




Praise for Brother One Cell
“Brother One Cell is Mr. Thomas’s affecting account of his prison experience. It’s an offbeat coming-of-age story, the tale of a wide-eyed, innocent, middle-class American thrust into a world of deprivation and daily trials that speed his passage into adulthood and a deeper understanding of himself and the fallen creatures around him…. The detail is fascinating…. Sincerity and earnestness are [Thomas’s] strong points. A romantic to the end, he confronts his situation with Thoreau ready to hand, drawing simple conclusions from hard lessons, taking pleasure in small things, and appreciating the unexpected turn his life has taken.”
—William Grimes, The New York Times
“Compelling.”
—Chicago Tribune
“In his memoir, Thomas explains how that time of incarceration represented his real education. Surprisingly, he found little brutality (no rape) in Korea’s penal institutions, but there were language barriers, unfamiliar foreign customs, extreme codes of social hierarchy, and almost no individual freedoms. He had to overcome all of this, as well as his own personal demons, to get to a place of higher understanding—something that, amazingly, he seemed to accomplish. His account of that journey is gripping.”
—Booklist (starred review)
“As he bides his time, awaiting release, [Cullen] ultimately comes away with invaluable life lessons—paying his debt to that society, and more importantly to himself—en route to becoming a wise and more grounded adult. Part travelogue, history lesson, prison commentary, and cautionary tale, Brother One Cell reminds us that travel is often an interior pursuit at heart, one of reflection and personal discovery—and that cultural authenticity can be found in the strangest of places.”
—Vagabonding.com
“Cullen’s story, and that of his fellow inmates, is an extraordinary journey into an inescapable nightmare. He begins his sentence as a bitter young man—confused, scared and struggling to come to terms with his terrible lot. What transpires throughout the course of this wonderfully written memoir is at the same time provocative and entirely heartbreaking.”
—Jeff Neumann, coauthor of Babylon By Bus
“Like a bastard child of Paul Theroux’s travel writing and Joan Didion’s crisp introspective prose, Brother One Cell is a scary, funny, honest-as-hell, account of growing up and paying your dues inside—gulp—a Korean prison. Cullen Thomas probes with equal intensity his own life and mistakes, incarceration’s mental and physical toll, the experiences of his fellow inmates, and the humbling road to redemption, achieving a symphonic narrative harmony that makes his story impossible to forget. This is memoir at its highest level.”
—Ray LeMoine, coauthor of Babylon By Bus
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FOR MY PARENTS

A man nearing his release should avoid even falling leaves.
—Korean prison proverb
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I WAS ARRESTED in Seoul, South Korea, on May 27, 1994, for smuggling hashish into the country. I was twenty-three years old. In July I was convicted and sentenced to three and a half years in prison. I served my time in the Seoul Detention Center and prisons in the cities of Uijongbu and Taejon. On November 26, 1997, the final day of my sentence, I was deported to the United States. I have not been back to Korea since.
Instead of using the official system for romanizing Hangul, Korea’s alphabet, I have chosen to romanize Korean words, phrases, and proper names in my own way, as this results, I believe, in a more accurate representation of the actual sound and flavor of the language. All of the events depicted here are true. However, in order to protect both the innocent and the guilty some of the names have been changed. Any similarity between the fictitious names and the names of real individuals is entirely coincidental.


A VERSION OF THE TANGUN MYTH
A Creation Story of Korea

Hwan-In, the god of all the Heavens, had a son named Hwan-Ung. Hwan-Ung grew into a compassionate god who wanted to help mankind. He asked his father for permission to govern the Korean peninsula, and his dad let him do it.
So Hwan-Ung came down to earth with three thousand followers, appearing near a sandalwood tree on the slopes of Taebek Mountain, in the east of Korea, near the sea. He proclaimed himself Heaven King and established the City of God. He put followers in charge of the wind, rain, and clouds and taught the people useful arts: agriculture, medicine, carpentry, fishing—things to live by. He taught them right from wrong and set down a code of law.
Near the sandalwood tree was a large cave, where a bear and a tiger lived. Every day the animals went to the tree and prayed to Hwan-Ung. Heaven King was moved by their homage.
He called them over one day and presented them with a challenge. Giving them twenty bulbs of garlic and a divine bunch of mugwort, he said, “Eat these and stay out of the light of day for one hundred days. If you do this, I’ll make you human.”
The animals ambled back to their cave and set themselves to the task. But the tiger was impatient, and maybe he couldn’t stomach all the garlic (if so, he had no business living in Korea), and he dashed out. The she-bear, however, ate the garlic and mugwort and waited patiently inside the cave. After just twenty-one days Hwan-Ung rewarded her, transforming her into a beautiful woman named Ung-Nyo.
Ung-Nyo enjoyed life for a while but couldn’t find anyone to pass the time with and soon grew lonely. She went to the sandalwood tree on the mountainside again and prayed to Hwan-Ung that she might be blessed with a child. Given this chance to copulate with the beautiful Ung-Nyo, Heaven King found himself sympathetic to her cause.
Tangun, the son, was born, and the people rejoiced. In time, Tangun became the first human king of the peninsula, establishing his capital at Pyongyang. He called his kingdom…Chosun.
[image: image]


THE TIGER’S CAVE
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THE PAIN IN my side hasn’t been diagnosed, but I’m sure it’s Korea. A little Korean tumor between the pancreas and liver, or maybe a Korean tear in the muscle around the ribs, a Korean hernia, a persistent Korean funk. Ultrasounds and a CT scan have shown nothing. I’m concerned because, although it seems to disappear for weeks or months at a time, it always returns, a dull throbbing that saps my energy. It reminds me that we don’t escape our experiences, that they scar us quite literally and mark themselves in furrows in our soil—and that’s exactly as it should be. Otherwise, how would we trace ourselves?
Aside from this strange pain in my side, though, all the physical reminders of the years I spent in prison in South Korea have faded away. I’m back in New York, years removed, and I function fairly normally; you wouldn’t guess a thing by looking at me. The pus-filled boils on my chin went away, as did the large, painful ones in my crotch hair. (I thought I’d contracted the herpes that Big Green had gotten from Filipino prostitutes—had he lent me a pair of his shorts and I’d neglected to wash them first?—or that I’d gotten syphilis from somewhere in the general squalor of the jails. I was haunted by the idea that I’d never be able to love a woman again or have sex because all would be repulsed; I thought I wasn’t fit for anybody.) The parasites in my stomach were killed off with medicine. No sign now of the frostbite I had. The broken fingers healed. The color returned to my skin. Most of the bizarre accent I returned with is gone.
But I am not the same. South Korea, the Hermit Kingdom of old, took a huge piece of me; she didn’t take it really, but she vigorously broke me down and forced me to start life over. Life wouldn’t be forever, Korea told me then, nor would our time as who we think we are. She showed me that I was far from invincible, that I was enormously capable of failure and weakness. I was twenty-three, not very clever or wise in the ways of the world, and the consequences of my mistake were intensely painful. I bear the scar where no one can see it, in a solitary place, an immaculate wound down below everything else. It’s closed up now, but when I’m reminded of my years there—brought back by songs, faces in the crowds in New York City, overheard conversations—I split open and feel just how deep I go; out pours my heart, an almost forgotten organ of compassion and humility. It doubles me over and sits me down, keeps me straight. That scar is my greatest strength. I don’t know if life will ever again give me something so pure and hard and unrelenting, so savagely true to itself, determined to test me, to burn me and make me tastier for having suffered a little, for having eaten bitter, whether I deserved it or not.
As trying as it was, I would never give the experience back. I’m convinced life showed me something rare then, opened a view into the divine, a glimpse of its breadth and our smallness, the expanse of suffering and hardship in the world, the quiet benevolence that follows us down bare hallways, through bars, into nothing. I need to remember, not to forget, my own idiocy; not to forget how, by a mixture of my own predisposition and the grace afforded by Korea herself, I took something good from the test. I would have kept my blue prison pants had they let me. I’ve wondered what a photograph of me then would look like. I’ve still got the stamps in my passport, my Korean visa. I go to them sometimes to remember—the men I came to know, the hugeness of life in the smallest of spaces, what we longed for endlessly. In my room in Brooklyn I hang maps of Korea, dangling off China, a world away now and yet in my veins. On my wall hangs Il Hwan’s painting that I smuggled out of Taejon Prison—had they discovered it, the guards would have taken it from me. I’d watched Il Hwan at our table in the factory for years teaching himself how to paint in the classical Chinese style. I kept after him until he painted one for me: old thatch-roofed Korean houses beside a blue-green river, under mist and rolling mountains, a tiny fisherman sitting riverside.

ON THE STREETS of Manhattan I think I see Billy the Kid, the Colombian spitfire who’d gotten five for smuggling emeralds and cocaine; the buoyant, giant Nigerian Joseph; a Pakistani on the subway who, damned if I’m wrong, looks a little like Tracey: the proud posture, the handsome face, some faint hint of his androgynous genius. In other faces I see Koreans—guys from our shoe factory, others I never knew but would see daily for years in quick glimpses as we trudged back to our cells in long single lines through the empty stone halls: Gorilla Man’s Asian eyes; the barrel chest of Panjang Nim, our warlord of a factory captain; the face of feckless little Kee Jung, our factory doorman, who’d killed his cheating wife. Faces from a dream. They walk past like secret messages out of time. I do double takes and am cast back, across the world, seven thousand miles to the east. I wonder what has happened to them and where they are now. Some, like Chang Ho and Kee Baek, are still there behind Taejon’s walls. Joseph was deported and made his way to Holland. I lost touch with Reza after a couple of warm letters from Tehran. Billy disappeared back in Colombia, and like that I lost him. I stop on the street and wish it were really them somehow, that I could talk to them. We lived bare in Korea, suffered sometimes with dignity together, the flawed lot of us.
We lived like monks, often in silence and solitude; like peasants, glad for a meal with meat, subsisting, using little space, enduring the rough edge of seasons, bothering little in the world—though, of course, many of us had left outside enough wreckage for several lifetimes. We slept on stone and old wood floors, bathed with cold water even in the frigid winters; ate red-peppered cabbage and poor-man’s barley rice, a hard, coarse grain, even for breakfast. We cooked dried cuttlefish on the tops of our little coal stoves. Together we sang South Korea’s national song:
Though the East Sea should dry up and Paekdoo Mountain crumble
God has blessed us, long live our country!

When I talk to Koreans in the grocery stores and bodegas here in New York City, I remember. Korean comes out of my mouth and I feel my side throb dully and I know I was there.
“What were you doing in Korea?” they’re always curious to know.
“Teaching English,” I tell them.
“You are so good,” they often say, beaming, while I think to myself, You have no idea what you mean to me, where I was in your country—because we did go deep, down to her underbelly, to a place few foreigners will ever see, away into Korea’s more primitive past, into the proud, long-suffering grandfather hills of the peninsula.
Everything ends—seasons, pains, life sentences, championship runs on the dusty prison basketball court. We were all given an allotment of time that, like the bear and the tiger’s garlic and mugwort, we had to chew through in our caves. Not only had I never been in a cave like that before, but for the most part I’d also been blinded out in happy sun: the privileges of two loving parents and nice homes out in wooded suburbs, a good education, illusions of being the golden boy. I thought I could do it all, that I’d never fail. Korea changed that. Tough little Tae Han Min Gook took me aside and showed me a different story, the hardest and best one, the one I never would have seen without her.
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A long, long time ago

when tigers still smoked pipes
“I’M MR. SHIN, your prosecuting attorney in this case.”
The man sitting across from me, a tall, well-groomed Korean in suspenders, with jet-black hair set perfectly on his head, starts in, using passable English. I’m handcuffed in a chair opposite him in the headquarters of the narcotics division of the Korean police, on the ground floor of the Seoul High and District Prosecutors’ Office building. Six detectives on the couches alongside us look from Shin to me and back again, some grinning like idiots. Shin draws our attention to the box on the table.
“This is yours, isn’t it? You sent this box yourself. Just tell us.” The English is mechanical, disturbing.
“It’s not mine,” I say, trying to sound truthful. There are sounds of disapproval from the agents, hisses from their throats as they shift on the couches. When I was a kid, my neighbor’s mom used to tease me about the way I always claimed innocence when trouble arose—a bit of a verbal song-and-dance man. No matter what I’d done, I’d convince everyone I was innocent, or at least disarm them of their blame. I didn’t light and throw the M-80 that badly singed the German family’s dachshund; simply wasn’t me. We didn’t tear the house apart. Wasn’t me who busted all the stems on the living room plants; you’ve got the wrong guy.
“We know this is yours. Why don’t you confess?” Shin says again.
In a glass case against the back wall is a display of seized drug paraphernalia: pipes, syringes, vials. Near this little museum is a poster on the wall: Earth seen from a distance, and above it, a big needle and a huge skeletal hand with its fingers splayed. Drugs are the apocalypse. These men are on a mission, and things can only get worse for me.
Shin and the men on my left speak in Korean; then one of them pulls open the top of the box and takes out a brick-shaped object wrapped in brown duct tape. The agent takes a key out of his pocket, cuts through the tape, and pulls open a small corner, just enough to reveal what’s inside. He stands over me and puts that corner right under my nose.
“Look at it. What is that?” Shin asks me from the other side of the table. In my cell several days later, this incident will make me think of the treatment of young dogs, how a certain kind of owner will shove a dog’s face into the mound of crap it inevitably drops in the house. I smell the black earth inside as the detective holds it up. I can see the outline of the top piece through the tape, the shape of a half-moon—what in the Philippines had seemed so seductive to me.
“What is that?” Shin presses me.
I’m trying to think of an answer. I can’t say “I don’t know”—that would be protesting too much. I sure as hell don’t want to say the word “hashish” either; that’s way too close to home. But before I pause too long and think too much, I say “Cannabis” out loud, and the word seems to explode through the silence. It detonates and sends ripples through the room.
“Cannabis?” the agents repeat, turning to one another. They don’t quite understand, but then slowly they begin to. “Cannabis?” Aahhh, “can-na-bees,” yes, that’s right, that’s another name for it, I can see them thinking, the word registering at last.
They turn back to me collectively, only now with more resolve.
“It’s yours, isn’t that right?” Shin asks again.
“It’s not mine, I swear.” I have to lie to keep my head above water—some other people’s heads, too.
The agents huff and shift on the couches. They want a quick end to this. They speak among themselves again. Then the guy nearest me on my right, a short, fat man who still has the grease of lunch on his face and the smell of liquor on his breath, pulls himself forward on the couch, slides what looks like a curling iron or baton out of his suit jacket, and leans toward me with a smile. He holds the foot-long instrument in front of my face and as a demonstration triggers it so that it buzzes to life. All I can think is What the hell? before he casually presses it against my upper right thigh and triggers it again with a smile. A painful blast of electric current shoots through me, shoots me right out of my chair into the middle of the room.
“What the fuck!” I yell, as my chair bangs against the floor beside me. I’m terrified and have to make them stop. Desperate, I blurt out, “I’m gonna report this to the New York Times!” It’s all I can think of. I’m looking at the seven of them, checking my body internally for pain, feeling my hands cuffed behind me. Shin says something to the man holding the cattle prod, and he slides it back out of sight into his jacket. My mind breathes an enormous sigh of relief. Shin and the agents stand up and speak among themselves. Shin glares at me. “The penalty is ten years,” he says bluntly, walking toward the door. “The judge can show mercy only if you confess. I will see you again.”
Ten years? His words are worse than the electric shock.
Later, as part of the standard suspect interview, the investigators ask me if I’ve been mistreated at all during the arrest and questioning. I look at them, thinking about the cattle prod, and they look at me, waiting for my answer. I think that it will only get worse for me if I complain. If I let it go and say nothing, I tell myself, maybe they’ll give me a break on something in return.
But they’re going to bury me all the same. I have nothing to bargain with. Thirty thousand dollars or so to Prosecutor Shin might have done wonders, but I don’t know bribery is possible in my spot. I’m still naïvely looking for the benefit of the doubt, for the detectives to realize that I’m really just a good kid and pretty damn harmless, for them to laugh this off after scaring me and let the whole thing go. I don’t know about the hard-and-fast ways of the world.
But I’m getting a quick tutorial.

TWO OF THE detectives start asking for all my personal information. One takes my shoulder bag off me and finds my passport. He flips through its pages, examining the stamps.
“Mongolia, China, Russia—why you go there?” he asks accusingly.
I know my answer isn’t going to work—the Trans-Siberian Railroad, the wonders of that trip. Everything I’ve done is now being impugned with a motivation that wasn’t there before. It’s all suspect; in their eyes I’ve always been a smuggler. To keep myself together, I hold fast to the idea that they know nothing about me or my past, that their judgments aren’t the truth of the matter. But the damn weight given to those judgments—a relentless weight that will sit on me and surround me for years—my powerlessness, press hard on me, and I feel myself buckling. I don’t like how my life looks through their eyes.
“I wanted to see those places,” I tell the detective.
He looks at me smugly. A come-and-go traveler? Come on, what kind of life is that? he seems to say. To a Korean’s mind, marriage is proper and important, a steady job to which one is unfailingly loyal is proper and important, stability and a certain social place are proper and important. I come up short in every category. I’m a piss-poor Confucian, a counterculture, a vagrant, outside the decent lines, and a foreigner to boot.
“You traveled but not working? What money?”
“I saved money from teaching.”
“Teaching where?”
“At a children’s school in Taechi-dong, at Dongduk Women’s University…I taught businessmen at Hyundai, at ELS on Chongno…”
“If you are English teacher, why no work visa? Why did you arrive and go many times to our country?” With a pen he quickly draws a circle around my Korean visa. “Your work was illegal here.”
Noncontract, no binding commitments, more money—everything I might say to explain myself would be wrong. Colored in this new light, my life looks loose and mean.
Moo jik, no job, the agent writes in the computer. Where am I staying? He wants to know the address. Who are my friends in Seoul? What do I do with my time? He asks the questions, then writes in his computer.
I begin to see that an irreversible process has started and that I’m caught in its machinery. I keep wishing Shin and the detectives wouldn’t take the whole thing so damned seriously, but they are. I haven’t harmed anyone, I argue in my head. I committed no violence. But as the private illusion of my illegal fantasy is pierced and overrun by these real-world agents, I realize, painfully, that the world at large isn’t on the same page as I am, isn’t as carefree and amoral and forgiving. And as this bubble is burst, the addling adolescent air drained from it, I feel myself waking in horror.
The investigator periodically stops his train of inquiry and gives me a practiced man-to-man look that says “Come on, kid; it’s your package. Be a man and tell us you did it.”
“It’s not mine. I swear,” I protest again, wishing it were the truth. “I picked it up for Jay Gallagher, an American guy I met in the Philippines. I didn’t know him that well; I traveled with him for about a week. But it seemed like an easy thing to do. He said he wouldn’t be back in Seoul for another couple of weeks and he wanted someone to go get his package at the general post office and hold on to it until he got here. He was young, my age maybe, with long hair and blue eyes. I had no idea of what was inside; otherwise I never would have picked it up. No, he didn’t pay me anything…”
I’m thinking of a real character I met in the Philippines and turning him into a desperate fiction. He was a well-traveled American who never told us his real name or age. He called himself Tio and juggled everywhere we went in the Philippines—balls, bowling pins (he traveled with them), beer bottles—entertaining children in the seaside villages of Cebu and Mindanao, softening the mistrustful, curious stares. Tio had been all over Asia. Maybe he liked young boys, but he certainly didn’t have anything to do with the package in question, or any other that I knew of. He never once smoked with us on those hot nights in our bungalows or on the beaches under the sheet lightning that filled the Visayan sky.
Another investigator, an athletic-looking Korean, about thirty-five and wearing a dark sweater, pulls a chair up on my left side and sits down. He looks at me sharply but also with a certain detachment: it’s business as usual. He’s holding a thick wooden stick in his hand, and as I give my answers each time, as I lie and equivocate, as the guy behind the computer looks at me incredulously, shaking his head, this one brings the stick up to the side of my head, threatens to strike me, then brings it down slowly onto my left shoulder and taps me with it a few times. I’m praying that he doesn’t hit me. My body is useless, a danger to me. I try to draw it in, disappear. I feel my shoulders and head slumping, but all my nerve endings are tingling with fear. The agent at my side says nothing; he just sits there and menaces, first with the stick, then in the same tapping manner at the side of my head with a sneaker. I’m lucky that’s all it is. A Korean would have been beaten; other foreigners were, and worse.
When I give the detective at the computer my home phone number in New York, he thinks that I’m lying. Who do you think I am? I scream silently in my head. I can’t yet grasp the level of mistrust. I’m a kid who has made a large yet harmless mistake. They see me as something far more nefarious, and I can’t get over the chasm of difference in our perceptions.
“That’s my parents’ phone number.”
“Really?” the detective says provocatively. “You said it not clearly. Say again.” I repeat it for him. Acting as though he has caught me, as though he’s too smart for me to pull one over on him, he dials the number.
It’s Friday morning in New York, and my father answers. “Hello.”
“Yes, does Col-een To-ma-suh live here?”
“No, he doesn’t. Who’s calling?”
“This is Korea Police Inspector Lee. Do you know where he is?”
“This is Jeff Thomas, his father. This is his home, but he doesn’t live here anymore. Can I help you?”
“Jep To-ma-suh?”
I turn to the agent at my left and say with some vindication, “That’s my father.” Pops overhears me. It’s the last time he’ll hear me for a long while.
“He’s right there,” my father says. “What’s wrong? Can I talk to him?”
“He has serious trouble. You cannot talk now, but he will be permitted phone call later,” the agent says before abruptly hanging up. They never give me the phone call. Korean law doesn’t include a suspect’s right to one. (My father still curses the man: “That bastard! He lied to me; he said you would get a phone call!”)
Hours have passed since they grabbed me, and my mind is a hot blur. I’m desperate for it to stop. Please, even just a break, I’m thinking; let me collapse for a moment, let me stop this bleeding. I feel like I’ve been run over. My mind has been drubbed numb; but just on the other side of that numbness I can feel self-condemnation festering, my own conscience waiting for its turn at me.
The young American the police arrested with me at the post office is in the room. They have him on a couch and are asking him questions.
“I don’t even know him. He wasn’t with me. He had nothing to do with it,” I keep telling the detectives. After holding him for several hours, they finally let him go, and as he breathes in relief, rubs his wrists, and is escorted past me toward the door, he says to me, “Good luck.” I’m sorry that because of a hello from me in the post office, he’s been handcuffed, held, and threatened, but I envy him, too, because how clean is true innocence? As I watch him go by me and walk out the door, I’m thinking, How simple is that? At this moment I see how much that can mean, how our deeds spell the difference.

THE DETECTIVES CALL in a young Korean American—probably a relative of one of the men, a nephew, or the sexless, proper male friend and neighbor of one of their daughters. They bring him in to translate exactly what I’m saying and to explain their side of it clearly. I try to imagine the detectives calling him at his house in the early evening of that Friday night:
Hi, is this little Chung Min’s mother? Greetings, how are you? It’s the prosecutor’s office. Yes, we’re looking for your son. We have this American suspect here and it’s not going so well. We could use your son’s English.
Ah, yes, okay, he’s doing his schoolwork. I will get him, one moment, please.
Mom must have been so proud of her little man.
We’ve been doing all right without the little hero up till now. I certainly don’t need an arrogant, glasses-wearing seventeen-year-old to stop his homework so that he can come in and grill me, tell me I’m stupid, and stare disapprovingly at me in my worst hour. But that’s what I get. This kid sits there with poise and translates the inspectors’ questions, putting them to me in English with smug confidence—the same questions about the box, where it comes from, how I’m connected to it, who Jay Gallagher is. He doesn’t stay long, but my low point comes when he is across the desk from me.
“So, you are saying that you didn’t know what was inside the package? You were picking it up for the man you met in the Philippines, someone you didn’t really know.”
“That’s right.”
“Well,” he sighs, reaching his summation, “you’re either lying or you’re really stupid.” Staring right at me, this little hired prick, telling me how it is. I’ve suspended my ego and a good deal of pride since the process began, trying not to provoke the police any further, but there is enough still active in me to bristle at this kid. It’s a bitter phrase to swallow, not least of all because he’s right.
Now the detectives take my books and papers out of my bag. I have a pocket-size Bartholomew world atlas, and they smirk at me over that as if it’s further proof of my criminality. I also have a list of phone numbers of friends and business contacts I’ve acquired in Seoul. The agents take their time going slowly down the list, quizzing me on who the people are, especially the Koreans.
I answer the detectives regarding each person in turn. “Tae Woo—he’s a student of mine…Mr. Han—that was an institute owner I worked for…Hae Jin—a girl I was friends with…Kim Myung Sik—he’s the editor of the Korea Times. I wrote for them.” See! I’m a writer, and look! I’ve done good things in your country, worthy things; I’m not the unwanted element, I argue in my head.
They don’t know what to make of the little book of wisdom I have in my bag: A Practical Manual for Good and Perilous Times, by the seventeenth-century Spanish priest Baltasar Gracián. A gift from my dad. He’s always trying to wise us up. The titles of the book’s sections read like warnings: “No man is wise at all hours”; “When a falsehood is exposed, accept immediate responsibility”; “To cavort with the vulgar is to infect both dignity and reputation”; “Be careful what you put in writing”; “Know that there are no secrets”; “Know how to plead your case.”
I’d been unwise. I hadn’t accepted. I’d cavorted, put stuff in writing, forgotten about secrets, and wasn’t doing too well pleading. I’d read Gracián’s book, but damned if I wasn’t coming up empty on every count.
The detectives register each item in a log and post little yellow notes in Korean on them. I’ve always loved the precision of Koreans’ handwriting, and I admired it even then. I turn my head to see Korean suspects being interrogated at another desk in the room. They look sordid. Do I look the same now? I wonder. Like me, they’re handcuffed and seated on metal folding chairs, but they’re wearing blue prison uniforms and have ropes around their arms. The detective at the computer in front of one suspect keeps shouting and standing up to slap him on the head.
I’m the most exhausted I’ve ever been. The detectives are calling it a day after some seven hours of bullying. I just want to collapse on the floor and not think or move, but it’s time for dinner. The detectives order a delivery and clear off the two couches and coffee table so we can have a group meal. To pay for my share, one detective has me watch as he takes out a ten-thousand-won note (roughly twelve dollars then) from the money that’s in my bag. The agents are just finishing off another day of success catching bad guys, settling down to relax over their steaming bowls. Happy them, disconsolate me. They seem pleased to know that my life is sinking before them, and I’m stunned by their callousness. I’m at the end of one couch, sitting with my head down and not much appetite, but the detectives pass me food and try to include me as though we’re on a team picnic. They uncuff me so I can eat. My arms, though free now, feel lifeless. They ask if I like Korean food. I say I do and they nod approvingly. They’ve ordered ja-jang myun for me, a favorite among young Koreans: thick noodles with beef and vegetables covered in a thick black sauce. I suppose I was lucky to have been included in their meal; it was a foreigner’s privilege, the first of many—each one countered by an equal and opposite foreigner’s disadvantage.
They comment on the way I use the chopsticks with my left hand. All of them eat with their right. The offices are quiet except for the sound of the plastic bowls and containers, the metal of the chopsticks, and the detectives’ slurping and chewing.
After dinner they give me a blanket and lock me in an empty holding cell off the main room. I lie down on the pitted wood floor and listen to the sounds of the detectives departing. The lights go off and I hear doors closing. Then the silence seems to rise in my ears like a wave and overwhelm me. It’s crushing. I feel like crying, but I have nothing left (how sad is self-pity!). Within moments, I crumple into sleep.
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THE NEXT MORNING, as I’m being led out into the parking lot of the Seoul prosecutors’ building, several Korean attorneys in suits turn to stare at me. No matter how professional Korean justice might be, the mere sight of a handcuffed foreigner still creates an immediate, voyeuristic spectacle. I stand out. They stare and I can see their questions on their faces. This is good because I know I won’t get lost in the shuffle. But I wonder what side effects this extra attention, my being a novelty, will bring.
It’s late May 1994. The Korean spring is fresh, and the air feels good against my skin after my night in the holding cell. Three detectives are leading me toward a four-door silver sedan. I squint up into the sun. I’m struck by the sudden instinct to somehow memorize and store what I’m seeing out there in the open. As we drive south I watch in silence as we pass geometric Korean characters against low cement and unlit neon tubes. The detectives say nothing. Then we’re out of the concrete jumble and in broader spaces, the outskirts of Anyang City, a satellite of the capital. Set back from the two-lane road about a mile, behind fields with nurseries, greenhouses, and farm equipment, the towers and solid walls of a large, faded white fort stand out against a low, rolling hill. At the four corners and halfway down the line of each wall are towers with podlike, oval battlements in the same blank, faded stone as the walls. In the center of the interior, standing high above everything else, is a main tower atop a thick column, and I can see that like a single Cyclops eye it watches everything below it in a powerful 360-degree sweep.
We drive through several gates and into a central courtyard. A blue sign above the entrance to the main building announces the Seoul Detention House, one of several jails in and around Seoul where suspects are held during their trials and sentencing. Most of the writing in the prison, and that on my indictment and court papers, will remain inscrutable to me for months to come. My comprehension is on a serious time delay, and the lag makes life much more difficult and forces me to learn as much Korean as I can, as fast as I can.
I see guards coming and going, in dark blue uniforms, with caps bearing the symbol of Korean justice, a flower, the rose of Sharon, its rounded petals forming a pentagram. Young soldiers in fatigues pass by and take me in with glances, stares, some with an audible “Oh?” I think I hear others say things in English as they go by, dredging up words or phrases they’ve studied in school over the years.
The detectives lead me up the polished front steps, past the Korean flags on either side, and into a large room with dozens of desks. They turn me over to the detention house guards and walk out. In the room soldiers stomp by in thick black boots. Some of them are skinny, pimply kids, others solid and fierce looking: hard, square faces and shaved heads. It’s the same with the guards: in their appearance and countenance some remind me that South Korea is a young and innocent place. They’re a good-natured, tradition-bound people, and there is nothing to fear, especially for an American, I think. But in others I see the unknown and the unpredictable, the fiercer edge of justice, and the toughness and unreason of a very different Asia.
A guard tells me to sit on a couch along the wall, and as I do I feel the weight of the entire place press right down on my chest. I break down. Fear is a part of the pain. I’m crying because everything is lost, and I don’t want to go to jail, not for another night, not for the long years Shin has threatened me with. I’ve seen movie scenes of prison. I’ve read some books. But I’ve never before been inside a prison or, to my knowledge, even seen one from the outside. I’ve never been in trouble with the law. Thoughts and images from my time in Seoul run through my head as I’m trying to guess what kind of prisons Koreans might run, what it will be like for me once we step outside this office. I wonder if they’ll beat me. I think of tae kwon do, the deadly Korean martial art, of fights I’ve seen in the streets, of the legends I’ve heard about the ferocity of South Korean soldiers who served with U.S. forces in Vietnam. No doubt they’re a passionate people with fierce tempers. I’m worried whether I’ll be able to defend myself if I have to fight in here. What will the cell be like? Will I be put with Korean sociopaths? Regardless, crying isn’t going to make a good first impression, I tell myself. Maybe they’ll think Americans are soft.
Just then an older officer with a kind face walks over and takes a seat in a chair in front of me. He shakes his head gently and pats my leg. In halting English he asks me my name.
“Do not worry, Tomasuh,” he says, still holding the hard edge that every guard tried to maintain, the attitude that says “You’ve done this; you’ve committed a crime, son. This is your rightful lot, so pick yourself up and deal with it.”
I’m led into an empty room with wooden benches and told to strip. The guard looks displeased with his task. I take off my pants, shirt, shoes, then everything else. I watch as the guard rolls the items into a ball on the floor, then holds them away from his body and hurries the bundle out of the room as though it were contaminated, both biologically and morally, I suppose. I wonder when I’ll see my clothes again, and instantly the thought becomes a goal. When you get your clothes back, I tell myself, you’ll know this is over.
The guard asks me to bend over and he quickly half-pantomimes the action so that I understand. He’s holding a small flashlight at the ready. I can see by the expression on his face that this is horrific for him. I’m not excited about it either. I bend over, and in no time to do much inspecting at all he calls the operation complete. He issues me a pair of floppy gray rubber slippers, tosses me two pairs of cheap white underwear, two undershirts, a pair of socks, and fishes out a pair of dark blue prison pants and a jacket top. The pants are too short, and the jacket sleeves don’t reach my wrists. I’m a goofy-looking inmate.
The guard leads me into an adjoining gray cement room where a dozen new Korean inmates are seated on wooden benches. I take a seat behind them all in the last row. A guard at the front of the room begins to sharply inform us of the rules of the detention house. I can’t understand anything he says. Old men with wrinkled faces turn and look quizzically at me. Some of the guys look like the absolutely appropriate dregs: shambling cretins with scars and tattoos of dragons, insensate and retarded faces; younger Koreans with disturbed energy, sour mouths, and misshapen heads, physiognomies that by themselves might lead to convictions. The instructor ignores me. I can’t help thinking, Am I subject to these rules in the same way? If this is a purely Korean world, then where and how do I fit in?
These are questions that will never really go away, that neither side will ever fully answer.

A GUARD LEADS me into the jail’s maze of empty gray hallways stretching hundreds of yards. My escort and I walk quietly, snaking our way to block 13. Numb and in a kind of trance, I watch his shoes hitting the stone and stare at the neatly trimmed hair below his cap on the back of his neck. We climb to the third floor—an empty hall with a view over the walls at the front of the jail, fifteen cells down the left side. It’s the specially designated foreigners’ floor, where we are segregated from the Korean inmates.
As the guard walks me down the hall, I can see faces looking out from the barred openings of each cell, guys standing up and leaning against the bars, seeing who the newcomer is, making him walk the gauntlet. I feel thin and weak in their gaze; I wonder if they can tell I’m scared and inexperienced. I try to walk tall and not turn my head to look at any of them squarely.
“What country?” someone calls out.
The guard stops at cell 12. His big metal key rattles as it enters the hole and finds the notch; there is a second of metallic strain as it works against the bolt, then the sudden power of the metal sliding, smashing against the other side of the mechanism—a deep BANNGG that echoes down the hall and hangs in the air. From this opening note it becomes the score to our prison lives. Bang to let us out, bang to put us back, bangs to divide the days.
I step up into the cell in which I’ll spend twenty-three hours a day for the next six months. It’s a two-man cell—there is a small bed frame covered by a thin green mattress on either side of the room—but I have it to myself for now, and that is a small consolation. The thought comes to me that my teaching in Korea is over; it lasted just seven months. Now it seems like it was years. And how long am I going to be here? I need to know. Nobody has broken the spell and laughed at himself, not Shin or the detectives or the guards. But the delusional part of me is still waiting for somebody to appear to snap his fingers and make it all go away.
In the year leading up to this moment, I traveled to feel the rush of discovery: searching for coffee in Moscow; staring out a huge window with blue shutters at the lights rising in a hill above Tetouan; watching a sunset from the top of a white wall in the Andalusian town of Villamartín; riding in the bicycle streams of Beijing. There was recklessness, too, and leaving things to chance. Rocket—my dynamic partner, a short spark plug of a Jewish-American girl from Brooklyn—she and I got out of Morocco on our last dollars, slept under a palm in Estepona, hitchhiked several days back to Seville. Then I actively sought an element of danger. The pitch had to be higher, the mix more intense. Just a few weeks before my arrest, I was in the southern Philippines, on the breakaway island of Mindanao, with its tales of Islamic rebels and kidnappings. I was hopping islands down the wild Sulu Archipelago, looking for pirates. Choices finally caught up with me.
In the cell I walk over and sit down on the edge of one cot. I sit there staring off, dumbfounded. In the short walk down the corridor I was struck by what I faced. It is far too much reality, and yet it seems like a perfect joke—though again, no one besides me seems to be seeing it that way (a pretty good sign that something is drastically wrong). I mean, who still puts iron bars on windows to match the picture of a prison in a dictionary? And the windows set so you can see out but not too much, just enough to tease you with the notion that the whole world is off limits? The guards’ costume—their stiff military caps, the pins of rank on their collars—seems too perfect. And the metal door, the ancient lock and key; everything gray, drab, bare—all of it screams “Cliché!” at the top of its lungs. Deep below my shock—I can almost hear it—a voice inside my head is saying, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Until now I’ve never considered the risk; worse, I managed to ignore the chance of things going wrong. Now I want to know why they have. I’m like a man shot through the chest but disbelieving it, with a stunned look on his face as he runs his hands over his body trying to find the wound. Thomas refusing to believe it was Christ risen until he could feel where his master was pierced. Why me? Why this? I keep asking myself desperately as the guard shuts the cell door. It’s as if my life is caught in the frame and is cut neatly in two when the door slams shut.
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“SWORDS!” I WAS yelling at my mom as she stood over her table saw in the backyard. That’s where we could find her most days when we got home from school. The rough sounds of power tools going meant Mom was near and all was well.
My brother, Chris, eleven years old, and I, fifteen months younger, stood a bit away. There were rules for when she was working; we’d already broken one of them just by talking to her, but this was an emergency.
“We need more swords!” I shouted over the noise.
Mom turned off the saw and it growled to an angry stop.
“Mom, sorry, some of our swords broke yesterday. Can you make us new ones?”
“Just write down what you need. I’ll do them today if I finish the shelves.”
She made beds, dollhouses, bookcases, desks—finest female carpenter on the eastern seaboard. Her father was an architect, and maybe she picked it up from him—designing structures, shaping materials. She once ran her own business, Thomas Teaching Tools, creating educational crafts and toys out of wood, and once was commissioned by the town to make a wood model of an old castle on the water in Sands Point. Her replica was stunning, and after it was done and had made the local papers, we sat around the mini-castle staring, poring over its ramparts and chambers, imagining all the things that could happen in and around such a place. Mom had enormous energy, enough for her to also serve as our armorer, crafting us weapons to feed our warrior fantasies. No other mom went this far; we knew ours was the best.
Chris and I went into the kitchen and got out a piece of paper and a pencil.
“Ole, Josh, Mark, Dave…me and you, so we need, let’s say, six short swords.”
“And daggers,” I said excitedly. “I definitely need a dagger. Write four!” A dagger was necessary if your sword got knocked from your hand. You could sheathe it in one of the loops on the waist of your pants.
We ran back outside and placed the paper next to the saw. Later in the day there would be a beautiful pile of wooden swords waiting for us on the deck. Mom’s blades were simple yet perfect: each one with the top cut in from both sides to form a harmless but realistic point, a small piece nailed at a right angle six inches above the base to form the hilt. The short swords were about two feet long; the daggers, half that. We’d assemble the kids on our street as quickly as possible, distribute the weapons, and grab black plastic garbage-can tops to serve as shields. We’d split into groups and go berserk, staging pitched battles all around the house, over the front and back decks, down into the woods of Port Washington. Kids would be spread out in combat over the lawns and porches. We thought we were brave and battle-wise. I fancied myself a rare swordsman, a slashing piratical master. I loved it when the other kids nicknamed me Spider because I’d spin webs and dodge them all and couldn’t be trapped and would cut away at unseen angles. I’d stab guys through the cracks in Mark’s fence. I was going to do wonders, win kingdoms.
It was Mom who ordered Chris and me the complete set of Tintin’s adventures from Little, Brown when we had to have them all. They arrived in a neat brown box, which we immediately tore open, spreading the colorful books out on the floor, throwing ourselves into them. Tintin, that little blond dandy, and his creator, Hergé, hold much of the blame for my wanderlust. Tintin was always off somewhere, on the run, investigating, deep in some intrigue. We followed him to Tibet, Scotland, Peru, the Red Sea. The names alone lit up my imagination, the stories providing some of my earliest and most memorable geography lessons. When someone spoke in a foreign language, the words were written out in the alphabet of that tongue; the native costumes (djellabas, Amazon cloth, Mongol coats, English knickers) were accurate and exotic; the streets of foreign cities were drawn to evoke the local color—all of it infused with wonder and simplicity, the kaleidoscope of the real world seen through the pure eyes of an inquisitive boy. I wanted to go where Tintin did. I could be like him, my pea brain thought; I can learn those skills, have that luck abroad, even without the little white dog of a talisman he always had with him. I’ll wield my machine gun on a deserted island as he does in Flight 714. I’ll brave the curse of the disturbed Incan mummies, make my way in disguise through the bazaar of an Arab city.
In all our minds was Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, the quest, the wonder and terror of unknown places. We’d all read the books at around the same time, memorizing down to the lineage of horses the dizzying array of details. Like Aragorn or Frodo, we’d be in the thick of it. We were pirates for Halloween, with sashes and blades. Dressed as soldiers one year, we’d stabbed, crushed, and busted scores of beautiful pumpkins that people had placed in prim arrangements around their homes. A pumpkin massacre—some streets ran with seeds. Chris and I were always playing with our little cavalry figures, Union troops with guns, or with Lincoln logs, making frontier houses and forts. We made up endless games in the woods. A favorite one year was Dr. Hinton and Ball-digger Jones. Hinton was an evil bastard played by Chris. He wielded a big metal pogo stick that for us was a crossbow known simply as “the heavy.” I was Jones, the guy whose life was spent tracking down Dr. Hinton. Dave was my trusty sidekick, Max. Dave was always the sidekick, always the lovable freak with the large white-boy Afro. He was fascinated by blood and guts and could often be found reading Fangoria magazine or hiding in his kitchen closet with large knives to scare his mother when she came home. But Dave was the gentlest kid out of all of us. We lived across the street from each other and were close friends. We played together almost every day, until he careened headfirst into a tree while skiing in Vermont and died at age twelve. Twelve years was precious little. Dave was supposed to walk away from a fall. We all were.
We played Dungeons and Dragons for hours on end. Every part of those dice-and-paper adventures was conjured in detail, written down, debated, and vicariously acted out. There were dazzling treasures and beasts, fortresses and caves, secret doors and passages, and maps, so many amazing maps. Kobolds to hack apart, gelatinous blobs that would try to suck you in, poisoned chests that would shoot darts into you when you greedily pried them open, cloaks and boots that allowed you to move with stealth, backstabbings, entire books full of monsters, magical weapons, gold and platinum for the taking. Everything went through the imagination, and you’d have to watch your players, your thieves, rangers, and clerics, as you would yourself, measuring their strength and how much they could carry. The game taught us a whole new vocabulary for the world, words like “initiative,” “dexterity,” “constitution.”
Pops was into maps, and all manner of strange facts and knowledge—natural disasters, UFOs, esoteric teachings. The family stopped going to Mass at St. Francis, and Pops began leading us in meditation circles on the living room floor, with books on the psychic Edgar Cayce and extraterrestrial contacts from the Pleiades on the shelves around us. During our meditations Chris and I would make stupid faces when everyone’s eyes were supposed to be closed. Our younger twin sisters, unable to resist opening their eyes, would look up, see us, and burst out laughing, destroying the solemnity Pops was trying to create. He would take Chris and me on what seemed like daring expeditions to Half Moon Beach in Sands Point, where we’d follow him on treks over swampland, with us occasionally falling into the murk or, in winter, on our bellies, crawling over fields of ice. He liked to tell us about malamutes, the hardiest dogs: “They can go the farthest, with the heaviest load, on the least amount of food.” In the winter we went out on missions with him to collect wood for our stoves. We’d find abandoned pallets behind factories, take them home, and cut and pile the wood into neat stacks under our front porch.
To be the Jolly Marauder, that was the ideal my brother and I imagined, our name for it. If we had an archetype or a life model, the Jolly Marauder was it, a kind of half-pirate, half-noble adventurer. We saw him as resilient and scrappy, with tons of energy. There was a lot that was honest and unfettered in him, too. He might be wounded, but he’d keep coming; he didn’t mind the odds against him. He might verbally desecrate your mother, but he’d win the day; able as all hell, he was on the fly. And the Marauder knew without saying that life was a vast opportunity, a huge, kaleidoscopic treasure, so the trick was to plunge forward with near abandon. There was too much to enjoy. He’d jump ditches, fight if he had to, save birds by beaning predatory cats with tennis balls on perfect strikes from across the street, laugh into enormous slices of watermelon, eating them like a famished lunatic while Grandmom told the story of Granddad’s death from the other side of the table (amazingly, she took no offense); he’d help where he could and work hard and do what he wasn’t supposed to—throw snowballs at cars and handfuls of candy against the sides of houses, creating the sound of suburban machine-gun fire. I can see something Irish in our Jolly Marauder, his scrappy toughness, his celebratory spirit. In Conrad’s short story “Youth,” the boat young Marlow is on is battered by heavy storms on its voyage to Bangkok. Marlow is forced to tie himself to the mast by a rope as he desperately tries to bail water
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