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Adele Dumont was born in France and moved to Australia before her first birthday. After studying Australian Literature at the University of Sydney, she spent two years teaching English at the Curtin immigration detention centre. This book is based on her own experiences, as recorded in her personal journals. Adele lives in Sydney’s inner west.
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For Mama, for teaching me how to read

And for Papa, for showing me what to read


No man is an island,

Entire of itself,

Every man is a piece of the continent,

A part of the main.

John Donne, Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, 1624


Author’s note

This book is based on my own experiences teaching English at the Christmas Island and Curtin immigration detention centres, from 2010 to 2012. In writing this book I relied on the raw material of my personal journals, as well as extended conversations with asylum seekers and employees who spent time in Curtin.

Except where a handful of individuals have requested that I use their real names, the names of individuals mentioned in the book (including staff, volunteers and clients) have been changed to respect their privacy.


1

‘So first thing, we don’t call them detainees. They’re clients.’ Ryan is half shouting to be heard above the rain that is falling heavy as cement. He swerves and points out a blue, extraterrestrial-looking creature the size of a football, inching its way along the road. ‘Gotta watch out for robber crabs here. If you run over one it’s a five-thousand-bucks fine.’

I was expecting my manager here to be older than me, but Ryan looks like he’s in his early twenties. He has gelled hair, a wiry build, and the casual good looks of a surfer. The car is grubby and smells of wet swimmers. Despite his unexceptional appearance, I can’t help but think of Ryan as special. He has ventured out of bounds ahead of me, and he has already laid eyes on those who are – to other Australians – invisible.

‘Yeah, so like I was saying, everyone working at the centre calls them clients. It’s just a neutral term for everybody – Immigration, interpreters, officers. Oh yeah, that’s the second thing to remember. They’re not guards. They’re CSOs – client service officers. Or, just officers is fine. But yeah, not guards.’

The fact that asylum seekers are so shielded from public view means that my being given the opportunity to even glimpse them feels somehow voyeuristic. I feel privileged, and at the same time that I am doing something illicit.

Ryan’s eyes track ahead for crabs while I drink in my surroundings. It’s only four in the afternoon but the sky is almost black. The road is hemmed in by Jurassic-looking jungle: vines as thick as limbs strangle trees whose giant leaves are splayed out in invitation to the heavens. I can’t believe I am actually here – Christmas Island – a place so far from the mainland it is off the edge of most maps of Australia.

‘You’ll be in the high-security centre.’

‘How do they decide who goes into the high-security section?’ I ask, not sure if I should betray just how little I have been told about the centre, or about the organisation I will be working for.

‘Oh, any single adult male arrivals go to high security. Only the families and the UAMs go to low security.’

‘UAMs?’

‘Unaccompanied minors. Look, don’t worry if half of what I’m saying is going in one ear and out the other. I know it’s information overload. Now, the next thing is I need all you girls to look like boys. It’s really for your own protection. And for the organisation’s reputation. T-shirts are best, a couple of sizes too big. And nothing above your knees. If you haven’t got anything suitable we’ve got a basket of old stuff in the laundry. What else … no makeup, no jewellery. And nothing white either, because it’ll go see-through in the rain.’

My intense desire to gain access to the centre means that I swallow without too much thought all these rules that I might otherwise have found a little cultish. I don’t so much mind the idea of being banned from makeup, as I don’t usually wear it anyway.

We take a left, and the asphalt turns to mud. ‘The group’s got a no-nattering policy,’ Ryan continues. ‘That means we try not to say anything negative about anyone else in the group. If you have a problem, then you bring it straight to me. We’re here to keep up the clients’ spirits, so it’s really important that we all stay positive, and we all stay part of the one team.’

I guess this must be the spiel Ryan gives all his new recruits, but I can’t help noticing how he emphasises the words ‘positive’ and ‘team’. Maybe he can detect my discomfort at the thought of having to slot into a group of strangers. I try to think of something to say, but I’m scared to come across as too inquisitive or too opinionated or too serious, or too something I can’t quite put my finger on, but which I feel is going to mark me as different from the other volunteers.

‘Same goes for when you’re with the clients. They’ve all been through a lot of heavy shit, and you’ll see, once you start to get to know them, they’ll want to open up to you. But try not to let them dwell on that stuff. Try to get them talking about something positive. You can always ask them if they’re doing any activities here – try to talk them into going to yoga, English class, bingo …’

Bingo? I wonder what these so-called clients think of bingo games and of our group’s positivity creed, which I am not so sure I am going to be the best mascot for. In the days leading up to my departure, when I tried to summon images of ‘refugees’, I struggled. I guessed they might be Middle Eastern, and I assumed someone ‘of Middle Eastern appearance’ would be darker than me. I pictured unsmiling men with long black beards and turbans, and, half-hidden behind them, timid women each shrouded in a canopy of cloth, all of them bedraggled, dishevelled and, above all, pitiful.

‘Now, when you’re in the centre, we’ve got a twos policy. Make sure you’re never alone. It’s just to protect you against any allegations and whatnot. Last thing I should mention is that we try to limit our conversations with the other staff. You’ll see the island’s crawling in DIAC, Serco, cleaners, Mental Health. If they try to talk to you about what you’re doing here, just keep it general, don’t get into any detail. Same goes for when you’re making calls off the island. What brings you here, anyways?’

I give the same noncommittal answer I’ve been giving everyone who asks why I’m coming here: ‘Oh, well, I kind of just came across your ad by accident, thought it sounded interesting. I guess I’m just curious more than anything.’

‘Fair enough.’

And then, in a tone so laidback I find it hard to know whether he is confiding in me or issuing a threat, he adds: ‘Last year we had two girls got into relationships with a couple of the officers here. They were flown off the island the next day. Blacklisted.’

•

When we reach the accommodation block, Ryan takes me to meet the fifteen-odd ‘vols’ already on the island. The place reminds me of a disused caravan park: partially constructed footpaths run between several lengths of narrow demountable buildings, each divided into about a dozen rooms. The rain torrents down from the metal eaves over the buildings’ verandahs, not quite missing the decks. No-one is in sight, but there are signs of occupation: muddy workers’ boots sit outside some of the doors, and a few board shorts and bikinis have been hung out to dry.

We enter one of the larger rooms on the end of the block. Everyone is sitting cross-legged in a ring and it looks like they are partway through a meeting. Ryan introduces me and then explains how debriefing works. ‘So we go twice around the circle. First time everyone says something positive about their day. Second time we go round, everyone talks about something negative.’

‘But then you have to turn your negative into a positive,’ chimes in a girl who for some reason is wearing a red and yellow felt jester hat, like the kind you see at the Sydney Royal Easter Show.

Despite everyone apparently only having been here a fortnight, they hold together as a group, intermittently erupting with laughter at various in-jokes that I can only smile lamely at.

A girl with a boyish haircut brings the focus back to the debrief. ‘Some clients have been ignoring the “no watching” rule at yoga. Today they were standing at the window the whole session when me and Kelly were trying to demonstrate the poses. Also at last night’s beauty night, some of the nail polish went missing.’

Ryan frowns, then says, ‘Guys, on that note, I’ve got something to raise with the group. I noticed some of the Caramello Koalas have gone missing from the fridge. And possibly some of the Freddo Frogs as well. They’re meant to be our prizes for the bingo.’

Nobody says anything. Then a dreadlocked girl sighs loudly and launches into a tirade. ‘We had a heap of new arrivals today, so my class got kicked out of the room we’d been using all week. We ended up on the decking but it was pissing down so hard. I had that little whiteboard but when it’s raining, the ink just runs everywhere.’

Ryan looks at her, his glare willing her to add her positive, but she sits there scowling. ‘Okay. Thanks for that, Hannah. Trent?’ He looks at a guy in a hemp get-up who is picking at the carpet.

‘Yeah, so this afternoon I was chatting with this guy —’

‘A client?’ someone interrupts.

‘Yeah. A client.’ He says it like he doesn’t like the word. ‘He was telling me about his journey here. Said he had to spend an entire night in the water. Said it was freezing cold. And then when the sun rose the next morning …’ He doesn’t lift his eyes. Everyone’s chatter has subsided. ‘He … he could see … he could see bodies floating all around him. Just a few metres from him.’ He pulls at the carpet so hard a tuft of it comes out. ‘I just didn’t know what to say to him.’

Ryan pauses, and then opens it up to the group. ‘Okay, guys, how could Trent have responded?’

‘Acknowledge it, and then try to steer the conversation in a positive direction,’ someone recites.

‘Yes,’ Ryan agrees. ‘Say something like: “Well, it’s good you arrived here safely.”’

Without pause for thought, we move on to the ‘good vibes’ award – a kind of star of the week. Five different people nominate Trent for getting up early to cook everyone pancakes for breakfast.

‘Okay, everybody, rookie time!’ calls out the girl in the jester hat. The group turns and faces Ryan, who lowers his face into his hands in mock shame. ‘I put in a nomination for Ryan,’ says the girl through giggles, ‘’cause this morning when we got to the centre, he realised he’d forgotten his ID and we had to come all the way back here to get it! Hands up if you vote for Ryan!’

Everyone’s hands fly up, except for mine, until the girl beside me yanks it up too. The jester-hat girl removes the hat from her own head and then puts it over Ryan’s, tugging it down hard on either side.

Something about the group mentality makes me uneasy. I’m also uncomfortable with the insistence on being positive at all costs and I find it curious that everyone is so upbeat. I feel like the shy new girl in class. I pretend I’m tired and retreat to the room I’m sharing with Tessa, one of the other teachers here. As I unpack my clothes, English textbooks and a small stash of novels, I replay Ryan’s question in my mind. What am I doing here? Even though I’m used to overthinking things, I made the decision to come here impulsively. Why was it that when I saw the advertisement, I didn’t even consider the possibility of not coming here? What was that clear rush of feeling that drew me?

I didn’t know a lot about asylum seeker politics, but instinctively I felt that how Australia was treating asylum seekers was not right; that the policy of mandatory detention was wrong. I also presumed that asylum seekers were not the menacing, threatening characters many had painted them as. I knew which side of the debate I was on, and I guess I had a vague desire to help. But it felt naïve to admit that, when I knew so little about anyone’s circumstances, and when the form of my assistance – delivering English lessons – would no doubt be a paltry offering compared to the kind of help the asylum seekers really required. They hadn’t asked me for my assistance, so wasn’t it condescending of me to assume they needed it?

I wonder about the ‘heavy shit’ Ryan mentioned – how am I going to react? How am I going to contain myself? Despite my reserved and reticent exterior, there is a deep well of feeling in me that means I feel others’ pain too easily. I flinch at the suggestion of violence in movies; when an image of starving children or a bombed village appears on the news, I scrunch up my eyes. I can’t even walk past a homeless person without feeling a surge of sadness and, beneath it, an inexplicable guilt. My normal life – teaching English to Koreans, Japanese and Brazilians in inner-city Sydney – was comfortable. But maybe it had been too comfortable, too safe. Maybe, under everything, I thought my capacity to feel others’ pain could be channelled into something more constructive, more positive, more meaningful.

I try to get to sleep, but can’t block out the enthusiastic squeals of people playing Guess Who? despite Ryan’s sporadic shooshing. I think about the other volunteers, whether they are able to articulate what has brought them here, and whether it even matters. When I told people in Sydney I was coming here, some widened their eyes and asked if I was scared, and what kind of protection I was going to receive. Others told me that for sure the work was bound to be very ‘rewarding’. Maybe that was it. Maybe we all wanted to do something that would make us feel good about ourselves. Maybe we all hoped, in our own way, that we could make a difference.

•

A knock at the door of the Education office and there is a group of about a dozen guys – maybe from Sri Lanka? – all wearing the same aqua shade of T-shirt. Two of them are holding hands, and three others, who look like teenagers, have their arms around one another’s necks. It is my very first day in the centre and instead of being thrown into the teaching deep end, my job is to stay in the compound and enrol clients who want to register for an English class. I have been instructed to spread the numbers across the four classes as evenly as I can. One man – alert and oozing confidence – steps forward, shakes my hand and then offers me a can of lemonade. I can see from the fluoro green sticker stuck on his ID card that he is already attending a morning class.

‘Sorry, only one class per student,’ I tell him.

‘Yes, yes, no problem. But they want class also.’

He seems to have been appointed spokesman for the others, who stand patiently as we speak.

I peel off a sticker to attach to the card of his first friend.

‘Teacher, ABC class, ten o’clock, no problem?’ asks the spokesman.

I tell him they are too many for one class, so I will separate them into four groups.

He shakes his head and says, ‘No, no. We are same boat, miss.’ He gestures to all of them. ‘Same boat, same boat.’

‘Okay, okay, no worries.’ I address his first friend, who looks busy studying my oversized cargo pants and orange T-shirt that hangs almost to my knees. ‘What is your name?’

‘WTI seventy-five,’ he says automatically.

‘No, sorry, just your name, I don’t need your number.’

‘Sorry? Name? My name? My name Visvanathan Jayalalithaa.’

‘Okay, Vis …’

‘Visvanathan.’

‘Okay, Vis-va-na-than, thanks. Please be on time tomorrow, or you won’t be allowed in.’

‘Sorry?’

I point to my watch. ‘Come ten o’clock, not ten-thirty, okay?’

‘Ah, yes, yes, thank you, my teacher.’

•

My second day on the island is my first day of teaching. To distract myself from the butterflies, I start rearranging the desks in the classroom I have been allocated. I decide on five groups, carefully positioned so that no-one has to crane their necks to see the board. A quarter of an hour before my eight o’clock class, men start filing in. On seeing me, they smile widely, but then look across to the desks and shake their heads or tut, and then start dragging everything back into straight rows.

I stop them. ‘No, no problem. Please sit.’ And they look bewildered but follow my instructions.

More students enter, look around at the others as though they are sitting in chaos and again automatically start pushing around desks. The room keeps on filling, and by five to the hour, all thirty chairs have been filled. A man with silver-white hair enters, and a younger man who looks like he might be from the same country leaps up and offers his seat to the older man before settling into position on the floor. He opens his notebook and lays it neatly in his lap. Everyone sits in near silence, as though they are waiting for a concert to begin.

I take out the sign-in sheet I have been given, which apparently is crucial for Serco, the security company contracted by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship, to monitor clients’ movements and for our group to demonstrate levels of client participation in our activities. I hand it to the young man on the floor to complete the three columns with his name, client number and signature. He removes the ID tag from around his neck and then copies out his details, letter by letter. The man beside him repeats the process, but his handwriting is shaky and oversized. He writes his name so large it takes up the rows allocated for five people, then holds the sheet up to me for approval. I smile and hand it along to the man with the silver hair. Shaking his head, he half-whispers something in his own language, pointing to his eyes. Can he not see? Or just not read? He hands over his card to me and I copy the details for him.

I start off by teaching them ‘My name is Adele’ and ‘I am from Australia’ in the hope they will understand the key words and then be able to substitute their own names and nationalities. Some understand.

‘My name Mohammad. I am Afghanistan,’ says a young man who is not how I pictured an Afghani would look: he has narrow, inquisitive eyes, the tiny build of a jockey, and a crew cut.

‘Yes, almost. My name is Mohammad, I am from Afghanistan.’

A man with a severe expression raises his hand. ‘My name is Ali. I Kurdish. I no from.’

At the end of the class, a man with a weathered face and a very gentle demeanour lingers and presents me with an exercise book and a phone card. I open the book and it is empty, but then he flips to the back, and I can see he has copied out the same words at least fifty times: Step 1: Dial 0908 7878. Step 2: Then dial your phone card access code followed by the # key. Step 3 … He grins at me and I am not sure if he understands what he has copied or not, but I am struck by his obvious determination to learn.

•

The officer in charge of the compound hands us each a container of lunch. I’m so hungry I leap on the substance that my co-teacher Tessa calls ‘sludge’. I look out through the metal bars at the large playing fields in the centre of the complex.

‘How come the place is so empty?’

The officer, a sporty-looking man, tells me, ‘Head count time, mate.’

He starts to say something else, but gets a call on his radio, which seems to be set at double the necessary volume.

‘The clients can leave their compounds whenever they like,’ Tessa explains, ‘except for during head counts. There’s four head counts a day. Everyone has to stay in their own compound until they’ve counted everyone. Trouble is half the time, someone’s missing so they have to start all over again until they’ve got everybody.’

Tessa is twenty-four – the same age as me – but is much surer of herself, very comfortable in her own skin. It usually takes me a long time to get to know people, but for some reason I feel connected to her, and it feels like we have known each other much longer than the seven days we have been here. Despite being forbidden from wearing makeup and having to dress in daggy clothes, she possesses the kind of beauty that is impossible to hide: her enormous blue eyes are framed by long dark eyelashes, and she has an enveloping smile that often dissolves into giggles.

As I force myself through lumps of something that is either chicken or fish, I sit and look out at the deserted playing fields. I will come to hate sitting through these head counts. It’s hard not to compare the twelve accommodation compounds to enclosures in a zoo. Each is named after a flower – Poppy, Marigold, Lilac, etc – and all overlook a large green oval, perfectly maintained. Everything in the complex is metal or concrete, save for the grass, but even that looks artificial under the fluorescent lights. In the accommodation blocks, the tiny windows are covered by steel mesh, and the light fittings are surrounded by small cages. To walk from one side of the complex to another involves navigating an endless labyrinth of automatic gates. To open a gate, you need to push a button, then wait. A camera overhead will swivel until whoever is watching the monitor is able to see you, and then you will hear a click and you can push the gate open. The gates are so heavy that to open one I need to lean against it with my whole body. Some sections of the complex have double gates; the structure between the two gates is a thick metal grid. Ryan calls these sections the ‘velociraptor cages’, like in Jurassic Park.

Two high fences (the taller one electric) circle the perimeter. The only other places I have seen these kinds of fences is maximum security prisons on TV, and wildlife parks. It would be easy to assume that whoever needs to be housed in a place like this must be dangerous. Cameras are positioned every few metres along the fence line, ever swivelling and ever watching.

During head count time, some men sit staring through the gaps in the metal bars of their compound, waiting. Though these men are faceless to anyone outside, here their every movement is monitored and recorded. It strikes me that they are at once watched and unseen.
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