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PROLOGUE

A gunshot echoed in the distance, its crack reverberating across the paddock. Robert ‘Goupong’ Anderson stood leaning under a gum tree, savouring the feeling of its cool trunk on his back. The hot sun was beating down, and sweat was running across his dark brown temple. He watched the race that had started in the distance; tiny plumes of dust licked the backs of the racers’ heels. News of this big event had been the talk of the town  for months.

A young, hot-shot runner was going to be competing in this race. He was making a tour of the country and he was now the fastest man in Australia. As the world record-holder for the fifty-yard, sixty-yard and two-hundred-yard sprints, he was also the fastest man in the world.

Goupong looked over the sparse land, dotted with only a few trees on the horizon. A billowing white tent had been erected for the spectators. The cloud-like tent was brimming with people. Goupong could hear the drone of their excited chatter even from where he stood. He watched the red shirt leading the race. ‘The Crimson Flash’, they called him. Goupong could see why. He was barrelling down the racetrack in front of his competitors. Goupong picked off a leaf and rubbed it in his hand. The sweet, tangy scent calmed him. He languidly strode along the dusty ground, one foot in front of the other. His long limbs carried him forwards, towards the racetrack.

Cheers erupted from the overcrowded tent as Arthur Postle crossed the finish line. Goupong watched Postle receive his congratulations in the distance, his red shirt swallowed by suits of beige, surrounded by a cacophony of claps. Goupong wondered why they were so excited by this win. Of course, he would win. Arthur Postle was the fastest man in Australia, the fastest man in the world! World record-holder. They were just excited to put their little town on the map, to have honour bestowed on them because another white man ran on their ground. Not that it was even their ground. Goupong spat on the dust and watched it seep into the copper-brown dirt.

A fat white man in a too-tight suit noticed Goupong and ushered him over.

“Ah, Robert is here! He’s the fastest man in our region. He usually wins all the races,” the man spoke over the crowd.

The bustling group of people parted for The Crimson Flash. He smiled at Goupong.

The fat man laughed, “Not bad for an Aboriginal, eh?”

Goupong extended his black hand towards Arthur. Arthur extended his white hand back, and they shook in the spirit of sportsmanship. Goupong noticed Arthur’s eyes flash down to take in his black, bare feet. In turn, Goupong looked at Arthur’s expensive lace-up running shoes.

The fat man laughed jovially, looking on.

“Alright gentlemen, time to do your stretches or whatever it is you athletes do.” He dabbed his handkerchief on his sweaty moustache.

Goupong was embarrassed for the talkative fat man. He was obviously trying very hard to take on the role of officiator and knowledge-holder of the region.

Goupong found a patch in the dirt and solemnly started his stretching, keeping an eye on Arthur Postle. He watched as Arthur reached down to the ground, bobbing slowly. He twisted back and forth and shook out his pink-hued, white limbs.

“Okay, gentlemen, to the starting line please!”

Goupong wandered over, allowing the white men to choose their preferred places. He coolly took the leftover spot.

“On your marks, gentlemen…” the fat man shouted.

“Get set…”

Bang!
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CHAPTER 1

The young boy felt the earth between his hands. He watched the smooth dust and sharp rocks fall through his fingers like a rainstorm on the horizon. He looked at the wall of red-stemmed gum trees standing like silent guards. Their sad swaying in the hot breeze made Goupong feel understood. A green tree frog leapt onto young Goupong’s toe and snapped him out of  his reverie.

“Oi!” Goupong laughed. “Why are you scaring me like this? You tryin’ to get me in trouble?” The green tree frog croaked in response and cocked its leaf-green head.

“Alright, alright. I should be learning my numbers.”

Goupong picked up a stick and drew two circles on top of each other.

“The rocks of the river, they have been there forever you know.” He flicked a look at the frog, and the frog understood.

“They’ve been watching and waiting and moving with time.” The frog watched carefully.

“But it also looks like an ‘eight’,” Goupong stated. “Eight plus two equals ten!”

“Robert!” Goupong’s teacher screeched.

Goupong snapped to attention, sending the stick flying in the air. The frog leapt back into the shade and out of sight. Goupong saw the tall skinny woman march up towards him. She was generally a kind woman, but she had a short fuse. She often told the class how disappointed she was to be dealing with the older boys instead of the little girls and boys in the other class. She was sometimes caught looking out the window longingly when the gaggle of younger students waddled by for their morning walk.

“Get here.” Miss Adams pointed to a spot of dirt beneath her feet. Goupong scampered to that spot and stood in front of the woman, making his body as tall as one of the red-stemmed gum trees. Today was not a day to mess with the teacher. When she first arrived at the class, her face was blotchy red from crying. Goupong had seen her talking to the Boss Man before their morning lessons. He couldn’t distinguish the words from their muffled dialogue, but he saw Boss Man towering and her cowering. Even as she had taught them numbers in the lesson, her voice occasionally wobbled with obvious stress and emotion. Unfortunately, this was not an irregular occurrence for Miss Adams. She seemed quite discontent with her life on the mission, which made Goupong wonder why she was in this awful place at all.

“I will give you one more chance.” She cleared her throat. “What is eight plus one?”

Goupong glanced back at his drawing in the dirt, “Um—”

The woman grabbed his shoulder, her claw-like, freckled hand digging into his back. “You look me in the eyes.”

Goupong’s hand began to tremble and sweat. “Sorry…”

“Sorry ‘M’am’,” she interrupted. He looked up and saw her splotchy and sunburnt face covered in sweat. She was one of the kindest of all of them, but she had her cruel days.

“Sorry M’am. Eight plus one equals ten.”

The woman scoffed. “Unbelievable. Lazy and stupid.” She rolled her grey eyes in exaggerated disbelief. “Eight plus one is nine!” she emphasised.

Goupong looked down at his dusty brown feet. His father had once told him that the earth beneath his feet belonged to him and he belonged to it. Why didn’t it feel like it?

“Look at me!” she screamed.

Goupong raised his big brown eyes like a flash, filled with fear. “Sorry,” he stammered.

“Sorry, ‘M’am’,” She growled. She took a deep breath and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Not only lazy and stupid but disrespectful, too!”

Goupong could hear the nervous chatter of his peers inside the classroom fall silent.

“Turn around, Robert,” she ordered.

Goupong obeyed. He silently turned around and closed his eyes. I am a red-stemmed gum tree, I am tall and strong.

Crack. Pain erupted on his back. He squeezed his eyes shut tighter. Crack. The pain reverberated up his spine and into his skull. Remember to breathe. Crack.  Do not cry.

Goupong remained standing with his back to the classroom. He heard his teacher’s heavy breathing. She made a sound as if she wanted to say more, but she turned and shuffled back into the classroom. Goupong was left in the heat of the sun, watching the expanse of the sky. He loved watching the deep blue sky and the tall olive-green trees. The bush was dry and sepiatoned, begging for rain in its dry roots. He looked at the silhouette of his favourite mountain. His father had told him it was very special to his people.

“Can you see it?” his father had asked, kneeling beside him. When Goupong had shaken his head, his father had pointed to the top of the mountain where a stone green tree frog perched on the mountain’s face.

“I see it!” Goupong had exclaimed. His father smiled.

“He’s always watching!” he whispered gently, “this is his land!”

Goupong smiled sadly as the memory of his father drifted away like a passing cloud. He no longer had his father to learn from, but he had some older boys to look up to, like Jesse. He looked up at the green tree frog perched on the mountain, its stone face gleaming in the sunlight. Now in the view of the mountain was a clearing, tin buildings and dusty earth where there was once rich greenery. Meanwhile, Goupong’s little friend in his vibrant green, like luscious leaves, croaked a rumble of thunder. Two black glossy beads watched the world. He sat, perched on a branch of the lonely tree, and he watched, waited, listened.

“Okay Robert, you may come back inside as we read from Genesis Chapter 8,” Miss Adams panted.

He took a deep breath of the eucalyptus air before returning to the classroom. He watched his dusty feet move one in front of the other. He stepped out from the harsh sunlight into the musty shade of the shack classroom. As he crossed the threshold, he glanced around at the brown-eyed children staring pityingly at him, then he looked up at the portrait of the white lady with jewels on her head. Her cold eyes judged him as he skulked by. He saw one face that was not quite so pitying. Mark was smirking and unsuccessfully trying to hide his glee. It looked as if he was trying to swallow his own lips in his feeble attempt. Mark’s hair was particularly puffy today, and Goupong despised it. He couldn’t wait until the teachers shaved it raw. He shot Mark a nasty scowl as he passed him.

Before Goupong could comprehend, he was plummeting to the floor. He tasted the wooden floor-boards and smelt the dust between the cracks. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Mark’s brown hairy leg quickly return under the desk. That rascal. Goupong looked up at Mark and scowled. Mark’s body was changing quicker than the other boys his age, and he  was proud of it. Goupong quickly spat at Mark’s brown shoe before he dusted himself off and returned to his desk. He heard the stifled laughter of a few children around him. He caught eyes with his best friend Jonathan, and Jonathan gave him a sad half-smile. Goupong took his seat and glared at the back of Mark’s puffy, fuzzy hair. It looked like a sad, dying bush. Mark turned around to Goupong and gave a big toothy grin.

“You gotta watch where those big feet are going!” Mark sneered.

The little boys in the front row gasped and looked from Miss Adams to Goupong to Mark to Miss Adams again. Goupong looked down at his feet. They were average size, for sure. His legs were definitely a bit gangly, he had skinny ankles but big, broad shoulders. He’d been told by a girl that he was handsome one time, so he was assuming he wasn’t bad looking. His father had also told him that he got his thick black wavy hair from his mother. Goupong saw Mark’s cracked front tooth, evidence of a previous altercation between the two. He knew he was better looking than that fella, that was certain. Mark and his friend Luke exchanged muffled snickers. While Goupong considered himself to be very clever, his temper sometimes got the better of him. And by ‘sometimes’ he meant most days. And on those ‘most’ days, it could be several times a day. But not every day.

Miss Adams continued her lesson as if nothing had happened. She cleared her throat, sat at the front of the room and took out a large, gold-rimmed bible. It fell open with a thud, and a tiny plume of dust arose. She coughed and waved the dust away. She asked the children to open their bibles. The littlest children in the front row struggled to lift the heavy things. One particularly feeble child, Simon, coughed when the dust danced from the pages and tickled his nostrils. Some children, Goupong noticed, opened their bibles upside down, proudly ‘reading’, none the wiser.

After reading aloud from Genesis Chapter 8 in her sing-song voice, Miss Adams stalked up and down the aisles, spontaneously cracking her joints every now and again, watching the children continue their work. She scowled like she’d smelt something rotten when she walked past Goupong, but he noticed an awkwardness about her, like she was doing everything in her power to avoid looking at him. She was always uncomfortable after disciplining one of the children. She mustn’t enjoy that part of her job, unlike other adults. Some of the adults seemed to relish the opportunity to hurt and torment the children.

Goupong caught eyes with Jonathan and realised Jonathan was staring at him, a big smile making his puffy cheeks even puffier. He wiggled his eyebrows up and down. Jonathan’s head was freshly shaved in a rushed, patchy way – a result of a recent lice outbreak. The hair style made his chubby cheeks comically large and his overbite even more prominent.

“Not the favourite anymore?” Jonathan teased, leaning closer to Goupong to whisper.

Goupong noted that it had taken Jonathan longer than usual to begin joking at his expense. There was usually a brief time of sombre pity after a child was punished before they resumed their usual banter.

“Yes I am!” Goupong waved his hand to shoo him away.

“Jonathan, quiet,” Miss Adams snapped.

Goupong looked up at her and her eyes darted away. She suddenly became very invested in helping another boy with his work. Goupong studied the woman. She looked like a skeleton with leathery skin stretched tight over its bones. She wore a puffy dress that covered most of her body and it looked dreadfully hot. She always had nasty yellow-stained sweat patches under her armpits. She often smelled of a concoction of cheap soup and body odour. The skin that was exposed was a pale white, except for a blanket of orange freckles. Her braided hair was orange, too.

When she had first arrived on the mission, the children couldn’t keep their eyes off her. Their gazes followed her wherever she went. Her skin started out as white as a midday cloud, then slowly turned a crispy orange-brown over a few months. This made her pale eyes stand out even more, and the children found it captivating, like watching a dog eat its own poo: gross, but somehow mesmerising.

The boys had to wear short-sleeved, collared, button-up shirts with shorts every day. On special occasions, when dignitaries arrived to visit, they would wear long-sleeved shirts, long pants and closed-in shoes. Goupong hated the feeling of the material of the shirts. It made his skin itchy and he felt like he was growing every day, but the shirt stayed the same size. While the boys hated wearing their clothes and receiving their education, there was a common fear of the world outside the mission. Jesse had told the boys to do their best in school or else they could send you out loggin’ – with no pay! So Goupong put up with his scratchy shirt every day and pretended he was wearing it by choice.

Before Goupong’s father had died, he had told him stories about his homeland.

“But this is my homeland,” Goupong had responded, gesturing to the fence around him.

“Yes, Goupong, but only a small slice of it. Beyond the fence there are mountains and rivers and endless plains and fields.”

His father had stared out at the horizon with a wistful expression and misty eyes. Goupong could see beyond the fence, but he was never allowed to explore. He was born within the boundaries of the fence, so he had to muster up his imagination when he heard his father speak. But he saw the restlessness in his father’s eyes. He saw the anger flash when the white, gun-wielding men walked by. Goupong had had so many questions when his father was alive, but he could see the memories caused him pain.

“But what about Multuggerah?” Goupong had erupted when his father talked about the hardships of their people. “He fought back, he’s a warrior!”

His father had faced Goupong. “Don’t talk about him,” his eyes flashed. “Listen to me, this race isn’t fair.” He waited for Goupong to nod in understanding. “We’re trying to keep up and play by their rules, but they got a head start. They don’t play by the rules. You keep your head down, you do as they say. You speak their language, you play by their rules. You are Robert now. You hear me?”
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