-shaped vortex.


  




  




  

    CHAPTER 02




     




    Mitch hadn't always had an easy life. The touch of death had caressed his family from an early age. In fact, his mother had died shortly after giving birth to him, due to complications during childbirth, leaving him an orphan only ten days after his birth. His father, a very caring man, was always traveling around the United States because of his work, so he was not able to take care of him, too small and in need of attention at that tender age. George, that was the name of Mitch's father. He found himself forced to entrust his son to his parents, who turned out to be too old to care for him. Salvation from a doomed destiny came when his mother's sister, also a widow and very young, offered to take care of the little boy. She had been and would always be an attentive, caring and loving mother to him.




    George, meanwhile, had tried to rebuild his life. Fate, however,




    had an even more surprising and disconcerting ending in store for him. His second marriage had brought a baby brother to Mitch, but the constant fighting with his new partner had left indelible marks on this relationship as well. Like sharp claws, they scratched at George's psyche and body, fiercely. Separated from this woman as well, heartbroken at his life going completely off the rails, George abandoned them both to live alone, retreating into an oppressive habit made up exclusively of work and memories. However, he had never completely severed relations, especially with Mitch, his first son and true love, his only link with his mother, his first wife. The only one he probably really loved.




    Probably, in reality, he had never ceased to love Simon, but the cruelty of life had forcibly made it possible to distance him from him. In his grief, George had locked up his anguish in his heart, segregating it in the deepest parts of his soul, and had kept it only for himself, chaining it there for the rest of his life, suffering and suffering from that bitter and adverse fate that had been against him. A wound always open and never completely healed would have accompanied him for the rest of his life.




    Mitch had never heard from his little brother, who had obviously stayed with his mother and George's second wife, until he heard about his tragic accident. On a rainy night, while with his mother he was on his way to a birthday party, on a mountain road.


  




  




  

    The car had lost grip on the asphalt, made slippery by the heavy rain, and had crashed against the guard rail on the edge of a ravine. Catapulted down in free fall for more than fifty meters, it crashed without giving the two men time to save themselves. The fire of the explosion had enveloped and embraced them, never to leave them again. The bodies were found charred inside the car. The mother had only had time to embrace her son one last time, in a desperate and vain attempt to protect him from the inevitable end, seconds before Death took them away with him. His name was Simon. At the news of his little brother's death, Mitch, at the age of ten, though not knowing him so well, had cried. A suffocating cry, as never happened before, hysterical and full of anger and pain for what had happened. Probably the bond of blood that united them was stronger than any other adversity of life, probably the fact that he had lost forever the chance to meet again one day, maybe to become friends, maybe recover that relationship and that bond that in spite of a cruel fate united them and would have united them forever, had marked him indelibly, making him suffer like never before.




    That morning, Dad went to his aunt's house, which by now was a mother, to pick up the baby to take him to the funeral. Every night, for years, he had remembered that day. His father's words had been burned into his brain, like the brand on cattle. The grave voice of that moment, broken by emotion and grief, had echoed in his absent mind for too long, mournful in his head. The bell rang like the clapper of a mourning bell in the silent house, still wrapped in the half-light of the first light of dawn. It tore through the silence, echoing within its walls, reaching the bedrooms of its inhabitants. Patricia, Mitch's acquired mother, hurried down the stairs in her nightgown to check who was at the door. She rushed downstairs, startled by such a good-natured visit. It was dawn, and George, with a grim, tear-stained face, asked the woman to go get her son. In fact, he too had heard the doorbell and his father's voice from his bedroom. Like a spring-loaded fool, he had sprung to his feet on the bed and without even putting on his slippers, had hurried downstairs to hug and greet him, but his race had stopped when he had looked him in the eyes. He found a dark and bewildered face in front of him and realized that something bad had happened.




    "Mitch, I need to tell you something..."




    Still in the doorway, George had not bothered to enter.




    Patricia sent him in, as with a worried expression she asked him what was happened and why he was there at dawn.


  




  




  

    The still cold early morning air of that March day penetrated overbearingly into the house and blew ominously inside. A gray sky laden with still wintry clouds had discolored the city.




    "Last night..." resumed George in an almost solemn tone. You could tell something was wrong. His face was a mask of bewilderment and pain. "Roxanne and Simon...were on their way to a birthday party for a friend of Simon's..."




    Mitch remembered every word well. That bitter, tear-filled interruption from his father, his voice broken with emotion and excruciating pain at what he was about to say.




    George burst into tears, without explaining why, but his expression had spoken for him. Hiccup after hiccup, he had managed to regain control before the incredulous eyes of his sister-in-law and son. The door had closed behind him, taking with it the winter air and leaving outside the great black clouds that thickened that March sky. A surreal silence hovered gloomily in the house, bouncing heavily among those present, while George's tears streaked his face and marked him like fire on his skin and face, tired and sleepless. "Last night..." he tried again. "Roxanne and Simon were on their way to a party of a little friend of Simon's, when on Shoreline drive, as they were going down towards town, the car skidded and went into the guard rail, going off the road. The jump at that point is very high, as you know, and the car..."




    He paused again, unable to continue, although the ending for Patri-.




    cia and Mitch was a given. George couldn't say anything and although he had always had problems with Roxanne, his second wife, his affection for his son Simon had always been great, even if locked in the deepest recesses of his heart by inhuman laws. He tried to keep control and tried to finish the speech he had started. Still standing on the stool, Patricia had invited him again to sit down in the living room for a moment and drink a cup of hot coffee, sure that it would have done him good and that it would have mitigated that cold that everyone felt strongly on their skin and in their soul.




    Mitch's eyes moistened with white tears, even though he had not yet heard the end of the story from his father's voice. He was still small, but very intelligent, and had immediately understood what had happened, even if the concept of death for him, as for all children of his age, was abstract and unknown, light years away from his still young and innocent mind. Patricia too wiped her eyes, suddenly full of tears. George hugged his son and realized that he needed to get out of the house.


  




  




  

    of her embrace. They burst into a communal, liberating cry. George was trying to finish his speech between the ever increasing tears and an alternating sob. Patricia and Mitch didn't say anything, but held George close, as perhaps they never had before. An attempt to give him comfort, to give themselves comfort in such a terrible situation. They found in that embrace the only way to go on, to survive that great pain. As few times in their lives, thanks to that embrace, they felt united, they finally felt strong and able to overcome any adversity. They sat down in the living room and now George, with his cup of hot coffee in his hand, was trembling noticeably as he tried to wipe his shiny eyes, which didn't seem to want to deflate and shed any tears. He tried to speak again, even though he didn't really need to. Both Patricia and Mitch understood clearly what had really happened. No more words would be needed, but George continued, as the dawn of a new and terrible day fully broke over the city.




    "The car fell off into the cliff, leaving Simon and Roxanne with no time to catapult out. The crash must have been terrible..." He began to sob again and his eyes filled with tears. He looked as if he had aged ten years, cramped in his wool coat. A sturdy, fairly tall, broad-shouldered man, at that moment he seemed to have become smaller than his son Mitch, who watched in disbelief. George jumped up from the couch to hold him in his arms again, under Patricia's tearful eyes. She put her hand to her mouth, almost as if she wanted to stop the crying and the screams of pain that pressed hard from the pit of her stomach to her throat, to come out as violent as a regurgitation.




    "The bodies were found after a few hours. Maybe a passerby called the police seeing the flames from down there...I don't know. All I know is that a few hours ago, they contacted me to identify the charred bodies of both of them."




    He began to cry again, wracked with pain. Even Mitch, helpless and weak as he was then, started crying again, desperate and incredulous. He had lost his brother, the only brother he had, gone forever. He imagined the fire enveloping him under the eyes of his helpless mother. He tried to imagine the pain they had felt in being trapped between the sheets of the car, on fire after the explosion. He imagined hell rising to the earth, to consume those lifeless bodies. And the more he thought about the pain they had to feel, the more he felt his heart shattering, crumbling like brittle rock in the hands of a giver. He imagined and saw his pain become real and bite into his part of the body.


  




  




  

    Weakest, killing her for good, after a long agony. He heard the desperate screams echoing in his ears, as deafening as the roar of a storm. He tried to imagine the dismay they must have felt and the terror a moment before the jump, when, still alive, they had broken the guard rail. Their screams and the void beneath them. Huge, infinite, dark as the darkest night, waiting to swallow them up. He imagined he could hear the rushing of the rain on the windshield, while the car crashed disastrously, before crashing against the rocky ridge. The scratchy whistle of the tires on the wet road and an enormous cold hand that made them slide away towards death, accompanying them on that last journey. That sense of absolute emptiness that had enveloped them at the moment of the jump, like the coils of a snake, had advanced and enraptured them, suffocating them. The pains of a mother in that last embrace with her son. Desperate, protective, even when no one could have saved them, waiting for the crash. She had never experienced such pain, of course. His brain, by now on tilt, was struggling to stay lucid. Only the tears, as copious as a flooded stream, soothed the sense of suffocation he felt at that moment. The swollen eyes pulsed behind the thrust of the beats of his heart, now torn apart by pain. They seemed to want to come out of their sockets, he felt them beating under his forehead like a jackhammer. Those fateful hours were followed by other infinitely long and difficult ones. The funeral, the burial in the cemetery under a grey and cold sky, the last goodbye to the only people who, although now far away, represented a part of their family, a part of their history.




    From that day forward, Mitch had had terrible nightmares at night. Patricia, for a while, had allowed George to stay in their home with their son. He, for his part, had gladly accepted the possibility of spending some time with Mitch. At the end of the day, he loved him more than his own life and the decision to be alone had hurt him a lot anyway. She had been really understanding and kind, supe- rting the awkwardness of having a man in the house again after grieving for her missing husband. After all, it was for a good purpose. Mitch needed his father, especially during that time of enormous suffering, and George did everything he could to stay as close to him as possible, despite his job. Mi- tch had suffered greatly from the loss of his brother. Although he had never known him well, he knew he had lost the chance to find him forever. The sickness that had accompanied him for years lay in the fact that he had met his death prematurely. An indelible mark on his skin deeper than a tattoo. It would stay with him forever. It was this that made him sick, it was the fact that he had discovered in such a way so raw and direct the devastating force of death taking away a close person.


  




  




  

    From that moment on, his life had changed. Long, cold, endless nights had accompanied his agitated dreams, made of fire and flames, made of burning metal sheets and frightening screams. The charred faces of Simon and Roxanne had visited him several times, in his crib. Terrified by these all-too-realistic visions, Mitch trembled and cried, cowering under the covers whenever these frightening images materialized before his eyes. A burning stench filled the room before each nightmare and Mitch had learned to recognize the moment in which those horrifying creatures would appear from that terrible stench, which punctually permeated the walls and weighed down the air. Obviously in the morning everything was over and he, drenched in sweat despite the cold of winter, woke up terribly tried and distressed. A feeling of suffocation filled his lungs, making him jerk out of the covers to look for some air. He would leap out of bed like a spring and scream with all the breath in his body. For years his screams had woken Patricia and George during the time he was with him, in the middle of the night or at the crack of dawn. The images of Simon and Roxanne, completely burned and deformed by fire, called to him with heartbreaking screams, approaching his bed reaching out their hands, also charred, toward him, as if they wanted to grab him and take him with them. Their screaming mouths, wide open more than normal for a human being, looked like huge black holes, dark and deep. Everything ended when he felt alive and real the touch of those burning and terribly long fingers touching his skin. As soon as he opened his eyes, drenched in sweat, the two figures returned to the darkness from which they had come. His heart hammered in his chest, as if it wanted to burst, while shocked and agitated he screamed at the top of his lungs. He would forever remember their faces. Hollow, dark orbs, black as coal, approaching him menacingly. The animalistic grin of their skinless mouths, gutted by fire, smiling mockingly at him. Often, during his nightmares, he could hear the sound of the rain, thundering and violent, beating on the glass of his window. Insistent, he beat on the sheets of the gutters, as if he wanted to try to detach them from the roof. The stench of burning enveloped him, taking his breath away, while already agitated he writhed in bed from fright. Finally, in the flickering light of the flames of a high fire, as violent as the waves of a stormy ocean, they appeared to terrify him. The stench of dead, rotten and burnt flesh filled his nostrils and took his breath away. It was always like that, in every nightmare he had. The two suffering figures appeared in his dreams.




    He had never been able to explain why he was going through those torments. After all, Mitch had loved Simon.


  




  




  

    In fact, he had never even had the good fortune of being able to argue with his little brother, as can happen between two brothers who live together every day. His mind, already tried by the separation with his father and the death of his mother, had perhaps not withstood the pain and anger he had begun to feel at the violence of the events in his life. Perhaps it had done the rest and produced those nightmares, now that Simon was also dead. His life would never be the same again. Only by growing up he would have been able to transform his anger into a will to live and for this he would have had to thank Selin forever, who had given him a new reason to go on and a new drive when he had met her and fallen in love with her. The extreme desire to always have different experiences, to live life moment by moment, came from his discomfort, ancient and painful as a wound always open and never healed. His work, then, was the turning point that allowed him to crown his desire to always discover something new in the world. But all this would happen later.




    In the years that followed, Mitch suffered greatly from that umpteenth loss and the his already troubled mind sank completely into the blackest chaos, producing such frightening nightmares. It took a long time until, as he grew older, the nightmares and the horribly frightened and deformed faces of Simon and Roxanne disappeared completely from his life, and he paid a heavy bill for psychoanalysis.




    His father George had slowly returned to his life and to traveling all over the United States. His mom Patricia had been there for him and had the strength to get him through those bad times, even though she was teaching and didn't have all day to devote to him.




    Mitch graduated from college and won a contest to go to work in Digital Communication, where he had the chance to meet Selin. All the hurt and hate was gone from his heart as he grew older, lucky for him. Life, after all, goes on and on. His father's thoughts, however, on that cold day, not only because of the weather in March, had never disappeared from his mind. George's face, tense and bruised from the pain, had accompanied him throughout the years of his growth. There was one day, however, when Mitch somehow stopped hurting and stopped having nightmares. That day, too, he would remember forever.




    At the age of fifteen, five years after those events that had transformed his life, with his group of friends, four in all, one Saturday afternoon in July, hot and sultry, they decided to go for a walk in the woods not far from home. Their homes, in addition to beings evenings near each other they were a short distance from the woods surrounding Cristal Lake, a lake at the foot of the mountain that overlooked the city. The four were friends from school and were very close to each other. Marc, Richard, Mitch and Oward, four inseparable friends who spent most of their days together, rambling and playing games.
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