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FOREWORD BY KYLIE GILLIES


When Alex asked me to write the foreword for his book I was honoured, but also a little daunted. What could I possibly add to this remarkable story? I was given a manuscript that I printed out at Channel 7 where I work, holding the pages together with a bulldog clip. I carried it around in my handbag for two weeks. I even took it to Europe. And back. Without reading it. I was worried it would make me sad. How wrong I was.

I’ve been witness to Alex’s story since the beginning. Way before he was the ‘I Fight, You Fight’ boy. The talented kid who got injured in the rugby accident. But once I started devouring those dog-eared pages, I could not put them down. When I finished, I messaged Alex immediately: ‘Can I pop around?’ (we live in the same suburb). A text message wasn’t enough. I needed to look him in the eyes and tell him how proud of him I was.

A few hours later I saw Alex, and I was slightly teary when I said to him, ‘I’m 56 years old. How is it you’ve been able to teach me so much about life, Alex? You’re only 21.’

He beamed. ‘Kylie, if that’s how you feel, then I’m happy. That’s exactly the reaction I was hoping for.’

I’ve known Alex and the Noble family since 2008. Our eldest son Gus started in the same class as Alex in kindergarten. Alex was always a standout. Blond, athletic, popular. Always the first one picked for a team event. If life was a Hollywood movie, he would have been cast as the star quarterback. You get the picture. But as you’ll discover here, Alex is very self-aware of just how good he had it. Until he didn’t.

The Nobles were – and still are – a beautiful family. A close-knit family with three talented and boisterous sons, everyone in our neighbourhood knew them. I struck up a friendship with Alex’s mum and dad, and even when our sons went in different directions for high school, the parent group remained tight. Which is how I found out about Alex’s rugby accident. One second that would change his and his family’s lives forever.

It was Monday 22 October 2018 and our mutual friend Susie rang me. She wanted to pop around. It was lunchtime and I was home after hosting The Morning Show. Something in her voice worried me. When I opened my front door, I knew it was bad. She said ‘It’s Alex. He’s been injured in a rugby tackle. He’s in Intensive Care…’ She didn’t need to say any more. It was like a punch in the chest. ‘Not Alex,’ I whispered. That bright, young, talented champion.

Fast forward five years.

Bright. Young. Talented. Determined. All the qualities that made Alex a champion in the sporting arena have brought him to this moment, this book. Through adversity, Alex has found a way to triumph. And he will inspire you to do the same.

How is it possible that what seems like the very worst thing that could happen to someone sends them down a path in life that is truly remarkable? Alex poses that question here, and the answer is almost unbelievable.

Alex had to learn to breathe again, to cough, to swallow. But somehow he finished high school, aced his HSC, and now he studies business and law at university, delivers inspirational keynote speeches, and runs a boat charter business – and the list goes on. What the…?

That doesn’t just ‘happen’. It requires a certain mindset, incredible discipline, and dogged determination. But Alex also knows how to enjoy the good things in life. When he travelled to Europe in 2022 for the first time in a wheelchair, he posted a short clip to Instagram celebrating an incredible summer with friends. I’ve seen a lot of videos in my time as a TV journalist, but hand-on-heart, Alex’s Insta video was the best I’ve ever seen! A celebration of a young man’s spirit. I cried happy tears.

Will you cry reading this book? Yes. His mum Kylie’s chapter will break your heart. As a mum of two boys, I almost couldn’t bear it. And to hear his dad Glen say ‘I had to stand tall when my son couldn’t’ – it’s more than any parent should have to endure. Alex’s brothers Zac and Benji are a joy. This is a very strong band of brothers. And it had to be, because while this physical injury happened to Alex, the emotional impact on the entire Noble family was almost unfathomable. That kind of devastation can tear families apart. But not this one.

Alex says he often gets asked, ‘If you could go back to who you were before the accident, would you?’

Do you reckon you know the answer? His response will surprise you.

Alex’s has brought his story to life with the expert guidance of journalist Erin Bouda. Her natural curiosity, empathy and passion for story-telling have jogged Alex’s memory of events that he would probably rather forget but wanted his readers to hear. I’m so proud of her work with Alex on this book – having known her since the day she was born, I couldn’t think of anyone better than Erin to work alongside Alex to get his incredible message down on paper. Her dad Simon and my husband Tony have been journalist friends for four decades. We hold our friends tightly in our circles.

So tightly, in fact, that I remember in the weeks and months after Alex’s accident our group of friends told Glen and Kylie, ‘We’re here for you. We’re not going anywhere. Ever.’ And we haven’t. There are gatherings for birthdays, for ‘First Friday of the Month’ catch-ups, weekends away to the Southern Highlands and Mudgee.

I would often mention to Kylie how astounding Alex’s progress was. She would always reply ‘It’s all Alex.’ After reading this book I know this wasn’t Mum-bragging.

I mean, I thought I knew Alex. After all, he’d been in my life since he was five years old. But I had no idea quite how extraordinary he was. He’s had to grow up fast, and even the briefest conversation with Alex will reveal that he is wise beyond his years. His outlook on life? Alex will tell you that ‘Things turn out for the best, for the people who make the best of how things turn out.’ Think about that for a moment.

Through adversity, Alex has devised a four-stage method for achieving your goals in life. Call it a handbook for getting your sh*t together! My words, not Alex’s. I read the book with a highlighter in hand. And I know I will gift it to my sons and others with one too, because Alex’s messages about mastering your mind, acceptance, resilience and growth are important. And they may just change your life.

Because you might think you know his story. You might think you know the Alex Noble who was tackled in a rugby game, landed badly and spent 270 days in hospital and rehab. You might think you know the boy who said, ‘If I fight, you fight.’

But that wasn’t the end.

It was just the beginning.
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PROLOGUE

One of our family friends, who has turned into a longterm night-time carer, Stacey, once said to me, ‘If only you could bottle up your mindset and share it with people, it would be invaluable.’

And when it comes down to it, that is my intention with this book.

This isn’t a take-pity-on-me memoir, and I’m not a medical miracle either. I’m just a twenty-one-year-old guy who, at the age of sixteen, had an accident that changed the course of my life.

Today, I am a C4/5 quadriplegic who has done the work. I live a happier, more accomplished, more prosperous and more fulfilled life than I would ever have thought possible.

Prior to my accident, I had absolutely everything going for me and yet I was so often sad, angry and dissatisfied with my life. Since becoming a quadriplegic, I have lost so much of what I once had. But although you might find it hard to believe, I’m so much happier and more content than I ever was before. And so, I’ve come to realise that the quality of our lives isn’t really determined by what or how much we have. It’s about how we perceive it all – it’s about the quality of our thoughts.

I didn’t write this book because I wanted to share my story (although you’ll find that here too – and let me tell you, it’s a real rollercoaster ride of tragedies and triumphs!). I didn’t write it because I wanted people to feel sorry for me, or give me a pat on the back. I wrote this book because I wanted to encapsulate and share the tools and tactics that have helped me control the quality of my thoughts, enabling me to survive my darkest days and enjoy the brightest moments of life.

There wasn’t a precise moment when I worked all of this out – it has been a long time coming – over five years in fact. But it all started when I was recovering in ICU from my injury, and I managed to utter my first words since the accident: ‘I fight, you fight.’ My cousins, who were running an Instagram on my behalf and tracking my recovery, amassed 30,000 followers almost overnight after posting those words. I couldn’t work out why. I struggled to understand why so many people began following me and my journey. At first, I thought they just wanted to show their support, that they felt sorry for the poor injured kid. But after a while, seeing the messages pour in from strangers across the country made something click for me. It hit me that my words, my thoughts and my approach to life, had meaning. I was impacting the lives of others and inspiring others. Soon, ‘I fight, you fight’ became more than just words. It became a war cry that banded me, my family and friends, my community, and complete strangers together.

During my time in hospital, I made a decision about the way I wanted to live my life from this point forward. Every morning when I wake up, I still choose this way. And I will keep choosing it.

I’ve (cheekily) named it The Noble Way.

I remember when my friend Tess first told me I had a unique perspective and an important story to tell the world. I wasn’t totally convinced at first, but here I am. This book is a collection of memories and stories from a time in my life that has shaped me, peppered with some of the lessons I have learned along the way, which now make up The Noble Way – four principles that have helped me not only to get through the many challenges I have faced in my life, but to grow and achieve more than I ever thought possible.

Whether you’re a teenager just like I was, or a parent, a grandparent, a student, an athlete, a businessperson or even someone who is in a similar situation to me, I hope that this book can do the same for you. No matter what path you find yourself on in life, I hope it can help you to not give up, to overcome challenges, to find happiness, to be resilient, to achieve the goals you’re pursuing and to be the very best that you can be.

I’m not a guru, and I don’t have all the answers. I’m just a guy who’s playing the hand he’s been dealt and is refusing to leave the table.

If I fight, you can fight too.

Let’s go.






CHAPTER 1 WHO I WAS



‘We never know the worth of water until the well runs dry.’

– Thomas Fuller






Remember that game you used to play at lunchtime in primary school? Where there were two captains and they each got to pick a team, player by player? You hear plenty of horror stories about kids being traumatised for life because they were always picked last.

Well, this isn’t one of those stories.

I was always picked first… if I wasn’t made captain myself.

This is a story about the kid who was always picked first, who then lost his ability to play at all. But the mere fact that I was always picked first is important to this story because in order to understand the gravity of what happened to me, it’s vital to understand who I was before it happened.

In a nutshell, I had everything a sixteen-year-old kid could want. A solid, healthy and loving family. A large group of awesome mates. Parents who loved each other. I lived in a nice, big, comfortable, safe home. I went to one of the best schools in Sydney, if not the whole of New South Wales. I was a good-looking, healthy, fit kid who was good at pretty much every sport I ever tried – especially footy.

When I say footy, I mean touch footy, rugby union, rugby league, you name it. I was an athletic kid; dedicated to the sport from day one. In fact, the first word I ever said was ‘ball’.

Growing up, I was the middle child, with my brothers, Zac, two years older than me, and Benji, three years below. As kids, it was Zac’s job as the eldest child to remind me of my place as the middle child, and it was my job as the middle child to remind Benji he was the youngest. Zac would push me around, and I’d push Benji around. And that’s how it played out for fifteen years. For fifteen years Zac would fight me, push me, dominate me and beat me. But the way I looked at it was he was coaching me, training me, strengthening me, and improving me. But by the time my sixteenth birthday came around, I was finally ready to match the master. Seemingly overnight, I became the tallest, heaviest, strongest and quickest of the Noble brothers (sorry, boys) and I could take either of them on in any sport – and my God it got on Zac’s nerves.

I used to play Zac in ping-pong in the garage and would beat him round after round in the first to twenty-one points. The more games I won, the angrier Zac would get and the more he would want to beat me in the next game. To be fair, I was definitely stirring the pot. One day, after I won my fifth game in a row, amid a lot of stirring, Zac’s anger reached boiling point. I could tell he was going to go off, so I turned and legged it out of there – but before I’d got very far, I heard the racket whiz past my head! It smacked straight into one of Mum’s pot plants, cracking it right in half. If his aim had been better, that crack could have been in my skull. But I guess if his aim were better, he would have won in the first place and there would be no need for racket throwing. All jokes aside, minutes later, we were laughing about it – best mates again. As competitive as we were, even when we fought we always forgave each other pretty much instantly.

We never agreed on much as brothers before my accident, and – as our little ping-pong tournament suggests – we generally chose to settle things ‘physically’. We’d challenge each other at every turn, looking for any reason to disagree with one another and settle it by way of squaring off and punching on. It’s kind of funny that ‘I fight, you fight’ became such a war cry for our family, because I’m pretty sure my mum didn’t condone all the fighting that was going on between us before that. But, if I’m honest, it was my brothers who truly taught me how to fight in the first place. These moments bonded us, and I am forever grateful for all the blood, sweat and tears that made me who I am. The constant competition I had with my brothers shaped me, it was part of the reason I fell in love with rugby in the first place. But I like to think that what we were really doing all along was more than just scrapping – we were making ourselves stronger and more resilient for whatever challenges lay ahead. And, as it turned out, there were going to be some serious challenges to come for all of us.

While I loved all sports – sports without balls and sports with balls – I always preferred rugby. I think it was the contact aspect of it. I liked to be physical; to go hard. It’s how I grew up, Zac had conditioned me for it. The ironic thing was, Mum wouldn’t let us play rugby until I was about ten. It was dangerous… apparently. So I was signed up to play soccer instead, but my parents were eventually forced to relent to the rugby dream when my soccer coach told them I was too ‘aggressive’, that my tackles were too ‘heavy handed’.

Then, in Year 4, when I was accepted into St Ignatius’ College Riverview – a school known for its excellence in rugby – it was decided. I was signed up for the sport I’d always wanted to play, and it quickly became my whole life. I set my sights on a rugby career. And before the accident, I spent my life making inroads, and setting goals for a life as a professional player. I never had anyone telling me it was impossible. It was always something that felt achievable for me.

By the time I was sixteen, I was training with Riverview’s First XV at school, I was in the New South Wales rugby sevens training squad, and I’d been selected for the New South Wales schoolboy ruby team. I often found myself playing with boys two grades above me. I was pretty okay at other sports too, and by okay I mean I was the junior swimming champion in primary school, then the senior swimming champion; I was the junior athletics champion and senior athletics champion. Which eventually led me to Sports Captain. All right, so maybe I was a little better than okay.

It’s hard to blame myself for being a pretty arrogant kid. Back then, I had a pretty sizeable superiority complex – I was stronger, taller, more popular, better looking, and a better player than many other kids my age. I was a quintessential cool kid who could get away with flunking academically because I was good at rugby. And I can say all this now, because things didn’t continue that way for me, and I’m a very different person from who I was back then.

But as a teen, I considered myself as one of the trendsetters in the year. I was the typical ‘jock,’ lifted straight out of a Hollywood high school movie. I tried to act superior and be more mature than everyone else, going to parties at a young age and experimenting with alcohol. I even randomly convinced my entire year group that Facebook was cooler than Instagram, so everyone used Facebook. Because I said so. I guess it was a good thing all of my mates got around Facebook, because I remember I used to get really competitive about the number of birthday wishes I’d get on my wall every year. Every birthday it was the thing I looked forward to most. I wasn’t even that sad when my birthday was over, because the next day was my mate Dally’s birthday and I looked forward to beating his number too. I treated it like a popularity contest. I remember one year boasting that I had 110 birthday wishes on Facebook, up from 85 the previous year. I was really smug, knowing Dally wouldn’t get that high a number. He didn’t.

Probably thanks to all my sporting commitments, I was very competitive and also very motivated. I’d start every school day at about 5.30 am, trying to capitalise on the time I had before school to get into the gym or go to training. Ironically, that’s one thing that didn’t change after my accident. I still start my days early, and I still hit the gym – although for different reasons.

But back then, my motivation only extended as far as sport, and definitely not to academia. I was a mediocre student at best. I used class as an opportunity to better my game, and you would find me sitting up the back of the classroom on my phone, watching rugby highlights from the weekend that had just passed on an app called Hudl, turning to State of Origin highlight reels or motivational speeches by professional athletes once I’d run out of those to watch. I would pay attention to anything but the teacher up front.

To me, class was also simply time to recover from the footy we’d just played on the oval at recess and lunch. Most of the time I’d sit in the back right corner of the class leaning back on my chair with my hands on my head and my tie off, as many buttons undone as I could get away with, sweating nuts and dripping with water after a good dousing from the bubbler at the sound of the bell. I’d have my school bag on the ground next to me, full of textbooks that never made it out of the bag as I completely ignored whatever the teacher was talking about.

Somewhere in between all the footy, I found time to refuel, stealing the boarders’ leftover food after throwing down my own huge packed lunch. After school, my fifth meal of the day was four crumpets with peanut butter and jam paired with a ‘serious mass’ protein shake before double training sessions for both school and rep rugby. If I only had one training session that afternoon, it would be down to the park with my brothers and mates after school instead – we’d play until Mum walked to the back of our garden and yelled over the fence that dinner was ready. I’d manage about one hour of study (the bare minimum) after dinner and be in bed by 8 pm – absolutely wrecked – and ready to do it all over again the next day.

Weekends were much the same – minus the 8 pm bedtime – but the sport was mixed in with some underage drinking at mates’ houses and at parks (aka ‘the movies’), whilst trying to get as many girls’ phone numbers as possible. That’s not a joke! I remember our first dance in Year 7 with an all-girls school called Loreto Normanhurst, where my mates and I literally set the challenge of who could get the most phone numbers. I smoked everyone with a total of forty numbers… I thought I was the king.

But in the same year as the school dance, I also got my first ‘zero’ at school. The subject was history, and the assignment was a 2,000-word research essay on the Roman Empire. We had been given two weeks to complete it, but staring at a blank Word document the night before it was due, I realised my one hour of allocated study time wasn’t going to cut it. I sat there for a while trying to figure out how in the world I was going to submit this bloody assignment. A few head scratches later and I had come up with what I thought was a genius master plan. I picked up my phone and called my (smart) mate, Charlie, with a proposal that went something like, ‘Hey mate, if I send you my music assignment, can you send me your history assignment?’

Two minutes later I had his essay in my inbox. A quick copy and paste job and I was done. I didn’t even read it. Submitted! I closed my laptop, and I slept easy that night.

The next morning, I walked into history class with my chest out, thinking my plan was foolproof! I strutted up to our teacher, Mr McAllan, at the front of the class to say good morning, and the first words out of his mouth were, ‘Alex, you’ve been done for plagiarism. I’m giving you a “zero” and three Saturday detentions. Good on you, mate.’

Yep, I got Charlie in trouble as well.

I didn’t worry too much about the zeros I got throughout my schooling life. Instead, I spent all my time worrying about one thing. And that was how I looked; my appearance, what other people thought of me. Let me give you an idea of just how much I really cared about impressing others while I share some of the most embarrassing moments in my life…

Before the accident, I used to have this wavy, sun-bleached blond hair paired with an awesome tan spread over my shredded body, thanks to spending so much time outdoors. I had this cool, surfer kind of look and I knew it. Anyway, it was around Year 9 when I remember Mum – reluctantly – taking Zac, Benji and me to Top Ryde shopping centre for haircuts. I didn’t want a haircut but Mum insisted because school holidays were almost over. I sat, begrudgingly, in the hairdresser’s chair and gave the hairdresser instructions like ‘I like the length, I want to keep the length’, and ‘Please don’t touch the blond on top’, only for Mum to pull rank and tell the woman, ‘It’s all gotta go!’

And it was the worst haircut of my life. The waterworks started as soon as I stood up and looked in the mirror. I walked around Top Ryde for the next hour a blubbering mess, sulking that my crowning glory had been snatched so horribly from me.

Even earlier than that, I remember being in Year 7 when I caught the bus home from school one afternoon. I got off the bus, walked down our long, steep driveway, opened the front door and shouted out, ‘Hey Mum, I’m home!’ I headed down the hallway towards my bedroom and flung my backpack and sports bag across the room – one landed on the bed and the other in the middle of the floor. I turned around while loosening up my tie and undoing my top button as I began to look at myself in the mirror on my bedroom wall. Looking into the mirror that afternoon I remember beginning to pray to God and I asked him to grant me three wishes.

My first wish out of anything in the entire world was to bring Grandma back from heaven. She had recently passed away and I’d had a really good relationship with her. Grandma and Pop lived in Townsville, and loved me and my brothers more than just about anything in the world. When we visited their house, we’d run around naked on the lawn spraying each other with the hose on hot days. And even in his seventies, Pop could still do backflips into the pool and used to swim around pretending to be a saltwater crocodile coming to snap us up. Anyway, I thought that was a pretty reasonable wish – just a little more time with my grandma.

Now here is where it gets embarrassing.

For my second wish, I could have asked for anything in the entire universe. I could have wished to cure world hunger, or end world poverty, or to make the NRL – I mean, I could have even wished for the ability to fly.

But what did I wish for instead? I said, ‘Lord, my second greatest wish in the whole world would be… to remove this freckle from my face.’

Are you kidding?! I just cringed writing that. But that shows you how much I cared about other people’s perceptions of me and how I looked; how badly I wanted to impress others.

I thought long and hard about my final, remaining wish. But standing there in front of the mirror I said, ‘My third and final wish… is to remove this other freckle from my face.’

Yep… freckles were the extent of my problems.

All I wanted in life was to be seen as the cool, sporty, good-looking, popular guy that every girl wanted and every guy wanted to be mates with.

What a purpose. What a life. If you could even call it that.




CHAPTER 2 THE ACCIDENT



‘No pressure, no diamonds.’

– Thomas Carlyle






It was Sunday 21 October 2018, and rugby was the first thing on my mind when I woke up. It was also the last thing on my mind when I’d gone to bed the night before – I’d always lay my kit out on the floor of my bedroom, so I could jump into it the second I got up. I even placed the clothes on the floor in order – shoes at the bottom, above those were my socks, then my shorts, and then my shirt. So the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was my blue and green shirt, my New South Wales Rugby training shorts, and my white ASICS boots waiting for me like a chalk outline at a crime scene. That morning, I was trialling to be selected for the under-17 New South Wales rugby sevens team, which was a pretty big deal for me.

I woke up early as usual, about 6 am, dived into my gear, and went to check that my dad was out of bed. I was still on my L-plates, so technically I needed some adult supervision for the drive to the training session at Knox Grammar School’s oval that morning, and Dad had signed up for the job.

‘Dad, you ready?’ I said into the darkness of my parents’ bedroom. I heard a grunt and then a ‘Yeah’ in response. I was itching to get to the session. But first, I needed to eat. I had my ritual berry smoothie for breakfast, consisting of one banana, a bunch of frozen mixed berries, two Weet-Bix, honey, peanut butter and yoghurt – all blended up in a Blitz2Go.

Taking my smoothie with me, I met Dad out front and stuck my L-plates onto the Mazda. Dad got into the passenger seat and immediately tuned the radio to his favourite AM station. My dad is a pretty knowledgeable guy, he loves to soak up information like a sponge. But listening to the morning news was definitely not my favourite way to get pumped for a training session – I would have preferred to pump some Eminem or 50 Cent to hype me up for the day ahead, but I couldn’t really argue with Dad, seeing as I was the reason he was up so early on a Sunday morning.

Dad and I didn’t talk much in the car. I was so focused on rugby that it was all I had the brain space for, and it never occurred to me that I could have talked to him about it, let alone asked for advice. I thought I knew it all, that I had everything under control.

As we drove down Victoria Road it started to rain, I turned on my windscreen wipers and watched them swipe the droplets against the glass. It was a miserable day, overcast and gloomy, but nothing could dampen my excitement for the training session that lay ahead.

When we arrived at the oval, I jumped out of the car and grabbed my boots, leaving Dad behind me as I headed straight for the grandstand where I could see the other players getting strapped up. I’m ashamed to say it now, but the truth was that I didn’t want to be seen with my dad. Don’t get me wrong, I love my dad, but I was trialling for the Open Sevens, and most of the boys were a year or two ahead of me in school. I wanted to seem cool in front of them, grown up, and showing up with my old man wasn’t exactly the look I was going for. Dad hung around for a while to watch me settle in from a safe distance before heading off.

At the grandstand, I shook hands with the other guys and got my boots on. Obvious outliers as Year 10 students in a group of predominantly Year 11 and 12 boys, my mates Tom, Hamish, Dally, Bill and I stuck together. We ran our warm-up and drills on the sidelines, keeping to ourselves, until about halfway through the session when the coach split us up for a 7v7 simulation game, full contact.

I was more than ready to show off my skills in a game. I knew the trainers would be watching us closely, seeing how we handled ourselves and deciding who would get picked. A 7v7 game was the perfect way to really put us through our paces and test our stamina – there’s a lot more running involved when there are only seven players a side instead of the usual fifteen.

Twenty or so minutes into the game, our team was behind and feeling the pressure – defending hard for play after play as the other side edged closer to our try line. There was relief, finally, when one of my teammates pilfered the ball and we managed a turnover – at last, we could get on the offence. In this crucial moment, my shot at proving myself had arrived – the culmination of early mornings in the gym and late nights alone practising in the park. It was my golden opportunity to fulfil my purpose, to achieve my dream. This was my time to shine.
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