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For Jesus Christ, my lord and saviour; my wife, Julie; the people who have helped me to be where I am; and all those in the struggle.

M.H.

Thanks go to Mark, Victoria and Julie for their honesty, and to Val, Val, Laura and Luce for their love.

B.M.






Preface

ARENA CIUDAD DE MÉXICO MEXICO CITY, MEXICO

2014

I could tell Fabrício Werdum was about to put his hands up just a bit too high. There was going to be a little moment when his gloves would be in front of his eyes, and not on me. I knew it. I felt it.

Just a moment, that’s all I needed.

There it went.

I leapt across the four or so metres between us, leading with a little, confusing jab, then a loaded-up overhand right.

BAM.

Caught him right above the ear. Down he went like a big old bag of Brazilian bananas.

He’s a big bloke, Werdum – tall and experienced. Some people were saying I wouldn’t be able to hit him. I was too short, and Fab was too good. I didn’t have enough notice to get fit, and get fists on him. I was too old, and too fat. Blah blah blah.

I knew I could get him. There’s no man in the world I can’t hit. If you’ve only got two arms and two legs, I can get to you. That’s a talent, given to me by God himself.

My fists have taken me around the world. People have filled stadiums to see these fists in action. Men have feared them – professional fighters, gangsters and criminals and, I’m sorry to say, some poor people who stumbled along the wrong street on the wrong day. Now a fist of mine had put Fabrício Werdum on his bum. Fab wasn’t finished yet, but I could see the UFC Heavyweight Interim title right there, on the edge of his jaw.

There were 20,000 fight fans inside the arena hooting and hollering, and a shitload more watching on TV, especially in New Zealand and Australia, my two homes. They were cheering for me. I could hear them, and I could feel them.

Me? I felt nothing. I was empty.

People assumed later it was the altitude and the cut – 2250 metres above sea level, and twenty kilograms shed in three and a half weeks – that had brought on my malaise. I really hated being hungry, but that wasn’t it.

It was something else.

I was forty years old and had lived five lives, four of them violent. This was just another bloke sprawled on the ground after I’d given him the skin of my knuckles. This was just another pair of unfocused eyes, just another man on the ground below me, with his hand up, and his chin down.

I was thinking about my wife, Julie, and my little ones. I was just an inch away from another world title, just a second, but I was thinking about the quietness of home, the kids’ toys and the food in my fridge.

This fight was just another moment to get through. Winning this fight wouldn’t be the best thing that would happen to me in this life. Losing certainly wouldn’t be the worst.

I’ve been beaten, tortured and jailed. I’ve lived as a bad man and a good man. I’ve been addicted, homeless and broke. I’ve been lost, and found. This life would have ruined many, but God, he gave me the gifts I needed to keep going.

Those gifts were at the end of my arms.

Woe to the man who’s given a gift by God but ignores it. Woe to him.

I walked back a few steps, bunched my fists and let Werdum stand back up again.

Come on then, get your ass over here. Let’s see what you got. Gummon, boy.

Gummon.


Chapter 1

SOUTH AUCKLAND, NEW ZEALAND

1974



Mark was still a baby when all hell broke loose. He’d be black and blue head-to-toe regularly. I’d have to wash away the blood, massage his bruises and put salt on his wounds, so Dad could give him another beating. At about five Mark started to become a thief, and a violent maniac, but how would he know any better? He didn’t even understand what love was until he met Julie. There were good parts of him but, that survived during the abuse, and those parts became the soul of my brother.

VICTORIA NAND (SISTER)





The last time I saw the darkness was on the day my dad died.

The first time I saw that thing I didn’t know what it was. I was terrified of it, though, like nothing I’ve been scared of before or since. The last time I saw it, I finally knew what it was. I knew who it was. It was the devil, come to take my old man away.

I first saw that darkness in South Auckland at the wheel of a totalled car I’d recently stolen. I’d come round a corner just a little too fast, bounced off the kerb and up into a light pole. When I woke up, my partner-in-crime, Bronson, was pulling me out of the wreckage, but there was something wrong about the night – it was as though the contrast of the sky was all jacked up, and there was a burning smell.

As I ran, I saw a giant claw coming down through the clouds, reaching towards me. I felt myself disappearing from my body, and started to run in third person, as though I was a character from Grand Theft Auto.

I was scared that night – one of the few instances I ever was. Bronson and I ran like I don’t think either of us ever have since. Bronson saw it too. He was never quite the same dude afterwards.

I saw the darkness in Sydney once, too, when I was half-conscious in a flophouse in Surry Hills, surrounded by junkies and prostitutes and recently but deeply addicted. That day it didn’t come fully formed, but as something nebulous. I still recognised it, though, the moment it appeared, with that smell and that feeling.

I asked what that thing wanted this time – I was in a bold mood – but it had nothing to say. It just surveyed my surroundings of shit, before leaving, with its faint smell of acidity and ash lingering.

Those two times I think the devil was just visiting, or perhaps leaving a warning. The last time I saw it, though, it came complete – fully raised, fully formed, and here to do its work.

A few months before my dad died, his eyes had started to go and his skin was turning green. When he finally went to hospital, he was diagnosed with late-stage pancreatic cancer. None of us kids knew why the old man ignored the doctors and refused their help, but none of us were surprised either. After his diagnosis, the old bastard discharged himself, walked the many kilometres home and slumped on the couch. There he stayed, taking no medication and no visitors, instead just rotting away like meat left in the sun.

A few months after his diagnosis, it was time for me to throw the shadow of Charles Sale Hunt over my shoulder, toss him into the car and drive him to the hospital to die. On the old man’s last day alive, I pushed my wheelchair-bound mum, who’d been made immobile and silent by multiple strokes, into a giant, bright, sparse, white-tiled hospital room where he was laid out on a bed. Almost all the life had gone from my father; his face was sunken, with yellow eyes like the Hulk’s. His hair was white and stringy, and his once strong body had wasted away.

What was left in him was about to be taken by the giant that stood next to his bed, which was dark like a void, hooded, huge, familiar and with a stench that was overpowering. I could feel the immense, crackling, untethered power of that figure, but I dared not look directly at it. I could feel that even looking at that thing could level buildings, maybe even cities.

I kept my eyes on my father. As I stared at the old man, I knew he was going with the devil that day. I also knew there was nothing to be done about it. My father had lived his life, made his choices and committed his sins. Now he was going with the darkness.

So be it.

I find it hard to remember my parents’ faces these days. I always remember my dad’s blue overalls and the blue overcoat he wore in winter, and I remember my mum’s big old Afro. Sometimes, though, in my memories, smudges have replaced their faces.

I’m assuming my parents’ story was similar to the rest of the FOB (fresh off the boat) Islanders in New Zealand at the time. The Samoan economy was pretty basic, so if you didn’t want to work in the fields like your parents and grandparents before you, you probably wanted to think about hopping over to New Zealand.

My parents had both been married before they met each other, so maybe that helped push them west. I don’t know that for sure, though. I don’t know much about my parents’ history, and almost nothing about their parents and beyond. What I do know is that in 1965 Charles Sale Hunt and his wife, Meleiota, moved from Savai’i in Samoa to Auckland, and by 1974, when I was dropped into this world at St Heliers Hospital, pretty much all they had to show for themselves was Victoria, five years older than me; Steve, three years older; John, two years older; and now me, the baby.

My first ever memories were just feelings, and there was one feeling that I remember more than the rest: hunger. Dad had a job at the beginning, a manufacturing gig at the Kent Heating factory, but he could never put enough food on the table. Couldn’t, wouldn’t, whatever.

My memories of places and people started to form when we four kids were shipped off from our one-bedroom place in the Auckland suburb of Mount Eden to Savai’i to live with my dad’s brother and his wife when I was maybe four or five.

Not many people know much about Samoa, which is fair enough; it’s a pretty small place – big people, but a small place. Samoa is made up of a series of islands, which lie about 3000 kilometres northeast of New Zealand.

The place looks like you’d expect a Pacific island to look – blue seas, green hills and yellow sand – populated by 200,000 or so locals. There are about the same number of Samoans living in Australia and New Zealand, with the bulk living in New Zealand. Samoa was administrated by New Zealand up until the sixties, so there was an easy immigration path between the two countries.

I don’t really know why Mum and Dad sent us over to Samoa. I guess they wanted to give us a better life than the one we were having in Auckland, but I do remember having to catch and cook bats in the fields to eat. So perhaps it wasn’t for our benefit.

In Samoa, I remember a house above a shop. I remember a rock pool where my brothers and I once thought we were about to drown. I remember a cousin pulling each of us out of that water by our hair. I remember a picture theatre, which I now realise was probably little more than a darkened room and a projector. I remember stealing biscuits.

I don’t recall many of the people in Samoa, but I do remember a little Asian bloke with a badass look on his face, shirt off, black pants, howling like a cat.

WAAAAAATAAAAAAAAH.

Some people were trying to attack this little shirtless guy, but he was fending them off as easily as you might a litter of kittens, his fists and feet flying around like he was a banshee. I don’t remember what Uncle and Auntie looked like – they are just smudges now too – but I remember Bruce Lee. That little dude was made out of magic. I loved Bruce Lee and David Carradine, and later Van Damme, Seagal and Norris. There wasn’t a problem they couldn’t fix.

In Samoa I remember meeting up with my sister, Victoria, once a week in church. That was the only time we’d see her, as tradition dictated that the boys lived with Uncle, and Victoria with Auntie, in a different house. Victoria had been sad in Auckland, and when I saw her at church in Samoa, I noticed she had that same sadness. I didn’t figure out why until I was a lot older.

After a year or so we were called back to New Zealand to live with Mum and Dad, this time in a four-bedroom house in Papatoetoe in South Auckland. It may sound like my parents had gotten their shit together, but they hadn’t. The house was bigger than what we were living in before, no doubt, but there wasn’t really any more food, and now there was debt – debt that fuelled the fire of Dad’s anger. Even as a little tacker, I could recognise that.

As soon as we got into that house, the arguments with the neighbours started. Later on I realised that our family, and our house, had a reputation. Mum was loud, but Dad was physical, very physical. We were isolated on our street, and weren’t even allowed to talk to the other little Samoan kids next door. Victoria used to pass notes to them asking what life was like in their house, but that act of sedition had to be carried out carefully, because if she was caught, she was getting a beating.

Most of the neighbours didn’t like our parents, and they particularly gave Dad a very wide berth. We kids didn’t have that luxury. I used to spend a lot of time trying to figure out why the beatings happened: why they happened in general, or what the cause of any specific beating might have been. It’s only now that I know they didn’t really have much to do with us, they were about something else. That something else I hope never to know about.

Dad would beat us for any little thing, and with any implement. Fists, feet, broom handles, sticks, electrical cords, the hose that went from the washing machine to the tap. That last one really sucked, because it was heavy and it hurt like hell when Dad really got it going, but no matter how hard you got beat with it, it never broke.

With that hose, Dad could just whup until he got tired, and he had energy for that work, man. He loved that hose.

He was big on psychological pain, too, my old man. A beating he seemed to particularly enjoy was forcing us onto our knees on the floor in the sitting room, facing out the window at the pear tree, where he’d go and spend time carefully selecting a whupping branch. We’d hope for a new, young branch, or an old one ready to break, but he’d usually end up with something hefty and durable.

Another of his favourites was calling one of us over, and when we got there, throwing all his weight into a thigh punch. You’d fall to the ground with a dead leg and then he had you. You couldn’t run, you just had to lie there and wait for him to do whatever he wanted to do to you. Was he going to get the hose? Was he going to get the broom? Were you going to get the boot? Are those his footsteps?

He also used to like making us beat each other, and if ever we cried, he’d jump in with his man fists and feet. All the beatings were worse if we cried. If we cried, the extra strikes were on us. At the end, the blame was usually equally shared. We shouldn’t have been so weak.

When I saw the movie Wolf Creek, the cruel bastard of a main character Mick Taylor reminded me of my dad. He would have made a good torturer, the old fella. He really put his heart and soul into his sadism.

I used to think Steve got the worst of it, because he was the oldest boy, and the biggest, and the one most likely to know better than to do whatever it was that we little kids shouldn’t be doing – that’s why he got his head smashed against the walls and doors. Now I suspect it was just because Dad had had more time to resent him.

I used to think Victoria got off relatively lightly. That didn’t mean she didn’t get beaten; she was in charge of us boys and had to try to keep us clean and in line, and when she didn’t manage it (which was pretty much always) she’d get the crap beaten out of her too. Still, I didn’t think she had it as bad as me, Steve and John.

We all thought Dad was soft on Victoria. He used to take her into a room with him, but inside we wouldn’t hear the crashes and thumps of a beating, nor would there be blood or bruises when she came out. That shit wasn’t fair as far as we knew. We thought something odd was happening in that room, but we didn’t know that something was heinous and sinful.

We used to dare each other to go in. Thank fuck we never did.

We didn’t know shit about shit. When I knew more about what was going on, I realised Victoria by far had the worst of it, but none of us could comprehend any of that at the time.

I try to remember any light, fun moments we shared as kids, but it’s hard to find anything. If there were any board games, or holidays, or trips to the movies, or the rugby, or the museum, or anything that parents and little kids do together then I don’t remember them. All I remember about that house is a shitload of beatings and what felt like endless days of hunger.

There was usually some food when Mum was around, but later on she had two jobs, which meant she was never there. Dad cooked sometimes, but when he did it’d be a giant pot of lamb flaps, or something like that, and we’d be eating it for weeks, even after it had gone off.

There was food when someone in the family died, and we couldn’t wait for that to happen. Unlike a lot of Samoans, we didn’t know our extended family, because most of those who lived in New Zealand were on my mother’s side, and Dad forbade us, Mum included, from being in contact with them. We would only see them when someone died, and none of them meant anything to us except a bus ride to a big feed when they finally fucked off from this life. Of course we couldn’t wait for that to happen.

There was also food when the Mormons came around. They were the only people who ever came round to that shithole. Those guys from the church used to get to tuck into all kinds of good stuff that our parents would get for them – cake, Milo, chips, Coke, biscuits, all the stuff I would literally have dreams about. When they came we’d poke our heads through the door, salivating, looking at these missionaries with eyes of hatred and jealousy.

We had to be silent when those dudes came around. This was to be a perfect house in front of the church people, and we were to be perfect children. Sometimes John couldn’t handle that, though. He was the most introverted and introspective of us kids, but if you ever managed to light his fuse, then the explosion would be measured in megatons.

There was more than one occasion when John couldn’t help but scream at the missionaries, telling them to fuck off out of the house. When that happened, Dad would feign surprise and gently tell off my brother, with John fully knowing that each soft word would correlate to strikes from a fist or implement as soon as the Mormons left.

John couldn’t help himself. We were as hungry as street dogs, so it was torture watching someone eat, and in our house of starvation no less. It was almost as bad as when we’d catch Mum and Dad in the car, eating fast food, before coming inside and reeking of delicious chips.

I know it wasn’t the missionaries’ fault we were hungry, and there’s no way they could’ve known they were the only people to get a decent feed at our house. I know that now, anyway.

When they’d leave, we’d jump onto whatever they didn’t eat like animals on the Serengeti, and more than once an almighty brawl erupted over who would get the lion’s share. We weren’t siblings like you and yours might be, we were desperate competitors, every day fighting a zero-sum game.

Like a lot of Polynesian people in South Auckland, we were born Mormons, and while I did become a man of faith later I really only remember the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints as a place where we’d have to sit down for a long time, wearing uncomfortable clothes.

When I became an adult I realised that the Mormon Church didn’t do us right. Those people didn’t do my sister right. They knew what was going on with my dad and my sister – it was an open secret at the church. Our bishop knew exactly what was going on with Victoria because she went to him and asked for help. All he ever did was tell off anyone who spoke of what was going on, and he certainly didn’t try to help.

I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but now I find it weird that no one at the church ever tried to do anything about what was happening to my sister. The church should have been better. Someone should have been stronger. They were meant to be leaders and protectors. They were meant to help their flock when the community needed it – they used to bang on about that. My sister needed it.

Everyone around the neighbourhood knew what my dad was doing, but we boys closest to it only knew vaguely that something rotten was going on, and we certainly didn’t understand the gravity of it. At seven I was too young to know what was right and what was wrong, and what happened between men and women. I could only sense the wrongness of it, but I couldn’t understand or articulate what was really happening.

Any time I was allowed to leave the house I’d feel an electric unburdening, but there was always a lingering pain when Victoria was left behind. I always got out when I had the chance, though. I’d run from that fucking house.

Sometimes I’d run to the school, or the big tree in the sporting ground, where I could see if Dad was coming to get my ass, but my favourite escape was to the Spaceys, cabinet video games found at most local shops in Auckland at that time.

I especially liked the stand-up fighting games, where my character would punch and kick his way further and further into the story, dependent on my skill. Up, down, left, right, button A, button B – you press the buttons at the right time, move the stick at the right time, you could win. It fed a part of my brain that I’d be shovelling money into for the rest of my life.

How did I get the money to play Spaceys? Sometimes I’d steal other kids’ money to play; sometimes – and these were the best times – I’d get to play because John had managed to jury-rig a machine to give us endless free credits.

I remember an instance when John had fixed up Kung Fu Master. Man, the joy of not having to worry about a missed button press, or an errant joystick tilt ending the game was something I’ll never forget.

There were no mistakes that couldn’t be fixed. I could play that game for the rest of my life. Only John didn’t see it that way – eventually he got sick of me buzzing around him, pestering for my turn.

He told me to go home, and if I didn’t, he was going to beat my ass. That was no idle threat either. He’d done it before, he’d do it again.

I had to go back home, back to Dad and Victoria and the smell of Dettol. I hated the smell of Dettol before I even knew that Dad was using it to wash himself after his sinful acts. I still can’t stand the smell of it now.

Dad was abusing Victoria pretty much from when I was born, so I guess I knew about incest before I knew about sex. It was happening when we were first in New Zealand, it was happening in Samoa – with Dad’s brother taking over that fucked-up duty – and it was happening when we came back.

It was always happening and everyone knew. Mum knew, but she’d just laugh about it. They were ‘busy’, she’d say if I asked where Dad or Victoria were.

‘Go to the park for a bit, Mark.’ I’d always go. We all would.

When Victoria was twelve or thirteen she developed a little bit of a belly, and rumours started flying around school. They were saying Vic was pregnant. They were saying it was Dad’s baby.

There were too many stories, too much chatter. It was all too open now. Everyone had always known but, until then, they’d known about it in whispers and soft gossip, quiet enough for it to be ignored after a muted chat. Now it was out on the streets.

I wasn’t relieved when Dad was taken to prison – I was too young to understand the whole situation. I just knew he was going away and that there’d be even less food in the house. I also knew he was going away because of Victoria, and I’m sorry to say I was angry with her because of that. We all were, but we didn’t know any better. Except Mum, she knew better, or she should have anyway, but her concern at the time was keeping Victoria from telling the cops the whole story.

They were the leanest of days, when the old man was in prison, and we got to the point of delirium. I remember all of us in the front room shouting ‘HUNGRY’ at people while they walked down the street. When they saw us, we’d giggle like hyenas. I guess we were laughing about the contrast between the orderly, peaceful world outside, and the tumult of crap that was going down in our house. The weird thing is that Mum used to laugh along with us, screaming at the people on the street. That was some crazy shit.

We didn’t know what was happening to us was bad. We were kids, and had only ever lived in a household where up was down and wrong was right. All we knew was that Dad was away and there wasn’t any food.

Dad came back pretty quickly, after Mum offered Victoria a new bicycle to shut up about the whole thing. I remember we all piled into the car to go and pick him up from the bus stop down at the shops.

We all wanted to see the old man, except Victoria of course. When I first saw him, I felt sorry for him. He had hollow eyes, and a lonely, sad way about him. I’d never seen him like that before.

As soon as he got into the car, though, he slowly started to become himself again, and after a few weeks life pretty much went back to how it had been before, except that Dad lost his job and there was even less food.

Although we were usually in a state of friction, there were some rare moments of fraternity in that house. Steve and John, older and bigger than me, wanted to protect me and especially my sister, even though they didn’t really have the capacity. I think that’s what fucked them up, and broke something inside their heads.

The old man was God in that house, with a wrath that could equal any ancient, vengeful deity. As little kids there was no defying that. John disappeared into himself and became a quiet, brooding, sometimes morose and often dangerous teenager. Steve started showing signs of being mental. That was what it was called then, ‘mental’. Mental wasn’t a disease, and there weren’t different types of mental, it was just a binary that you’d better fucking try to avoid being on the wrong side of, like being gay, or being dead.

Dad wouldn’t suffer a mental son, but when he was twelve it all bubbled over for Steve. He couldn’t help but talk nonsense to himself, usually quietly, because if Dad caught him he’d cop a mighty wailing, but sometimes loudly and maniacally. Much later Steve would be diagnosed with schizophrenia. Maybe it was because he had his head slammed into the wall one too many times. I’m no doctor, but I do know about people getting smashed in the head.

At that time, though, the one who was quickly starting to slide away from life was Victoria. Everything that was happening to her had become too much. All that torture, all the shame – she couldn’t live with it anymore.

Vic wanted to get away from existence and wherever oblivion could be found – booze, pills, petrol, solvents – she’d go there with no hesitation. She was heading to the darkest of cul-de-sacs until, at fifteen, she found an avenue of escape. And it wasn’t one within, but without.

Initially she looked for ways to extend her time away from home. The school day finished at 3 pm, and when she came home Dad would usually be waiting for her, checking her pants, saying that if any of the boys at school ever had their way with her, there’d be hell to pay. After that he’d often exert his dominance, like an animal.

Victoria thought that if she could get to 5 or 6 pm, and if the threat of boys at school was removed, perhaps things might go differently for her. With Dad’s consent she quit school and took a job as a machinist at a factory. From there a plan took form.

With money she could escape and get her own place. She wasn’t able to keep any of the money she earned at the factory, though, as her wages went straight into Dad’s bank account. But maybe she could do some extra hours, and the company would allow her to have that money go into another account?

Her work agreed. The escape was on. Victoria worked, earned, found a room and set a date. Then, just before she was about to leave, the old man found her second bank book. You probably know enough about the old man now to know how he reacted – but Victoria held fast. She was too close to give up.

Eventually Dad offered an olive branch: Victoria would give him all the money in the second account, and he would let her leave. Knowing she’d already paid her bond and advance rent to her new landlord, Vic agreed.

She always knew Dad wouldn’t give her up so easily, so she planned to leave without him knowing. When, one day, he came home to find her packed and ready to leave, the shit hit the fan.

Victoria was scared then. I’m not sure he could have done anything worse than what she’d already had to go through and, besides, she was so close to getting away. She’d conceived of life after Dad.

Despite the fact that sibling solidarity was usually in short supply in that fucked-up house, she asked us boys to escort her out of the house, and we agreed. Steve and John made the decision – I was still far too small to defy my dad. Even though they never said it, I’m pretty sure they were proud to finally be able to help.

Victoria left the house with the three of us flanking her as though we were a close protection unit – John and Steve in front, facing Dad, and me, the smallest, behind. John and Steve told Dad that Victoria was leaving and, if he tried to stop her, he was the one who was going to get the beating. It was the first time any of us had defied our father, and the first time we’d ever physically challenged him.

I was still a little kid, but Steve and John were filling out and becoming strong, especially Steve, who was starting his teenage years. The old man could have beaten any one of us then, but not all of us. He had no choice but to let Vic go.

As soon as my sister left the house, Dad jumped in his ute to go after her. Victoria had arranged a lift from the milk boy, Grant, who was sweet on her, and sometimes used to leave flowers with the milk. Grant wasn’t due yet, though, so she hid under a tree on a street near ours.

Victoria watched that ute go up and down the surrounding streets until, to her great relief, she saw another familiar vehicle, the one owned by Grant the milk boy.

Vic got away.

I’d love to be able to tell you that Victoria’s story was a happy one after that, but it wasn’t. Not all of it, anyway. She did survive, though, and survives to this day, and that’s something. I know now that growing up like we did, that really does count for something.


Chapter 2

SOUTH AUCKLAND, NEW ZEALAND

1990



Everyone round the neighbourhood knew that family, and those Hunt boys. They were known as being tough bastards [who] could all handle themselves. Steve was known as the toughest of them all; John was a bit of an angry dude; and Mark, well Mark was like … the kid. Big kid, rough kid, but a kid.

JONATHON AFIAKI (FRIEND)





When I was little, I couldn’t really recognise how I felt. My kids these days can tell you if they’re sad, or happy, or hopeful, or disappointed, or whatever – in fact, some days they won’t shut up about it – but it wasn’t like that then. It wasn’t like that for me, anyway.

When I was a kid, I could tell you when I was hungry, or in physical pain, but besides that I probably wouldn’t have been able to tell you much about how I felt. We didn’t talk like that in my house, and we didn’t think like that. I didn’t really have an emotional vocabulary until later in life.

If I could articulate myself properly when I went to school, I probably would have told you that I was always embarrassed. As soon as I had classmates with normal lives, I was embarrassed by that house, by the old man, by the fact that we didn’t have any food and, most of all, those rumours that were going around.

I used to cry on the way to primary school. I’d be dressed in Steve’s or John’s hand-me-down clothes, and sometimes even Victoria’s, knowing that I had all those miserable hours ahead of me, often obsessing about the worst part of the school day: lunchtime.

When the rest of the kids were going to be tucking into sandwiches, Fruit Boxes and Milky Ways, I was going to be sitting there on my own, hungry and bitter. Sometimes Dad would save me by coming in and dropping off some lunch for me, but it very rarely happened. That’d be one of the few times I’d look forward to seeing him.

Sometimes the teachers and other kids would pity me and throw me a sandwich half or some fruit. I appreciated the food, but never the pity. I was never, ever in for the pity. I guess I must have felt pride then, too. You can’t have embarrassment without pride.

I had a funny relationship with most of my primary school mates. We weren’t really peers, so we couldn’t ever really be mates. If you saw my school photos, I was a scowl in a sea of smiles. I didn’t have much to smile about.

It was at primary school that I first developed a temper that could burn a hole in the floor. Add that temper to the fact that there was only one authority figure at the time that meant anything – a teacher’s stern words and detentions meant jack shit compared to the old man’s fists – and I wasn’t destined to have much of an academic career.

For me, school wasn’t a place of learning and enrichment, it was just a place I had to be at from Monday to Friday. The teachers had to be endured, as did other kids, but it did have benefits, like if someone was going to get fucked up at school, it sure as hell wasn’t going to be me.

I remember the first time I had a go at someone at school. It was this kid, Alex, who, in the third or fourth grade class, said something that got my back up. I don’t remember exactly what he said to me, but I remember desperately wanting to say something sharp and cutting back to him. My mind was fuzzy, though. Nothing came but frustration. My annoyance grew and grew until I picked this poor little dude up with both hands and hurled him across the classroom.

He landed like a bag of garbage, and there was a sound in the room.

Ooooooohhhhhhh.

I remember how light that kid felt, how small. I remember the dawning realisation that I was stronger than this kid, and possibly stronger than all of them. I hadn’t been strong in my house but, at school, there were possibilities of physical domination.

Throwing that little smart-ass across the room felt good. I didn’t feel any remorse, and I didn’t give a shit about what was going to happen to me when the teachers turned up on the scene.

I just remember feeling the power of it. This was probably the first time in my life that I’d felt empowered. It might have also been the first time that the embarrassment of my existence started to recede.

I realised at primary school that I had no verbal defence for anything anyone said to me. I was wearing girl’s clothes, and I was as hungry as a stray dog. I was a poor-ass coconut (New Zealand’s favourite racist taunt for Polynesians), living in a house of abuse and beatings. That was all true. But I could also pick you up and throw you across the room if I really wanted to. That was a pretty good equaliser as far as I was concerned.

It wasn’t like I was accepted after I started asserting myself physically at school, or even respected, but when I wanted people to avoid me, then they would. That would do for me.

I didn’t really hate primary school. Some of the teachers were kind to me – usually middle-aged Pakeha women with sensible shoes and mid-length hair – and I preferred the sense and structure of those school days to the chaos of home.

I really hated high school, though. I guess, overall, primary school is a journey towards high school, a journey all us kids were taking together. High school, though, that was a journey into the early days of adult life. Some of us wouldn’t be completing that journey yet. Some of us would end up in a void between school and life that would cast us as outsiders.

There were a couple of things I liked to do at high school, it just turned out that none of those things happened in a classroom. I liked to sleep in the big tree out on the oval (the one where I could see if Dad was coming for me); I liked jimmying 50-cent pieces out of the tennis court vending machine; and I also liked to play rugby league.

League was a natural fit for me. I was big for my age, strong, quick on my feet and unfazed by the licks that you had to take playing the game. The boys used to play rugby at lunchtime. Sometimes I’d join the game, sometimes I’d ruin the game. When I wanted to ruin the game, I’d take the ball and slowly walk back to my try line. Then, even more slowly, I’d walk towards the opposition try line, daring someone to try to tackle me. If anyone ever did, they’d get their ass beaten.

It was the world’s stupidest way of playing rugby, especially for someone like me who really enjoyed competition and was genuinely good at the game. I can justify a lot of what I did as a kid, but I can’t for the life of me remember why I played rugby like that. It was a dumb way of playing the game, and an even worse way of making friends but, oddly, I did.

When I met Johnno, he was new to our school, having been kicked out of his class for belting a teacher. Maybe he didn’t understand the way I played rugby, maybe he did; either way, when he and his friend Derek saw me walking slowly with the ball, they ran straight at me. After they bounced off me, I whipped both their asses. Johnno didn’t care. First he fought back and when he couldn’t anymore, he just stood there and took it. In him I saw familiarity; this wasn’t the first beating this kid had ever suffered. Right there and then on the oval, we became friends.

It was with Johnno that I first made myself known to the cops. I’d been coveting all the things the other kids took for granted my whole life: food, shoes, bikes, T-shirts, video games. Now, with Johnno, I realised all I needed to do to get these things was just go out there and grab them.

The first time the cops picked me up was for stealing shoes. I was at one of the malls near my house when Johnno noticed that one of the shoe shops had an open window that led to the car park. While I was handing a pair of shoes – Timberlands, I think – out to Johnno, a couple of big, meaty man-hands clamped down on me. The store security guard held me at the shop until the police turned up. The cops threatened me with this or that, but I didn’t give a shit about whatever they were going to be levelling at me; I was only worried about how badly I was going to get beaten when my old man found out.

That scene was repeated over and over again, and soon I even stopped worrying about how badly I was going to get beaten when Dad had to turn up at the cop shop. Those beatings were notes in a symphony. In trouble with the police or not, I was always in line to get the shit beaten out of me, regardless of what was going on.

In my latter high school years, school started to become physically unbearable. If I went to all the classes I was supposed to go to, then I’d spend all of my time being bored and angry at school, or terrorised and despairing at home.

Fuck that. I was going to carve some time out for me. By the time I went to secondary school, you would’ve been more likely to find me at the school grounds on the weekend than you would’ve during the week. It was at school on a Saturday where I met Simi and Eti, a couple of tough Samoan kids who were a bit older
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