
 

Lunchtime under the frangipani tree 
By Maggie Power 

 

I wonder if you can guess where I am. I’m on an island and I’m sitting at a wooden table, 

under a frangipani tree. I’ve sat here twice a day for 16 days and I’ve just noticed it is a 

frangipani tree.  That is how intent I am on the job at hand. I am still trying to remember all 

the children’s names and faces. When I make a mistake, they laugh at me and I laugh with 

them. 

I laugh not because I feel it, but out of loyalty. Not loyalty to my government. Stuff them. 

Nor loyalty for the organisation that sent me here. Not even loyalty for my team members 

who arrived with me and are just as shell-shocked. My loyalty is with the children.  They 

trust me to be kind. They trust me to have normal reactions. That is why I laugh.  

Vidu, who is eleven years old, is sitting beside me. He is telling me the same story he has 

told me whenever he joins me under the tree.  I want to say stop. I want to say stop, please 

stop.  It’s the story about how they got on the boat in Indonesia the first time. They were 

squatting together, waiting to sail off. Vidu told his father he was hungry.  His father got up 

and rushed onto shore to buy some food for the journey.  His father was caught by police 

and they were all taken off the boat, the boat that was one of the last to carry its human 

cargo to life in Australia.  His father saved up again. The next boat they took did land on 

Australian soil but too late. The family has ended up here on this island.  

Vidu finishes his story.  ‘It’s in the past,’ I say. ‘Vidu it’s not your fault.’ 

That is why he must tell me the story over. So that he can hear me say those words again 

and again. 

The other children gather round. They call me teacher. I am a teacher but that is not my role 

here. ‘Teacher, teacher. Tell us about Jay again’.  Jay is my grandson.  

When I first arrived, the children told me they were in trouble because they would run out 

of the classrooms during lessons. Oh, I forgot to tell you, I’m in a school, a little way inland, 

and up a hill, on the island.  I am here to facilitate the transition of children from the 

detention centre, and of refugees who have been released, into the stifling local upper 

primary school. 

I have also run out of the classrooms to escape the heat. It is unbearable. On a distant edge 

of the playground, I see the wire fence that cordons off the site for the new school. After so 

many years, the foundations have still not been laid. It was meant to be built and 

operational by now but island disputes about who should be in charge of security of the 

area have been won and lost and tabled over and over. 



 

In the meantime, for years, the students and teachers have endured the sweltering heat 

inside the temporary school accommodation. The repurposed buildings were what 

remained of a detention centre from an earlier ‘Pacific Solution’.  The classrooms are 

stifling. Even the local teachers leave them, mid-lesson. My job is to sit in the classrooms 

and help the camp kids to integrate. My job is to meet the bus from the detainee centre and 

lead the children into the school grounds and to hold our heads high amid cries of ‘Go home 

refugees’. My job is to sit under this tree and hand them their lunches, their water and fruit 

when they ask for it. I have to help them get used to the idea that this island is now their 

home. I am failing at this but the children don’t notice. 

‘Tell us about Jay,’ they say. 

My grandson is naughtier than them I say.  Jay is their age. He has ADHD. I use him 

mercilessly to keep the children laughing. I tell them how, in school in Melbourne, while his 

teacher is writing on the whiteboard, he sneaks up behind her and when she turns back to 

address the class, he says, ‘Boo!’ It only happened once. It was a cause of great anxiety for 

my daughter and son-in-law, and for me. But here, on this island where everything is 

opposite, Jay’s boo is a cause of constant hilarity. The kids cannot get enough of this story 

and I will give them anything they want.  

Everything is opposite. On the road to the school, the colourful flora is inviting but it covers 

long-abandoned and rusted machinery. No one can play here.  A lagoon, which provides a 

picturesque walk, is full of poisoned fish. The soil, too, is unusable. The educational 

scholarships to study in my own country are awarded not to the most worthy, but to the 

children of government members. A teacher points this out to me. ‘Lazy. Lazy. Lazy.’ She 

repeats, pointing to each name on the scholarship list.   

Nothing grows here so everything must be imported. Fresh food. Fresh engineers. Fresh 

experts.  

Another refugee student, Berina, knows this well. She sits beside me at last, under the 

frangipani tree. It has taken her this long to trust me. She started in the junior Secondary 

College on the island, but her father forced her back into grade 6 in this school so that she 

could watch over her younger sister. 

Berina tells me she has instructed her parents and her case worker that she wants to return 

to Iran. She will live with her grandmother. She will get a better education. Here, she is 

hauled up before the school principal time and time again. She is bored in class. She gets 

into fights with the local children who taunt her.  Berina wins the fights. She fights like a 

tiger and she is unmoveable. Berina is now a rock I cling to, although I will admit that to no-

one.  

 



 

The children startle me with their knowledge. ‘We know we are the example,’ they say. We 

know they don’t want any more boats. But teacher, can’t they sneak us in? No one needs to 

know.’  

Last week my country had a change of Prime Minister. For the refugees here it meant they 

were free.  ‘Teacher, teacher!’ they smiled. We are going to your country! New Prime 

Minister a good man!  It was on the news. First they will take the pregnant women, then 

they will take us children with our families, then they will take the guys from Fly Camp’! 

‘I didn’t see this on the news. Are you sure it’s true?’ I say. They are dead certain it’s true 

and for the first time in my life I hope I’ve missed something important. 

I asked a border security officer. He said these rumours spread like wildfire. Especially at 

landmark events, like Christmas and Easter when they think people will care. It is not true. 

Of course it is not true.  

I cannot commiserate with my team. We are only four in all. From day one we have all been 

stunned and withdrawn. There is only one car and although the island takes just 20 minutes 

to drive around, we cannot travel alone. We are stuck with each other.  One of the team, 

the youngest, finds solace in shopping. But apart from the two grocery stores, all of the 

outlets are the equivalent of $2 Shops at home. So we wait in the car while she shops and I 

want to shout out loud, ‘What the hell, you stupid woman. There is nothing real here to buy 

and we are waiting in this sweltering car to get home and relax only because our weak 

manager is infatuated with your youth and your need to shop!’ This remained an unspoken 

outburst but I have been ostracised ever since for what I actually did say, on the fourth stop 

to such a store: ‘Perhaps just ten minutes here then’.  In this environment, even measured 

requests are considered explosive and unforgivable. 

But that is just a traveller’s grievance. And it is petty. It is nothing compared to what goes on 

for those with undefined future.  Last night a colleague from another more established team 

drove me to dinner in the home of a family of recently settled refugees. On the way, she 

pointed out an abandoned apartment site. It was almost at completion when the district 

locals revolted. ‘No refugees’. Now it was empty, behind barbed wire. Our hosts lived in a 

similar building but further inland and thankfully functional. The accommodation was stark.  

Basic furniture, fluorescent-lit.  

‘Tell them about the phone,’ my friend urged one of the young men, who served us the 

tastiest meal I’d had on the island. 

I wanted to say ‘Stop, please, stop.   Can’t you see I’m barely upright?’ But he told me and I  

listened. When they’d been released from the detention centre, they’d pooled their 

resources and bought a phone. They’d bought it from local men for $100. A few days after 

they’d bought it the local men came and demanded a further $100. When the family could 

not pay, the locals grabbed the phone and left.  Then another young couple joined us at the 



 

dinner table. When they were released from the centre, they had worked as security guards 

and they had saved to buy a motor bike. The bike was stolen a day after they bought it. 

‘Did you go to the police?’ I asked. 

Eating stopped and they looked at me as if I was a child.  

‘Of course. They typed a report and said come back tomorrow. We went back. They had lost 

the report. Case closed.’ 

I’m brought back to the present, under the frangipani. A local teacher asks me for a bottle of 

water from the slab sent from the camp. I give it freely. There is always much more than the 

children need. The much-publicised hot school lunches for the local children arrive long 

after lunch time.  Sometimes just before the final school bell. A government family won that 

tender to provide them. No accountability. The refugee children use some of the extra 

bottles of water to barter with the local children for marbles or for instant noodles sold in 

the shonky school canteen.  The nutritious lunches sent from the camp are a cause of 

further division between the locals and the refugees. The detainees also have good writing 

books, colouring pencils and pens - luxuries in this place. 

 

The school bell rings the children in. I know they will not last long in class. I have to account 

for their attendance which is sporadic. I must write a weekly report. I have been ordered to 

go into the detention camp, high on the island and persuade the parents to make sure their 

kids attend each day. The camp is a series of tents. 

‘Would you send your children there?’ they ask. Their children have already told them of the 

heat, of the teachers who only teach local dialect and of the filthy toilets.  

‘It is better than boredom’ I offered weakly. But next time I will answer honestly, ‘No.’ 

 

I enter the staff room. It is the only air-conditioned room in the school complex. The 

cleverest students are being punished here because they ran out of their overheated 

classrooms. 

I sit beside one of the Catholic volunteer teachers. He is wary of me because I am 

sympathetic. He is here for the local students, as he has been, long before the off-shore 

detention. From my observations, he and his colleagues are the most determined to give all 

of these children an education, so I don’t care about his politics.  

For some reason, he has the only working online computer in the room. I offer him one of 

the remaining bottles of water and what he gives back is pure gold. 



 

‘Did you hear about the earthquake in Chile?’ he says. 

I don’t care until he adds, ‘It might cause a tsunami which could level this island.’ 

I am not sure how I openly respond to this news. I do know that his reaction to me is aghast.  

I keep myself very quiet for the rest of the afternoon. I observe classes and round up my 

escapees as best I can but they linger under the frangipani tree. They keep me talking there. 

After seeing the kids off on the bus back up to the Detention Centre, I am picked up by my 

team. 

‘Did you hear about the earthquake in Chile?’ I ask. There is no answer. Each one is 

swallowed up by the futility and sadness in each of their schools. This is not a place for 

polite responses. They are not even listening. 

 But I am full of hope. I cannot tell anyone lest they know l am now totally mad.  

Tonight I will grab a beer. I will sit on the shore outside my hotel. I will watch and I will wait 

for that tsunami. Don’t worry. All of the people will be given warning. They will be on top of 

the hill. They will be safe. But the tsunami will come. In the face of ignorance, this is the only 

answer. The tsunami will surge onto the shores. It will wash away the ubiquitous shipping 

containers, more numerous than abodes.  It will wash away the contamination of long-

abandoned mining. It will topple the towering wooden likeness of Christ that I mistook for a 

football goal umpire. It will wash away all the Saturday bingo cards, and all the dangerous 

shanties that are considered houses here. Charities will come in. Charities will restore this 

island to its best state, as it was before the international looting. Most of all, it will be a valid 

reason for my government to abandon this folly.  Without losing face, each parliamentary 

member will do what they know in their hearts is right.  They will deliver these suffering 

families before it is too late.  

I’ll grab a beer. I’ll just grab that beer. 

 

******** 

 

 

 

 


