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PROLOGUE


‘I think it’s a punctured lung. Who did this to you?’ 


The paramedic looked hard into my flickering eyes. As I lay dying in the back of a screaming ambulance my main concerns should have been about life and death, but although I did want to live it wasn’t because I loved life but because I wanted to be around to hear the story of my survival. Life wasn’t as important to me as my ego. 


This was all just a popularity contest: the fights, the crews and the graffiti were all just tools to be talked about, to be heard, to be seen – that was my life. To be stabbed and survive in my crazy world was a badge of honour. It was a story that would, of course, be spoken about. 


My father had always told me that the smart ones go unheard. I grew up believing that, but the feelings I gained from this popularity contest – a contest I felt I was winning – were unmatched. 


The sirens of the ambulance were blaring and its horn beeping, and I was struggling to stay alive with a gaping wound across my back. I desperately wondered how I got to this point. My knife-wielding opponent was not the attacker; it had been an act of self-defence. He’d been defending himself against an ego-driven, menacing thug who was intent on hurting him. 


That thug was me. 


My breaths were getting shorter from my pierced lung. I closed my eyes . . . 
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INTRODUCTION


‘Identification with your mind creates an opaque screen of concepts, labels, images, words, judgments, and definitions that block all true relationship.’ 


– Eckhart Tolle, The Power of Now 


This is the story of my life, a life that throughout my teenage years and early manhood repeatedly placed me in situations in which my ego got me close to being killed. I was kicked out of school when I was 15, and out of school and with nothing to do I got caught up in the world of graffiti and became a writer. From there I became a fighter, and from there I became a violent thug and alcoholic. 


Apart from painting, alcohol, drugs and fighting were the only things that silenced my frantic mind. I had no sense of achievement in life so I searched for outer sources to make me feel good. Those outer sources did make me feel good – for a short time. 


My mind was full of incessant worry: about the past and the future, about what people thought of me or would think of me. When your mind is full of thoughts like these it can create a false identity, and this false identity is your ego. It’s how you see yourself, and it’s attached to all the labels your ego believes are important to your identity. It’s that voice in your head, the cause of your pain, and it’s in love with the labels you believe to be ‘you’. 


In my case the labels my ego held most dear were ‘fighter’ and ‘leader’. In honour of these labels I came close to killing many times and was nearly killed by other people, but the labels did nothing more than enhance my fake mind-made self. This mind-made self would even make me speak differently depending on the environment I was in.


There is a second part to my story when, step by step, inch by inch, I learned how to quell those thoughts, release those labels and be (almost) free of my destructive ego and on a journey back to peace. 


I searched for a long time and came across many different books that put me on a path away from violence. At the start, when I listened to different audios or watched videos online or read books I’d tend to drift off and doubt it was all worth it. It was. My success is the result of constant improvement via personal development, self-exploration, changing my environments, understanding and feeling past traumas and now having the ability to learn from my mistakes – even though I still make them. 


There’s an endless amount of modalities for change, some of which worked for me and some of which didn’t. If you don’t explore any of them, though, you’ll remain trapped in circumstance and the past. At the start I did all the feel-good stuff that helped me make some good shifts in my life, but it wasn’t until much later in my developmental stage that I stopped looking beyond myself and actually turned back in on myself, and felt the pain and trauma that I had spent many unconscious years trying to avoid. This is what brought the biggest breakthroughs.


The forever crazy and doubtful mind will want to shy away from making changes because they can be hard, extremely hard. Often, as well, when first making changes there are few results and the mind will have you thinking it’s a waste of time, but changing your life for the better is a process. In this book you’ll get a personal insight into my process. 


While reading my story you’ll probably notice similarities in your own thinking, and realising your habitual and looping thinking patterns is the first step towards releasing them. I’ll also describe and explain many things I’m not proud of to show you that no matter how deep down in a hole you are, like me you too can get out. After all, we all tend to have regrets about the past or anxiety about the future and our minds make matters worse, wanting to feel alive by causing angst, but when we become aware and truly grasp that the present moment is the only thing that’s real, anxiety is diminished and all that remains is lightness. 


Sit for a moment and look around: is everything okay? Nothing bad is happening. Whenever you feel worried or scared, stop and take a second: is the present moment worthy of such a feeling? Most times it’s not – our mind has just made up different scenarios to warrant such fear. 


When something negative is happening in the present moment know that it will soon be in the past. Stop your mind for a few minutes and attempt to get a glimpse into this exact moment. Such a glimpse will open doors to pure bliss. 


I get my high now by seeing others or myself succeeding at a goal. Striving for a positive victory and hitting the mark gives me 10 times the rush of any alcohol I consumed or trains I painted. I feel happiest when my mind is at ease. Free from heavy thoughts, I catch myself smiling now for nothing other than a clear head space. I’m a man in his mid-30s and the incessant loudness of the past has shifted to keeping things simple. I used to believe that being a tough fighter with a life of drama meant strength but it couldn’t have been further from the truth, because real strength comes with calmness, presence and simplicity. My past understanding of simplicity was that it equalled a lack of something, weakness or living in scarcity.


When I used to hear someone say ‘I don’t want all that, I just want a simple life,’ I thought they were copping out and had no drive. I’ve now experienced the opposite and truly believe in it. Living a simple life comes with an abundance of self-knowledge that allows you to understand where you stand and simply stay strong. It’s a bit of a paradox, because it takes a lot of work to live simply. You have to siphon through the bullshit you don’t want or deserve and work through past conditioning that confuses what you want out of life. I’ll say it again: there’s strength in simplicity. 


It’s keeping your circle small but solid. Living simply is throwing away or ceasing the chase of material things that are choking your space. Simplicity is knowing your boundaries and simply releasing people or things that aren’t aligned. It’s knowing your worth and not accepting anything else. It’s being in your body and not your head: grounded, present. It’s knowing your purpose and not getting pushed off course by social pressures to be something different. It’s narrowing down your life to things that truly matter. 


That’s strength: simplicity. 


Looking back at all these little things that led to the present, it’s comforting to know that where I am as a person is where I am meant to be. I was definitely looked after by a higher source, and you’ll get the same belief once you read through my story.


In this book I’ll show you how I came to be me, free of my destructive ego and free of the labels that limited me. This book alone may not be capable of instantly changing you, but it will help. As someone once said to me, ‘Constant dropping wears the stone’ or, in other words, ‘Many small changes make a big difference.’ 









CHAPTER 1


BORN PURE


Liverpool Hospital in Sydney’s Western Suburbs was the setting for this boy’s arrival; 1985 was the year. An extra second had been added to the calendar year, but to Rube and Diane Kennedy the only addition that counted was that of their new boy. I’m the middle child of three. Ruben, my brother, is three years older and my sister Sarah is a year younger. We might have had an older brother, Daniel, but he died just after he was born. 


My parents grew up in the western Sydney suburb of Miller. Dad was the youngest of four kids and my mother was one of five. Growing up was tough for Dad. His mother, Wilma, with whom I later became extremely close, was your typical Australian battler: she never had any money but would do anything for her family. 


My mum is an incredibly kind lady with a laugh that’s recognisable in any crowd, and she’s adored by everybody I introduce her to. Mum’s parents are two people I cherish spending time with, as they make me smile when I sit and watch them talk. Elderly people tend to appreciate each moment more, and their presence in the moment can be felt by those around them – if those around them are present enough to witness.


Mum and Dad grew up together and soon fell in love. Dad was a champion rugby league player and dreamed of playing professionally. He showed plenty of heart in all of his games, and even made it into reserve grade. Dad was one step away from achieving his lifelong dream when Mum got pregnant with Daniel and life was set. Daniel was born on 6 April 1982 at Liverpool Hospital. From the outset he had to battle for his little life, but at just 10 days old he tragically died from the complications of his birth. Daniel’s death left a huge hole in my parents’ hearts. Losing their firstborn was a struggle, and 40 years later Mum still gets tearful when speaking about Daniel. Dad gave up football to be there for Mum and never played again. 


When I was aged two Mum and Dad moved us into a Housing Commission townhouse in Belmont Street in Alexandria, a 10-minute drive from Sydney’s central business district. I’m thankful I lived in Alexandria as a little kid, as I had a heap of friends and Mum and Dad would regularly take us on outings to local restaurants or parks. Even though my parents struggled from time to time for money we never missed out on anything. We loved heading to the neighbouring suburb of Newtown with its long strip of shops and cafes and all kinds of people: artists, Goths, ravers, pub goers and musicians. 


I was just six when I found a can of spray paint and wrote some harsh words on a wall near my house. On our way to school in the mornings we’d drive past the wall and I’d look away in shame, hoping my parents wouldn’t see it and suspect me. Little did I know that spray painting on walls would later not only become my obsession but would dominate my life, resulting in violence, injury, gaol time, friends’ deaths and, very nearly, my own death. 


Dad took up boxing training. I was always told by his friends that as he grew up he could really handle himself on the streets and was known to be a good fighter. He was not a bully, but a man who’d stand up for himself and his friends. Dad won his first few amateur bouts, as all those who knew him expected he would – at 30 years of age he was the fittest he’d been in his whole life. Sometimes I’d be allowed to go to his fights to cheer him on. As I watched him fight I could see his confidence. He always held his ground, never stepping back from his opponent and throwing big punches that made him the easy winner. Dad was our hero. We’d go to school and tell all our friends about our warrior father who’d just slaughtered yet another opponent. 


When we couldn’t attend the fights we’d stay at Grandma’s green fibro home back in Miller, where we’d wait impatiently to hear the outcome of the fight. When the phone finally rang we’d listen for Grandma’s excited cry of ‘You beauty!’ Grandma was very proud of Dad and always told us what a great man we had for a father. That I knew. 


I loved staying at Grandma’s: she and I were really close. When I wasn’t with her she’d ring and ask for me and we’d speak for hours. Often she’d call me after she’d had a few drinks, and I’d sit and listen to her cry and talk about the past. Without knowing it for the first 35 years of my life, that relationship with my grandma during my conditioning years from birth to the age of seven, with what I heard, felt and witnessed, impacted me in ways that prevented me from opening my heart to unconditional love. 


It must have been hard for Grandma living by herself, sitting with her thoughts and bottles of beer. I still cry now thinking about my poor grandma. 
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CHAPTER 2


I LOVED THE HYPE


When I was seven years old we moved to Hurstville in Sydney’s south, where I started at a new school. Dad’s boxing career was progressing and he was being trained by the legendary trainer Johnny Lewis. Dad and Johnny became close, and we’d spend most weekends together. 


Johnny was funny and would always crack jokes and make us kids laugh. Dad was training at the Newtown Police Citizens Youth Club, and any chance we got we’d be there watching the Spartan-like men punching the bags or, better yet, each other. The air would be filled with sweaty vapour and the mirrors fogging up as some young hopefuls shadow-sparred their reflections. We’d sit watching, amazed at how strong they were. 


‘Luke, come on, your turn,’ Johnny would call out, snapping me out of my trance. 


Reluctantly I’d make my way into the ring. Waiting with a smile on his face, Johnny would then put me through my paces on the pads. I was eight years old and overweight, so I didn’t last too long. Johnny would comment on how hard I was punching, but then I’d look up to catch him winking and smiling at my watching father. Those times were incredible. Other kids I knew weren’t close with their parents, but Dad took us everywhere and introduced us to some amazing people. I couldn’t have asked for a better upbringing. 


When I was 10 I travelled to Las Vegas with Dad and my brother Ruben to attend Kostya Tszyu’s world title fight. Johnny was Kostya’s trainer, and Dad was helping him out in the corner by siphoning water into his fighters’ mouths between rounds. A couple of nights before the big fight I told Dad I wanted to be a fighter. At the local fights I’d noticed the reaction of the crowd to each blow and how excited it made them. I’d also seen Kostya’s preparation for the fight and the respect people showed him. I loved the hype. 


Even at the age of 10 I was interested in being respected. I could picture myself as a fighter and envisioned everybody talking about me. Maybe it wasn’t respect I wanted, being a self-conscious overweight kid; it was probably more that I just wanted to be liked. I’d come to believe that fighters were in a different league to everyday civilians and were validated by all those around them, people buying them things, asking for photos and calling them ‘Champ’ and having beautiful women hanging off them. 


I suppose being liked and validated for whatever reason was something I wanted to feel – I wanted to feel good about myself. As a kid and even as an unaware adult the desire for validation from outside sources can become addictive, because for brief moments your internal lack of self-worth is not felt and is forgotten about. However, the external feel-good validation is short lived: it’s surface level and results in an addiction to the outside source and an eternal chasing of the validation tail.


The day before the fight our group went for a walk. We stopped to get photos in front of the huge MGM lion that stood at the entrance to the MGM Grand Hotel. As we walked down the strip after taking the photos Dad asked me to repeat to Johnny what I’d told him the night before. I was embarrassed. 


I didn’t want to tell Johnny. I didn’t want to look like an idiot, because the fact was I was obese. I was so ashamed about my stomach and big chest I rarely took off my shirt, which meant missing out on school camps, swimming carnivals and beach trips. Terrified of people seeing my bare body, I couldn’t sleep from the worry. Even at that young age I cared deeply about what other people thought: I told myself that if they thought I was a fat loser then I was a fat loser. 


As an overweight kid I held in a lot of the worrying emotions. I laughed along with the jokes made about my weight and had begun to take on a role as the ‘fat kid’, pretending it didn’t get to me. But it did get to me and it ended up deeply affecting my confidence, and it still does from time to time.


I guess I was lucky, because despite being overweight I was a popular kid and was always the leader. Even as a young child I could encourage others and persuade them to do things. I can’t imagine how bad life must be for those who are overweight and bullied. 


Johnny noticed my shyness and reluctance to open my mouth. ‘What did you say, Luke?’ he asked. 


‘I want to start boxing. I want to be a fighter,’ I shyly whispered, hoping nobody walking past would hear. I knew Johnny was the best trainer, so I thought to myself: even if I’m no good he’ll make me good. 


‘Well, mate, you know you’ve got to be disciplined,’ Johnny said. ‘You’ve got to run every day, train. You can’t eat all those lollies.’ For the entire trip Johnny had seen me eating endless packets of lollies. 


‘I’ll do all of that, I swear!’ I said. 


Johnny smiled and we kept walking. Kostya won by a knockout and we went back to his room to celebrate. I was just happy to stare at the belt Kostya had won, which was spread across his bed on top of his pillows. I badly wanted that recognition. 


I put the idea of becoming a boxer at the back of my mind. I wanted to do it but I was an overweight 10 year old, and there was no way I was running every day or giving up my lollies. 
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CHAPTER 3


THE SMART ONES GO UNHEARD 


I was getting into trouble at school, as a girl had told the teachers that my friends and I were skipping class. After she told on us we never spoke another word to her. Even at the age of 10 I had it firmly in my mind that you don’t inform on anyone, which had been directly and indirectly reinforced by my father. Sometimes I’d overhear him commenting on the news: ‘Damn give up!’ he’d say if someone spoke out about a crime they had nothing to do with. ‘Luke,’ he would sometimes add, ‘in life you keep your mouth shut. The smart ones go unheard. The smart ones shut their mouths.’ 


The first week of high school was an eye-opener. I was playing football and a kid in Year 10 I hadn’t seen before told me to give him the ball. It was our kick-off so I just kicked it instead and watched the ball float towards the other side of the field. Suddenly my body froze with shock: a hand was tightly gripped around my throat. 


‘I told you to give me the bloody ball,’ the guy yelled. ‘I can break your neck like a chicken’s.’ 


I wanted to cry but held it in, remembering that I was at big school now. The kid’s hands were still wrapped around my neck. ‘Do you know who my brother is?’ I managed to croak. 


The kid let go and laughed like a tough guy. ‘Who’s your brother?’ 


‘Ruben Kennedy,’ I announced with a grin. Ruben was in the tougher kids’ group, and judging by the petrified look on the guy’s face he now had something to worry about. ‘Ah, man, I just wanted to kick! You shouldn’t have been a smart-arse. Sorry!’ 


‘You weren’t sorry till you knew who my brother was,’ I said, walking away. ‘You’re finished now.’ 


‘We’ll go see him at recess,’ Ruben said the next day. Ruben’s friends nodded their heads. 


‘Make sure the teachers don’t see what you do to him,’ I said, a big smile on my face. I couldn’t wait for my revenge on the bully. 


‘What do you mean what we do to him?’ Ruben said. ‘You’re the one who’s fighting him.’ 


That wiped the smile off my face but I hastily replaced it with another, slightly less convincing one. I didn’t want the older boys to think I was scared but I hadn’t been in a proper fight before, especially against someone older. I was 12 and this guy was 15 so it was only three years’ difference, but at my age it was like fighting a man. 


We went searching for the guy. ‘Make sure you really hurt him’ were the only words of inspiration I was offered. Walking to my first fight, I was almost sick with worry. When I was older I loved a street fight but not when it was planned, because my nerves would always eat me up inside and cause extreme anxiety as I contemplated the outcome. I preferred a fight that came from nothing. My mind always started with the doubts: what if I get beaten? What if I look like I can’t fight? It was never a question of what would happen if I got hurt, because I didn’t care about the pain. I cared only about what others thought. In a fight I wanted to win, not to hurt the other guy but for the validation, feelings and accolades a victory would bring. 


We looked around the playground but couldn’t find my opponent. It was almost time to head back to class and my nerves were fading. 


‘There he is!’ 


I squinted to see across the school grounds and there he was indeed, seated underneath a stairwell with a bunch of his friends. When he noticed us walking over I saw the spirit leave his body. He looked like a different person this time around. The day before he could have taken on the world, but today he was a person who lacked heart. 


As we drew closer he stood up. I could hear whispers behind me: the boys were pumping me up. I felt alive! 


I now know that this feeling was an escape from my mind, which was always arguing with itself. I later became addicted to fighting, but until recently I didn’t know why. Now I do: during fights my obnoxiously echoing mind was still. Fighting brought me into the present moment completely free from thought. It was, however, just a cover, and hiding from the mind is not the solution. Releasing it is. 


We stood a couple of metres away and I looked at Ruben. ‘Well, go on, then,’ Ruben said, as if he was disappointed I hadn’t already attacked. Thinking my big brother was angry at me was all I needed. I flew at my opponent, throwing a right hand that landed flush on his cheekbone to put him straight on his backside. ‘Break my neck like a chicken?’ I shouted, standing over him. 


The boys were going crazy, teasing my opponent. ‘You got buckled! You got dropped by a kid in Year 7!’ I looked at him and suddenly felt sorry. His friends didn’t say a word; they just sat still with their heads down. I felt bad for them, too. What could they do? But as I walked away I was soon overcome by a feeling of satisfaction. The older boys’ arms were around me and I felt like a man. 


Ruben’s friends ran up to other boys to boast of my win, and thanks to their praise I felt accepted. Now I was a fighter, which made me feel powerful. I justified my actions by thinking about what that kid had done to me the day before and tried to raise my spirits by telling myself that he deserved it, but I felt something deep inside. That feeling was my true soul laughing at me, and I knew I was lying to myself. It was the start of almost 10 years of the soul-ego seesaw, during which I battled between two worlds. What I felt deep down was right, my true self, but I thought I had to keep up with an image and that was my ego talking. I wanted to be liked, to be validated.


Inside my heart and soul I knew I was good enough. I loved myself, but on the outside I was a body-conscious and socially awkward kid and I hated myself. One punch had turned all of that completely around: soft and shy had mutated into arrogant, strong and confident. 


Is this all it takes? I wondered. 
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CHAPTER 4


YOU ARE YOUR ENVIRONMENT


The next two years passed in a blur. What I remember most from that time was meeting my lifelong friend Lucas and playing sports with him on weekends. I was a terrible student, opting for skipping school and hanging out with mates or going to class only to cause trouble and act like a fool. I had terrible eyesight but wouldn’t wear glasses because I was worried about what other kids would think of me, so in class I struggled to read anything the teacher wrote on the board and was easily distracted. 


Caring what others thought was already badly affecting my life. I was also getting into fights and had even started to enjoy them. Fighting was a way to boost my reputation and win respect from those who didn’t have my respect. Why I cared so much I didn’t know. 


You have to fight him. Everyone knows what he said about you, my bad thoughts would start. Who cares what people think? I’d try to reason. What do you mean? You’re the fighter; everybody looks up to you. My bad thoughts always had a better argument. 


I met a new kid, Mark, who had moved from another school close by. He was short and skinny and had a pimply face, and he always wore a distinctive red jacket that he loved. Mark and I hung out and became firm friends. I was in Year 9 and he was one year below me, but I gelled more with him than those my own age. 


Mark got into an argument out the front of school and I watched on as he convincingly triumphed over another kid. Though Mark was tiny he would always be willing to have a go and could handle himself well, and we soon had each other’s back. Mark was always doing graffiti, tagging the word ‘Base’ on the toilet walls and all over his books. Now that my mate Base was tagging I attempted to do it too, but I wasn’t any good. I did enjoy the thrill of tagging walls, though, so I persisted. 


Base and I would go to local stormwater drains to paint, which were easy spots because they were hard to see. Only occasionally would we be chased off by locals. 


My tag was ‘Punisher’. It was a long word and took too long to write, so Base always encouraged me to adjust it. With graffiti you have to be quick – an extra letter or two in a tag might see you being charged by the police. We were young so getting into trouble with the law meant a phone call to our parents, which for us would be worse than death but it didn’t stop us. We were looking for something to do. 


The 2000 Sydney Olympics were due to start in a few months, and large Olympic flags were flying high on the power poles that ran along busy roads. 


‘How much do you think they’re worth?’ I asked Base one day. 


‘Nothing now, but in the future: heaps!’ 


We decided there and then to abduct some flags for future profit. That night during a break in the traffic Base stood on my shoulders to carry out the flag nabbing. Happy with two flags, we headed home to safety. Not long after we were walking across a park when we were approached by a tall, skinny, Indian-looking man in his early 20s. 


‘Hey, Charlie,’ Base said, walking over to shake his hand. ‘This is Luke.’ 


‘I’ve been seeing your tags down the drain canals. You’re getting better,’ Charlie said to Base. He turned back to me. ‘Is this Punisher?’ 


I smiled. I was happy to hear that this guy knew my tag, as graffiti is all about being seen. In your mind a tag is a part of yourself. If people notice your tag you’re someone of notoriety, and every time you’re noticed the illusion grows. Tagging also happens when you’re somewhere with a friend or family member and you engrave your names on a tree. You want to leave a mark for the future; you want something of you to last beyond you. It was all we had. 


‘Your tag’s too long. You need to practise more before painting everywhere. It’s toy.’ He was right: I was a terrible tagger. I felt like an idiot and was jealous of Base because he’d just been told his tag was looking good. Mine wasn’t. ‘If you want to be a writer,’ Charlie went on, ‘show respect by not crossing out other writers. You’re going to cause beef before you’ve even started.’ 


Charlie was talking about writing over other people’s tags. If I saw a good spot that had been taken and I wanted to get up in the same position I’d paint over the other work. A good spot was one that could be seen by a lot of people or wouldn’t get painted over for a while, so the effort was worth it. I had no idea about the rules of all this graffiti stuff but I didn’t want to start off on the wrong foot. 


‘You want to buy an Olympic flag?’ Base asked Charlie. I guess future profit would have to wait.


 ‘Was that you little pricks on top of the pole the other night? You woke me up!’ 


Little pricks? I thought. I was six years younger than Charlie but 30 kilos heavier and the same height. We were young, though: I’d be 15 in a few months and Base was nearly 14. 


‘Who does that skinny arsehole think he is?’ I said to Base as we walked away. 


‘That’s Snap, man! He’s in RM crew.’ 


Charlie was an established writer. I’d seen his tag, ‘Snap’, more than the inside of my eyelids. When I caught the train to the city I’d be amazed to see his tag in what seemed to be impossible to get to places. I thought it was so ballsy, all the spots I’d see them up. He had to go on the train tracks to do those tags, I thought. 


‘I don’t care who he is,’ I replied, thinking it was now even worse being called a toy since Snap knew what he was talking about. 


For the next week I practised relentlessly, and my bedroom was covered in scraps of paper full of different tags and pieces. A piece is different to just a tag: it’s your word in a mural form, outlined and filled in with full colour. Writers with special artistic ability would occasionally paint a character of some sort beside their work but a piece was meant to look like real art. 


Mine just looked like rubbish, but the practice started to pay off. I was getting better, and on Snap’s advice I decided to find a shorter word. I didn’t want to put the last few months of obsessed drawing down the drain, so I looked for a word with similar lettering. While drawing outlines I searched for a new word. Pun . . . No, don’t like it. Punish . . . Not a fan of the letter ‘S’. PUNCH! I loved it. It was me, dead on. I loved to fight and the letters were perfect. 


I spoke to Base about my new tag, and after he told Snap we agreed it was a good one. We were set to launch our new careers as writers. 


I know how ludicrous the thought of graffiti may seem, but there’s a lot more to it than some people think. Sure the main plan is to get your tag far and wide, defacing property in the process; however, to kids who think they have no hope or any form of talent to shine the politics and the adrenaline involved bring a whole new meaning to life. The sense of achievement becomes addictive, because for the first time ever you’re praised by your peers. Even though most of your new-found associates are criminals, their praise feeds a mind yearning for attention. 


Base and I wanted some of that attention, but if we were to succeed in our chosen field we’d need tools: paint, and lots of it. Just how we were going to get our hands on it we still didn’t know. 









CHAPTER 5


PICKING UP ENERGY


Base and I started hanging around the streets, hoping we’d run into Snap. One day we went into a store to buy some spray paint and there he was, standing in front of a shelf shaking cans. 


‘Hey, boys, you getting paint too?’ he asked. 


‘Yeah, we’re going bombing tonight,’ Base said proudly. 


As we picked up the different cans Snap commented on each one. ‘You don’t want to get that one: it doesn’t cover the best. You can use these to fill your piece in,’ he said, pointing to a couple of chrome colour cans. ‘This one’s for your background.’ He was holding a nice light blue. ‘I’ve got some Belton at home. You can use those for your outline.’ 


The cheaper paint was terrible to use, although the odd colour would be okay. You could get away with using crappy paint to colour in your piece or for a large background, but for the touch-up parts such as the final outline you needed a good paint brand like Belton, which was top of the range so it wouldn’t drip through your piece, fail to cover properly or make uneven lines. 


‘You can come piece with us tomorrow night,’ Snap said. ‘I’m painting the wall.’ 


The wall was on the train lines 30 metres north of the station; years later across from it I started my first business. Two passions: one from the wrong side of the tracks and the other my ultimate quest – to help people. 


Snap walked out of the store and left us with a few cans to buy. With the money we were given for lunch we could only afford one can, so we had to put the other cans back on the shelf. 


‘That’s the sickest! We’re going to piece the wall!’ I said with excitement as we left the store. I’d travelled past the wall most days and now I was going to paint it. 


‘With what paint? We only have one can.’ Base was right: we didn’t have enough paint, but if we pulled out of painting the wall it would look like we were afraid. 


‘Should we steal it?’ I said. 


‘Yeah, we have to!’ 


I hadn’t expected that response. I’d never stolen anything from a shop before; to go into a store and swipe something then walk past the victim was something I didn’t want to do. Growing up, I’d hear my parents’ comments about thieving: they were strongly against it like any normal people would be. I recall an occasion when I was 10 and Dad and I were watching television. On a news report someone asked what you would do if you knew you were going to die in a week, and Dad turned and asked me what I would do. 


I sat and thought. ‘I’d rob a bank with a gun! I’d give all the money to you guys when I died. Even if I got caught, I’d only be in gaol for a little bit before I died.’ I thought Dad would appreciate the fact I wanted to supply them with the earnings from my deathbed robbery. 


‘Yeah? What if someone else died!’ Dad yelled. 


I didn’t know how to take that. ‘What do you mean, Dad? I was the one with the week to live.’ 


‘In the robbery! What if something went wrong with the gun and you hurt someone?’ 


I just sat there and kept watching the television. What did I do wrong? I thought. I could tell there was some other meaning behind his reaction, and I later found out that someone close to my dad had shot a man dead in a botched armed robbery. 


We weren’t told that story until we were almost adults. Now, standing with Base outside the store all I could think was I really want to paint, so we went back in. While I made my way back to the spray paint Base distracted the shopkeeper with a fictitious question. I stashed some cans down my shorts then, unable to breathe, I tried to casually walk past the shopkeeper. In a stupid attempt to prevent suspicion I feigned talking on my phone. I didn’t want to look the woman in the eyes. 


At home that night I felt ashamed of myself. I imagined the shopkeeper’s disappointed look as she watched the security video and saw the polite boys who regularly greeted her in the street now stealing from her. I envisaged her sadness. I’d crossed a line I hadn’t wanted to cross and saw myself as a criminal. It was a minor event with major outcomes: if I hadn’t stolen that paint would I have progressed to other criminal activities? I’d been trying to impress Snap, so if I hadn’t met Snap the week before would I have stolen the paint? If I hadn’t met Snap would you be reading this book? 
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CHAPTER 6


THE GATEWAY CRIME


The next day I was charged with energy. As I sat in class I kept my head down and practised my tags on paper while the teacher talked on. I’m painting the wall! I thought. 


Around 9 pm I snuck out through my bedroom window and met up with Base, then together we headed to Snap’s house to plan the night ahead. When we knocked on the door Snap’s mum yelled out in Italian (so Snap wasn’t Indian after all); no doubt she was telling him to get rid of the boys on her front step. 


Snap’s room had three couches, a big-screen television and his bed. He was sitting on his bed preparing his bong. Two other writers I hadn’t met before were there, chopping their mix up and also preparing to smoke. Between bongs they all had their heads down doing outlines on pieces of paper. 


Someone handed the bong to me. ‘No thanks, I don’t smoke,’ I said. Base said the same. 


After a few hours of sitting around I began to feel pretty foggy from the fumes. 


‘Ah, I forgot! I gotta show you boys something!’ Snap jumped up and motioned for us to follow. He opened a door to another room, inside which we were met with a painter’s dream: the whole floor was covered in boxes of spray paint, the lids of the cans revealing the colours inside. 


‘The boys broke into a hardware store and got all this paint. Twenty dollars a box for you boys.’ 


We had no money, so Snap gave us a box each and told us to pay him back when we got it. 


Back in Snap’s room I could tell he didn’t really like me. He’d cut me off with smart remarks and pay little attention to me when I spoke. He’d only known me for a couple of days so I thought it was fair enough to be treated like an outsider. 


‘Doin’, lad?’ A guy wearing shorts that looked a size too small came in, walked straight past me and shook everyone else’s hand except mine. 


‘This is Luke,’ Snap said. ‘What’s your tag again? Ah, that’s right, Punch. This is Kon.’ 


Kon barely looked up. He shook my hand with a couple of fingers as though implying I wasn’t worth a proper handshake. I didn’t like him. He sat and spoke to Snap with attitude two words at a time in a deep voice. 


‘Yeah, probably.’ 


‘Don’t know.’ 


‘Fuck it.’ 


‘Yeah, sweet.’ 


Kon loosened up after half an hour. I watched countless times as he put on this same front every time he met someone new, but after a while he’d crack jokes and we’d all have a laugh. 


‘Boys, tonight I’ll sketch up your outlines.’ Snap wanted to draw up our first outline on the wall. He knew we weren’t any good so he wanted to help out, or he didn’t want his piece next to a couple of useless ones. Reputation was everything in this game. With Snap sketching up the outline all Base and I had to do was stick to painting inside the lines, then finish with the dark touch-up outline to give the piece its letters. 


A piece is made by first drafting up the letters, and this is where you’re allowed to make mistakes because you’re just going to fill in over the stuff-ups anyway. You colour it in with different patterns and colours, then you take the outline can and spray the letters over all the different colours before adding the 3D shadow on your word, which produces a life-like piece of art on the wall. To finish a full-colour background is painted before the final touch-ups of your outline, when you get rid of any drips that may slide down and ruin it. 


‘Yeah, sweet,’ we responded. 


I wanted to do my own but I knew it would be good if Snap did it. I was ecstatic at having the chance to see a quality Punch on the wall. I’d be able to lie and tell everyone at school that I did it all! 


‘All right, I’m going.’ Kon got up and shook hands, mine included. 


We packed our bags tightly so the cans didn’t shake and walked out of Snap’s house into a warm, cloudless night full of stars – I was seeing stars anyway from sitting in that room full of fumes. It was great to be out in the fresh air, walking through a park with the smell of freshly cut grass. I looked at the others as they stared ahead, the moonlight reflecting on their glassy eyes. Not a word was spoken as we walked together. I don’t know if they were nervous or just smashed from the infinite bongs their skinny bodies had inhaled. 


Base and I walked with big grins on our faces from the excitement. When we reached the other side of the park we took the back streets to avoid the police. If you were a police officer and spotted five guys walking along the road with backpacks on at midnight it would be worth pulling them over. I held my breath with every car that approached, hoping it would be a civilian. Those driving at this time of night were either taxi drivers, drug dealers, drunk drivers or the people we were trying to avoid: the police. 


In one of the back streets I saw a couple of old Snap tags and noticed that he didn’t even take a second look at them. The presence he had as a writer was such that it was an everyday occurrence to walk past his handiwork. I knew that if my tag went unnoticed I’d probably make a comment like ‘Damn, should have used a different colour!’ or something lame like that to draw attention to it. 


A large row of bushes and a fence stood guard in front of our target. We scratched our way through the thick shrubs and reached the steel gates that separated the real world from a graffiti writer’s home – the train tracks. Snap lifted the bottom of the fence to reveal a gap he’d prepared earlier, and two of the boys crawled through. 


‘Your turn,’ Snap whispered. 


I bent down but got stuck as I attempted to push my way through. I could hear muffled giggles coming from above; my fellow graffiti buddies thought it was hilarious. I felt like a fool. Base and Snap helped me by making the hole bigger. 


The sharp rocks crunched together under my feet, the noise breaking through the still night like a brick through a clean window. Surely people will hear us, I thought. I started walking on my tippy toes but Snap and the two older boys cruised past me casually, not fussed by the loud crunching. They’d been on the tracks countless times. 


I relaxed a little and released my breath for the first time in what felt like an hour. Base and I persisted in our stumbling and tripping, as the land’s foreign surface gave way and rocks slid from under our feet. Like first timers on an ice rink, we grabbed at each other in an attempt to stay upright; it would take numerous times before we were comfortable on the surface. 


As we peered north towards the next station we could see the train tracks sparkling in the limited light. Scared as I was, it was impossible to miss its beauty. Two lines of glistening silver ran for 50 metres through a man-made rock face before disappearing into the mouth of a gaping dark tunnel in the distance. 


‘Train!’ I heard in whispered urgency. 


We ran up a grassed slope towards the base of the wall. We crouched down to wait for the train to pass, and my heart was thumping and my breathing heavy. Hearing a slight hissing noise as the train made its way closer, I put my head down between my knees to lessen my chances of being spotted. The train roared past, and a huge gust of wind swept across my body. 


I glanced between a gap in my arms and found the others watching it pass. The regulars to this environment were relaxed but hypnotised by and in awe of the menacing machine. As the train’s back lights disappeared into the distance Snap wasted no time and stood up to begin sketching up our pieces. 


Base and I stood back, mesmerised. Snap was confident and accurate with each spray. With his back to his audience and his arms moving in all directions, he composed his symphony. The can moved with his body as though he’d been born with an extra limb attached, and he turned the light, pasty blue wall into a piece of art. When he ended the draft this felonious Picasso took a few steps to his left without taking his eyes off the artwork. He then introduced Base’s letters to the wall. 


I placed my bag at my feet and unzipped it slowly, scanning the wall. Contemplating my colour scheme, I picked up the terracotta orange and with a pop forced its lid off, pushing out a couple of paint sprays into the air like I had noticed Snap doing earlier. 


‘Train!’ I heard from my left. 


I crouched down again but this time I kept my head up to watch the almost empty train go past; the only occupants were Chubb Security guards dressed in their conspicuous blue vests. It was an older-style train with ridges all along the side, and we writers dubbed these trains ‘ridgies’. 


When it was gone I started to wildly fill in my piece. Snap noticed my failing attempt and stopped his attack on the wall to casually walk over to assist me. He asked for my can and gave a step-by-step demonstration of how to vandalise. I think it’s the only time I’ve heard a presentation that was whispered, his gentle voice contrasting with his usual hard attitude. As I heard his whisper, though, I felt that he genuinely cared. 


He watched on as I attempted again. ‘That’s it, man! Perfect.’ He smiled like a proud father watching his kid ride a bike for the first time. I’d been pretty uptight, but seeing Snap’s composed manner settled me down. Snap suddenly appeared to be at peace – his face had relaxed and his shoulders had dropped as though an evil spirit had left his body, leaving behind his true self. This was the nicest he’d been to me. 


Adrenaline-fuelled activities bring on camaraderie with your fellow daredevil hombres. Experiencing fear or utter elation with another person brings you together and makes you appreciative of each other. It forces you into the present moment, and you have no thoughts about the past or the future. Other people played team sports or went skydiving or paragliding to get this rush and togetherness, but we’d paint, fight and break the law to get ours. 


Now it was time for the outline and I finished the ‘P’, then suddenly the importance of letters on the wall disappeared: I heard a branch breaking near the hole in the fence. We all looked at each other, bending our knees slowly to crouch as we turned to see what it was. My heart was actively attempting to burst out of my fat chest. What if I get caught? Which way am I going to run? I looked around for possible escape routes. 


‘All sweet,’ Snap said, going back to painting. ‘Must have been a possum or something.’ 


It’s amazing to think that one moment, terrified I’d be caught, my body had seized up, my breathing became instantly shorter and my pulse suddenly started pounding, then the next second I was back to painting away in a relaxed state. Nothing in the situation had changed besides my thought process, yet my body’s reactions couldn’t have been more different. My two physical reactions were created by the way my mind perceived the situation. Becoming aware of how your mind controls things opens up eternal possibilities. 


I finished my outline. Glad it was over, I went over to Base’s to compare and was happy to see mine edged out the favourite. We were the closest of friends, but being new to the game meant there was a little competition between us. ‘Good work, boys,’ Snap said as he shook our hands. He grabbed my can to show us where the shadows of each letter should go. 


Afterwards, mission accomplished, we walked home. I felt giddy from the adrenaline and possibly the paint fumes. I climbed back through my window to the safety of my bed and realised my clothes had prickly little things all over them from plants on the tracks. After picking them off I thought I’d be able to get some sleep, but I kept reliving the night that had been full of trepidation and other stimulating emotions. I couldn’t sleep because I so badly wanted to see my piece in daylight. 


Base and I skipped school the next day and met up with Snap. We shook hands, paint still on our fingertips. I could see they were as tired as me but they had a buzz to them. Once more we battled and crawled through the thick shrubs, this time to get a view of the wall. We stared, bent necked like tourists getting their first glimpse of the Sistine Chapel. I was speechless, seeing myself as a 21st-century Michelangelo, but straight away I heard a little voice in my head. You didn’t even do it! People will laugh when they find out that all you had to do was fill in between the lines. 


That voice would always creep in to cut me down to size. Even when I was happy I could feel my mind searching desperately to find something to worry about. It was as though it felt more alive when it was worried: like a ravenous stray dog creeping through a dark alley, my mind would sniff out any worry to feed on. 


Snap broke the silence. ‘Come back to mine, boys.’ I sensed I’d passed the test and had now been accepted. 
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CHAPTER 7


MY FIRST BIT OF RESPECT


Base and I now spent most of our time at Snap’s house, as Snap didn’t work and I was rarely at school. One day Snap was all excited. ‘Adrian says that if we go up to the hardware store just after his shift starts at nine we could be sweet to rack heaps of paint.’ 


I hated stealing; I got a sickening, nervous energy just thinking about it. As we arrived at the hardware store and headed straight for the paint section I imagined what the shopkeepers were thinking: those dirty peasants coming into my store to steal. Do they think I’m stupid? 


At the front counter, Adrian had a worried look on his face. He glanced around the shop and signalled for us to keep our eyes out. As we walked down an aisle lined with full-length mirrors I noticed Adrian’s worried look had rubbed off on me. I nodded at my reflection, wishing him luck. I hoped our impersonation of valuable customers was believable. 


An older man in a store uniform watched us sceptically, but we played it cool and continued to look at hammers and screwdrivers while waiting for him to drift away. Finally, assuming our laughable parody of customers looking for a product had worked, we headed for the paint section. 


‘Get the fuck out.’ The older employee had snuck up behind us. ‘I’m sick of you bastards coming in here thinking you’re clever. Piss off.’ 


With our miserable masquerade blown out the door, I was more than happy to leave the store. Snap, however, stood and argued with the guy. I felt awkward and wanted to crawl into one of the toilet bowls that were on sale and die. I grabbed a swearing Snap and dragged him out. 


At the front counter the worried look on Adrian’s face had turned into a tremble. We headed for Kon’s as fast as we could, hoping the store hadn’t called the police. Not trusting many, we’d decided Adrian had set us up and were ready to hang him. We got to Kon’s as he pulled up in a car. 


‘Hey, what’s doing?’ Snap asked as Kon closed the car door.


‘How you doing, boys? I went up to the hardware store before. I got three cans but on my way out Adrian’s boss saw me and was about to say something so I took off running.’ 


It turned out Adrian hadn’t set us up at all. A paint store that was easy to steal from had to be kept on the hush, otherwise every writer would go there and security would be on high alert. 


One afternoon I took a friend from school over to Snap’s. Kon walked in and was instantly rude to the kid, just like he was to me the first time we met. Kon had a reputation to be feared; you understood that in any little argument he could stab you. He was someone you had to be careful around, as a wrong sentence or action with no harsh intention would be interpreted the wrong way and start World War III. 


Kon’s notoriety was compounded by the fact that his older brother Billz was the leader of their graffiti crew, RM, a crew that didn’t put up with any shit. They had the unequivocal fame of being at the top of Sydney’s graffiti crews and were known for fighting. Billz had hunted someone down and beaten him to near death with a crowbar. RM also had some talented writers, stretching from Sydney’s inner-city suburbs to the south-west right out to the Western Suburbs. I would have done anything to be in that crew! 


As we sat in Snap’s room some boxing came on the television and I made a comment about one of the fighters. ‘You think you can fight?’ Kon asked in response to my comment. 


‘I go all right,’ I said as I shrugged my shoulders. 


‘You think you can beat me?’ he fired back. 


Everyone stopped what they were doing to stare, anticipating my reply. Even the cloudy smoke, it seemed, stopped floating through the air to see what was about to go down. I didn’t know how to respond: I didn’t want to say ‘Yes’ and end up with a knife in me but I also didn’t want to back down. The room of boys watched on. 


‘Don’t know, I haven’t seen you fight,’ I said, hoping my neutral response wouldn’t raise a temper. I wasn’t scared of Kon; I was just trying to avoid an argument. I was hoping to be in their crew and didn’t want my chances sabotaged by a meaningless altercation. 


Kon sat and stared at me, the only movement in the room his fingers slowly tapping the couch’s armrest. 


‘What about you get some boxing gloves and go across the road to the park!’ one of the boys said, his words cutting through the tension and bringing some life back into the place. 


‘I’ve got gloves at home. I’ll bring them tomorrow,’ I said, knowing I had a good chance of beating Kon. 


‘Aw, it’s on!’ There was a buzz of energy in the room. They couldn’t believe that this young kid had not only taken up the offer but enforced it. Kon giggled. I sensed he was nervous and it gave me confidence. 


At home that night I practised throwing punches in front of the mirror. 


Base rang. ‘Lad, are you really going to fight Kon?’ 


‘Yeah,’ I laughed. 


‘Man, just be careful. If you bash him he might stab you.’ 


‘I’ve already said I’m bringing the gloves. You coming to watch?’ I asked. 


‘For sure, you know I’ll be in your corner.’ 


I had to fight Kon, because in this new world I was in status was everything. To fight one of the older boys and win would boost my credibility and, hopefully, get me closer to being in the crew – depending on how Kon took the beating. 


The next day I arrived at Snap’s house with two sets of gloves stuffed in my backpack and was met at the door by the boys.


‘Ah, he’s seriously got them! He’s got the gloves!’ 


I suppose they thought I wouldn’t come, but I cared so much about other people’s opinions I was prepared to once more get myself into a sticky situation. 


Snap’s neighbour Paps pulled me aside and congratulated me. ‘Even if you get beat you’re a champion for showing up.’ None of them had ever spoken to me like that before. 
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