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For my Uncles and all of the First Nations Uncles
around the world doing the most important work
of nurturing our young people.









CHAPTER ONE
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My mate Wal and I couldn’t wait to tear out of class for lunch break. We’d been playing our own version of World Cup soccer since the beginning of the week, a best-out-of-five tournament against a team of other kids at school, including kids in the grades above and below us. We were tied two games each and both teams were prepared to play to the death to win.


As soon as the lunch bell rang, we grabbed our water bottles from our bags, we didn’t even worry about eating lunch, and walked onto the oval.


As Wal and I were walking, Wayde, who was always getting stuck into me, gave me a push. Looking at me all mean he said, ‘You better watch your back Dusty, because I’m going to bust you up on the pitch.’


My Uncle Rick, or Uncle Xbox as I call him, had taught me that it was best to just ignore Wayde when he was bullying me and everyone else at our school. Wayde was always calling people names and sometimes he was violent. Last year he was even being racist and teasing me about my mum being poor. But I was excited about the last game of our tournament and couldn’t help myself.


‘You have to catch me first Wayde.’


‘You’re not that fast Dusty,’ Wayde said. I answered back, ‘Yeah, but you’re so slow I could tie your shoelaces when you run from one end of the soccer pitch to the other.’


Wal looked at me in disbelief and just started laughing. ‘Haw, haw, haw!’


Even though I could already see steam coming out of Wayde’s ears, Wal’s laughter made me take another shot at him. ‘You’re so slow that the word Wayde means slow in sixty-six languages.’


‘Awwwww, haw, haw, haw!’ Wal went off again, and Wayde’s jaw dropped. He flexed towards me, holding up his fist as if he was going to hit me.


‘You’re dead meat,’ he said.


Wal was trying to stop laughing and gave me a look as if to say, ‘Cut it out before ya get flogged Dusty.’


I’d had my fun and didn’t really want to give Wayde a hard time. I was just sick of him always being so mean and I wanted him to know that I wasn’t scared of him anymore.


As expected, as soon as we stepped foot on the field to start the game Wayde started nudging me and being all up in my face. But like I said, when I started running around with the ball, he couldn’t keep up with me.


Each team had scored a goal and we were all going our hardest, knowing it wouldn’t be long until the school bell rang, meaning the end of our game and the end of the tournament. I was hunched over, my hands on my knees trying to get my breath back, when Wal passed the ball to me on the right wing and my mates Clayton and Jeremy started yelling at me to score. I burst into action, seeing only this little slow fella Mat and the goalie between me and the back of the net. I knew I’d be able to dribble around Mat easily, and the goalie would only be able to stop me scoring by some miracle.


I sprinted, faked going left but ran right and got around Mat with ease. I was winding up to boot the ball to the back of the net when wham! Someone kicked my legs out from beneath me, causing me to hit the ground with a thud.


I was seeing stars and I couldn’t breathe. My legs were killing and my ears were ringing as I heard all my teammates yelling, ‘Foul!’ I definitely didn’t hear the bell, but it wasn’t really any surprise that Wayde was the culprit. I caught my breath and picked myself up off the ground. When Wayde smirked at me, I couldn’t help myself. I leapt on him and started pushing him into the ground. Wayde punched me in the guts and then it was on, both of us wrestling on the grass and trying to punch each other.


Everyone gathered around and I could hear them yelling, ‘Fight, fight, fight!’


I didn’t really want to punch Wayde but what choice did I have? It was a sink or swim situation. Without meaning to, one of my punches landed right on Wayde’s nose and blood began spilling out just as the school principal Mr Simmons came over to break things up.


‘You!’ he shouted, pointing his finger at me, his face exploding with anger. ‘Go to the office and wait there until I come. The rest of yas, get to class, now!’


As I was walking to the office, shaken by all that was going on, Mr Simmons was helping Wayde, making him tilt his head forward and pinch his nose. He obviously didn’t care that I was all bruised up.


I finally got to the office and Mrs Jennings asked kindly, ‘What’s up Dusty?’


‘Mr Simmons wants to see me,’ I said unenthusiastically.


Then Mr Simmons walked into the office with Wayde. As soon as Mrs Jennings saw Wayde holding his nose she sprung up and said, ‘Tissues and an icepack.’ Walking over, she put her hand on Wayde’s shoulder and led him to the sick room.


Mr Simmons came out of the sick room a moment later and said gruffly, ‘Wait here until I call for you.’


I sat in the foyer of the front office feeling pretty scared. It was unfair that Wayde was getting all the attention when I was busted up too and Wayde had started it.


‘Dusty!’ Mr Simmons eventually called out.


As I went into the principal’s office, his phone rang and he said, ‘Just give me a tick,’ motioning for me to sit down. He adjusted his glasses beneath his curly grey longish locks and scratched his beard as he talked on the phone.


I looked at all the trophies and shields that our school had won in all types of sports, like netball, hockey and soccer, hanging on the wall of Mr Simmons’ office. I started swinging around on the swivel chair and then Wayde appeared, standing in front of the glass window next to the office door. Although he had cotton wool sticking out of his nose, which was kind of hilarious, he clenched his fist and shook it at me as if to say, ‘You’re dead meat.’
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