
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“Chung-Cha belongs to Christ,” Father declared. “Even if you destroy me, God will still watch over my daughter.”

The agent chuckled.

“And what if I destroy her?”
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Out of North Korea
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“The cowering prisoners will soon be set free; they will not die in their dungeon, nor will they lack bread.”

Isaiah 51:14
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CHAPTER 1
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I’m an American, and I’m in trouble.

Big trouble.

I’m not talking about the kind of trouble you get in when your computer crashes the night before your dissertation is due. Or the trouble you get into with the relatives when you forget to call your granny on what has got to be her 115th birthday.

That’s not the kind of trouble I’m in right now. I wish it were. Even from where I sit on the atheist/agnostic spectrum, I don’t think it’s too strong for me to say I wish to God it were that easy.

In fact, I could even go so far as to say I wish I were back in that Chinese jail.

Yeah. That’s how serious this is.

I’m an American. I’m fixating on the words like some meditative mantra at an enlightenment class, but as my interrogator stares me down while I sit here in my boxers and my not-so-stylish pair of handcuffs, I don’t think he cares all that much about what’s written on my passport.

Nor does he care that the lies and the crimes I’ve been accused of may very well cost me my life.

All he cares about is one thing. Breaking me down until I confess to whatever it is they think I’ve done. Unfortunately, after my last experience in North Korea, I have a pretty solid idea about what that means.

I’m shivering in my boxers. This little hotel room/office/holding cell/whatever the heck this place is can’t be a degree over fifty, and I haven’t seen my clothes since last night.

“Do you know where you are, American?” my interrogator asks. He’s got this sneer on his face that’s so quintessentially villainous he could be accused of overacting if anyone ever got this on film. Except I’m not in a movie. No Navy SEAL team or debonair James Bond type is going to break in here and rush to my rescue.

In Hollywood, the Americans always make it out alive. In this case, I think my chances are about as good as the guy who played Jar Jar Binks winning an Oscar for his performance in Star Wars.

In other words, I’m doomed. The biggest question isn’t whether or not I’m going to die. It’s how much this man — and all the others like him — are going to torture me before someone finally pulls the plug. Or the trigger.

Or whatever it is they’re going to do to me.

Now maybe you understand why I’d rather still be a prisoner in China.

The man leans down and thrusts a pen and paper onto the desk where I’ve been chained. “Start writing,” he barks.

I’m about to tell him that penmanship while handcuffed isn’t a skill most citizens practice in America regardless of how they might do it in North Korea, but with his scowling face and my sitting here shivering in my boxers, I’m not sure how well the delivery would pull off. So instead, like a good little schoolboy, I ask, “What do you want me to write about?” And all the while I’m thinking about if I’d rather be rescued by James Bond, Navy SEALs, or one of those femme fatale spy characters like Angelina Jolie in Salt.

Heck, I would even take the Avengers or Peter Parker in his Spidey suit if I thought it’d increase my chances of surviving.

My overacting villain trope continues to grimace. I get the feeling that he imagines himself quite the intimidating specimen. Adding to the melodrama, he refuses to clear his throat but growls out in a raspy voice, “Start off by telling us who you are and why you snuck into North Korea to spy on our great nation.”
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About fifteen minutes later, my personal North Korean interrogator Happy Face storms back in. “You have your confession ready?”

My wrists are so chafed I could probably write an entire five-point essay in blood more easily than this.

“Going a little slowly,” I grumble.

“What? What did you call me?”

My new best friend apparently is afflicted with a scorching case of Little Man Syndrome. Lucky me.

“I said I need more time to work on it.” I over-enunciate every word, wondering if Korean culture has perfected the subtle art of sarcasm the way we have in the grand old US of A.

He snatches the paper from me. “What is this?” He squints at my scribbles.

“It’s my confession.” Admittedly, my handwriting’s illegible even when I’m not handcuffed to my desk. If you just let me have my smart phone, I could dictate my confession ...

“What does this say, American?” He shoves the paper into my face.

“Do you need me to read it to you?”

He pauses, as if considering. That answers my question about sarcasm. He lets out a scoff of sorts, which I can only take to mean that he’s taking me up on my offer.

I glance up. “You really want me to read this? Out loud?” I can’t remember the last time I’ve had to stand up and read an essay I’ve written. Okay, so technically I can’t stand up right at the moment, but it feels just as awkward. You know that dream about showing up to school in nothing but your underwear? I’m basically living it out right now.

Officer Good-Cheer scowls at me in dead earnestness. Seeing as how I have very little left to lose, I read — or attempt to read — the start of my confession.

“You asked me to explain how I ended up in your sacred little kingdom called North Korea. Let me tell you. There I was in China, on a visa with the full permission of both the Chinese government and the US Embassy, when all of a sudden, some thugs came up from behind and grabbed me and my friend.”

“Thugs?”

I blink at him. “Yeah. Thugs. You know, Godfather, Gangs of New York. Thugs.”

He blinks again.

I let out my breath. “Bad guys,” I finally translate for him, and he grunts something which I take to mean he wants me to continue.

“After about three nights in the Chinese jail,” I read, “and after being repeatedly denied the opportunity to speak to anyone from the US Embassy” — I steal a peek at him to make sure he’s following my big words — “I was given a pill, which I was told was headache medicine. I woke up here this morning with no clothes on except my boxers, and some thug” — here I admit to some slight on-the-fly rewording — “demanding to know what I’m doing in North Korea.”

“Liar!” The man lunges for my paper, tears it out of my hand, and proceeds to rip it up into little shreds. His eyes glisten menacingly, and I keep waiting for a director to yell cut and tell him he’s overdoing it.

“You are a bad prisoner.”

He stares at me expectantly, and I wonder what he’s waiting for. Does he think I’m about to cower with my tail between my legs or start bawling my eyes out because he called me something mean?

“For your punishment, you will stand in the corner and think about what you have done.”

I raise my eyebrows, the universal sign for seriously? He wants to me stand in the corner — in my boxers no less — and think about how bad I am? Is that what he’s saying? Should I tell him that in America, nobody gets put in timeout after the age of four?

“What are you doing, American?” he demands. “Why do you not obey?”

I have no idea why Lord of the Rings pops into my head now of all times, but I find myself making my best Sean Aston as Samwise impression by saying, “Begging your pardon, but last time I checked, I was still chained to this desk.”

I wonder if he’s going to tell me what a bad prisoner I am again, and if he does, I’m ready with a real doozy of a comeback: Oh yeah? Well I think you’re a lousy guard. So there.

He unlocks my cuffs, but not for long enough that I can stretch out this awful pain in my shoulder. Next thing I know I’m in the corner, my hands are cuffed behind my back, my nose pointed straight at the wall. My guard slams the door shut behind him, and in the silence, I’ve got all the time in the world to think about what I’ve done.

Like how I ended up here. I spent the summer between Seoul and China working on my documentary of North Korean refugees. Nothing illegal, nothing to warrant an arrest. I probably wasn’t too popular with the government over there because I was actually telling the world about the way the Chinese persecute North Korean immigrants, sending them home to face torture and imprisonment if they’re caught, but the last time I checked, my US passport still promised me the freedom of speech.

I wasn’t terribly surprised or even all that worried when I got arrested in China. I mean, what was the worst they could do? Slap my wrist and send me home, right? Except they didn’t send me home. They drugged me, and I woke up a prisoner of the North Koreans. I don’t understand any of it, and I’ve got to find a way to get free.

Hear that, God? Are you listening?

Discounting the last few days since my arrest, I’m pretty sure I haven’t said a single prayer since I graduated high school, but now I can hear my Grandma Lucy’s voice almost as clearly as if she were a little miniature angel sitting on my shoulder, shining halo over her head and everything.

Bless him, Father God, and fill him with great boldness and courage to spread your news to the nations, and yada, yada, yada.

I’ve made my way up and down the atheist/agnostic spectrum starting on day one of my undergrad orientation until now. But it’s still nice to know that somewhere I’ve got a little old granny lady praying for me. That woman is so annoying with her religious fervor that as soon as we’re done talking on the phone I have to jump onto my favorite atheist Reddit forum to vent, but as much as I despise the fundamental bigotry she stands for, I adore that little white-haired lady.

And I hope God doesn’t let me die before I get the chance to tell her that one more time.
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Here I am again at my desk, except by now I suppose Captain Sadist must not consider me a flight risk because even though my wrists are handcuffed together, I’m not shackled to the furniture anymore. Maybe I’ve progressed from being a bad prisoner to a below-average prisoner.

Do North Koreans give their captives time off for good behavior? I seriously doubt it.

I’ve been ordered to write my confession again, the real reason I crossed the border and sneaked into North Korea, which is what they tell me I’ve done. Last night, after standing in my little bad-boy corner for what felt like hours, I was allowed to sleep — still in nothing but my boxers — and now the sun’s just coming up for the day.

The Real Reason I Crossed the Border into North Korea. I’ve been promised that once I pass my writing assignment, I’ll be rewarded with some sort of breakfast. My first meal since I woke up here yesterday.

When I was a kid, school felt just like a prison. And writing essays, that was torture. It wasn’t until I joined the high school newspaper that I realized the truth. If I’m allowed to write exactly what I wanted to write, I adore it. Add in the photography skills I first learned at a summer community class, and my destiny as a photojournalist was sealed.

For years, that’s what I’ve done. As a freelancer blessed with a ten-thousand-dollar camera and a few fortuitous connections from my grad-school days, I’ve set my own hours, deadlines, and assignments. Until digital technology finally surpassed my own learned skill, I developed my film by hand, but now I’m addicted to the tech. It’s been years since I’ve used pen and paper. I do all of my writing by dictation, yes, even most of my emails. None of these wide-ruled sheets of notebook paper that transport me into traumatized flashbacks of sixth grade English class.

For many writers, there’s absolutely nothing more intimidating than a blank page. I write my name in the top right-hand corner. I’ve even given my essay a working title. How I Ended up in North Korea.

Unfortunately, that’s all I’ve got down so far. Either Mr. Chuckles doesn’t know or doesn’t care that someone captured me in China, drugged me, and brought me here. I have no memories whatsoever of my journey, and every once in a while I wonder if I’ve ended up as part of some kind of terrible social experiment. Maybe in a minute or two, a whole slew of American film students is going to come out from behind the woodwork, slap me on the back, and tell me what a good sport I’ve been. For all I know, I’m still in China and this whole North Korea act is a gimmick.

I start writing on the page. One of Grandma Lucy’s favorite Bible verses says If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed, and connected to that in my head is another one of her Scripture quotes: The truth shall set you free. Don’t ask me where it’s from. I haven’t opened a Bible in a decade, even the one she gave me as a Christmas present a few years ago, but her words play in my mind nonetheless.

The truth shall set you free.

Except my oh-so-pleasant guard doesn’t believe me when I tell him the truth, so here I am. Stuck.

The truth shall set me free?

Seeing as how — yet again — I have literally nothing to lose, I give a little shrug and start my essay once more. This time, I add a subtitle.

My summer vacation in a North Korean jail.

Hey, my name’s Ian McCallister. Did I mention yet that I’m an American? Got my passport somewhere. Maybe if you let me have my pants back I can dig through the pockets and show you.

You guys want to know what I’m doing in your blessed country of North Korea. Sure. I can answer that one. And just in case you’re worried that I’m making stuff up, I’ll even voluntarily put myself under oath. I, Ian McCallister, a resident of Cambridge, Massachusetts, do hereby swear that I am in my own right mind and under no compulsion — save for the handcuffs around my wrists — to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help me God.

Except I’m pretty sure you guys are supposed to be even greater atheists than I am, so that leaves us in a kind of bind, doesn’t it? I could swear on your Dear Leader or something like that, but I’m not sure how happy that’d make your higher-ups.

This is my essay on what I did over summer vacation in North Korea.

I got drugged. I woke up. And here I was.

What I’ve learned from this big mistake is to never take candy from a stranger, and always bring a buddy with you to the club so you can keep an eye on each other’s drinks.

I would like to apologize to the North Korean government for any hassle my unwilling abduction may have caused and hereby formally and with all due respect request that as a punishment for my crimes, I get sent back to my home in the United States ASAP. I also would hate to think that I might be leaving any incendiary or revolutionary materials behind to corrupt your impressionable masses. Therefore, I humbly request that my laptop, camera, and all other recording information suffer the same fate as I will.

Respectfully yours,

Ian (who I hope is no longer on your naughty list) 
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CHAPTER 4


[image: image]




Lessons learned from my first two days in North Korea:

1) Officer Grumpy doesn’t have much of a sense of humor.

2) Neither do any of the other guards here.

I’ve been standing in the corner since breakfast. Guy Smiley wasn’t too impressed with my second attempt at a report, either. I swear, that man’s more difficult to write for than my sophomore year journalism professor. She hated me because I happen to be a white male (if you hadn’t noticed), and unfortunately I never got the memo warning guys like me to stay away from her class. This guy here at the jail, I don’t know what his deal is. But I’m back in the corner.

Again.

Good news though.

Turns out I must have totally cut off blood supply to my nerves or something because my shoulders don’t feel a thing. I’ve got to tell my chiropractor back in the States about this. Persistent shoulder pain? Try standing with your hands cuffed behind your back for a few hours! If she ever publishes that in a professional journal, I’m going to make sure she cites me as her main source.

Sun’s about to go down. I’m keeping my mind alert by trying to figure out what time it must be in Washington, back where Grandma Lucy is praying for me. Because there’s only one thing that woman loves just as much as her talk-with-Jesus times, and that’s her afternoon nap. So I figure that there’s going to be an hour at some point in what ends up being my early morning where she’s settling down for her nap the day before (three cheers for the International Date Line), and that’s the one hour of the day I’m going to allow myself to freak out. Other than that, it’s all good.

What about when Grandma Lucy sleeps at night, you might wonder? Well, don’t worry about that. She always jokes that she sleeps like a baby. By which she means she wakes up every couple hours, prays in bed, and goes back for another little snooze. And seriously, I’ve even heard her praying in her sleep. You might think I’m joking, but I’m not.

So I’m covered.

Literally (if you’re the kind of person who likes the idea of prayers actually covering you).

And agnostic as I am — you’ve heard the saying, I’m sure, that we gingers lack souls — still the thought makes me feel pretty good.

It’s still at least ten hours or more before morning, before that tiny bit of my day that I’ve allotted for freaking out. So I have to pace myself until then. Sometimes I start to worry about all the terrible things they might do to me (you know, like if they decide it’s time to put an end to the corner-standing and instead force me into a dunce hat or something). I’m distracting myself by thinking of what I’ll write about my time here. I just wish I had my camera too so I could record everything I’ve seen. When I’m not imagining the exact angle I’d use to get the right shot, I come up with names for the chapters of my unwritten memoir.

Listen to this. The ridiculous write-out-my-confessions-as-an-essay thing? I’m going to call it And I Thought Sixth Grade was a Pain in the Butt.

And then I figure I can do a whole chapter about the handcuffs. I’m thinking of something with a little double entendre because, you know. Handcuffs. Or if that’s too risqué, I could simply call it With Apologies to my Chiropractor.

So far, there hasn’t been any sign of torture devices, but isn’t that the first thing most people will think of when they hear there’s an American imprisoned in North Korea? So if the punishment does happen to fall into the cruel and unusual category and I live to tell about it in my New York Times bestselling exposé memoir, I’ll call that chapter Why I’ll Never Go to the Dentist Again.

Other than that, I’m working my way up toward Compliant Prisoner instead of Naughty Boy in the Corner. I really am trying to decide what I’m supposed to say because we all know what’s going to happen next. Old Principal Jailer’s going to march in here, order me in that chair again, shove his college-ruled notebook paper in front of me, and expect me to write out my five-hundred words in #2 pencil.

It’s already become pretty clear he wants something besides the truth. If only I can figure out what that is, we can get past this purgatory stage. Yes, I’m making a Catholic reference. Forgive me, Grandma Lucy, for I have sinned ...

No, that one wouldn’t go over well with her either.

But I have decided that purgatory is exactly where I am. Think about it. Take everything you know about this place, including the very few stories of Americans like me who have been fortunate enough to be invited to see the insides of the North Korean justice system, and picture what you think my biggest worries should be.

We’re talking torture, hard labor, starvation, the works, right? Let’s just go ahead and say it. Not like I can get even more freaked out, you know. So, since I was taught from my earliest days as a journalism student not to mince words, let’s just call it what it is.

Hell.

If they prosecute me here, it’s going to be hell.

The other option is they’ll decide they’ve made some horrible, terrible mistake, and they’ll fly me back to America with a box of chocolates to pass along to the Secretary of State with their heartfelt apologies for this little international misunderstanding. And as disgruntled as I may be with the current administration, standing in front of Secretary Hamilton and offering her Pyongyang’s finest delicacies (preferably after I’ve had a chance to take a scalding hot shower and change out of these stupid boxers) is about as close to heaven as a man in my situation can hope for right about now.

So — not to insult your intelligence but to carry my metaphor out to its final destination — hopefully by now it’s crystal clear why I chose to call my current situation purgatory. I’m not sure if it’s supposed to be capitalized because it’s the name of a place. Hmm. Wonder what the Chicago Manual would have to say about that. Good thing by the time it comes to write my New York Times bestseller I’ll have a publisher and a slew of editors to look up that stuff on my behalf.

I don’t know a ton about Catholicism. If you were to talk to most of the folks at Grandma Lucy’s church, being Catholic is about as serious a crime as being — cue gasps and involuntary shudders — a liberal. But somewhere in the back of my head is this idea that purgatory’s quicker for some people than others. And I know that if I were in your shoes and was listening to me whine, I’d be thinking, Wow, at least he’s not getting tortured or anything. That lucky dog should hope he stays so fortunate.

But now that I’m here, standing in the corner with nothing to do but fear the unknown and try to hold off my panic attack until sometime tomorrow morning, I have to wonder if that’s all wrong. What if the psychological torment of uncertainty, the fear of torture, is just as bad or even worse than the suffering itself?

In other words, what if purgatory really is nothing but a different kind of hell?

On that happy note, I adjust my weight and try to stretch my shoulders (did I mention they’re completely numb?), and a staticky voice from some speaker barks at me in Korean what I assume either means hold still and stop fidgeting or your mama’s so fat her belt size is the equator. Not quite sure. I’ve never been all that great with languages other than my own.

I think about studies way back from my Psych 101 days, how a dog would rather be beaten than neglected. (Don’t ask me how any publication could get away with citing a research project like that. I didn’t take my first ethics class until I was a junior.) The point of the morally questionable study was simple enough for a first-year to grasp: Even torture is better than solitary confinement.

I adjust my legs one more time and smile slightly at the wall when my radio friend yells at me again. The next time I’m preparing for imprisonment inside of North Korea I’ll have to ask someone to teach me a few Korean jokes so I can interact better with my captors.

For now, the radio yelling means I’m not totally alone after all.

And I hate to admit how twisted it sounds, but that’s comforting to know at a time and place like this. 
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Well, it’s official. I hate writing assignments. Guess that means I made the right call so many years ago when I decided to go freelance. Unfortunately my cheerful, benevolent captor is making me rewrite my confession. Again.

Oh, joy.

I’ve come to find out he actually has a name, by the way — the guard assigned to me, I mean, not my essay. And I know this is going to come to you as quite a shock, with me being stuck here in Korea and all, but at least his name — now that I know it — is easy to remember. You ready for this?

Officer Kim.

Original, isn’t it?

I can just hear the conversation I’m going to have with my editor now.

“You can’t name the guard Officer Kim. It’s far too derivative. Some would call it downright racist.”

“But that’s his name.”

“Well, we’ve got to change it.”

“But that’s his name.”

“Do you want to become the number one New York Times bestseller or not?”

I pause for a minute to think then finally ask, “How does Mr. Grumpy sound? Is that any better?”

“What was his given name? Maybe we can use that.”

“Hee-Man.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“His name is Hee-Man.”

“You’re joking with me. Hee-Man Kim?”

“No. Kim Hee-Man. They put the family name first in Asia.”

Turns out you can have all kinds of interesting conversations when you’re forced to stand in a corner for hours on end.

But Hee-Man — fine, I’m using his given name to preemptively appease my imaginary future editor — has added a few other punishments to my daily regimen. Maybe he’s worried that I’m not getting enough physical activity standing in the corner. It’s thoughtful of him to be looking out for my health like that, don’t you think? So in addition to the fire in my neck that’s going to take at least a few dozen chiropractic adjustments to work out, my thighs are burning up because Hee-Man has been forcing me to do wall squats.

“Wall squats?” I can hear my future editor ask.

“Yes. Wall squats. It’s where you have to stand with your legs bent at a ninety-degree angle with your back against the wall until ...”

“I know what they are. But don’t you think it’s a little far-fetched? I mean, you realize that you’re a prisoner in North Korea. Readers are going to expect to hear about you getting beaten with rods or injected with hallucinogens, starved half to death, that kind of thing.”

“Oh, they starved me all right. But they also made me do wall squats. By the way, does your publishing company offer retroactive worker’s comp? Can I give you my chiropractor bill?”

“Wait a minute. Hold up. You said they starved you. So why are we focusing on the wall squats? Let’s talk about the starvation. You’ve only got a few pages to hook readers. You’ve got to grab them right from the beginning. Nobody wants to hear about an American prisoner being forced to do calisthenics. They want the anguish, the ennui. Picture yourself back in that prison room. What thoughts are going through your brain? How do you feel?”

“Hungry.”

“Give me more. What hurts right now? What’s causing you pain?”

“My shoulders. Didn’t I say that already?”

She rolls her eyes at me. “I mean emotional pain.”

“Oh.” I pause to think. “I miss my girlfriend.”

Her expression lights up. “A girlfriend? Great. We can lead with that. How long have you been together? How serious is the relationship?”

I shrug. “She broke up with me right before I got arrested.”

She raises her eyebrow. “So you’re not even together anymore?”

Another shrug. “It’s complicated.”

A prolonged sigh. “Okay, let’s ditch the girlfriend angle. But we need to give the reader your experiences, let them walk around some in your shoes.”

“I didn’t have any shoes. I woke up in nothing but my boxers.”

“Forget the boxers. Let’s focus on your emotional state. Which reminds me, PTSD is all the rage now. Do you have flashbacks? Maybe uncontrollable urges to just punch someone?”

“I’m getting one of those urges right now.”

“Smart aleck. You should have stuck with freelance.”

“My sentiments exactly.”

It’s my fourth day here, which, if you count the three days I spent in a Chinese jail before they drugged me and whisked me over the border, means I’ve been without my freedom for a full week. I’m not joking about the starving part either. Not really. Officer Kim, a.k.a. Hee-Man (you’re welcome, Mr. or Ms. Literary Agent), comes in every morning to eat his breakfast in front of me. He assures me that if I write out my full confession, I can have some too, but it’s usually not until the middle of the day when he comes in and begrudgingly hands me a few spoonfuls of rice. If I’m really lucky, he will have thought to add a couple limp vegetables on top. I could literally finish the meal off in two bites. Usually I do, no matter how often I promise myself I’m going to ration.

I’ve been thinking about that movie Martian quite a bit. Good old American boy, a.k.a. Matt Damon (who really remembers the name of the character if he’s being played by Matt Damon?), has to find a way to survive on Mars completely by himself. Did you know that the book it’s based on was written by an indie author? And look how it took off. With all the fights I have in my head with my future literary editor, I sometimes wonder if I should go the self-publishing route when it comes time to write my memoirs. Problem is I can’t write my stinking memoir until I’m out of this prison, and Hee-Man has made it very clear I’m not coming out of this prison until I’ve written a confession that’s up to his standards. He wants to know how I got into North Korea, who sent me, and what mission directives I was given by the US government. He wants the names of all the officials involved in my so-called espionage.
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