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			To the only man I called Dad, Michael Joseph Doherty, who treated me like his own son, and also to three women who touched my life and still inspire me to keep doing what I do, my grandmother Kahira Marshall, Aunty Mary and Aunty Judith. May you all rest in peace.

		

	


	
		
			Foreword

			RARE ARE the moments, as a coach, when I can just sit back and enjoy a game of football. Benji Marshall gives me those moments. When he plays, I like to watch him play; really watch him. I will put the TV on and just watch him.

			There haven’t been many of those sorts of players during my career; Allan Langer, Andrew Johns, Darren Lockyer and Wally Lewis are some. Benji is up there with any of those players in terms of skill levels. If I get the chance to watch Benji play, I do. He has a different approach to the game. He equals anybody I’ve seen in terms of flair, and making something happen.

			He is a remarkable talent, born out of living on the edge. That’s the way he is. He was made to be a footballer; a bit unscripted, but he is what he is. That flick-pass in the grand final, that is what you get from those players. I am still in awe of that play; running one way, flat out, and throwing the ball in the other direction behind his back. That is simply uncoachable. Sometimes, he doesn’t look like he knows what he’s doing, and then all of a sudden he has beaten three guys and thrown a magnificent pass. But he knows he has to be part of the team. There is never a question mark about Benji being part of the team.

			He is very conscious of his friends and his teammates. He has a concern and care about them that people don’t always see. And he’s very smart, street smart. He listens, he is respectful and he takes advice. But, importantly, he makes his own decisions. He is his own man.

			He is very conscious of his image in the game. He had a bit of a hiccup this year, but he certainly hasn’t had a lot of problems with his profile. And that mustn’t be easy for him. He’s Benji Marshall. I’ve seen it; people want to touch Benji, they want him to sign autographs, they want him to pose for photographs. He only has to sneeze and someone will find fault. That puts a lot more pressure on him. He has always got to watch what he does, but he handles himself in a very classy manner, with a smile on his face.

			I had my first significant dealing with him in the New Zealand camp for the 2008 World Cup. He was certainly an extroverted character, although that didn’t come across immediately.

			Prior to that I’d met Benji a couple of times, but never for any great length of time. We’d exchanged a few words here and there.

			When I first saw him in camp, he was quite reserved. We subsequently built a very strong relationship, and he is someone I have always felt I could trust. He loves to laugh, and he loves to be leading the banter. He is fun to be around, and I think that helps him play the way he does.

			I coached a guy named Allan Langer, and Benji’s got a few of Alfie’s traits — not all of them, mind you. But it was always important for Alfie to have fun and enjoy himself. If he wasn’t laughing and enjoying himself, he wouldn’t play well.

			Benji remains the only person who has ever managed to get me into women’s clothing. During the World Cup, in Newcastle, we decided to have a Melbourne Cup luncheon, and we all had to get dressed up in clothes that the players had picked up from a local St Vincent de Paul.

			We all picked names out of a hat. Whoever we picked out could choose what we wore. I got Benji, of course, and he dressed me up in drag. I had no alternative — a 58-year-old man dressed in drag! Benji was so proud of himself. I can still picture him giggling when he was looking at me.

			Benji has a bit of cheekiness about him, but he is always conscious of other people’s feelings. He doesn’t target someone who can’t handle it. There is no showmanship in Benji. He is who he is.

			But most of all, I love the way he plays the game. I like the spirit he brings to his game, and the game. I really felt for him when he was going through injury after injury after injury. But in the last few years, we’ve seen him virtually injury-free. We’ve seen him become captain of New Zealand, which is something that he treasures and values. Every time he takes the field, he gives us enjoyment and excitement, and he makes it look like fun — he’s entertaining himself and us. The game has benefited enormously from Benji being on the park. That has given us, and me, what we want. More of Benji Marshall.

			Wayne Bennett

			Sydney, July 2011
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			Writer’s note

			DON’T JUDGE a book by its cover. We are constantly told this. So consider this one. On it, you will see a confident and brash young man, which is what Benji Marshall is. But it is also what he isn’t.

			On the field, he is rarely not a picture of confidence: all energy, effervescence and verve. But what became clear during the process of researching Marshall’s life and career so far is that, ever the performer, he is equally adept at putting on a show off the field as on it.

			Before I came across Benji Marshall, I had been told that he was cocky. It was difficult to argue that he wasn’t. By the time I met him for the first time, I was convinced he was arrogant. I had the audacity to miss a portion of his impromptu press conference after he starred for the Tigers and he gave me a little serve for asking whether he’d go over old ground with me again. He did so, I believe, to keep up appearances; to show me who was boss but also to show everyone else. He still gave that interview. There is very little difference between precocious and precious and I erred in mistaking one for the other.

			He is a hard nut to crack, but when you do there is a soft centre. For all the performances he is most proud of — the flick pass in the grand final of 2005, setting up the winning try in the World Cup final of 2008, the Golden Boot of 2010 and his club’s Iron Man award of the same year — I sense that the one he considers on top of them all is his eulogy to his father. I make no error in referring to Mick Doherty as his father. That is how Benji sees him. He never knew his paternal father, but he had many men in his life who made up for it. I met many of them during a family reunion near Wellington, in early 2010; it is easy to see where Benji gets his fighting spirit. They are tough men.

			The side of Benji that was more surprising was the tender one. To hear him speak so emotionally about his dad, showing a soft heart underneath his battered and scarred skin, was my highlight of this process. Annalie Doherty, Mick’s wife, who would become Benji’s second mother, told me one of her regrets was that Mick could not contribute to his son’s autobiography. But it is so clear that he has; the man had more impact and influence on Benji Marshall than most. He still got to see the talent that he nurtured on his Whakatane farm flourish. It has been some career to this point.

			When, as a schoolkid, Benji Marshall bounced into an NRL career, it was clear he was different. He had a step like no other. If South African cricketer Paul Adams’s bowling action was described as ‘frog in a blender’, then Benji’s stepping style is a frog trying to avoid the blender. All exaggerated hop, skip and mid-air shimmy.

			Through his career, many have been as intrigued by Benji off the field as they have on it, which clearly frustrates him greatly. This book has coincided with one of his most difficult years off the field, and I thank him for putting his time and his heart into documenting his life.

			The story which sums Benji Marshall up best is the one which involves a fast food restaurant. But it’s not the one you’re thinking of. The night before the grand final of ’05, Marshall attended a twenty-first birthday of a friend, before heading back to the home of Dene Halatau’s family with a bagful of McDonald’s burgers and fries. How a 20-year-old, about to play in the biggest game of his life, can fill his stomach with that instead of nerves beggars belief. Benji should not be defined by what happens at a fast food restaurant — and yet he should be.

			This book would not have happened without the help of many people. Thanks especially to Benji’s manager Martin Tauber, who has been guiding ‘the boy’, as he calls him, since he made his first-grade debut and, doing much of his work behind the scenes, probably does not get enough thanks in these pages. A debt of gratitude also to Warren Adler and Matthew Kelly, from the New Zealand and Australian arms of publisher Hachette, for their enthusiasm and guidance, as well as Janette Doolan, who worked tirelessly to transcribe hours of interviews. Others to have contributed greatly are, in no particular order, Tim Sheens, Wayne Bennett, Phil Gould, Scott Prince, Stephen Humphreys and Greg Lenton. Thanks also to the Sydney Morning Herald’s chief sports editor, Ian Fuge, and sports editor Ben Coady for allowing me to moonlight with a Marshall, as well as my colleagues Brad Walter, Greg Prichard and Chris Barrett, whose talents ensured I could do so without neglecting my daily round. And Benji’s family, of course: mothers Lydia and Annalie, and his uncle Bensy, who casts an imposing and so important shadow over the man who was named after him. And my family: wife Chantal and children Kaelan and Sassika, who had to ride the ups and downs of Benji’s career in order for me to write them.

			This autobiography is by no means meant to be definitive. The full stop at the bottom of the final page will not be the end. Benji Marshall is 26 years old, possibly only just past the halfway point of his career.

			But Benji has been through more in his years thus far than many would see in a long career. He has won a premiership and a World Cup and has undergone four shoulder reconstructions; any one of those injuries could have made this an end-of-career autobiography rather than a mid-career one. He went through all that before he was 23. The best may yet be to come. This is, truly, the first step. The brash boy from Whakatane, New Zealand, to whom this story belongs, will believe that to be the case. He can only hope the hardest has passed him. What we can be sure of is that whatever is left will be entertaining.

			Glenn Jackson

			Sydney, July 2011

		

	


	
		
			Prologue

			THE SIZE of the needle worried me more than the tip of it. It looked longer than my forearm. It was called a block, because it blocked out the pain, I guessed, and I would have four of these needles over time, each one worse than the last. Not in terms of physical pain, mind you. I never actually felt the point of that needle in the crook of my neck. It was deemed so painful that I had to be given a general anaesthetic first, so that it could be administered; an anaesthetic for an anaesthetic. The ‘block’ was the biggest needle I’d seen in my life but, really, it was the least of my worries.

			In my family, I am looked up to as someone who is strong, and who could handle setbacks. But through the injuries and surgeries that I went through, I cried many times; I’d sit in my room, alone and broken. I didn’t want any of my family to think that I was weak. But I was feeling weak, mentally weak. I have all the fighting qualities in me to never give up, but there were stages when the drain on me was just so heavy that I wanted to.

			The worst moments? The 2007 shoulder injury, my fourth and last, was the most difficult to get through. But there were awful experiences through all of my injuries. Some of them were just surreal. On one occasion, I drove to the doctor’s surgery in someone else’s car, with tinted windows, to avoid and evade the eyes behind the television cameras. I asked my teammate, Jamahl Lolesi, to drive my car and park it up the road — the cameras would run to the car and realise it was Jamahl, and then I’d sneak into the surgery.

			I couldn’t handle the scrutiny for a long time. I couldn’t handle the pressure I was being put under, and I didn’t like the way I was being perceived. Through that period, I did a lot of drinking. It was my way of relaxing. I couldn’t play so I’d go out on weekends and get drunk, to release a lot of tension.

			Looking back, I don’t know how I got through it, and to sit here now, after winning the World Cup, a Four Nations, and the Golden Boot since then, I think: ‘How did I get to here?’ I never take anything for granted any more. From one end of the scale, being on top of the world in 2005 after winning the premiership, to the other end, almost quitting, being in a place that is so dark and dull. My shoulders were ticking time bombs for a long period. Tick, tick, tick. I never knew when they were going to go on me. And I never knew whether the next tackle was going to mean the end of my career. It was difficult trying to play at my best every week, when in the snap of a finger, or a shoulder joint, I could be finished.

			I DON’T know why all those problems started, but I do know when and where. It wasn’t early, and it wasn’t in New Zealand. I had hardly any injury problems when I was younger. I broke my right collarbone when I was 14 and still at high school, while playing rugby union. But that was the extent of my troubles as a kid.

			My shoulders were always quite flexible. I’ve had surgeons tell me I have loose shoulders — although they’re fairly tight now after all the reconstructions I’ve had on them. I believe my problems may be genetic. Many of my family members had the same problems. Cousins, brothers . . . many of them have had shoulder issues.

			My own problems began in 2004. My coach, Tim Sheens, started to play me in the centres at the start of that year. I played three games there, and I wasn’t enjoying it at all. I told him I wanted to play five-eighth. He said, ‘We’ll give you a couple of weeks at centre. I’ve done it with Laurie Daley.’ I have heard that so many times. I did it with Laurie Daley. I think of it as the old Laurie Daley speech. I’ve heard it a thousand times — I still hear it. ‘We can play that kid at centre, I did it with Laurie Daley — actually, I did it with you!’ That’s a new one now. Eventually, Tim moved me back to five-eighth. I felt like I was killing it.

			Then, against the Cowboys, in my eleventh game of the year, it all changed. I sprinted out of the line from a drop-out, trying to prove I was tough, to hit the biggest man on the field in their prop Paul Rauhihi. I rushed ahead of everyone else, I put my head down, and he changed direction. Instead of running away from me, he ran straight at me. I was on my own, and thinking that I’d smash him — quite stupidly given I was about 77 kg — and I threw everything at him. Only problem was, he threw everything at me as well. When he did hit me, my left shoulder popped out of the socket. I heard the pop, but what I felt first was just an awkward feeling more than anything else. Numb, too. Everywhere. It was as if I’d become deaf — I couldn’t hear anyone around me. All I could think about was my shoulder. The game just carried on, and I just stood there. My teammates, not realising what had happened, were yelling at me to get back in the line to defend. I tried to pull my arm, then the trainer came on and — click — popped it back into place.

			I hurried straight off into the dressing room, but, as I recall, I wasn’t really worried at all. I didn’t realise the significance of it. It was just a dislocated shoulder to me. I was young and naive, I guess.

			I WAS a little claustrophobic back then, which made my first MRI scan a very uncomfortable experience. I was lying in this machine, in a clinic in Pennant Hills, and I felt like my head was being squashed. It was a very strange sensation. I was given a button I could push if I didn’t feel comfortable, a panic button, and it didn’t take long for me to use it. I panicked very quickly, and the man who was operating it had to pull me out and calm me down. He told me the easiest way to get through it was just to close my eyes — and not open them at all. I never did open them, in all the subsequent shoulder scans I had.

			The Wests Tigers doctor, Donald Kuah, explained to me that I could try to rehabilitate the shoulder for six weeks, strengthen it and play again relatively quickly. Or I could have surgery and miss the rest of the season. There was only one option for a young bloke wanting to make his mark.

			I didn’t know any better then. Looking back, if I knew what I know now, I probably would have just opted for the immediate surgery. But it was my first proper year in first grade — I’d only played a handful of matches the year before — and we were going quite well as a team. I wanted to be a part of it. So I decided to rehab it, doing physio every day and strengthening exercises with a Thera-Band, a stretch strap. I did that for 45 minutes at a time, three or four times a day, when I wasn’t at training. When I was at training, I did it for an hour before training and then again after it — while my teammates trained I ran.

			So I played on, for a while at least. I felt good after four weeks, and returned earlier than I was supposed to. I played a part in the first three-match winning streak in the club’s history, but in my fourth game back I dislocated the same shoulder in Melbourne, trying to tackle Storm centre Steve Bell. He scooted from dummy-half; I was at marker and I slipped over, his weight came down on my shoulder and it popped straight out again.

			Surgery was the only option. It was too weak. My season, what was meant to be my first full one, was over.

			I HATE the smell of hospitals. Nothing against this one, the Mater at Crows Nest; I hate all of them. I hate the waiting rooms. It’s the process I hate, too; nothing to eat or drink after a certain time. I didn’t know what to expect the first time. I’d never had surgery before and it was quite daunting.

			The nurse shaved my armpit, which was weird, and then drew an arrow in thick black Texta pen on my shoulder, so the surgeon knew which one was being operated on. I had to tell them my name, and what I was having done. An open left-shoulder reconstruction. I signed a form.

			Then came the ‘block’. I remember the name of the man who gave it to me, Colin Norgate, the anaesthetist. He has been there every time I have had my shoulders operated on. He is a good bloke. He asked me about footy and other things. Then he said to me, ‘I’m going to have to knock you out for a little while, but you’ll come to soon. Then when you’re on the operating table you’ll get the full load.’ I asked him why. ‘You don’t want to know,’ he said. ‘Tell me,’ I reasoned. Then he showed me the block needle, which was about to be inserted in my neck. I was petrified of it. Then he just said, ‘Ta-ta.’

			I woke up and I couldn’t feel my mouth. My tongue was numb. The anaesthetic, given through my hand, just felt so cold. Even now, that feeling gives me shivers. I know it too well. You get pins and needles in your head, and then nothing. I woke up in a room by myself, frightened and disorientated. I wondered if I’d had the surgery. I could see some saloon doors, with circular windows on each of them. I could just see the top of the surgeon’s head — he must have been already working on someone. I was so scared, because I didn’t know what had happened. So I started singing, thinking that someone would hear me. But because my mouth was so numb, I couldn’t sing properly. One of the nurses came in, looked at me, and I kept trying to sing. She just laughed.

			I felt like I was a little kid. I could have been awake for only 10 minutes, but it felt like five hours. I was pushed into the operating theatre, and I remember someone being still on the operating table. They left me to the side, and they kept working. And all of a sudden I’m asleep again. I woke up again as they were lifting me onto the table. Three, two, one.

			The surgeon, Des Bokor, spoke to me for a while, and then he said: ‘You’ll be right, mate. We’ll see you later.’ He made me count backwards from 10. All I remember was ‘10’. I was out again.

			I woke up in the recovery room. It felt like waking up in somebody else’s house, not knowing where you are. When you fall asleep you’re in the theatre but when you come round you’re in another room. It felt pretty scary at the time. There were five other beds around me, people with tubes up their noses lying on them.

			The tube was quickly taken out of mine; it had extended right down my throat. I was so thirsty, but I couldn’t tell the nurse. It was a horrible feeling. I couldn’t speak because everything was so numb. I couldn’t lift my arm up, so I tried to communicate with my toes. She grabbed an ice cube and put it in my mouth. It was just about the best feeling I’ve had. I was so thirsty, so dehydrated, and I could just taste hospital tubes. That awful sterilised taste.

			The nurses checked my blood pressure every few minutes, and whether I had any feeling in my hands. They kept playing with my fingers, but I couldn’t feel anything. When I started feeling better, they took me to my room.

			I only found out later — I don’t actually remember doing it myself — but when I got back to my room I started ringing all these people and telling them the operation was a success. They all said I sounded drunk.

			By then I was so hungry. I was given a quarter of a ham and cheese sandwich, and another with egg. Both triangles had no crust. The nurse warned me not to eat too much, because of the nausea. So I ate both those sandwiches, and ordered a pizza. It was almost midnight, and there I was, ringing Domino’s Pizza, ordering two pizzas. All I can say is, the nurse was spot on. I ate one piece of pizza, and threw it all back up.

			I didn’t know at the time, but I had a drain attached to me for the excess blood and whatever else; a tube pinned to my shoulder via my armpit and then pegged to the bed, running through to a disposable bag. If I needed to go to the toilet, I was meant to either go in the bedpan, or the nurse would have to help me to the toilet. I didn’t know this, so I just tried to get up myself. When I moved, the drain pulled a touch out of my shoulder. The pain was awful.

			IT WAS incredibly difficult to sleep. I had ice on my shoulder, which needed to be changed regularly. The nurse checked my blood pressure hourly. I spent most of the night staring at the ceiling.

			In the morning, my manager, Martin Tauber, who lived around the corner, brought me two bacon and egg rolls. By then I could eat without being sick. I had those two and then asked for two more. I hadn’t eaten properly for almost two days.

			I thought I’d be in hospital for at least three days, but the next thing I knew I was out. Because Martin lived so close, I stayed with him for a few days. At the time I was living with a friend, my touch football teammate Jason Stanton, at Belfield, and it was too much of a hassle to get there. I didn’t have any family in the country, but Martin looked after me well.

			I was still in high spirits. First major injury. Everyone gets hurt at some point in time. I had two weeks in New Zealand, back at home with my family. But then I was straight back into rehab.

			Few people understand how much hard work goes into recovering from an injury. In the beginning, it was three hours a day of exercises — three lots of one-hour routines. At the start it was all about improving my range of movement. But it was monotonous; the same exercises every day.

			I was in a sling for two months before the surgeon pulled the stitches out. The worst thing was trying to shower — I couldn’t wash under my armpit. It would stink, but there was nothing I could do about it, because I couldn’t lift my arm up. I was always trying to spray deodorant to at least try to prevent some of the body odour.

			Eventually, I was able to run, but not with the team. That was the worst part of it, the feeling of being left out. It still is the worst part. You either have to train by yourself or with other injured players. Much of the time I only had Andrew Leeds, the club physiotherapist, for company. That year, I was the only player who missed a full season, and I felt like a bit of an outcast. But, eventually, I would feel strong. I was back into training and back with the boys. I’d done all the hard work, and I thought it would be my first, and only, major injury. Yeah, right.

			I DESPISE the term ‘injury prone’. Only people who have been given that label know what it’s like. I returned to footy in a trial in 2005 against an Italian combination in Ulladulla, and I felt strong. I was tackling hard, putting some shots on and feeling confident; maybe a little overconfident. With about five minutes remaining, one of their big front-rowers hit the ball up; I had to dive to tackle him, but as I did his knee hit the front of my right shoulder, and pushed it out of its socket.

			I didn’t realise what had happened until I returned to the defensive line and looked at my shoulder, noticing my arm was no longer where it was meant to be. If I tried to hold my right arm out in front of me, parallel to the ground, it would instead point about 45 degrees to my right.

			And it was stuck there. The last time, the trainer put it back in place quickly, but it was much harder to do on this occasion. I put my hand up, my other one, the medical staff realised what had happened, and I left the field.

			This was the year the jerseys started to get a lot tighter: skin-tight. I was yelling at anyone who’d listen to cut the damn thing. But they wouldn’t. So I had to manoeuvre out of it, with my shoulder still dislocated.

			Steve Noyce, the Tigers chief executive at the time, had a consoling hand on my left shoulder, which had been my bad one but which was now my good one. Dr Kuah told someone to hold me from behind, bear-hugging me under my armpits to hold my body still, and he pulled my arm away from me. That pain was up there with the worst I’ve felt. After he popped it back in, however, it felt much better. For about 15 minutes, anyway.

			I started crying. I couldn’t help myself. The coach didn’t even make a speech after the game. The doctor was trying to talk to me out the back of the old sheds at the local footy oval. There were people looking at me, and I was shattered. I went to walk away and he grabbed my good arm. I pushed him away. I apologised to him later, but at the time I was so angry and frustrated I couldn’t help it. I’d done so much hard work to return to the field, and then in a split second I was back to square one.

			We had to do a promo in the local pub, and I just didn’t want to be there. The doc told me to see him at his office on the Monday to discuss the options. He couldn’t really give me an indication. It’s very difficult knowing you’re injured but not knowing how serious the damage is.

			I had an MRI scan (same story; eyes closed to mask the claustrophobia), and he said it was pretty bad, that I’d need surgery again. But he gave me the same options as he had done the previous year: have surgery immediately or rehab it for six weeks and try to push through the season. There was about a 90 percent chance I would get through the season if I went with the second option. I took the gamble again, and I ended up playing every game except the first round. I wore a shoulder brace for the remainder of it, hoping that it would prevent my shoulder from being put in a vulnerable position. That made it very difficult to pass, as well as catch. I couldn’t reach up high to catch. My shoulder was strapped every game, and I had physio on it every week.

			There were occasions when it hurt so much I needed a painkilling injection just so I could get through the game. And it was just so loose. I could actually feel how loose it was. That made me tentative to make tackles and it made me change my technique, because I was scared to put my arm out or dive into tackles. I was very nervy about dislocating it again.

			But I wanted to get through the season. Tim started defending me on the wing; that probably saved me from injuring it again. Teams couldn’t target me on the wing, and they wouldn’t change their game plans to get to me.

			The safe decision would have been getting the surgery done straight away. I didn’t know any better. I just wanted to play. I certainly don’t regret my decision, but part of me looks back and wonders if I would have had so many problems later if I’d had surgery at the start of 2005, rather than rolling the dice. It was the right decision for everything bar my long-term health.

			If I had gone under the knife straight away, maybe it would have been the end of my shoulder troubles, but I wouldn’t have a premiership. People often talk about the highs and lows of professional sport. I’m reminded of the extremes every time I look in the mirror, at a premiership tattoo on my left bicep and a surgery scar just a few inches above it. The best and worst of rugby league.

		

	


	
		
			 Chapter 1

			The First Steps

			‘IF YOU can’t handle it, piss off home.’ If I could pick eight defining words, I would choose those ones. I heard them when I was about 10 years old, playing touch football at the local park in Whakatane, just over the neighbour’s back fence, with my uncles and cousins.

			My uncles, a competitive bunch, always used to try to rough me and my cousins up. Instead of a touch they would throw in something closer to a punch, or just push me over. I was usually the youngest there by at least five years, playing against men, mean ones, too. They never went soft on me. On the contrary, on this day, I copped three or four heavy-handed touches, before my Uncle Phil pushed me so hard that I felt like I’d broken a bone. I started crying, and he offered the words that have followed me ever since. ‘You wanna play with the big boys, that’s what happens. If you can’t handle it, piss off home.’

			So I did. I swore at him and said, ‘I’m going home.’ I sprinted home, with Uncle Phil chasing me part of the way. I sat at home crying under my pillow, thinking someone was going to feel sorry for me and come home. But no one came. After five minutes, I realised no one was going to. So I thought to myself, ‘I’m going to go back and I’m going to show them.’

			I walked back, still wiping the tears from my eyes and the snot from my nose. Uncle Phil said to me: ‘Are you ready to play with the big boys?’ I said: ‘Yeah, let’s go.’ And they all gave me a hug or a tap on the shoulder.

			I honestly believe that day at the local park helped me through the injuries I would suffer many years later. I think it was the most significant moment of my early life, at least when it comes to an influence on my sporting career. I learnt a lot about toughness, and bouncing back. I gave up and went home, but then I wanted to fight back. I thought to myself, ‘I’m not going to let you beat me this time.’ That sort of attitude would later serve me well.

			This book details my life story and I make no apologies for penning it now. In it I cry many times, not just because of a push by an uncle. I have felt like giving in on many occasions, not least after two of four shoulder reconstructions, with my world collapsing around me. I would not wish some of it on anyone. Was it worth it? Of course it was.

			I WAS born a breech baby and, would you believe, blond. I have always believed my talent to step people came partly because I arrived feet first. I cannot explain what went on at the other end. I was blond until I was seven or eight years old. Maybe the milkman was blond. It was truly weird.

			My family was hardly a nuclear one, although it was certainly combustible. I was born and raised in Whakatane, a smallish coastal town in the eastern Bay of Plenty in New Zealand. It was my home for my entire childhood bar a brief period, six months or so at age 10, when I lived in Wellington. My mother, Lydia, was 16 when she gave birth to me. My father was someone I did not know. Later, I would not care to.

			Named Benjamin Quentin, nicknamed Benj (I would not be known as Benji until my move to the Gold Coast — I think it was that Australian habit of just putting an ‘i’ or a ‘y’ on the end of a name), I was often juggled between my grandmother, my cousins or my uncles, while my mum worked.

			My mum had other responsibilities. My grandmother, Kahira, died when I was almost three. My mum had looked after her as she battled breast cancer. After she died, I remember being walked out of the house, out to the old letterbox. I was taken away from the house, where much of the Marshall family had gathered. I really don’t know why it is that particular memory that sticks in my mind, but I do remember knowing that something bad had happened. The day she died is still a vivid memory, perhaps my first. For anything earlier, I will have to rely on my family to piece together my first years. Thankfully, family is something I was never short on. Many people played a role in my upbringing.

			I HAD uncles who I regarded as fathers and many other people who fed and housed me. Most of my family lived in Whakatane, and I never needed to walk far to find an open door or a bed to sleep on.

			The house I would first call home was built by my grandfather, Toby, and is still in the family to this day. My grandfather was a jack of all trades. We used to have the most beautiful gardens, with fruit trees that he’d planted. He did everything when it came to that house. Fixed everything.

			The house had four bedrooms, which sounds a lot but was still far too small for my grandparents, who had 14 children. When a new baby arrived, sometimes the oldest would be forced to move out. There would sometimes be three or four to a room, two sharing single mattresses. A few of my uncles were living on the street by the time they were eight or nine, trying to fend for themselves, eating oranges or lemons from the neighbours’ trees.

			Thankfully, by the time I arrived, the house was far less crowded.

			I HAVE always been something of a mummy’s boy. I slept in my mother’s bed until I was about 10. I used to be scared of the dark, and I felt safe next to her. I also have all the admiration in the world, and the utmost respect, for her; trying to raise me while also looking after her own mother. Mum was always ringing me, always worried about me. But I was fairly independent at a young age. I had to grow up long before I was meant to. By age eight, I could stay at home by myself for the weekend. That’s just how it was. I was used to it.

			I was also used to not having a father, at least in the strictest sense of the word. You don’t miss what you don’t know.

			I do not know my paternal father’s name. If I saw him in the street, I would not recognise him. That does not bother me, and I do not want to know him now. He has been out of my life for 26 years. Just because I have made something of it would not give him the right to walk back into it now.

			I never felt like I wanted to know him. I do recall asking my mother about him, but the conversation didn’t turn out too well, so I didn’t ask again.

			It never really fazed me. It made bringing me up, I guess, harder for my mother, but my life has turned out this way because of everything that has happened, including not knowing my father. Maybe it helped me. I had so many fathers growing up, I never felt that I did not have a dad; my uncles, who all treated me like their son — Bensy, Bussy (James), Luke, Phil, David, Henry, even Sam, John and Bruce, who lived in Wellington. There was also my foster father, Mick. At no stage did I ever feel like I was missing something.

			The hardest moments were at school, when the other kids would ask, ‘What does your dad do?’ I always told them what Mick did. I had a dad. He was a farmer.

			YOU COULD call me a wanderer. I lived with my Uncle Phil for a few years, my Aunty Bethany, who lived in the house in front of my grandfather’s with Uncle Robert, and on and off, with my aunties Mary and Judith, too. I always wanted to hang out with my cousins. On holidays in Wellington, Uncle John would take me under his wing. I’d stay with my Uncle Luke, too. Everyone understood that my mum was young, and no one complained. They would give me their own money, paying for me to be able to do things with their own kids.

			My Uncle Bensy was the closest thing I had to a father early on. He is still a father figure to this day. When I was at school, he would always swing by and give me money for lunch. He didn’t have a lot of money, but he’d always find a $5 note to give me.

			He was married when he was 18, and he would take me out to the home of his parents-in-law, Annalie and Michael Doherty, who lived about two kilometres outside town. They mentioned to my mother that they could adopt me, or at least help to look after me.

			My mother never liked the idea of adopting me out, but she quite liked the prospect of them helping out. Ever since I can remember really, I have been living with my mum, who gave birth to me, and the couple who I also call Mum and Dad. I would ring Mick and Annalie and ask to go to their house for the afternoon, to play on the tennis court, the pool or on the trampoline. Then it became weekends. The only downside to that was the fact that I’d have to go to church on weekends. Dad would get us to church by bribing us with wine gums and burger rings. We’d always stop at the store in town on the way home from church. I got a bit smarter later on. I would tell Dad I didn’t feel well, but I still asked for some wine gums.

			Dad could never say no to me. Mum would tell me I couldn’t have any more chocolate biscuits from the pantry so I’d instead ask Dad. ‘Yeah, boy, help yourself.’ The first thing Dad would do when he came inside after work was make a coffee or a tea. I’d see Mum in the sunroom, and I’d ask him for a biscuit. He’d bring the entire container out for me. ‘You eat all the biscuits?’ Mum would ask. ‘Dad said I could,’ I’d reply. She would already know that.

			When I introduced them, I always said ‘Mum and Dad’. I don’t remember calling them anything else. I was never embarrassed to do so because that’s what they were. Some people would look at us as if we were a bit strange. They looked a bit older than my parents should. I’d have to explain the story to them. Some people just assumed they were my grandparents. Not many people knew about Mick and Annalie when I was younger. That changed when I got a bit older, and people started to understand.

			They were two different worlds. I spoke Maori a lot of the time with my blood family. My uncles and grandfather were fluent.

			We never had much money. I used to have Weet-Bix for breakfast, lunch and dinner sometimes. But not with milk. That was a luxury. For flavour, I used to add butter and hot water. I took tomato sauce sandwiches to school. It was either that or Devon luncheon — I preferred tomato sauce sandwiches.

			Mick and Annalie were, by comparison, financially stable. They always had lollies and biscuits, and I was spoilt there. I would look forward to diving into the biscuit jar, and enjoying things I couldn’t have at my other home. Mum had a birthday cake book, and I could pick any cake I wanted.

			Mick was a big influence. I spent half my life with him. He never put me down but he told me where I could improve. And he’d always tell me I played well. ‘Geez, you played good today, boy,’ he’d say, even when I hadn’t. He was very encouraging, and never had a bad word to say about anyone. I never heard him swear once. He and Annalie went to church every Sunday.

			Sport was still important. I’d muck around with Troy and Andrew, their two boys, practising goal-kicking using the posts that they’d put up in the paddock. I was like Troy’s shadow. Wherever he was, I’d be following. ‘I’ll give you two bucks if you catch this,’ he’d say, throwing me the ball. Then I’d catch it. ‘Double or nothing,’ he’d say. If I took too much money off him, he’d throw one to me that was impossible to catch. He taught me a lot of skills.

			They had plenty of land to make use of. Mick used to have cattle, selling the beef, but he also farmed maize. He’d plant it, fertilise the ground, harvest it, then load it into the trucks so it could be dried. I used to love helping him out, playing around in the tractors. He taught me how to drive in the paddock, with one of the trucks, which I crashed once. Mick used to sit me on his lap. He would put the truck in gear and just let it roll. So when he was feeding out hay to the cattle, all I had to do was steer, because the truck was in first gear.

			Later, he showed me how to drive manually, using the clutch. When I was about nine, he told me to head through the gate; instead of steering wider, I tried to cut the corner and scraped the whole side of his favourite truck on the fence. I slammed the brakes on and he almost fell off the back of the truck.

			I helped Mick whenever I stayed there. He’d say, ‘Jump in the back of the truck and we’ll go for a ride.’ We’d check the cattle, and if any of them were out, we’d round them up and get them back in the paddock. We’d feed them. We’d find firewood. They are some of my favourite memories.

			IT WAS a different life there. But I don’t feel that one life was better than the other. I consider myself fortunate that I experienced the harder side of life and a more prosperous one. My lives, and families, crossed on occasions, mainly for Christmas. I’d spend Christmas Day with the Marshall family first, and then we’d drive out to Mick and Annalie’s. We’d have Christmas there, too. Everyone would come together on my birthday also.

			I was always spoilt in other ways at my other home, or homes. With the Marshall family, I was always playing sports, out as a family playing touch football or basketball. Everything we did was done as a family, even stealing the neighbour’s grapefruit. No one ever complained or cried over no milk. If we did complain, we’d get a hiding.

			My uncles were good at dishing out that particular form of tough love. I didn’t like it then, but I don’t resent it for a second. We never locked our house, because if anyone broke in they knew they’d have to deal with the Marshalls, most of whom have black belts in some form of martial arts.

			Many of them were involved in their own martial arts group, nicknamed ROA. It stood for Rangataua o Aotearoa. John was one of the top dogs, but Luke, Bussy, Phil, Bensy, as well as some of my cousins, were all involved. I’ve seen them fight each other, for their gradings. They were tough men . . . are tough men. It was never wise getting on the wrong side of any of them.
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