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It was easy to miss things in the woods. Which was why he considered it lucky to have spotted the armband that read BEWARE OF FOREST FIRES lying in the underbrush beneath the yew trees. In-su Park brushed off the dirt that coated the armband. It was covered in stains, as if it had been lying there discarded for some time, but with a good rinsing it could be reused. He decided to end his morning patrol there. He called it a patrol, but all it really amounted to was a quick look around the trailhead; the trees stood too close together to see any farther in. 


As he slowly headed back, In-su saw a man and woman walking from the parking lot over to the ranger station. They were the fourth already that day. The fourth group, that is, of people coming all the way to a forest they were forbidden to enter. That was probably because it was a Sunday, and the weather was mild for the time of year. Last week, the cold had kept all but one hopeful hiker away. Along the forest road that passed the small row of shops in town and led up to the trailhead were numerous signs that read forest closed. no public access. And yet, people showed up anyway, as if doubting the signs, only to be turned away at the ranger station.


The forest ended at the western shore, the ground sloping steeply until it gave way suddenly to a sheer, rocky drop-off. Near the coast, the boundary between forest and sea was unclear, making most of that part of the forest too dangerous for hiking. The only way to access the safe parts of the forest was from the trail-head near the station. 


In-su Park had no problem turning away hikers. In fact, you might say he enjoyed it. To watch someone try to argue with him only to have to turn tail and retreat was simply wonderful. He never tired, not in the least, of exerting this power over others, even when it meant having the same conversation over and over. 


“How much is the entrance fee?” the man asked, taking out his wallet. He was dressed in a blue padded jacket. The woman stood one step back, visibly shivering. As mild as the day was, it was still too cold for a walk in the woods. 


“There’s no fee.” 


“Oh, so it’s free?” 


“You don’t have to pay an entrance fee because you can’t enter.” 


“Excuse me?” 


“The forest is closed for the season. Please refer to the notice over there.” 


In-su pointed to the notice board. The man glanced over at the forest closed sign. 


“Oh, no. Right now is the off-season?” 


“Correct.” 


“So we can’t go in?” 


“Correct.” 


“When can we go in?” 


“Probably not until spring.” 


In-su added that since the forest was open for only a short time during the spring, they should check the dates online before returning, but the man was so put off at not being allowed to enter right then that he paid no attention to what In-su was saying. 


“I told you I thought I saw a closed sign on the way up here,” the woman said with a laugh. 


“They should make the signs bigger! What the hell? You can barely see them.” 


The man glared pointlessly at In-su. This, too, was so familiar a reaction that In-su couldn’t help but grin. 


He watched the couple walk away and was about to return to the ranger station when he heard a car coming up the hill. The car pulled into the parking lot, neatly swapping places with the one driven by the couple who had just left. It was a sports car, foreign, the ground clearance much too low for mountain driving. 


Ha-in Lee got out of the car and looked around. The woods pressed in close and tight, encroaching on the edges of his vision. The air was cool and the wind brisk, but the effect was damp and chilly rather than refreshing. It wasn’t the fault of the weather. He blamed it on the way the trees huddled together, making themselves look dark. He hunched his shoulders and stepped toward the shadows, thinking as he went that nature wasn’t always right. 


In-su Park stared hard at the man approaching the ranger station. He was wearing a nice jacket, with a dress shirt and tie. Judging from his clothing, he might work for the government or maybe a corporation, someplace conservative and stiflingly hierarchical. Either way, it wasn’t an outfit for hiking in the woods. In-su wondered if he was a researcher. Professor Jin had joked that while researchers mostly stayed out of the forest, part of their job was to show up anywhere that was off-limits during the off-season and flaunt their right to ignore the rules. 


If the man wasn’t a researcher, then he could be one of those so-called radical environmentalists or ecologists who were said to appear in the forest now and then. With his fancy clothes and relaxed way of looking about, he didn’t seem all that intimidated by the shadowy woods, which could suggest he was one. Professor Jin had told In-su that they liked to drop by the station to deliver canned sermons to the rangers. If that’s who this guy was, it didn’t bode well for In-su. He would want to correct In-su’s way of thinking with half-baked theories and long-winded opinions about protecting the environment or with a truckload of blistering criticism. 


“Please come back in the spring.” 


Though In-su knew from his clothing that the man wasn’t there to hike, he spoke first to try to feel him out. The man said nothing but merely fixed him with a snakish smile. That was unexpected. Normally, when In-su told visitors the forest was closed, they would get confused and ask what he meant or try to argue, but the look on this guy’s face seemed to say, Why would anyone want to go in there? 


“Spring? Why spring?” 


“The forest is closed.” 


“Ah, that’s what you meant.” He didn’t sound disappointed. “I imagine that’s less of an eyesore then, with some flowers to brighten it up?” 


He was gesturing at the empty lot behind the ranger station, where the vegetation grew tall and thick and loomed over the small building. The grounds were so neglected that the station, which already looked only temporary, seemed more like a shed for storing snow removal equipment than a place for people. In-su had been feeling unhappy about having to work there. Now, here was this guy rubbing it in. 


“Yeah, sure,” In-su said. “There are flowers everywhere then.” 


“I bet it’s not this windy either.” 


“That depends on the weather.” 


“I’ve never been in a forest this big before.” 


Ha-in sounded undeterred by In-su’s flip responses as he scanned the topographical map of the forest posted next to the station. In-su couldn’t shake the feeling that Ha-in was talking down to him. 


In-su added gratuitously, “The real surprise is deeper inside. There are shady places where the snow lingers till June.” 


He acted like he knew what he was talking about, but he’d never actually been in the forest. The visitor seemed interested, though, so In-su repeated what he’d heard Professor Jin say. Truth be told, all In-su ever did was loaf around the entrance twice a day and call it a patrol. 


“The air in there must be very damp,” Ha-in said. “For the snow not to melt for so long, I mean.” 


“The western edge of the forest borders the sea,” In-su replied, echoing more of Professor Jin. “It’s especially damp along the coastline. This whole area gets tons of snow.” 


“I’d love to see it myself someday.” 


“Come back in the spring.” 


“That’s too bad.” 


“What is?” 


“I think I’ll be busy in the spring.” 


In-su stared at Ha-in again. Ha-in was eyeing him attentively, as if searching for flaws. Ha-in wasn’t the type to overlook a minor mistake and dismiss it as natural, In-su could tell. No, he was the type to laugh and mock a person mercilessly for it over and over. 


“You can’t go in there now,” In-su said coldly. “The forest is closed.” 


“I’m not trying to go in the woods.” 


“Then where are you going?” 


“Right here.” 


“Here?” 


In-su looked around. Where was there to go? He realized then that he had completely misread the situation and felt dismayed. That was always how it went with him. No matter how sure he thought he was, his inferences all came to naught. Even this guy, who should have been easy enough to figure out, was leaving him stumped. And it was such an obvious guess to assume that someone dressed like that would be a government employee or office worker. 


“I haven’t introduced myself yet. My name is Ha-in Lee.” 


In-su scrutinized the business card the man handed him. 


“Attorney-at-law, family law litigation?” 


“Yes, feel free to contact me if you require my services.” 


“I hope I never have to.” 


“Of course not.” 


“What brings you here?” 


This time he asked out of pure curiosity. What was a divorce lawyer doing all the way out here in these woods? 


“Do you work here?” 


“Yes.” 


“How long have you worked here?” 


“Why?” 


“Exactly how long?” 


In-su hesitated. And forgot entirely that he didn’t have to answer anything, so overwhelmed was he by the fact of talking to a lawyer. Why was the lawyer asking him these questions anyway? Did he do something wrong at work? Did his wife call this guy? 


Ha-in studied In-su while he was hesitating. He knew he had no right to demand answers, but he also knew that most people were so timid and meek they would eventually be intimidated enough by his title to tell him anything he wanted to know. 


“I’ve been here two weeks,” In-su admitted, his face flushing. 


He regretted having acted as though he knew anything about the forest. Why’d he have to say that thing about the snow not melting in the shade until June? Even if it was worth mentioning, why didn’t he just admit he’d heard it from someone else? 


As if to conceal his embarrassment, he fired back, “Why do you need to know? What are you doing here anyway?” 


“I’m looking into something.” 


Now In-su was the one itching to ask questions. 


“Is it a legal matter?” In-su lowered his voice. “Like a division of assets? As in, between the people who own this forest?” 


Ha-in wondered about the strange note of anticipation behind the annoyance in In-su’s voice. In-su’s gaze had gone from glimmering with confusion to gleaming with curiosity, as if looking forward to a forest fire. 


And in fact, as soon as In-su’s embarrassment had faded and he knew he wasn’t in any trouble, he did feel a certain excitement. The forest was boring. He hadn’t been there long, but it was. Stuck in the ranger station all day, In-su passed the time daydreaming about what might happen in the woods. Sadly, the only thing he ever came up with was losing his job due to a forest fire. Forest fire! In-su dusted off the armband he was carrying, as if blaming it for such blasphemous thoughts. It was only because he was stuck indoors all day like a piece of old office furniture that he would think of something so awful. Of course he didn’t really want a fire to break out. 


“It’s nothing like that,” Ha-in said. 


In-su felt disappointed for reasons he couldn’t name. His curiosity toward the lawyer evaporated. He braced himself for a long, boring story, his body language stiff and defensive and his eyes fixed on the station, as if to say he didn’t have time to chat. 


“I’m here to ask for help.” 


“From me?” 


“Yes.” 


“Do you need me to give a deposition or something?” 


“No.” 


“Is it a lawsuit?” 


“It’s not that either.” 


“Then what is it?” 


“I’m looking for someone.” 


“Is it someone I know?” 


“I don’t think you know them.” 


“So why are you looking for them here?” 


“Because there’s a chance you might know them.” 


“Who is it?” 


“The person who worked here before you.” 


Now that In-su thought about it, he knew nothing about his predecessor. The person was already gone by the time he started the job. The one who’d explained the work to him was Professor Jin. 


In-su straightened up. “Who is he?” 


“My older brother.” 


In-su studied Ha-in. His nose was long and thin compared to the rest of his face; it didn’t exactly make for an unattractive face, but there was something off about it. It wasn’t helped by the fact that his eyes were different sizes, apparent even at a quick glance. Only one of his eyes had a fold in the eyelid, which made it seem overly large. But despite the overall asymmetry and his impersonal if sharp business suit, it was a face that left a lasting impression. 


If his predecessor really was this guy’s brother, did he look like him, too? 
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Ha-in Lee had headed straight to the ranger station at the entrance to the woods when he arrived at the village. After seeing the signs for the village on the freeway, he’d taken a right at the end of the exit ramp and driven for another thirty minutes before reaching the village limits. From there it was another long drive down a road lined on both sides with tall trees thick with leaves before he caught a glimpse of a bell tower in the distance. After yet another long stretch, buildings began to appear: buildings that were modeled after antiquated European architecture and therefore as far from European as could be. 


It was the former Forestry Research Center. The buildings were spaced far apart, as if to show off how much land the site occupied. Most stood empty, since the center was in the process of being relocated to the city, but nothing about it felt bleak or in decline. Instead, it seemed open and unimpeded, probably thanks to the wide, grassy lawn. The grass, which no doubt grew tall and boasted an even shade of green every spring, came right up to the edge of the road. As he drove past, Ha-in couldn’t help thinking that the village, with its research center campus and shop-lined main street, looked more like a chateau owned by a particularly diligent and fussy master. 


The shops were said to have been built at the same time as the center; they appeared old, their style dated, evidence of their history. Only the awnings were new, but those were an eyesore. The colors and patterns, which looked as if they’d been chosen by someone with plenty of money but little class, were all the same, bestowing on the village a forced, artificial look. Nevertheless, the identical awnings helped distract the eye and turn attention away from the blemishes left by time—the flaking paint, the stains on the walls, the children’s graffiti. 


With few locals living in the area to begin with and the village mostly having taken shape with the creation of the research center, the shops looked like amenities belonging to the center. In fact, that impression wasn’t entirely wrong. Most of them had served the center employees and guests. There was a bookstore—a relatively large one at that for the size of the village—a general store that sold souvenirs etched with the logo of the research center, and a restaurant. There was also a grocery store, but a glimpse inside revealed no customers. It looked as though it had been scraping by ever since the research center had begun its relocation. The gas station at the end of the street, with its pumps shrouded in tattered, dusty plastic, foretold the fate of the small row of shops. 


The narrow road between the shops led toward the forest like a part down the center of someone’s hair. From a distance, the road appeared to end suddenly, the impenetrable shade cast by the trees looming up like a black wall. The map called it Forest Entrance Road, but the view outside the car windows was completely different from the village, as if he were already at the center of a dense forest. 


And strictly speaking, there was no view. The moment Ha-in entered the road, all he saw was trees. They stood so thick and close they looked as if they’d been burned black. It was only from a distance that he could tell the leaves were different shades of green, some darker, some lighter, depending on the age of the tree, its size, where it stood, and what species it was. But for Ha-in, driving along that narrow road, before he could be dazzled by the many varieties of green, he was crushed by the weight of darkness emanating from that unending parade of tree upon tree. 


And yet, it ended up being a perfect drive. The green glow of the trees against a sky so blue that it verged on white was beautiful. Moving deeper into the woods, Ha-in let out a gasp of admiration at the explosive intensity of all that green, the brilliant blue sky beyond, and the tall trees that lined the road so neatly. As if his sole purpose in coming here was to see this. 


His plan was to stay exactly three days and no more. He had told his mother a week ago that he’d already left—he wanted her to think he’d spent a good ten days looking for his brother. Even if he’d wanted to stay that long, he didn’t have the time. He was the busiest man in the world and couldn’t be expected to waste time chasing after his brother. 


Ha-in had last heard from his older brother six months ago. His phone had rung a little after 10:00 p.m. He was working on a case file. Every time he looked over property statements, photographs, and other evidence collected to ensure a smooth divorce, he felt his bile rise at the thought of so-called love and marriage. Of course, that wasn’t why he was still single. Most of his own current marriage candidates were the daughters of men who’d made their fortunes through real estate or moneylending. As reluctant as he felt about marriage, it wouldn’t stop him from marrying one of them. He was grateful for his prospects, considering that his own family background was nothing to brag about. After all, he’d be marrying into money no matter what. 


He had ignored the phone at first and kept studying the case file. A phone call that late at night couldn’t be anything good, and he didn’t recognize the area code on the screen. But he hurried to answer it at the sudden thought that it could be from his mother’s nursing home. The moment he did, of course, he realized that the phone number didn’t match. But it was too late. In response to his brusque hello, the person on the other end let out an audible exhale. Ha-in didn’t hang up. He wanted to, the timing was right for it, but he waited. As he wondered who was calling, his gums began to throb and ache. He felt like he’d bitten into an ice cube. His teeth hurt. The other person still hadn’t spoken. He could hear the person breathing raggedly. It sounded like his older brother. It was definitely his older brother. The timing of his toothache was no accident: his body already knew. Now that the thought was in his head, he couldn’t imagine anyone else being on the other end of the call. 


“It’s me,” the person said hesitantly. 


It’s me? Ha-in snorted. Not loudly enough for the person on the other end to hear, of course. Ha-in was just mustering the courage to hang up when he heard his name spoken. 


“Ha-in.” 


He hated that voice. It might have sounded weak and timid, but Ha-in wasn’t fooled. His brother’s voice had always sounded like that when he was getting ready to funnel his strength into blows. 


After a long pause, his brother asked, “What are you doing?” 


“Working.” Ha-in kept his reply as brief as possible to conceal his fear. 


“Okay.” 


His brother’s response made it sound as though he’d called only to ask Ha-in that. He could still hear his brother’s heavy breathing, but behind it was another sound. He thought at first it was radio static, but as he kept listening it sounded more like wind. Was his brother calling him from the middle of an open field? What trick was he up to now? As he listened more closely, Ha-in jumped to the conclusion that his brother was calling for money. With him, it was always money trouble. His heart stopped racing while his mind took off instead. As he thought about how much his brother might be asking for this time and how much longer he’d have to keep supporting him this way, Ha-in felt like his head was going to burst. 


Ha-in knew that he himself would never hurt for money. He knew he could make more if he put his mind to it; he could make as much as he wanted. But he didn’t want to give a single cent to his brother. The money he made belonged to him and no one else. His brother had no claim to it, no claim at all. 


But this was only wishful thinking. In fact, most of the money that left his account went to his brother, or to his mother, who then handed it to his brother. Not that she ever admitted this, of course, but whenever she suddenly needed cash, the reason was obvious. 


“What do you want?” Ha-in finally asked. He was always the first to fold when confronted with unbearable tension. “Money?” 


His brother said nothing. 


“How much this time?” 


Again, no response. That must mean it was even more than Ha-in was thinking. Especially if his brother was this slow to answer. Did he bet too much in some gambling parlor? Ha-in was starting to get angry. As kids, his brother had gotten his way with his fists; now he was trying to get his way by wearing down Ha-in’s patience. Ha-in could have hung up on him then and there. But he didn’t. He didn’t want his brother coming to look for him at work. He’d show up unwashed and disheveled. Not because that was how he lived but simply to shame and humiliate Ha-in. He checked the area code showing on his phone: it was about 410 kilometers away from where he worked. With his luck, his brother would be there by morning; worst case, he’d be staring at his brother’s face four hours from now. 


A moment later Ha-in thought maybe he was wrong, maybe his brother didn’t have the intention—or the nerve—to come confront him. Ha-in felt a sudden urge to mess with him, this brother who had no one else to turn to. He wouldn’t mind giving him money if he could mock and tease him mercilessly first and make him beg. It didn’t even matter how much of his money his brother needed. It would be worth it. 


Ha-in’s brother sucked in a great amount of air and let it out again, as if his nose had been badly congested and only then cleared up, or as if a gag had been removed from his mouth. Or as if he’d run a long way or was suffering from pneumonia and struggling to get even this much air. 


“Spill it! I’m busy!” 


As impatient as he sounded, Ha-in was beginning to loosen up. The one who should have been feeling a sense of urgency here was his brother. Ha-in decided to relax and enjoy the situation. Yet despite his prodding, his brother still didn’t respond. Ha-in startled himself by letting out a sigh. As a child, doing that had invited an immediate beating. Not that his brother could hit him now from wherever he was standing, but the terror of those childhood days was carved into his adult bones and flesh and veins as deeply as ever. He waited in silence, disappointed at how fear was still such a reflex for him. Waited for his brother to get to the point. 


The longer he was quiet, the better he could make out a different sound coming from the other end of the call. It wasn’t wind or street noise. It sounded like someone struggling to hold their breath. Or, maybe, was it? Was that the sound of someone crying? 


“Brother?” 


It had been a very long time since Ha-in had called him that. To Ha-in, the word described their kinship position and nothing more. He had almost never summoned his brother by calling out the word. And anyway, his brother was the one who did all the summoning. Always with a jab of his finger or a jerk of his head, or a shout or a curse. 


“What’s going on?” he asked quickly, unable to believe his big brother might actually be crying. 


His brother, who’d pummeled him all through their childhood, was sobbing quietly into the phone in some far-off place. Ha-in’s question seemed to make it worse; he burst into unmistakable sobs. Even while listening to his brother cry, Ha-in still couldn’t imagine it. Couldn’t picture him with face crumpled, nose dripping, wiping the tears falling from his eyes with the back of his hand. Ha-in was always the one who had cried. His brother was more suited to arrogant laughter, sarcasm, a corner of his lip curling into a smirk. 


Ha-in unconsciously reached up to wipe his eyes. There were no tears and no reason for him to cry. But he checked anyway to be sure. That was how accustomed he was to the sound of crying. To the sobbing of someone who, despite having no one to help him, hopes for a shred of sympathy. To the tears of someone who, with absolutely nowhere to turn, holds his breath to keep anyone from knowing he’s crying. In other words, it sounded like all of the weeping that he himself had done as a child. 


Ha-in couldn’t take it anymore and hung up. He planned not to answer if his brother called back, but the phone didn’t ring again. Later he would learn that his brother’s next call had been to their mother. Their mother in the nursing home who spent her lucid moments worrying about her older son who lived so far away from her, and her not-so-lucid moments searching for the younger version of that sickly child. She never looked for Ha-in, though, no matter her state of mind. This was both a relief and an injustice. 


When Ha-in spoke to her later, their mother told him that his brother had said the owl was crying and the trees were attacking him. She burst into tears, curled up in the corner of her nursing home bed. Ha-in asked her several times what this meant, but she just kept repeating the same words: the owl was crying and the trees were attacking. She shivered with pity for her other son. Ha-in let his mother’s words go in one ear and out the other. It was clear that either his brother wasn’t right in the head when he’d said those things or their mother wasn’t right in the head for believing he’d said those things. It was also possible they were both crazy. In fact, that was the likeliest explanation. 
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The office radio was turned up painfully loud. It was blaring the news. In-su Park set the armband on the desk and turned the volume down. 


“It’s hard to make out what they’re saying otherwise,” In-su said apologetically. 


“There does seem to be a lot of noise out here.” 


“Yes, it’s never completely quiet.” 


In-su was already familiar with all of the sounds inside the ranger station. The sizzling of the gas heater, the radio, the water boiling in the kettle, the wind rattling the windows. Listening to those kept him from worrying that he couldn’t tell any of the forest sounds apart. 


“So this is what my brother would have heard all day,” Ha-in said without thinking, and was a little surprised at himself for it. 


He felt zero longing or affection for his brother. If he had any emotion left at all, it was guilt at having neglected him, at having pretended not to know him and secretly hoping for something bad like this to happen. And yet, from the tone of pity in his voice, no one would have guessed that. Then again, maybe it was just a ploy to enlist In-su Park’s sympathy. 


“I know it’s a little tight in here, huh?” In-su said, with a look around the station. 


Ha-in followed suit and looked around. He saw stacks of paperwork on an old metal desk, titles of books staring out at him from a metal cabinet, the patterns on a set of teacups and a teapot, an old gas stove, a loveseat with faint imprints from where people had sat, the radio. In other words, all ordinary, characterless things you expected to find in an office. 


“Come to think of it, I can’t help but wonder about the guy who was here before me, too. If he were here now, I’d ask him what he did to pass the time.” 


“What do you usually do?” 


“A little bit of everything. This is the only ranger station in the entire forest.” 


Despite what he said, In-su spent most of his working hours listening to the radio and staring out the window. His only tasks for the past two weeks had been to update the log and patrol the surroundings. He’d felt disappointed at first at how boring the job was, but he’d adjusted quickly and did it well, even if there wasn’t really anything to do. 


“What about in your spare time?” 


“I use my head and hands.” 


“Huh?” 


In-su pointed to a book on the desk. “I work on this. Oh, speaking of, it might’ve been your brother’s. I found it on the bookshelf.” In-su handed Ha-in the book. It was sudoku puzzles. Ha-in flipped through it. Had his brother actually tried solving these? Math puzzles? Right here at this desk that looked out onto the road, looking up every now and then to gaze out at the swaying forest? 


“Is it your brother’s?” In-su asked. 


“Honestly, I have no idea.” 


“Check the handwriting. See if it’s his.” 


Ha-in examined the numbers in the boxes. They were smaller and narrower than the ones In-su said he had filled in. Whoever had written them had pressed hard enough for the outline of the numbers to show on the backside of the page. The handwriting had an indifferent, careless look to it: the 4 looked more like an L and an I, while the 9 looked like a comma. Possible number combinations had been jotted down in the margin at the bottom and then crossed out. Ha-in had automatically solved the puzzle in his head and could tell the page was riddled with mistakes. Whoever had worked on it had ignored the rules and repeated the same number in one row, making it seem less like they’d tried to solve it and more like they’d just scribbled numbers randomly. 


That’s all he had: a little glimpse of how the person who’d used this book before In-su wrote their numerals, and that they had shown some interest but no actual desire to solve the puzzle. Maybe the book was his brother’s, and maybe it wasn’t. How was he supposed to know anything for certain from a jumble of handwritten numbers and a half-hearted attempt at a solution? 


Come to think of it, what did he really know for certain about his brother? It was impossible for him to wipe his brother from his memory completely, but for the same reason he wanted very much to forget him. Would he even recognize his brother if they were to cross paths right now? He hadn’t seen him in more than seven years. During that time, Ha-in had passed a number of difficult exams, including the bar, landed a position at a high-ranking law firm, and was making a name for himself in the field. After losing their father to cancer—his brother hadn’t even shown up at the funeral—Ha-in had placed their mother in a nursing home when she began to show signs of dementia. To put it another way, the past seven years had taken from him what family he had. 


“Is that your brother’s handwriting?” In-su asked again. 


“I can’t tell. It might be, you never know. It’s just hard to tell from numbers alone. Do you have anything else?” 


“Like what?” 


“Like something else he might have left behind, that you would have found when you first started working here.” 


“There were some pens and a few books published by the Korea Forest Service. I also found a glass in the sink, so I used that. All the basic necessities were already here.” 


“Anything my brother might have used?” 


“Some of the stuff was used and some of it was new. But I don’t know for sure if the used stuff was your brother’s. They say the researchers drop by here a lot in the spring.” 


“What’s that?” 


Ha-in pointed to a binder on the desk. The cover was black. In-su stuffed it into a desk drawer, clearly reluctant to show it to Ha-in. 


“It’s nothing,” he said. 


“Something for after hours, right?” 


In-su blushed at the implication. 


“No, it’s not that. It’s the work log.” 


“Work log?” 


“Yes, where we keep a record of everything we do.” 


“Do you update it every day?” 


“I know it doesn’t look like much, but it’s actually an important part of the job.” 


In-su paused. Maybe instead of “important,” he should have said it was the only actual part of his job. There were entire days when all he did was write in that binder. 


“Then your predecessor would have written in it, too.” 


“Assuming it didn’t start with me.” 


“May I take a look at it?” 


“No, you may not.” 


“It must be very important.” 


“You’ll have to get a warrant before you can look at it.” 


“Then I guess I won’t be looking at it. Getting a warrant is a lot of work and takes too long.” 


“I’m embarrassed to show it to you. You’ll take one look at it and think, this guy just goofs off all day. It’s sad but true. All I do is sit on my ass and kill time.” 


“That makes sense, though. It’s the off-season.” 


“Right! On holidays and weekends, like today, we get some clueless visitors but not during the week. No one comes, so there’s nothing to do. That’s when I have to get creative. There are days when I spend the entire morning racking my brain for something to record in the log. It only makes sense I should be rewarded for racking my brain that hard.” 


“I presume you’re talking about your salary?” 


“Yes, it’s a pretty good one.” 


In-su’s face was a mixture of pride and embarrassment. 


“What kinds of things do you write down?” 


“There’s no set format, so I end up just writing as many details as I can. I write everything down: what I see, what I hear, even what I smell. I also write down every single thing I do from the moment I open the office door in the morning to when I lock it again at night. I’ve even recorded washing my teacup. It feels funny now, saying it out loud, but when I write this stuff down in the log, it feels like I’m doing what I’m supposed to. Otherwise, there’d be nothing to write except what time I clock in and clock out.” 


In-su had dropped the conceited act and was speaking from the heart. He’d realized that, once Ha-in was gone, he would have to go back to his boring routine of working on sudoku puzzles. He wanted to keep Ha-in there as long as possible, so he’d have someone to talk to. 


“You said this is the only ranger station? You must have your hands full.” 


“I guess. Maybe it’ll be like that in the spring, but at the moment, there’s so little to do that I feel like finding something to do is my job. So far, I just sit around all day. Ah, sorry. Now I’m just complaining. When did your brother work here?” 


“I don’t know for certain. The last call I got from him was about six months ago.” 


“Six months? That’s a long time.” 


“He usually calls our mother. He only calls me when he needs something.” 


“I take it you aren’t close.” 


“We don’t get along.” 


“That’s often the case with brothers.” 


“Do you have brothers?” 


“Two of them.” In-su paused. “I get along with my older brother but not the younger one.” 


“That must make the younger one jealous.” 


“It’s impossible not to get along with my older brother.” 


“Sounds like he’s a good person.” 


“He’s dead.” 


“Ah. Sorry for prying.” 


“It happened a long time ago, when I was nine. Our relationship improved after that. It was such a shock when he died.” 


“Was it a sudden accident?” 


“No, I mean it was shocking because I thought my prayers had been answered. I’d always hoped he would die. When I was a little older, I regretted not having been nicer to him. Of course, I only felt that way after he was gone. Because he couldn’t hit me anymore. Dead people can’t punch you.” 


Listening to In-su speak about his older brother’s death without a trace of remorse reminded Ha-in of himself and made him want to open up about his own brother. 


“Did you two fight a lot?” In-su asked. “When you were young, I mean.” 


“I wouldn’t call it fighting so much as me getting my butt kicked. He was always threatening me, saying he was going to beat me within an inch of my life.” 


It was so long ago, and yet Ha-in could still hear his brother’s voice, the way he always sounded like he had a knife between his teeth. With him, every word was a trap. His brother would latch onto every mistake and bully him in the guise of correcting him. He had a habit of grinding his teeth, and that crunching sound would rattle Ha-in’s nerves. 


Every time I get a toothache, I’m gonna beat the shit out of you. 


Those words were so clear in Ha-in’s memory. How could he not remember them? He carried them intact and unchanged in his body, in his cells, in his bones, in his muscles, in his heart, and in his veins. Every time he remembered them, cells died, holes opened up in his bones, his veins constricted, and his heart raced. 


Ever since, the word Ha-in dreaded most was “toothache.” His older brother had weak teeth. He suffered frequent toothaches and complained loudly of pain three to four times a month. Whenever his brother was in a foul mood, whenever he thought Ha-in was laughing at him, whenever their parents praised Ha-in, whenever Ha-in came back from hanging out with friends, whenever his brother woke from a nap too soon—in other words, at any time at all, Ha-in took a beating. When his brother’s toothaches were the reason, it was no different from the other times he got hit. His brother’s toothaches could strike at any moment. The only thing that changed was the reason for hitting him. 


In-su leaned in closer to Ha-in. If this guy’s brother had disappeared, then that meant he’d gone AWOL from work without any warning. Why hadn’t Professor Jin mentioned this to him? Shouldn’t Professor Jin at least have used his predecessor’s case as a cautionary tale? To shake off his doubts, he refocused on what Ha-in was saying. 


Talking about his brother to another human being for the first time in his life, Ha-in discovered something new. He felt more toward his brother than just guilt or responsibility. He also hated him. He hated his violent, mean, irredeemable loser of a brother. He was at peace when his brother was away; that peace was broken each time his brother reappeared, and he feared his brother would continue to threaten any possibility of peace in the future. 


Ha-in knew he had zero desire to actually find his brother. He was looking for him only because their mother was worried and because it was the duty of any socially mature, morally sound, well-intentioned human being. I searched everywhere. I even went to the forest where he worked. Do you have any idea how much that cost me, or how much shit I got at the office for taking so much time off? Shall I add it up for you? Because that’s what lawyers do, Ma. We charge everything by the hour. Considering all the beatings and contempt I suffered, I think I’ve done more than enough for him. My only sin was using your womb after him. Ha-in wanted so much to grab his mother, who was constantly teary-eyed with worry over his brother even in her lucid moments, and shout those words in her face. 


Other than a hernia that required hospitalization once, Ha-in had never been sick as a child. Instead, he’d had his forehead stitched shut after his brother threw a rock at him, had a broken nose reset after his brother punched it, had the nice long lifeline on his palm severed by a shard of glass because of one of his brother’s pranks, and very nearly had his eardrum ruptured multiple times. His thighs, back, and other places that were usually covered up were constantly bruised. At school, he was made a laughingstock when his brother burned off the front of his hair with a lighter, and his calves and forearms still bore red gouge marks where his brother had dug his nails in. 


He’d never stolen anything in his life, but he was always treated like a thief who’d been caught with his hand in his mother’s purse. Whenever her money went missing, Ha-in’s older brother would lie sick in bed and attest in a voice gone weak that he’d seen Ha-in going through her wallet. On Ha-in’s birthdays and graduation days, instead of being there for him, his parents were at the hospital emergency room with his brother, who’d suddenly and mysteriously fainted and collapsed. Other than a couple of bad grades on some tests in school and one unsuccessful attempt at the bar exam, Ha-in had never failed at anything. And yet, he could never shake the feeling of being a failure, and on the rare occasion that he received praise for something, it felt like humiliation instead. The constant barrage of insults and criticism from someone so close to him had left him feeling ashamed, withdrawn, and small. It wasn’t until later that he realized what he’d become, and he hated himself for it. You trash, you fucking pig, his brother used to say to him, and he had nodded and repeated it to himself. He was trash, he was a fucking pig. His brother had done such a thorough job of reminding him of this fact that he never forgot it, not for a single moment. 


“They say that’s how boys grow into men,” In-su said, as if to console Ha-in. “By fighting and hitting and being hit.” 


“Not all boys. Only some of them are like that. I was hit, but I never once hit back.” 


Now that the truth was out, he felt himself grow callous again. He knew damn well he hadn’t set out on this trip to find his brother and drag him back to their mother, who was worrying herself to death over him. Their mother would never see his older brother again. He had come all this way just to be sure that he would never have to see his brother again either. 


“You should’ve hit back.” 


“If I had . . .” Ha-in paused. “I would’ve only gotten beat worse.” 


“You’re probably right,” In-su said with a laugh. “Standing up for yourself usually means getting your butt kicked even more.” 


Ha-in had never opened up this much about his brother before. He could do it because he’d never seen this In-su guy until now and he never would again. There was no risk of finding himself in an awkward situation or being blamed for telling the truth. No matter how In-su reacted, no matter whether he was disappointed or critical or insulting, it wouldn’t touch Ha-in. In-su’s cockiness reminded him a little of his brother, but he wasn’t afraid. Not at all. If nothing else, there was no chance In-su would beat him up. 


“Can you hear owls from in here?” Ha-in asked. 


“Owls?” 


“Yes.” 


“I don’t know. Maybe at night? You hear all kinds of things at night. Why do you ask?” 


“My brother said something about it. Something about owls crying in the forest and trees attacking him.” 


“Owls crying and trees attacking him?” 


“Yes.” 


“Hmm, okay. To be honest, owls crying and trees attacking? It sounds like he was making a big deal out of nothing. I’ve sat here all day and stared at the trees. It was a little scary at first. Because of how they stand together in groups like that. But it doesn’t bother me anymore. I realized there’s only one thing trees can do, and that’s stand in one spot with their feet stuck deep underground. They can’t change where they are. All they can do is stand there. They shake when the wind blows and drop their leaves in autumn, but that’s all they’re supposed to do. It’s nothing new, I mean. Same goes for owls calling. It startled me the first time I heard it. Like I said, you hear all kinds of things coming from the woods. But after a while it doesn’t bother you at all, because you eventually figure out what those sounds are. This is a forest, so it’s only natural you’ll hear an owl cry. It’s not an unfamiliar sound. If this were a village with people living in it, then it’d be a dog barking instead of an owl calling.” 
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