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Chapter 1


THE LOUD MIND


I don’t want to do this. What if they’ve got weapons too? I might get locked up. I might get . . .


‘Punchy, how much do you think they’ll have?’ my old friend Stintz asked me, seated next to me in the driver’s seat of a stolen car, his words interrupting my inner thoughts. Punchy, my nickname, I had picked up through graffiti and winning organised street fights. I loved it.


‘I’m not sure, bro. Don’t know about cash, but they’ll have heaps of pills,’ my mouth spat out, trying to drown the other conversation in my head: my doubt and my fears. My thoughts were always there, always loud.


Those loud thoughts were the reason I was sitting in that car about to run through a drug dealer’s house to rob him and his friends.


A couple of hours earlier I had been sitting on a warm couch with a bunch of my boys, the morning sun peeping through gaps in the curtains. It was the end of the second night without any sleep but with copious amounts of ecstasy, cocaine and alcohol.


Time on drugs gave me what I was after: a slight reprieve from my overactive mind. It gave me some stillness, some silent time. It helped me care less about what other people thought of me – at least, for a short time.


As the effects started to wear off and the misery of my harsh reality began to hit, my loud berserk thoughts were back in full force. And they were worse than before I got on the drugs.


Shouldn’t have said that last night. You reckon they’ll care?


Fuck, I’m going to be sick tomorrow . . . Should I have something to eat? When did I eat last? Ummm . . . wonder if I’ve lost weight.


I’m gunna go home. Fuck going home. Everyone else is still going.


How’s my face look? I bet it’s oily. I haven’t showered in a bit. Do the boys think I’m a grub? Have they showered? Wouldn’t mind brushing my teeth.


How can we get more drugs? Fuck, I need more drugs. Any vodka left? I think I finished it all off.


I was facing reality as the drugs wore off, and these thoughts were crawling their way back in. I didn’t want the thoughts back. 


How can I hold these thoughts back a little longer?


‘Anyone got pills? Have we finished the vodka?’ I slurred, glancing around the room filled with pale, miserable faces, purple bags sitting under every single defeated eye. There was no response besides a couple of weak and beaten shakes of the head. 


The room had three lounges in a semi-circle, a large-screen TV playing music videos and a coffee table with empty beer bottles on top, a bong, empty satchels and a bloody tissue after two of the boys had a drunken wrestle a few hours earlier and butted heads. The jovial atmosphere of the night before had disappeared with the darkness of night. What was left was misery, the sun’s rays now illuminating our horrible existence. One of the boys was slouched down into the couch, his head below his shoulders and giving the impression he had no neck.


‘Fuck . . . wouldn’t mind a pill,’ was all he could mumble.


One of the other boys who had been in the wrestle the night before chuckled and coughed, a bit of blood-stained tissue still stuck on his head.


‘Anyone got pills?’ I repeated a little louder. 


‘Think we’re done, brother,’ Stintz said, disclosing the information we were all trying to hide from. 


I had met Stintz four years earlier when he was 15 and I was 17. He was an innocent little skater boy back then, a young boy with an underlying mental health issue. He too was searching for stillness. He also craved silence.


With years of being in Sydney’s most infamous graffiti and street-fighting crew, Stintz’s defence, or more like attack, of the manic mind was to not only bury it in substance abuse but to also crush it down through adrenaline-filled, life on the edge experiences. Not skydiving or swimming with sharks, mind you; more like bursting into a business, jumping the counter, throwing an employee to the ground and robbing them. Or, like me, he also enjoyed a fight. He looked up to me. When I first met him he was a short kid with blond hair who was looking for guidance. Now four years later and still a touch shorter than me, he had broad shoulders, a thick neck with tattoos hugging it and many scars on his beaten face. He also had a team of younger people who looked up to him and did harsh acts at his request – the vicious cycle of gang life. You either fight your way to the top or you’re left at the bottom doing things for those above you. Once at the top it’s your turn to call the shots.


‘Punchy, do you think I could beat him, he’s a big boy?’ Stintz asked me a few months after I first met him. There was an older guy from a rival crew who had called Stintz out. People in our crew never backed down, even if it meant a possible defeat.


‘Brother, he might be big, but his heart is nowhere near yours.’ 


‘With you in my corner, Punchy, I’ll take on anyone.’


‘I’ll always be in your corner, my man.’


I was the main fighter in the crew. As I had grown up around the boxing scene and in a family of fighters – my dad and brother were both professional boxers – I won all of my street fights bar one.


I started my downward spiral after getting kicked out of school at 15. When I met the now-infamous graffiti crew RM I fought my way into it. I saw the way my dad and brother were looked up to: fighters were like gladiators in our circle. They deserved respect. I wanted that respect.


I just went about it the wrong way.


Years of organised street fights, getting stabbed twice – once in the lung and the other time in the head – and an unrelenting approach to gaining recognition meant I soon saw myself at the top of the crew.


I was happy to be labelled a fighter and leader. Again, I saw this as being like an ancient gladiator and it gave me a false sense of power. It gave me an identity, one that helped me feign confidence. In front of the boys I was this big, strong leader. I could handle any situation and wouldn’t back down to anyone. I even looked happy.


Internally, though, it couldn’t have been further from the truth. I was anxious, depressed and paranoid, and a lot of nights I would cry myself to sleep after praying to be a better man. In social situations away from the false confidence of gang life I was incredibly awkward. If I had to meet someone for the first time I would stutter, sweat and be inside my head trying to work out how to get away. The labels of fighter and leader I grasped with both hands because it helped me fake my way into feeling confident.


All this fighting, all this crime, all this drama . . . there was a deep method to our franticness.


I’m not sure if Stintz was aware – I don’t suppose I was back then either – but each of these things we were up to was again the result of us searching to relax our thoughts a bit. At the time of us committing these devastating acts our thoughts were gone.


‘You’ve got this, Punchy,’ one of the boys barked at me from behind as I readied myself for a fight one Sunday afternoon. A park was the setting for our fight, the same park I used to kick the football around with my dad. Now years later I was hopefully going to stand above my knocked-out opponent. Bouncing from foot to foot as I warmed myself up, I looked over at the guy I was about to fight: he had a few boys in his corner and I had the same.


My thoughts teasing . . . What if he has a weapon? Will he beat me?


He’s pretty big. So? Fuck him.


Imagine what the boys will think if I lose . . . You won’t lose.


You might.


I feel sick.


Let’s get him.


Whack! My first punch brought silence – to my mind, that is. Fighting was an active meditation: no thoughts; stillness of mind. It was pleasurable. I look at everything that most people are addicted to or enjoy and it soon becomes evident that the addiction or joy is caused by a lust of stillness, of silence.


Take playing a sport, for example. You’re totally present. A golfer isn’t addicted to walking a course in shitty suit pants, nor do they enjoy hitting more bad shots than good. They’re in love with those microseconds of pure bliss as their eyes scan that ball floating through the air. The world could be ending outside that golf course but none of that matters to a still mind.


Stintz was really a good kid, but he was still a kid. Other people his age were being influenced by sports stars or celebrities. His mentors, like me, were leading him to gaol.


‘Well, fuck this,’ I said a little louder to my zombie-like friends, trying to force some energy into myself and them. ‘If we’ve got none left, let’s go get some!’


So there we sat: Stintz and me. In a stolen car outside a unit block that housed a drug dealer.


It was a beautiful beachside suburb, morning walkers strutting past, their smiling faces, healthy figures and joyous energy seeming to glide them across the footpath. The setting summed up my contrasting existence – a microcosm of my entire life. Like my life, the outside environment didn’t reflect what was happening on the inside. Soon a drug raid.


Fuck. What if he has a gun? Hope he has heaps of cash too. How many people are in there? Should’ve brought more boys with us, but then we’d have to split the cash up more. Maybe we will go back and get some more boys. Fuck doing it. I want to just go back to the house. I don’t want to do this. What will the boys think if you bitch it? You have to go in.


Anyone watching us? Should I do this? Fuck, what will Dad do if I get busted? Arrgghhh!


‘Alright, let’s go.’ 


Silence . . .


The loud thoughts were gone. The blurry static washed away, and what was left was clean and pristine, a sense of ultimate presence. All my senses rose along with the hairs on my neck, but again the blissful still mind was there. This was what I desired.


As we soldiered across a grass patch still soaked with morning mist I zeroed in on the front security door. It was more a hindrance door than a security door for my fat foot with 120 kilos behind it.


My armed robbery meditation was underway.


My body was tense, every vein rushing with blood, my accomplice ferocious in his skipping step. The grass sped past my feet. But . . . my mind was still. Taking a presence-filled deep breath as though I was deep into a meditation, I leaned on my left leg and lifted my right foot.


BANG!


The hindrance door wasn’t even that. It ripped off the hinges and fell inward like the first in line of standing dominos. It was loud. That sound meant disorder.


Stintz was right behind me as we bounced over the floored door and ran up carpeted steps. I could smell bacon cooking. Although the sounds of our raid were evident – doors smashing to the ground, our feet stomping upstairs – behind all of that was a stillness, a deep silence within my own mind. A focus. My thoughts were gone. It’s what I always yearned for. It’s what all of us want.


We had bought drugs off this guy before and knew exactly where his unit was. Two levels up sat our target. When we reached level one I heard a door slam closed. I noticed another open an inch, probably someone eyeing to see who had just trampled through their front security door. We didn’t care about their restful Sunday morning; we only cared about the reprieve from our minds. We ran up the remaining staircase as I readied myself to kick down another door.


I froze. There he stood – our silent mind dealer. Standing outside his unit door barefooted, looking like he just woke up. He had no shirt on his white, skinny body. A faded, poorly designed dragon tattoo went from his belly button up over his chest. His hands were behind his back.


‘Punchy!’ I felt Stintz grab my right arm. ‘Look out, he’s got something.’


Our target heard what Stintz said and responded: ‘It’s only what you’re after. I don’t want any bullshit.’ He revealed what he held in his hands: a plastic bag filled with smaller, sealed-up satchels. Inside the satchels sat our little colourful pills of hope. Pills of solace. I went to smile before realising that wasn’t what tough guys do.


‘Where’s the cash?’ Stintz shot out.


‘Come on, boys, I’ve got family here,’ he pleaded.


‘Well, you better want to go grab that cash then before we bust down that door too,’ I said, nodding towards the blue front door that stood tall behind him.


‘Wait a sec,’ he said, handing me the bag of pills and turning around.


‘Hey,’ I said, grabbing his arm firmly. He turned and looked me in my eyes. ‘Don’t fuck around,’ I growled.


He shook his head, and with a turn of a key opened his door before sliding inside, not wanting to reveal to those in the unit that he was being robbed.


‘Bro,’ Stintz said. I looked over at him, and although he was standing in the one spot he was bouncing a little. He was excited. He looked like a kid about to run out to a filled-up Christmas tree on 25 December. ‘Let’s just run in there!’ he suggested.


‘Nah, lad, just chill,’ I said, looking around at the rest of the units. I could hear people moving around and I pictured them all looking through their peepholes at the robbery going on.


‘Just chill,’ I said again.


I heard the unclick of a lock on our target’s blue door. He slid back out with another plastic bag, this time smaller. 


‘Here, it’s all I’ve got. I’m done with this shit.’ He passed the now-unwanted baton. It felt as though he was handing me his old life, ridding himself of the drama that being a drug dealer comes with. Drama I was happy to take for now.


‘Look what we got, boys!’ I said, entering the room filled with depleted bodies.


I threw the bag of pills on the ground and noticed a touch of energy rise in each person. Stintz sat on the floor to lie down. His energy went the other way.


A robbery can take it out of you.


‘Open your mouth, brother,’ I said to Stintz as I started throwing ecstasy at him. After four attempts one landed in his mouth and he chased it with some water.


‘Throw me another,’ he said, as I swallowed two.


These mornings were far too common. At the time I didn’t know why I searched to always further my high. Often when off our faces on drugs I would get an insight into my boys’ internal struggles.


‘Punchy, I’m not looking forward to tomorrow when I’m coming down. I’m already doing my head in. I’m going to try to get a girl over to keep me company. I hate being by myself. You know what I mean?’


Before hearing things like this I thought I was the only one with the loud mind. I had no idea my boys were the same. We all suffered internally, so why did we keep doing things that ended in us suffering even more? At the time I didn’t know why.


I do now.
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Chapter 2


A NEEDED 
DISCIPLINE 


Life was finally beginning to look positive. During the last eight years I had committed crimes and hurt countless numbers of people, including myself.


With the scars of my past battles emblazoned across my head as a firm reminder of a life I once lived, I was attempting to let go of that heavy existence. Drugs, crime, street fights, graffiti and alcohol all combined to give me the image of a thug. A thug with power. I attached labels to myself that kept my true, pure self imprisoned. Standing guard to blockade any access to my soul was my near-impenetrable ego, wearing the armour of a harsh belief system imposed on me by my environment.


I had been stabbed twice, suffering a punctured lung during one of those stabbings, and was close to death on numerous other occasions. Having once been at the head of Sydney’s most renowned street-fighting and graffiti crew meant I had witnessed horrible things that formed my view of the world as a place of violence. A week wouldn’t pass without my knuckles slamming into the chin of another man.


I was surrounded by noise. Loud, shrieking noise.


Sounds of fights: fists on faces, feet stomping on heads, screams of pain, hollers of victory.


‘Brother, fuck him up! You’ve got this, Punchy, knock him out!’


Sounds of relationship trouble: arguing, crying, blaming, swearing, defending, sex, fights over no sex, breaking up and making up.


‘I hate you. I can’t believe you would do this again. Who is she? You told me you loved me. I hate you!’


Sounds of graffiti: track rocks crunching, spray cans spraying, trains careening past, fences being cut and alarms going off.


‘Security is coming. Hurry up, let’s go! They’re right there. Run!’


Sounds of death: friends hit by trains, friends dropping from drugs, news reports of friends killing someone, my father sobbing as he held my lifeless grandma.


‘You’re not going to die, my man! Hold on, keep your eyes open. Open your eyes!’ 


And the loudest of all, the sounds of my mind, echoing constantly.


Endless . . .


Don’t do that. What will people think if you don’t do it? Who cares! What do you mean, who cares? You’re supposed to be the main man.


I hope I don’t get caught. No way you will. Yes, you will, you messed up.


I hope she likes me. You’re fat, no way she will. Yeah, but you’ve got a bad boy reputation, girls love that. She won’t.


What’s that guy looking at? Hit him. Nah, don’t, there’s innocent people around. Fuck them; just do it.


What will Mum and Dad think? I can’t let them down. Yeah, but you can’t back down.


What will everyone think?


I should get a job. Why? You hate working. Imagine everything you will miss out on. You don’t need that much money anyways.


I need some drugs. I think we should have a break. I want drugs! Where can I get them? Do the boys have any? I need to get some money!


He made you look bad. Why is he talking shit? Fuck him up. You gotta get him! Let it go; who cares. What will the boys think? You have to get him. You can’t do that, you might kill him. You have to!


And the thoughts went on . . . and on.


To better my life I knew what I needed: silence.


Life was manic and I was the cause. My mind was stuck on fear, anxiety and attack and forever defending my image, an image that was only real in my mind. By putting that energy out into the world it wasn’t long before I was down a deep dark hole, and each day I dug a little deeper.


I had always known right from wrong but would rarely listen to my feelings. Instead, I’d have an internal battle of my mind telling me what to do or my heart feeling what was ultimate truth. My mind with its conditioned worries and defences would win the majority of the time, and then after listening to the worries of my mind and usually hurting people in the process my thoughts would be even louder as I was flooded with more guilt and worries – a vicious and scary cycle. 


It was time for change.


After years of being a street fighter I had some dark, depressing nights filled with tears and fear. Tears of regret. Tears of witnessing friends dying. Tears as I tried to escape my mind. Fear. Fear of retribution after I attacked somebody who had a large crew backing them. Fear of police running through my house to take me to gaol. Fear . . . immense fear of my noisy thoughts.


I didn’t want that any more. Visually, too, I was a mess. Weighing in at over 120 kilos, I knew I had to lose the weight to lose the attitude.


There were endless things that could have made me snap out of the crazy life. I mean, I had been stabbed twice and almost killed. Nope, didn’t stop me. It actually was just another event that boosted my mind-made image. Now I had been stabbed and had survived.


Watching a friend drop dead in front of me on drugs – nah, didn’t stop my drug abuse.


Pulling my friend off the train tracks after he had been run over by a train, severing his arm – I kept painting trains. That didn’t affect me.


Endless friends crushing their own and their families’ lives by being sent to gaol for doing things that weren’t as bad as what I was getting up to. They won’t catch me. Besides, if they do I’ll see a heap of my boys inside gaol. That threat didn’t stop me.


Sure, all this stuff worried me and made my thoughts smash me with regret and fear, but it wasn’t going to make me turn it all around.


No outside circumstance was strong or scary enough to take over my destructive ego. It doesn’t matter what people said to me, who wanted to help me, how many guys stomped their feet on my head or how many years my boys faced in gaol: all this stuff was just life back then and was a part of my identity. Without this drama who was I? Now, that thought was scary.


The change starts within. Sure, people can plant seeds of hope and inspiration but you can’t change people. The only thing that can be done for others is to be an example.


Lead, shine and hope they come on the journey with you. To help you can just plant those seeds and set a good example. None of us are perfect, but if you stay true to yourself and don’t let others bring you down then those you want to help will be inspired to better their lives. If not, that’s their path.


So how did I start?


There was some infighting within our crew. I had been stabbed in the head with two broken bottles, resulting in more than 100 staples in my head and the top of my right ear having to be surgically reattached. That was one of my boys . . . He almost killed me. A part of the team I had shed blood for over many years, and he tried to kill me. 


From that moment the crew was never the same. There was a split in the crew that resulted in new crews being formed. I wanted it to all go away. I was over the paranoia, the ego-driven actions, the hate-filled thoughts. I just didn’t know what to do. 


I lived with my parents, and my home was visited by two detectives one afternoon. I missed them but they left their details. Mum didn’t tell Dad they had been, so to avoid another possible visit that would result in Dad losing his shit I called the detectives, who asked me to meet them in the city.


I grew up with it deeply embedded in me that you don’t speak to police. I thought being on the front foot was a better option here, though, because if I just avoided them the paranoia about what they wanted and constant worry of them knocking on my door while Dad was home would have eaten away at me. I met with them to see what they wanted, and the worries before the meeting were compounded afterwards when I found out they knew more about me and my crew than I thought possible. They called me by my nickname and wanted me to tell them who it was who had stabbed me, and continued to push with questions.


I sat there stunned with what they knew about me.


‘I’m out of all the drama. I just want to be left alone.’


I was hoping it would give me the breathing space to start making some choices that would turn my life around.


A few months after that meeting I was convinced by a few of the boys to head down to Melbourne to paint trains. Our crew was composed of fighters and graffiti artists, so painting trains was another thing I loved – the painting brought the stillness.


We ended up getting caught by police while painting trains in Melbourne and being charged with numerous offences. A few weeks later I was at work back in Sydney when I received a message on my phone. It was my brother telling me to call his phone, not the house phone.


I knew why.


‘Bro, there’s fucking coppers here raiding the house.’


Normal people would have been worried, but for me I saw it as a reason to justify my change. After getting my family home raided by the police, it was a bit of a relief for me. I used the possibility of serving gaol time as a reason to pull back from the crew. It would rest my body but, more crucially for me, it would hopefully relax my thoughts a little.


 I had a girlfriend, Anne, who I met when I was 17 and she was 16. When I met her she was seeing one of the boys in my crew. Impressed with my higher status in the gang and, I like to think, my good looks, she showed an interest in me. Soon we were dating and she was staying with me at my parents’ place, where I lived in the granny flat out back. 


When I met Anne she was a soft young girl who came from a nice upbringing. You are your environment, though, and soon her mouth was up there with the harshness of my words. We had a volatile relationship in which fights were more common than romance. She had my back, though, and I had hers.


‘Love you, baby. I will do anything for you,’ she used to say in her sweet, innocent tone; then a moment later after I was being suss on my phone with another girl: ‘Who the fuck you speaking to? If I fucking find out you’re messing around I’ll crush you and that other bitch.’


We both had a lot of internal battles, reactive patterns and emotions we had no idea how to understand, feel or process. As young adults who didn’t know what we were doing, the fights, make ups and break ups seemed to be just part of what a relationship was. We reactively expelled all of our own stuff onto each other, which left us both confused and angry. I needed to be alone to figure out who I was, and so did she, but we ended up with each other and drowning in a triggered, toxic and emotional cocktail . . . with moments of what we thought were love.


It was good to have Anne around to help with my worries about my impending court date; I leant on her as more of a distraction from my internal battles than as a lover. When I was feeling good I was nowhere to be seen, but after a drug binge that left me feeling dark I needed her company to hug away my loud mind.


‘Mr Kennedy, I’m considering a custodial sentence.’ The judge spewed over me with his words. He looked younger than I thought he would be, had slick black hair and spoke with ultimate confidence, knowing his words had power – the power to put a halt to a young man’s freedom.


Before that moment I’d thought I was going home. Sure, I’d boasted to the boys that I might get locked up, but I didn’t think it would really happen.


I felt weak. My body swayed a little and my nerves felt as though they were eating at my skin. I tried to maintain my composure in front of one of my friends but my fake smile wasn’t lessening the tension in my body. I was worried. I was hot. I could be going to gaol.


Regardless of what’s happening in the outside world, how tough someone looks or what demographic they’re from – age, sex, religion, race: it doesn’t matter – we all suffer the same internal battles: worrying what people think, having to live up to labels and expectations, social awkwardness, anxiety, coping with past trauma and not knowing who we really are or where to fit in. However, some people manage it better while others are magicians at hiding it.


I don’t know if I was hiding my internal battles here, though.


When I walked back into court my legs were a bit shaky as I lowered myself into my seat at the front of the court.


‘Mr Kennedy, stand.’ I stood back up. My feet were unsteady and my world was rocking from side to side.


‘You and your co-accused organised a carload of men to come to our state to wreak havoc on our train system. You are a criminal gang who are a burden to this society. You should be locked away.’


I tried to look remorseful. I nodded my head, hoping that by agreeing with the judge it would help my cause. I thought I was going to faint and was close to falling into my chair.


The judge licked his finger and picked up some papers, looking at the photos of the trains we had painted. ‘Grown men painting on a train? It doesn’t even look good.’


Why don’t you lay the boot in while I’m down, I thought. I felt like an idiot. I wanted to interrupt him to explain the culture of painting and that there was a lot more to it than just vandalism. I imagined people behind me rolling their eyes and thinking we were just immature men painting on a train, and now we would be locked up for it.


Then, with seven words, the judge saved my life: ‘I will give you your last chance.’


I was given an 18-month good behaviour bond and fined $5,000.


Walking out of the court alone, I looked up at the sunny sky and felt weightless. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and saw that I had 16 missed calls from home. It made me smile.


‘This is it,’ I whispered to myself. Time for complete change.


Returning to Sydney, I upped my training and turned it into an obsession. I would wake at 4.30 am to do running sprints at the park, and then in the evening do weights in my garage. I started seeing faster results: I lost 10 kilos, then I trained harder and got to a 20-kilo loss before I asked Dad to start training me.


‘Dad, remember how I asked you to teach me to fight? Well, can you teach me how to box?’


‘Yeah, I’d love to. I just need you to stay focused and lose more weight.’ He was testing me to see if I really wanted it.


I ended my relationship with Anne. I still loved her, but what we had together wasn’t working and it was the best outcome for both of us. It wasn’t the cleanest break-up, though, and after hours of heated arguments I removed all of my stuff from her place.


For the first time as an adult I was single. I wanted to focus on myself and have no one to answer to. It was time to work on me.


Six malice-free months went past, and my drug and alcohol intake had reduced so much it was almost completely out of my life.


I noticed my parents smiling more; they didn’t have to worry about me so much. In the past they had visited me in hospitals or police stations after another crew had smashed me with retribution or because I’d broken the law.


Dad was helping me in the garage by holding the boxing pads. ‘Luke, I love training you but you need to get to a fighter’s gym. You’ve gotta get around other fighters.’ 


I was nervous at the thought. I pictured a bunch of warriors skipping rope in unison, boxing bags getting demolished behind them as fighters sparred in the ring. The idea of that was a menacing thought to someone who was a novice boxer. I could fight in the street, but that was totally different to the skills required of a boxer. Boxers were like gods to me, and the idea of setting foot into their training ground made me anxious.


‘Go train with your brother, he’s at a good gym,’ Dad said as we finished up our session.


Ruben, who was three years older than me, was training for an upcoming fight. He was a professional and had been fighting for almost 10 years. I loved going to watch him fight: he was short and thin and really quick in the ring. He could avoid punches easily and counter with his own.


‘Bro, I’m coming to train with you soon,’ I said to Ruben.


‘Sweet, come tomorrow.’ He laughed as though I didn’t know what I was in for.


The next day Ruben drove me to the gym; I was incredibly nervous as we pulled up out the front. When I grabbed my bag from the boot I heard someone say: ‘Hey, Ruben, how you doing, champ?’ I looked up to see a short, chubby man walking towards Ruben.


‘Stan, this is my brother Luke,’ Ruben introduced us.


Stan shook my hand. ‘So, you want to fight?’ he asked, still holding on to my hand. 


‘Sure do,’ I smiled.


He looked me in the eyes. ‘Well, let’s go,’ he said, gesturing towards an open door.


As I was walking up the stairs of the warehouse that the gym was on top of I could smell sweat. When I reached the top of the stairs I looked around the large space. The walls were lined with full-length mirrors and posters of old fighters, while boxing bags hung from gaps in the ceiling. A small boxing ring stood at the back of the room that I was itching to jump into.


I like this!


I ended up losing nearly 50 kilos and then my first fight was organised.


‘Luke, me and your mum are so proud of you,’ Dad said a couple of nights before the fight. ‘You’ve shown discipline I didn’t know you had.’


I liked the idea of discipline: it was something a warrior would have. I wanted to increase this discipline and promised myself I would never again throw another punch outside the ring.


On the night of my first fight, as I sat in the dressing room, a constant stream of people came in to wish me luck.


Dad was shepherding his friends in to meet me. ‘This is my boy. He’s having his first fight tonight.’ I could tell how happy he was to introduce me as his son.


‘Mate, just work on your jab,’ Dad advised. ‘You’ve got a good jab – keep using it. We’re all proud of you, even your brother. Ruben, go on: tell your brother how proud you are,’ Dad said. 


Ruben laughed. ‘Alright, I’m proud of you,’ he squeezed out.


The stage was set for the beginning of a new life. The ring of the bell for the first round would signal my complete turnaround.


As I walked out to the ring I heard cheers from voices I recognised as my boys. I could practically smell the beer on the breath of the people cheering in their seats.


‘Here we go, Punchy!’ someone hollered, slapping me on my back. They were all there to support me as always.


My body shook a little with anticipation, but a huge smile spread the width of my face. I jumped through the ropes into the ring and looked down at my feet as they bounced a little on the soft white canvas, which was stained with spots of blood. Outside the ring the crowd sat in darkness. I looked across at my opponent, dressed in blue. He was shorter than me but broader.


He looked strong. His trainer was speaking to him out of the side of his mouth as he stared at me. 


‘Fuck him up, Punchy!’ Voices from the darkness cheered for blood.


Fuck, this is incredible! I wonder how I look. How many of these people are here for me? Does this guy look like he will beat me? You can’t tell. I wonder how hard he trained. Not as hard as me. You did miss that session last week. I wonder if he missed a session. If he didn’t he’s probably fitter.


Ding!


The bell rang for the first round, and the thoughts were gone.


I came out the only way I knew how: throwing a heap of punches. He was doing the same, and I got caught with a massive hit. I heard the crowd moan as the thud of his landed punch echoed off the walls in the small arena.


That made me mad.


You’re getting beat in front of the boys! What are they thinking? Dad thinks I can’t fight.


Fuck!


Now my head wasn’t in the fight. Instead, I was watching it through the eyes of the crowd.


I went on to get it over him. The ref stopped my onslaught in the first round after some scrappy punching resulted in my opponent being cradled in a corner.


I’d won!


I screamed and high-fived Stan, my short, round-headed trainer. He looked just as happy as I was. I wasn’t screaming in delight about the win so much as my triumph over eight years of fighting, crime, drugs, drama, alcohol and stabbings and a relentless mind that wouldn’t let me be. When the referee stood between my opponent and me waving his arms for the fight to stop, it was as though he was also waving away the old me. My past was gone; my new life was about to begin.


I walked over to Dad and he congratulated me. ‘Mate, you did well, but you’ve got to work on throwing that jab properly.’ As soon as he said it I knew I hadn’t looked good. ‘I’m proud of you for getting in there, but we just need to work on a few things.’ 


He was right: I was a complete novice.


‘Punchy, brother!’ Stintz hugged me, a flurry of excited shouts. ‘Man, how was it? No one can stop you. I want to jump in that ring too! You reckon I could?’ He was always excited.


A couple of years later I trained Stintz for his first fight. It was a battle getting him to training because there were weeks he would disappear on a drug binge or robbing spree. I had to chase him around Sydney and pick him up from different places just to get him to training. He had his doubts, and suffered with some dark demons. I knew he would be a great boxer.


The day of his fight he was extremely nervous and excited. He didn’t train much in the week leading up to it, and his face told me he had had a couple of drug-fuelled nights. He fought his heart out and was the easy winner. He won fighter of the night and received a huge trophy. Hugging me after the fight, he said: ‘Punchy, this is the best moment of my life. All my family are here and it’s the first time I’ve really made them proud. I’m proud of myself. I love you, Punchy. Thank you for doing this for me!’


‘Brother, this is just the beginning. You did this without even training much. You’re going to be something special.’


Not long after his house was raided and he was back behind bars. 


I won my first three fights by knockout and was on top of the world. I started helping out people at the gym, young kids who needed some guidance, rather than hurting people in the streets, and I knew this was the life I wanted. It felt good.


There was another reason I was happy: my relationship with Ruben was getting stronger. We had rarely hung out since high school. When we were young I looked up to him but he wouldn’t have much to do with me, frequently shooing me away. Growing up it was much the same: he had his friends, I had mine. We wouldn’t chat about anything. If I asked how he was he would simply respond with ‘Good’, like a kid responding to a parent about a day at school. Training brought us a little closer together, and we started to appreciate the time with each other more.


I was proud of myself. I wanted to do even better.


I wanted a career that me and my parents would be proud of. I wanted something that would make me feel strong, a career that was different. I wasn’t good with making things or handyman stuff, nor was I looking to do a trade. I wanted to be like a warrior. 


I decided the navy was my calling.


The first time I told Mum that I was joining I saw tears in her eyes. She was incredibly proud.


After completing the knowledge test I was offered numerous roles that matched my results. I researched the position of boatswain’s mate and decided that’s what I wanted. I was confident and the happiest I had been in my whole life. I was three months out from my final physical, which I would have passed easily, and I had a buzzing energy about me. One afternoon I was training at the gym and was approached by Stan, who had just gotten off the phone after speaking with a fight promoter. He told me I had a fight coming up in eight weeks’ time.


Even though I responded with a loud ‘Fuck, yeah!’, butterflies raged in my stomach. As I stared at my reflection in the gym’s mirror while skipping rope my mind reeled. With each skip of the rope, each slap against the gym’s floor, a new thought came crashing through.


You’re going to get knocked out!


Skip.


Everybody is going to laugh at you. 


Skip.


You haven’t trained hard enough, he will be fitter.


Skip.


What if you don’t make weight and the fight has to be called off on the night?


A wake of wind was blowing against the top of my head as the skipping rope came within millimetres, and I bounced from foot to foot as the white rope tapped the floor and glided under my gold-trimmed black boxing shoes.


You’re going to get beat!


My loud mind barked endlessly.


Whip! The rope snapping me in the back of the head pulled me out of my negative trance and quieted my mind. The pain of the rope was a welcome distraction, its burning sensation the catalyst for focus and dulling the rattling in my head.


Although life was changing I was still dominated by a berserk mind. My mind would look for the worst in any situation then, to try to feel better, I would work my way backwards to get closer to reality.


You have been training hard, you will win this easily.


After a heavy training session I would head home on my motorbike. While cruising down the road and wiping the fog clear of my helmet visor, I would smile. Riding my bike gave me a sense of freedom. The wind tickling my face and sneaking in through the spaces of my helmet would make the endorphins flow, and for that short time my mind would rest long enough for me to be at peace.


At home that night, pondering yet another hard couple of months training before the next fight, I sat down to watch the six o’clock news. As a young child I would sit with my dad to watch the news. I’d listen intently to his comments on each story and notice him switch moods from story to story, laughing one minute and shaking his head and swearing the next. The news was, and is, like that: it more often than not dishes out bad news with a mix of something humorous in there to keep you glued to it.


I heard my phone ring. I answered it and heard Ruben’s voice before I could speak. ‘Hey, I’ve booked a trip to Thailand on Thursday.’


‘Again?’ I replied. He had visited the country more times than I had travelled out of Sydney.


‘Yeah, come with me,’ he said.


‘Nah, man, I can’t,’ I said, not sure he was serious and knowing he normally wouldn’t invite me anywhere. I guess boxing really did bring us closer together.


‘Seriously, come. You’re joining the navy at the start of next year and fighting in eight weeks. This can be your last hurrah.’ It seemed he had this script ready.


‘No way: it’s in four days and I’ve got no money,’ I said honestly. My mind filled with an array of excuses from a lack of funds to my fear of his short temper, which I could never understand growing up. What would travelling internationally with him be like?


‘Get a loan.’


‘I just got a loan for my bike!’ The bike I rode home was only a couple of months old.


‘See if the bank will increase it,’ he shot back.


‘I’m fighting in eight weeks.’


‘Eight weeks is plenty of time to prepare for a fight,’ he said, as if I was being stupid.


‘I’ve got to work.’


‘Ask for time off,’ he begged. 


‘Impossible!’


‘Just ask.’


Like the boxer he was, Ruben countered everything I threw at him. I hung up the phone and sat watching the news but I couldn’t get his voice out of my mind. Eight weeks is plenty of time to prepare for a fight. You are joining the navy soon, this could be your last hurrah.


I was trying to convince myself to go.


I had been to Thailand a few years earlier with Anne and had enjoyed myself. Going with Ruben would be a completely different trip.


I called Ruben back. ‘Okay. If work lets me have the time off and if the bank gives me a loan then surely it’s meant to be.’


‘Yes !’ Ruben was ecstatic.


‘I’ll give it a go,’ I said, still not believing any of it was possible. The past was the past. Boxing had helped Ruben and I connect and this trip would deepen that connection. 


After hanging up the phone I sat contemplating the conversation I was about to have with my boss. I hated making phone calls to people I didn’t really know, especially to an authority figure. Always up inside my head my mind would tease and I’d convince myself that these authority figures thought wrongly of me.


Just relax and don’t stutter. He’s just a man. Who cares what he thinks? What if I sound stupid? I’ll tell him Ruben bought me a ticket as a surprise. He’s going to know you’re talking shit. No way will they believe Ruben bought me a ticket. What if I get fired? The belting noise would scream away.


Before going into any conversation I would predetermine the responses and thoughts, so depending on what I thought they would think I would lie to try to control how I was perceived. After turning my life around, in the beginning I would attempt to control everyone’s opinion of me and hope they liked me. It’s even a battle now from time to time. I’d leave every conversation stuck in my head, replaying what had just happened and hoping certain words weren’t taken the wrong way. Any interaction I’d have with people felt like an arm wrestle . . . with myself.


‘Hi, mate, my brother just called me and gave me a ticket to Thailand as an early Christmas present.’


‘Wow! What a great brother.’


Shit, he’s on to me! That sounded sarcastic!


‘Yeah, I know, I couldn’t believe it! Problem is the flight leaves this Thursday.’ 


‘This Thursday?’ he spat back.


‘Yeah, I know it’s soon, it’s cool if you guys say no. I’ll just tell him I can’t go.’


I tried not to smile to myself as tension filled my chest. I knew full well he wouldn’t deny me my early Christmas present, especially if it was already paid for.


No way will they say no to my brother giving me a Christmas present. This will work!


‘No, you can’t do that. We will get you covered,’ he said, a little disappointed.


Yes!


‘Really? Thanks so much, mate.’


One down; one to go. Surely the bank wouldn’t let me increase my loan?


What if I can’t get the loan? What will I say to my boss? 


The next day I walked into the bank and straight into the office of the lovely lady who helped me get the first loan for my bike.


‘Good to see you again, Luke.’ She gestured for me to sit down. ‘How’s the bike?’ 


‘The bike is going great! I love it. So much freedom.’


‘Good to hear. So what brings you back?’


‘Umm . . . I’m going to propose to my girlfriend in Thailand. I need some money for the trip and an engagement ring. Can I get a loan on top of my current loan?’


‘Shouldn’t be an issue. How much do you need?’


‘Worked it all out, and I need about eight thousand.’ I needed to get $8,000 because Ruben had asked me if he could borrow some cash off me if the loan was approved. Is that why he wanted me to go?


I walked out of there $8,000 richer. Two from two seemingly impossible outcomes. Getting the loan authorised and scoring the time off work had been a long shot, yet here I was. This trip was definitely meant to be! Everything had fallen into place. I was a little confused and still not sure I wanted to go, but now I had to.


Thailand was my destiny.


I called Ruben to give him the good news.


‘I’m coming.’


That night I was warming up on the skipping rope for the thousandth time when I broke the news to Stan.


‘I’m going to Thailand on Thursday with Ruben.’


The snap of the rope on the floor accentuated the look on Stan’s face: he was worried. ‘What about the fight?’


‘Mate, everything will be alright.’ I tried to calm him.


‘Please be careful, Punchy. You can’t fuck up and carry on over there like you do here. No drugs, mate, you can’t do drugs there!’


He knew I could go and still have more than enough time to prepare for the fight, but I could tell he thought this trip spelt trouble. He had only known me for about six months, but in that time he had learned of my dangerous partying ways.


‘Stan, I’m not that dumb.’ Knowing Thailand’s harsh stance against drugs, there was no way I was messing with that shit.


The night before the trip I stayed with my parents. In the morning, Dad sat down next to me as I was putting on my shoes. 


‘Luke, me and your mum are worried about this trip,’ he said as Mum entered the room to listen in.


‘Please, us Kennedy boys can’t handle the drink. Stay off it, mate, it’s all a big lie. Everyone thinks you have to drink to have a good time. It’s bullshit. Alcohol killed my mother. Kennedys are not meant to drink.’


He was right: whenever one of the Kennedy family had a drink there was almost always some drama. Dad had found Jesus, and he had quit drinking a year earlier and was trying desperately to make all of his children do the same.


‘You’re my boy. Please just be careful. You can have fun without alcohol.’


He gave me pretty much the same lecture Stan had, without the mention of drugs. My parents were always concerned about us kids, and this trip increased their anxiety. But for me it was less about the alcohol and more about the drugs, and they didn’t know that and they certainly didn’t have to.


‘We love you, mate,’ Dad said before kissing me on the forehead and leaving the room. Mum smiled at me and sat down and gave me a long hug and a kiss. ‘Love you, Luke,’ she said before following Dad outside. I went to my room to pack.


‘Bro, why you bringing that?’ Ruben asked as he noticed me packing a mouth guard into my suitcase.


‘I want to do some training over there and might be able to spar with someone,’ I replied, a little embarrassed at him questioning me.


‘Man, we won’t be doing any training on this trip,’ he laughed, placing a handful of condoms into his bag before picking up a box.


‘Look what I got,’ he said as I was zipping up my full suitcase. The box he held contained a new camera.


‘Nice!’


‘I got it yesterday. Cost me twelve hundred so we have to look after it.’


Ruben enjoyed travelling, but what he loved more was showing people photos of the adventures on his trips. Buying an expensive camera would increase this love.


He zipped his bag up; it was almost empty. ‘Where’s all your stuff?’ I asked.


‘I’m buying new clothes over there.’ 


‘With the money I gave you?’ I smirked.


‘Yep,’ he giggled. ‘Clothes are cheap there anyways.’


‘Let’s go, there might be traffic,’ Dad called out from the lounge room. 


I looked at Ruben and he nodded his head. ‘Let’s go,’ he said softly. 


‘Let’s.’


I walked into the lounge room and saw Mum standing near the front door. ‘Love you, Mum,’ I said as I kissed her forehead.


‘Love you too, Luke.’ She smiled a nervous smile.


I was incredibly excited as we made our way to the car. Dad walked ahead as Ruben whispered into my ear so Dad couldn’t hear: ‘You ready for the trip of a lifetime? Let’s party!’


Dad looked back and saw Ruben whispering. He shook his head and jumped into the car. 


‘Chill, bro,’ I whispered back to Ruben. I didn’t want to give Dad a reason to worry.


I jumped in the front passenger seat. Dad started speaking but I was up in my loud mind.
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