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C


(If I think of my grandparents now, after all this writing and reading and imagining and remembering, two couples are thrown into relief, their outlines like clay figures in the mud where so many others are failing to resist the ebb and flow of forgetting. Both couples are elderly and Vietnamese and live in an apartment outside Paris with their eldest daughter. Both couples have been together sixty years, through two wars, and many separations. Both speak to me in a mix of Vietnamese, French, and a smattering of English. But one couple speak to me of suffering, loss, exile, forgiveness and redemption, and the other couple do not. Instead they are always laughing, with each other and at me, pinching, touching, feeding me, looking at me, shaking their heads and chastising me, praising my plumpness and my height and my grades. This second couple is harder to write but easier to remember. I think of them as saying to me over and over again, We want you to be. And also, Why don’t you marry that poor girl? And, When are you taking the bar exam? And always, Eat up, Why aren’t you eating, Finished already? I’ve been trying for a long time to bring the two couples together in my mind, or at least to avoid having to choose between them. And just now, thinking of them, I remember the visit that my grandmother and I paid to my grandfather one late afternoon when he was on his deathbed. He was in a clean, beige room in a public hospital a train and a bus away from their daughter’s apartment. He patted the side of the bed for my grandmother to come sit by him, and I asked them once again about the story, expecting them to tell me the usual things. Instead they chose to sing, something they had never done before, and would never do again, an old jazz standard: I remember you . . . But even as I was fumbling to record them on my phone, they were already finishing, lapsing into wrinkled smiles, so that the recording I have is nothing but silence.)









D


This will be the last time that I will have begun again – the last, because I will have learnt to see what I failed to see at the beginning. I will have learnt to see that a muddy swamp can be called a fen, that not knowing where you’re going can be a virtue, and that walking is a kind of perfection. I will have learnt to see that the dilapidated rental we left behind in Footscray will always be the house where we first bathed our daughter, washing off the blood and muck with which she arrived, and I will have learnt that after Cambridge we will return to that house in Footscray after all, and that, in time, it will also be where we first bathe our son, washing off the blood and muck with which he arrives. I will have learnt that the robes we matriculated in at Cambridge, hired from the college’s graduate student association, were actually cheap polyester, that most of the books in the many libraries in which I will have sat have never and will never be read, and that the past is no more a home than any of the string of place names with which my family is entangled could be a home: Hung-Xa, Hanoi, Saigon, Ho Chi Minh City, Laon, Paris, Boissy, Cambridge, Footscray. I will have learnt that we walk, as Paul said, by faith and not by sight. I will have learnt to stop stopping – that is, to stop waiting while stopped. I will have learnt, instead, to wait while walking, to walk without expectation of arriving and yet still be ready to arrive at any moment. In the end I will have learnt – or remembered, if there’s any difference – how to live. Or, at least, I will have learnt what we receive from our ancestors and what we pass on to our children – what we give them, even as we wash away the blood and muck with which they arrived.
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We are walking in the meadows halfway between Cambridge and Grantchester. To our left, the river Cam, narrow and deep, winds its way towards town. It’s a fine autumn day, six months after I’d nearly lost them both, and the scene is dreamily bucolic: a canoe or two travelling upriver, a birdwatcher with binoculars trained on some bird of prey – a windhover, probably – beating at the gentle currents with its great wings, a silver-haired walker in Hunters and country coat, all bathed in weak English sunshine. Edith is asleep in the carrier on my back, which is so well designed that I can forget for lengthy stretches that she is even there, as if it is just the two of us again – Lauren and me.


As we walk through the meadows in silence, I remember the crowd of doctors in scrubs that suddenly appeared in the delivery room, the way they stood around Edith’s body – though she wasn’t Edith yet – on the table in the corner as I dumbly held Lauren’s hand; I remember the machine they wheeled in, a big plastic tube on wheels, the way the doctors spoke with quiet authority as they put not-yet-Edith inside and began to wheel her away; I remember the way the last doctor stopped at the door and looked back at me as if to say, Aren’t you coming? I let go of Lauren’s hand and followed, still mute.


I don’t know how much of this she remembers. But maybe it’s not so important to remember everything. Maybe there are reasons to forget.


As we enter the village of Grantchester, past a herd of grazing cows who pay us no mind, Lauren asks me if I’ve settled on a topic for my thesis.


At the beginning of term, Simons, my international law professor, told the class that in lieu of sitting the exam we could choose to submit a thesis. He meant a dissertation, an essay. A medium-length piece of writing duly researched and footnoted. He meant a very minor contribution to scholarship – a reappraisal of the doctrine of state responsibility for internationally wrongful acts as it appeared in the American–Mexican Claims Commission, or tracing the evolution of free-flow-of-data clauses in bilateral trade agreements. These are the kind of topics, I say to Lauren, that might tip the balance in my favour for a pupillage at one of the London chambers, or a traineeship at one of the international arbitration firms.


And that’s what you want, says Lauren, somewhere between a statement and a question.


It’s what everyone here wants, I say. The other students, they’re all Australians, New Zealanders, South Africans, Canadians, Indians. The best the Commonwealth has to offer.


Back to the imperial bosom for validation, says Lauren.


And a golden ticket to stay on in the City, I say. Or clerk for a judge in the Hague.


Just so long as you don’t return to whatever backwater you came from, right?


At a pub in Grantchester, as I eat my first ever Yorkshire pudding, Lauren asks again about the thesis. I don’t respond right away, lost in a trailing thought about Wittgenstein – he’d completed this same walk many times to take tea with Bertrand Russell at the Orchard, a nearby tearoom. Beside us Edith sits in her high chair, squeezing a slice of avocado into a pulp in her fist.


A thesis, I say, is also a theory, an idea. And I have one of those, even if it isn’t something that will get me a job:


Forgetting is complicity. Remembering is complicity. Making art is complicity. Living in the world, pursuing material gain, buying a house you can’t afford: complicity. Starting a family, putting down roots is complicity; migration, travel, too. Hope is complicity, but so is despair. Asking, What is to be done? is complicity. Not asking is complicity. Being a human rights lawyer is complicity. Loving my daughter.


I imagine I am already hearing Lauren’s response: Complicity in what? Complicit how? Why don’t you just say what you mean? And why can’t you say it without referencing someone else? But instead she says, Then what are we doing here?
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Some people seem to do their best thinking while walking. Or at least, that’s how a certain kind of writer writes themselves thinking: always on the move. They promenade, they perambulate. Materialising on the horizon are convenient prompts to their thinking: an advertising board or a stray word from a passing pedestrian reorients the train of their thoughts, until walk and thought together end at some fitting revelation. The magic of it is that we, the reader, move with them, through the pastoral landscape of Wiltshire, along the East Anglian coast, across Manhattan.


But it’s a trick, isn’t it? Perhaps the walking does animate their minds. Fresh air, visual stimulation. Maybe the gentle exertion of putting one foot in front of the other, all the thousands of micro-adjustments required to find sure footing, to maintain balance, to stay upright, to regulate your breathing, to watch out for danger – maybe all that keeps your animal brain occupied just enough that you have some room to think. But even then, the walking cannot be where the real thinking is happening, the thinking that is being recorded in the writing. Even if on your walk to Grantchester, say, you think very clearly and deeply about some problem that has been troubling you – the relationship, for example, between reason and desire – the thought that counts will be the one that you later record at your desk, at which point you will be recording not the thought you had while watching the sun set over the River Cam but your memory of that thought. And it’s there – hopefully in a quiet study, or an old library, though any flat surface will do – that you meaningfully pass through the meadows, thinking whatever it is you were thinking about.


So in the interests of accuracy, I will begin at a desk, a week or two into what I now think of as my new old life as a law student. Through the library window, I can see the great beech tree in the middle of the lawn, aflame in orange and red, the afternoon light glinting off the dormer windows of Clare College’s dining hall, clouds floating past the spires of King’s College Chapel, and the tourists on punts laden with blankets and cameras drifting under the bridges and looking up in wonder at the window where I am only pretending to study, imagining, no doubt, some conscientious scholar, oblivious to the true course of my mind, which moves not as a walker moves through the city – no matter how much the flaneur, still plodding along from a beginning to an end, one foot after the other – but rather as an idea moves through history, as in a game of snakes and ladders, climbing up and sliding down pathways that open and close seemingly at random, at the roll of a die. Which is to say that my mind moves not with the logic of the body but the illogic of the dream, or the nightmare.


Here is a map of this afternoon’s thought: it begins with the tropical island of Manus, off the coast of Papua New Guinea. There, immigration officials have cut off water and electricity to the detention centre in a bid to force out the refugees who have been living there for over four years. The men are mounting a last, hopeless protest, collecting rainwater and smuggling in solar panels to charge their phones so they can broadcast their plight online. Some of the major news outlets, on a slow news day, will scrape the men’s social media accounts for brief, generic articles that will receive a moderate number of clicks from those vehemently for or against the refugees’ cause and will otherwise pass by unnoticed. At least until someone dies, which they do, every few months. And though I have never been to Manus, I have spent much of my time over the last few years imagining the different compounds: the converted shipping containers of Delta compound, the disused World War II hangar of P-Block, the white-domed tents of Oscar compound. The subtropical rainforest all around, and the gentle ocean just nearby, beyond the cyclone fencing. Somewhere here, on this portion of the map, is a small triangle labelled Chauka. Although I’ve managed to fill in the other spaces in the centre – mostly with photos and videos sent to me by the men, or posted online, showing filthy portable toilets, or a warren of bunk beds hung with sheets and towels to create little privacy closets, or guards push-starting an ambulance carrying an attempted suicide out of the centre – I have never been able to fill out the small triangle called Chauka. All I know is that it is where some of the men were taken, the so-called ringleaders of the hunger strikes and the protests, to be beaten and broken. I know as well that, for some reason, someone decided to name that place after the chauka bird, a small white-and-brown honeyeater endemic to Manus, whose call can be heard throughout the island – a bird revered by the locals as a symbol of their home, a bird with magical powers, whose booming voice marks the island’s time, announces the deaths of the island’s inhabitants, and sits in judgment over their desires.


And it is there, in the blank space marked Chauka, that the map of my afternoon’s thought produces a wormhole, for it is through that dark, fetid place that I move from Manus – my eyes still flicking over my news feed as I wait for updates on the men’s protest – to a tiny apartment shared by my grandfather, my grandmother, and my aunt in a dull grey-pink building surrounded by busy, truck-laden highways that become so icy in winter that they are too dangerous for my grandmother to cross on her own to get to Boissy-Saint-Léger station, the end of the suburban RER A line, a typical Parisian outer banlieue dominated by a monolithic, modernist shopping centre in which half the shops are permanently shuttered behind heavy metal rollers and in whose central lobby, beneath the too-bright strip lighting, a muzzled German shepherd and boilersuited security guard cast sleepy eyes over the stream of African, Arab and Asian faces shopping for chocolate-coated chocolate-flavoured cereal, microwaveable croissants, and instant noodles; the scene, in other words, of four hundred years of French colonialism come home to roost.
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Over the last decade, I have visited that apartment perhaps a dozen times. But I have thought about it so often that my memories of it, its rooms and its contents, and the stories I’ve heard in it, have begun to blur together. Sitting at my desk in the Jerwood Library above the River Cam, I am torn between remembering the literary and the ordinary: the bookshelf in my grandfather’s room, crowded with icons – Christ on the Cross, a Mary-shaped bottle of Lourdes miracle water, Vietnamised Mary and Child, black-haired with dark, almond-shaped eyes, dressed in the flowing silk robes of pre-colonial, independent Vietnam – and religious pamphlets, meeting minutes for the Societas Peregrinus, pilgrimage itineraries, and the collection of books my grandfather taught himself English with (Fisher’s A History of Europe, The New Economics: Keynes’ Influence on Theory and Public Policy, The English Constitution, The Morality of Law, William Faulkner, Graham Greene and the Bible); the table where we ate banh cuon and pho ga, the plastic stool in the narrow shower, my grandmother’s ointments and hair dyes, the washing hung out to dry in the bathroom, the fat round containers of fish oil capsules stacked by the front door, the galley kitchen where I stood a little over a month ago, pointing, for Lauren’s benefit, through the window above the kitchen sink to the Eiffel Tower in the far distance, a little upright prick on the horizon, saying, See – we really are in Paris.


That visit, with Lauren and Edith, had been the first time I’d seen the apartment since my grandfather died. We were on our way to Cambridge, and we took the opportunity to bring Edith to meet her great-grandmother. As I bounced the baby on my knee in the living room – where I had formerly sat with a notebook and a voice recorder as my grandfather told his stories – and while my grandmother interrogated Lauren about her religious affiliations (it was, of course, as much a chance for my grandmother to meet this white woman I’d seen fit to have a baby with, but not to marry), I tried to reconcile the apartment-as-it-appeared-before-me with the fictitious space of my congealed memories. Where was the writing desk at which my grandfather had written lengthy letters to important Church men about the contribution of laypeople to the faith? Had they sold it off already? Or was the desk that I was thinking of – well worn and scuffed but ornate all the same – just a figment of my imagination? What if all along there had been nothing but this fold-out card table and an ancient Dell laptop? What if my grandfather wrote no letters, but only surfed the Catholic web for New Testament exegeses displayed in fluorescent Comic Sans? And what about the coffee table laden with careful, chronological stacks of Le Canard Enchaîné, Le Monde, La Croix, and Time? Had there never been any order, just this garage-sale mess? Cards from grandchildren jumbled up with sheet music for the piano no one ever played, photo albums of seventies Saigon mixed up with souvenirs from theme parks across three continents: a plastic Pluto mug from Euro Disney, a photo of my grandparents dressed as King and Queen at Medieval Times in Houston, a picture of me, age nine, between Batman and Robin at Warner Bros. Movie World on the Gold Coast?


A junkyard marks the heart of this map I have been drawing. A junkyard full of broken things, of unfinished projects, all to be fixed and completed in the future: my grandmother’s silver handgun, my grandfather’s correspondence, and a scale model of Chi Hoa Prison.
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I have been imagining and reimagining Chi Hoa since I was a teenager, when I first found out that my grandfather had been imprisoned there by the Communist government. Actually, for the most part my thoughts were not focused on the place itself, but rather on what impressed people most when I told them about my grandfather – the time he spent in there: ten years.


There was something satisfying about the roundness of that number, the definitiveness of saying, My grandfather spent a decade in prison without being charged or tried. In my late teens and early twenties, as I finished school and entered university, it served as the anchor for my self-image. I was the son of refugees, the grandson of a political prisoner. There was an authoritative weight to that way of thinking and talking about myself that most of my classmates lacked. Especially the ones competing with me for internships and editorships, all of them as middle-class and well educated as me, but without that aura of authentic suffering. And so it proved when I got my first job out of law school. When the two interviewers, Anglo-Australians in their fifties, asked me why I wanted to work with refugees, I could run through what was by then a well-rehearsed story: my grandfather the social justice lawyer, his imprisonment, the intervention of Amnesty International, his release, and my inspiration to use my talents for the betterment of people just like him. By the end of this telling the interviewer to my left, a woman with spiky grey hair and red-rimmed glasses, was saying, Your grandfather sounds like an incredible person, while the man to my right nodded and wrote on his notepad: refugee family.


When I was fifteen I went on a school camp that, unlike previous years, had no rope courses, no overnight hikes or white-water rafting. Instead, the camp – dubbed a ‘Christian Living Camp’ – was focused on talking and personal development. We had been paired with a class from our sister school, so for the duration of the camp we attended co-ed talking sessions and art therapy workshops, at which we all spoke about our families, our insecurities, our dreams for the future. It was this camp that was, in many ways, the beginning of all this remembering. In the days leading up to the camp I had discovered what had never been a secret, and yet had also not been the subject of open conversation; I remember doing the calculations on an envelope – from the bank, a statement for one of my parents’ accounts – and arriving at a number that was all I had to help me understand what my father had just told me: that his father, my grandfather, had spent 3653 days in a Communist prison – the three extra days being for the leap years in 1980, 1984 and 1988. It was that number – three six five three – that stayed with me throughout the school camp’s seminars on family values, abstinence and trust, along with a vague sense of shame for not having known the number, for not having any idea that there was any history to which such a number could apply, for having never asked about the possibility of such a number.


So it was not really surprising that it all came tumbling out on the last day of the camp, when we sixty students gathered in the auditorium, which had been equipped with full stage lights to accommodate the theatre groups who often hired the centre for weekend workshops. A religious education teacher, whom I had seen the previous day with tears streaming down his face as we watched the scene in Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ in which Christ is whipped, had explained to us that we were to each, one by one, take to the stage, standing in the centre of the spotlight, which was, I would later find out for myself, so bright that the audience disappeared in a blaze of white, and there, lit up and alone, we were to share a story – any story that came to mind – that illustrated one lesson we had learnt from the camp. I was terrified. I could not bring my mind to the principles of Christian living we had supposedly been learning. All I could think about was that number.


Other students took to the stage to speak and – so it seemed to me – were finished in a flash. I didn’t take in much of what they said. Too soon, I was making my way up the stage steps, to stand in the glare of the spotlight, blinking. For want of anything else to say, I started talking about my grandfather. How he’d been a lawyer in Vietnam, and a Catholic, how the Communists took over after the US had left, and how he’d been imprisoned without trial, for three thousand, six hundred and fifty-three days. I didn’t know any more at the time, so that was all I said. Afterwards, a girl I had never spoken to approached me and said that my speech had been amazing, that my grandfather had been like Nelson Mandela.


In all those years of self-mythologising, Chi Hoa hardly figured at all. It was only later on that I started to think of Chi Hoa as a place – and even then, only as something like an Orientalist version of a prison from an American TV show. Or perhaps I thought of The Bridge on the River Kwai, and the POW camp in The Deer Hunter. But as my knowledge of Vietnamese prisons grew, so my imaginings of Chi Hoa acquired more – though possibly erroneous – depth.


Once, on our first overseas holiday, Lauren and I took a detour from our south-to-north itinerary of Vietnam to see Con Dao, a former prison island used first by the French colonial powers, then the South Vietnamese, to torture Communist revolutionaries in the infamous ‘tiger cages’, narrow concrete trenches with metal bars for ceilings. Today, Con Dao is known as a beach destination, and the prison is open as a tourist site. After an early-morning snorkelling expedition, with a couple of hours to kill before a motorbike ride to a hidden beach on the other side of the island, we walked along the upper floor of the tiger cages, peering down at the life-size mannequins installed inside, six or seven to a cage, each with one foot manacled to the floor, sitting or lying in painful contortions. Whoever had created the models had not spared any details – each mannequin grimaced or shut his eyes in a different way. Some of the prisoners were posed as though reaching their hands up to the guards patrolling above, begging for water or mercy. In the next room we saw another characteristic torture technique: the model, a woman this time, her hands shackled behind her back and suspended by the manacles from an iron hook in the ceiling. Later, when we were having sunset drinks at a nearby resort, I tried to imagine my grandfather in one of those tiger cages.


Then there was the museum at the Maison Centrale in Hanoi. This time I was not in Vietnam for a holiday but for a writing residency, so Lauren was back home in Melbourne. I was able to take my time in the museum, jotting down detailed notes about the exhibits. It was, admittedly, still the wrong city, and the wrong era – Communists imprisoned and tortured by non-Communists was the inverse of what I needed: Catholic intellectuals imprisoned and tortured by the victorious Communists. But being at the museum by myself seemed to increase my capacity for transposition. What impressed me was not the manacles and the iron bars – though those were there again, this time in a solitary cell in which the only source of light was a small square window the size of my hand, three metres above the prisoner’s head – but the details of everyday prison life that I was able to glean: prisoners tied their chopsticks together so as not to lose one; they bathed together in a large, round concrete cistern in the middle of the prison yard; they used pieces of charcoal to carry on their political writing, which they hid in the roots of an almond tree; they wrote wooden, self-glorifying poetry about the nation and sacrifice and the Maison Centrale itself, which the Vietnamese prisoners referred to as Hoa Lo, the name of the village that was demolished to make way for the prison, a village that had been known for its earthenware kettles and stovetops.


At the museum, alongside some pottery characteristic of the lost village of Hoa Lo, instruments of torture were displayed behind glass like all the other sterile objects, with matter-of-fact, bilingual labels that gave no clue as to how they were used, for how long, what information was obtained or why punishment was meted out: electric wires, an electric engine, a bamboo cane, a metal barrel, a glass bottle, a jerry can, a wooden bench, a ladder and rope. Then, in a final room at the end of the tour, was a guillotine. It towered over me, four and a half metres tall, its angled blade – weighing 50 kilograms – raised and ready to fall. It was lit from below so that its long shadow stretched across the ceiling, and model heads were arranged in a basket at the guillotine’s foot. Apparently the French had brought this particular guillotine out from the metropole and toured the provinces of colonial Tonkin (now northern Vietnam), dispensing justice to the enemies of the empire. There, at Maison Centrale, looking up at this machine of death, I understood for the first time why they had called its reign la Terreur.


I read somewhere that there had been a guillotine at Chi Hoa during the French years (1858–1954). It arrived in the colonies in 1917. After a distinguished career in the rural south, it was transferred to Chi Hoa in 1953, just a year before the French lost the war. There, its final victim was a famous Vietnamese revolutionary, a woman whose dedicated spying helped turn the war. She had been born to an aristocratic family, so the story goes, and received the best French education. But she fell in love with a young intellectual who had recently returned from France, where his head had been filled up with revolution. Of course, her parents disapproved of the connection, and the engagement was broken off. Unwilling to choose any of her very eligible suitors, she instead used her family standing and education to get a job in the offices of the French Transmissions Corps. It wasn’t until eight years later – and only because a Viet Minh plane carrying decoded messages was shot down over the Central Highlands – that the French finally realised that she had been a spy all along. It had, apparently, all been planned: the breaking off of the engagement, the position with the Transmissions Corps. When the fighting ended, she was to be reunited with the young intellectual, who was by now a political commissar in the Viet Minh army. Instead, on 9 March 1954 – just a few days before the start of the Battle of Dien Bien Phu, which would mark the end of the war – the guillotine at Chi Hoa severed its final head.


A few weeks after my visit to the Maison Centrale, I made a trip down to Ho Chi Minh City, just to see if I could get closer to Chi Hoa itself. I nearly missed it altogether, hidden as it is behind a primary school, a street market, and a row of electrical goods wholesalers, whose fridges and karaoke systems spill out onto a busy road where the endless motorbikes buzz like angry flies. And there, in the middle of residential Saigon, down an unmarked alleyway: the outer wall of the most secure prison in Vietnam. I took some photos of the wall – four metres high, topped by barbed wire – and the guard post on the corner. I thought – half-hoped, really – that someone might stop me, ask me what I was doing, but nothing happened. The children continued to shriek in the school’s playground, the thit nuong vendor fanned his charcoal grill, and I turned around, looking for a xe om to take me back to my hotel.
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The fragments I could glean about Chi Hoa came from the stories my grandfather told me in that apartment, from what little I could find online, and from my own fantasies. I read somewhere about the ‘movie theatre’ – a large cell with no natural light, where troublemakers were thrown into pitch blackness. The men in the movie theatre got so used to the darkness that they developed super-sensitive hearing; later on, when some of them were released, they were able to describe the sounds they heard throughout the rest of the prison with such accuracy that forensic investigators could produce the first rough maps of the prison’s layout.


I read somewhere else that there has only ever been one successful escape from Chi Hoa, in 1995, when the notorious armed robber and death-row inmate, Eight-Finger Phuoc, used a razor blade to file through his iron leg shackles, then used the shackles to bore a hole through a metre and a half of the concrete wall of his cell, before navigating the labyrinth of underground tunnels, undetected by any of the guards, to make it out of the sole entrance and exit to Chi Hoa, ‘Death’s Door’, and away to freedom. Short-lived, as it turned out: a year later he was in Chi Hoa again, and this time there was no escaping the firing squad.


The only other thing I knew about Chi Hoa: it had been designed along the scientific principles of the panopticon, an ideal prison structure imagined by Jeremy Bentham as a way to use architecture to discipline and control human minds. For Bentham, our minds were as mechanical, and as susceptible to rational analysis, as our bodies, which he saw not as a sacred vessel but only as a tool, useful for a time and then, when useful no more, to be unceremoniously discarded – or, as in the case of his own body, to be bequeathed to his university to be disembowelled and dissected, and then put together again, preserved and dressed in his old clothes, to be useful once more as a display for the edification of students. This was at the new secular university in London, a place dedicated to free and rational thought in ways that Oxford and Cambridge – steeped in the Church – could never emulate, granting it a freedom that led to new and ingenious methods for making others less free – like the panopticon; roughly circular buildings with prison cells around the edge, their internal walls are transparent to a central viewing tower in which concealed guards might at any point be looking at any prisoner, so that over time the prisoner’s mind opens itself up to the imagined watcher; once let in, there is no need for an actual watcher anymore – the prisoner will watch themselves. Nice in theory, but, like any ideal, Chi Hoa failed to take into account life-as-it-really-is. That seems odd, because Bentham was nothing if not an empiricist. But his empiricism had no time for the reality that exists in each human mind, which cannot help but bump up against the reality measured by Bentham’s science, knocking things over and causing all kinds of trouble; the great flaw in the architecture of Chi Hoa was precisely that it failed to accommodate – or contain – the sovereign minds of the men and women imprisoned within it.
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Imagine an octagonal structure. Each of the eight sides, named alphabetically from A to H, is in fact a long building, filled with cells. The inside wall of each lettered side is open – sealed with iron bars but otherwise transparent to the guards in the watchtower that stands in the centre of the octagon. A hyper-rationalist prison built by the hyper-rationalist colonial power.


But look closer. The French only completed the prison as it had been conceived by the Japanese. The true model for the prison’s design is the I Ching – the famous Chinese Book of Changes. Look at the eight buildings that make up the octagon: each one is three storeys high. Each building, therefore, corresponds to one of the original eight trigrams, the bat quai, which, paired up, constitute the sixty-four hexagrams of the I Ching. Each floor is a line of the trigram and is either broken – yin – or unbroken – yang. In the architecture of the building, the break in the line is represented by a concrete wall that cuts the floor in two. So in what the French called Building A, on the north side of the prison, there are no dividing walls, because Building A corresponds to the trigram for Heaven: ☰. But in Building E – which sits opposite Building A, so on the south side of the prison – every floor is blocked by a concrete wall, so one cannot pass through E to get to D or F; E corresponds to the trigram for Earth: ☷.


I could see all this very clearly in the scale model of Chi Hoa in my grandparents’ apartment. Its intricate detailing was astonishing. It was mostly made of plaster, but painted to look like fading, weather-worn concrete. All the iron bars in the cells, and the ornamental gate at Death’s Door, were made of real metal, hand cut and polished. The one-way windows in the watchtower were made of real glass. The Buddhist pagoda in the yard of Building C was carved out of balsa wood, and each of its seven floors was painted a different shade of yellow.


Most astonishing of all were the details inside the cells. Leaning in very closely, I could see through the iron bars of the wing where my grandfather had been imprisoned, Section FG, the buildings making up the south-west and west sides of the octagon. Tiny painted numbers, in red, identified the different cells; I always looked for Cell 6. Inside I could see a mass of twisted bodies – I knew from what my grandfather had told me that there were about fifty bodies in all, so small in this model that it was hard to tell where one ended and the next began. I could see the drop toilets at one end of the cell, at the other the thin mattresses for the trusties – prisoner-guards, like the concentration camp kapo – and their allies. I saw the bare concrete on which everyone else slept. With the aid of a magnifying glass I could see even more: the tiny chess sets with which they amused themselves, the lacquer bowls they ate rice from, fifty individual faces in the writhing mass.


Stepping back, I could see the tower in the middle of the octagon. The French believed the octagonal shape would allow their guards to see every prisoner at every waking moment, or at least give the impression to each prisoner that he or she was being watched at every moment. Meanwhile, adherents of feng shui believed the octagon was the source of the prison’s spiritual power. But I could also see the one inconsistency in the design: unlike all the other buildings, which had sloping, tiled roofs, the roof of Heaven, ☰ – Building A – had been flattened, and was now a bare concrete surface.


It was to let out the ghosts, my grandfather once told me. We were in his room in the apartment in Boissy. Sitting hunched over on his hospital-style bed, coughing between short sentences, he looked like a ghost himself. Chi Hoa, he said, was too well designed; even the ghosts couldn’t get out. At night, the noise in the yard got so loud that none of us could sleep, prisoners or guards. They were confused, looking for their ancestors, for their ancestral village. Where was the family temple? Instead all they saw were the eight walls of the prison. A very strong shape, very hard to break through. Only the strongest ghost could have broken out of that octagon. Even then he would need help: he would need a sorcerer, tools, money. But they didn’t even have clothes or food. Who was going to burn paper offerings to them in Chi Hoa? So they wandered the yard at night, naked and sobbing. It was too much! The guards paid for a feng shui master to come in. He said, clear the path for these souls through Heaven. And that’s what they did, levelling the sloping roof and replacing it with a flat, concrete patio – a single stair, they said, to Heaven.


Did the ghosts all leave? Well, I still remember the day they finished the work. The ghosts, still naked but calling out in happiness now, started climbing up the iron bars of the cells. Soon the whole side of the building was nothing but skinny bodies and bare buttocks. Ghosts used their feet to push off the heads of the ones below. Some slipped and fell to the floor of the yard. It was a stampede. But eventually everyone who wanted to get out did. And then the only ghosts left were the ones with nowhere better to be.
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It was much more bearable in Chi Hoa once most of the ghosts had gone, said my grandfather. The ones that were left understood their ghostly duty, which was to quietly haunt corridors in underused parts of the prison, and to speak when spoken to about their ghostly memories. They were useful too, for contacting dead relatives, or for a game of chess. And they knew things, if you knew how to listen. Take the meaning of his section of Chi Hoa, Section FG. Everyone knew what the trigrams represented, said my grandfather. But it took a ghost for me to learn what they meant for me.


Building F corresponds to the trigram for thunder: ☳; building G corresponds to the trigram for fire: ☲. Together, these two trigrams form Hexagram 21 in the I Ching, fire over thunder, or Shih Ho – which, my grandfather was fond of telling me, is all about justice. Without justice there can be no harmony.


One day, said my grandfather, the men in my cell, we pooled our resources. My grandfather marked off the currency on his long, thin fingers: cigarettes, scraps of paper, contraband salt, food packages from family. In return, we got fifty yarrow stalks. We used the stalks to consult the oracle: what kind of justice were we receiving? The answer was inauspicious. Nine at the top. It meant that our necks were fastened in wooden stocks. Our ears had disappeared beneath the brace. What did it mean? It meant that we were deaf to counsel, and our punishment was just.
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For a very long time, my grandfather told me, I could not accept the oracle’s answer. Perhaps it was right about the other men in my cell. But not me. I was not guilty. Well – and here my grandfather grinned at me, as if we were sharing a great joke – I was not guilty of anything they could charge me for.


Then, one day, he met a ghost from Nghe An province. My grandfather had noticed him before – he had a sour demeanour, and had kept himself apart from the other ghosts. One of my grandfather’s cellmates, a Chinaman named Tchen, had said that the sour ghost had been a legendary VC commando. He’d operated in the south, deep behind enemy lines – behind our lines, Tchen had said, correcting himself – for twenty-one years. He was only caught in the clean-up operation after the Tet Offensive. He lasted another six years in Chi Hoa. If he’d made it one more year, he’d have been liberated along with the other Viet Cong when Saigon fell. But dysentery got him – shat himself to death, Tchen had said. On the day of the great exodus over the levelled roof of Heaven, my grandfather remembered seeing the ghost’s puckered face watching without interest from his seat on the edge of the concrete washing basin in the yard. The next day, the day my grandfather met him, that’s where he was, sitting cross-legged on the side of the basin as fifty prisoners scrubbed themselves in the filthy water.


He smiled at me, said my grandfather. The effect was not exactly pleasant. Then he said, I come from Nghe An province. Cattle country. Our bullocks fetched top prices with Hanoi butchers. I can tell you’re a northerner. Perhaps you’ve had some of our beef in your pho, eh? I worked in an abattoir. It’s not the dirty profession you think. There was a time when we butchered animals in the open air, on the street. They still do that in the hamlets. But you’re a town boy, so what would you know about killing and flaying? You think of meat hooks, blood, knives. But do you think of the noise? And the smells – sweet blood mixed with excrement and bile and disinfectant – all wreathed in steam like mountain fog.


I’ll tell you how it goes in there, because you’re a town boy. There are two of us – it only takes two, if you know how. My partner throws a young bullock down and I tie his head to the ground with a rope. A strong blow breaks his skull. I use a large, sharp knife to open his throat; the steaming blood spills out in full, short bursts. We plunge our arms into the hot wet innards. A blowpipe inflates the carcass and gives it hideous shape. We take up our cleavers and chop off the legs. It’s quick, precise. There is an art to really fine butchering.


I thought that that was how life would be, said the sour ghost – and he looked right at me, said my grandfather. A life more or less the same as my father’s. But then came the floods. The dykes overflowed and the cattle starved. And sure enough, like locusts, the jauniers came calling. I will never forget the one who came to us: he wore a double-breasted suit, even in the heat. Somehow that impressed me. That he wore it buttoned up, his tie drawn up tight to that big Adam’s apple. Even his assistant, formerly one of us, a native, was trussed up like a new bride, bright yellow bow tie and all.


That assistant, he looked at us like the dirt under his fingernails. But his master, the jaunier, offered us three-year contracts on fifteen piastres a month, with a ten-piastre advance! What choice did I have? I knew – I thought I knew – about the plantations. I was no fool. But the cattle were dead, washed away in the rains, and Father and Mother were well into their autumn. So I signed their contract.


The ink was barely dry when the assistant began abusing me, shoving me towards a truck they had ready. We were stripped, hosed down and scrubbed raw. The assistant told us that three piastres were being deducted from our advance to pay for the two sets of cotton pyjamas he handed us. A further two piastres were taken to cover the food on our journey south.


We drove to Vinh, where they loaded us onto a big ship. I don’t know how long we sailed for – we were below decks the whole way, sleeping one on top of the other. We landed at Phan Rang, where we were put in trucks again and driven to the plantation, somewhere in the mountains south of Dalat. I was shown to my new home: a filthy bunk in an overcrowded dormitory. The next morning, before dawn, we began.


Every morning was the same, said the ghost to my grandfather, who was finished washing now, but stood by the basin, still dripping. We were like a ragged army, marching in a long thin line towards the trees as dawn approached. It’s cold up there in the mountains. Growing up on the flood plains, I never knew cold like that. But the sap flowed best in the mornings, we were told. So we got up when the foremen knocked the door down, avoiding their fists and ignoring their insults.


They called us tappers. At each tree I would cut a diagonal half spiral around the outside. Inside the tree, the sap runs in spiral tubes to the right, so by cutting down and to the left we sliced as many of the tubes as possible. I had to be careful to not cut too deep – the sap is in the bark, and cutting into the tree itself would make it sick. All told, it took twenty seconds to tap a tree, if you knew what you were doing. On an average day I tapped maybe a thousand trees. At the end of the cut I stuck a small wooden spout that piped the sap into a coconut shell. The sap bled out as a sticky, milky-white latex. Le bois qui pleure. The tree that cries.


The sap bled out for four hours before it coagulated in the trees’ veins. So when I’d tapped a thousand trees, I could return to the first one to collect its coconut shell. We worked as long as there was daylight – eleven, twelve hours – with a fifteen-minute break at noon. We sang as we worked.




How beautiful are the rubber trees!


Under each one, a worker is buried.


The trees lead a happy life –


when they are sick, they rest.


Doctors, Eastern and Western, fuss over them,


while we die of exhaustion.





The sour ghost’s singing voice was not a strong one, but still, my grandfather said, I could imagine them among those trees, a choir of the living dead.


We never got our fifteen piastres. There was no kitchen in our dormitory. We had to take all our meals in the canteen, which was run by the wives of the foremen. When we were allowed to cook for ourselves, where were we to buy our provisions but from the plantation store – run by the same people as the canteen. If we got sick – and we were always sick – medicine was too expensive. All in all, we were lucky to save up one piastre each month.


The other prisoners had all dried themselves off and were now moving back towards their cells. My grandfather knew that a trusty would come by soon to sting his back with a rattan switch, but he felt that he couldn’t move. The sour ghost continued his story, breaking the eye contact with my grandfather that up until now had never wavered, looking up at the sky instead.


One day, after the sun had fallen, we were told that we could prepare our own meals that night. The foremen and their wives who ran the canteen were celebrating a French holiday, for their warrior-lady, Saint Joan. As it happened, the plantation store had a bullock for sale, surplus to their feast-day requirements – a scrawny thing, underfed. A bullock like that in Nghe An would be unsellable, we’d give him to the children to ride on, but on the plantation it seemed a blessing from the heavens. One woman – I won’t say her name, even now – bargained with the foremen’s wives to buy the bullock with some of our meagre savings. They must have been impatient to begin their revelry, because we got the bullock at something like a fair price.


I volunteered to butcher it. I knew how to do it safely, and with the least pain for the poor beast. The woman who’d done the bargaining asked if she could help, and I didn’t know how to tell her about the steaming blood and viscera. I don’t know that it would have made any difference. So the two of us walked the bullock away from the buildings, out to where the jungle had already begun to reclaim its territory. My tools were blunt, and not suited to the task, but her help made up for it. After it was done, and I was splattered with blood, she smiled at me. Ignoring the glossy red smears that ran up past my elbow and halfway to my shoulder, she put her hand on mine and held it, for a handful of heartbeats. Then we gathered up the butchered meat and bones and went back to the others. That night, we ate as well as I’ve ever eaten.


From then on I felt a buoyant, hopeful secret between me and her. She smiled at everyone, and she had gentle words for all, but she reserved something different for me. The thought of her kept me going, among the endless trees, which were planted in such straight rows that by the mid-morning heat I was lost, drowning in weeping trees. Some nights, we sat together in the canteen. We didn’t talk very much, though I tried to tell her everything I could remember about Nghe An, home, my parents. She had little to say about herself, except that she hoped one day she could have children. That was the saddest thing about the plantation, she said. They didn’t let workers bring their families. No little faces, no bright voices. Where she came from – though she never said exactly where – there were children everywhere, and the children were everyone’s. They would wander in and out of neighbours’ homes, she said, and you would turn around in the kitchen and find them standing naked in the doorway, watching you.


Not long before our contracts were due to finish, my secret happiness was taken away. It had been a normal, back-breaking day when we returned to the dormitories to find the plantation owner with the chief foreman. The owner was a sickly man who normally lived in Saigon – he found plantation living was no good for the water in his lungs; being so remote, we were at least a day away from the nearest doctor. As soon as we were in sight, the foreman began yelling and screaming, holding up a small bottle, about the size of a man’s thumb. He ran among us, hitting out with a rubber truncheon, still yelling. We protected ourselves as best we could, covering our heads, our faces. A blow to my stomach had me doubled over when I heard her voice, saying, It’s mine, it’s mine. My vision was still blurry but I saw the foreman dragging her away by the hair, and now the other women were wailing and the men had finally found their voices. But the other foremen had arrived with their truncheons out, and some of them had run to grab guns.


The sickly plantation owner raised his hand for silence. She was on her knees, at his feet, thrown down there by the chief foreman. The hubbub started to die down when we saw the fleshy white hand raised aloft. When we had all fallen quiet, he said in his timorous voice that this woman at his feet had stolen a bottle of medicine from the plantation store. A woman next to me sobbed – the medicine had been for her. The plantation owner raised his hand again for silence. He said that a rider had been sent for the police commissaire, who would come tomorrow to dispense justice. The foremen started herding us into the dormitories. There would be no food tonight for anyone. Craning my neck, I could see them dragging her by her hair again, out towards the rubber trees.


That night, I snuck out of the dormitory. It was a big, low moon, so everything was lit up with a silver glow. I found her tied to a rubber tree in the first row. She looked exhausted but otherwise unhurt. When she saw me coming she gave me a tired smile, then slumped against the ropes again. I had nothing with which to cut her free, but I quickly saw that they had tied her quite simply – after all, who would be mad enough to free her?


But as my hands went to the knots, she shook her head. Where will I go, she asked. They will burn down any house that dares to take me in. If they don’t find me, they will beat every one of you senseless. And if somehow I found my way home, it would already be in ruins, and Mother and Father would be in prison, or worse. This is my fate, Anh, as your fate is to walk away tonight, finish your contract, and then live again. We will meet again on the bank of some distant river.


I left her among the weeping trees. The next day we were given the morning off, to wait for the police commissaire. They lined us up in ranks to witness their justice. By noon they were done and we were back among the trees. The sap was like blood to me. When the foremen called an end to our work, we were finally able to untie her body. We pooled together enough money to buy new clothes at the canteen, some paper for the burning, and a small portion of rice. She is buried along with the others, on the far side of the dormitories – as far away from those trees as possible.
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The men on Manus are being forced out. Their updates flash up on my phone: security forces are coming through and smashing the men’s makeshift water tanks and solar panels, confiscating phones and tablets. It is no longer my job to reply, but I do anyway, writing the same messages I wrote before: I hope you’re safe. I hope no one is hurt. And I get the same messages in reply: Thanks brother.


By now, the daytrippers have left and the river below me is quiet. In the library, undergraduates sit before great piles of books – on Roman history, molecular biology, the collected works of Philip Roth – which they ignore as they scroll through their news feeds. I still haven’t done any of the reading I came to the library to do, and soon enough it will be time for me to go home. But I am too full of Chi Hoa to open my books.
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