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Artists are free

Like a river or a stream. In constant motion with no beginning and no end. Oscillating at a frequency above convention, they observe the comings and goings around and write, sing or paint about the humanness of it all.

The should bes and the could bes, and the what ifs are all subjective and are the domain of the artist. Musician, painter, author.

But, what if we can’t make art?

Where does this river of inspiration flow toward if there is a sudden absence of community? Especially if you’re a singer/songwriter?

To whom do I sing or who do I write about?

We serve a purpose and exist only to document humanity.

I fell into a big black hole during the second half of the lockdown in Melbourne. I had no choice but to ‘art’ myself out of it.

I discovered that if I could capture my attention and focus on something other than myself, be entirely objective, then I was able to stop feeling so out of control.

This book is a compendium of my ‘unsung songs’: how I had to find a way to exhaust my surplus creative energy, let it flow into something tangible, something real, something I could sense and feel in the physical universe.

I think of them as living things.
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School

I thought it would have been simpler, like loving a cat. Less sentimental, perfunctory.

But she was complex and intelligent. Much more intelligent than us and she knew it. She was bored by education because she already knew everything there was to know about everything. My other friend would shrink into her shoulders when Nelly would glance at her with green cat eyes. Her lips would smile but her eyes never did.

‘What would you know about anything, catbreath?’ she said to my poor shrinking sidekick. The nickname was bestowed by Nelly after my friend had brought a can of tuna to school for lunch.

It could have been worse I guess…fish, snapper, slut! These were names that would go round us like whack-a-mole. One of us would be dubbed ‘it’ during some boring maths class. It would be funny for a minute until some hapless fool rushed to our defence and then they would become the object of torture.

Her eyes would flash suddenly and it was all hiss and scratch from there on out. Nelly the cat.

Quite simply, I hated school.

I hated it because I so very much longed to love it. I wished it could have been effortless. Like Nelly. I admired her. She looked smart. But instead I watched as she shut one eye like Lauren Bacall, avoiding a curl of smoke from her cigarette and exhaling as she spoke. ‘I actually find this whole shit so fucking easy, I’d rather die from cancer than have to sit through another period with you rejects.’ Her chin thrust toward us.

It should have been easy to laugh, to ignore the taunts, but instead I took it to heart and tried harder than ever before to concentrate.

‘If you try any harder Ceberano, you might explode.’ Again, that laugh.

We were all busting out of our school uniforms. Enormous boobs, spindly legs, skinny necks and arms. Our bobble heads with hair a variety of all the colours that could be found in a bottle. From one week to the next it was green or pink, or simply piss peroxide yellow.

Nelly had a face like a kewpie doll. Her two front teeth slightly crossed like a bow. But her heart was hard. Relentlessly disparaging all the other kids in class and the teachers – frequently listing their failings right in their faces. No fear, no remorse. Just the truth. And more often than not, she was dead right.

‘A ridiculous assignment,’ she spat. ‘A child could do that. What do they think we are? Fucking imbeciles?’

‘Well yes,’ I thought. That’s exactly what they thought we were. We were society’s rejects, the kids that working mothers had left behind as they enjoyed newfound freedoms and domestic liberation.

It was a disaster.

A portable set up on a random piece of land, in the middle of two schools – neither of which we were eligible to attend. Too young for one, too old for another.

We were the Year 9 experiment. No man’s land. Too young to leave school, too young to work.

Based on our performance during the year, it would be determined if we were fit for work or ‘invited’ to continue studying.

None of us continued in school.

Great outcome!

The experiment was formatted from the point of failure, and we all knew we had flunked the test.

We knew we were a waste of time, so even the ‘good’ kids became delinquent because that’s what we were expected to become.

I would travel miles and miles every morning, knowing full well that it wouldn’t really upset anyone if I just never showed up because they ‘expected it’.

This broke me.

I’ll never forget my last day because it was a super, super cold Melbourne morning. I had been rained on waiting for the bus, rained on waiting for the train, rained on waiting for the tram, rained on as I walked the 5 miles towards the school that sat in the middle of a paddock in the middle of bumfuck nowhere.

I was wearing Roman sandals that were drenched and although it was just the start of winter I had already developed chilblains. Just as I caught a glimpse of the forlorn ‘mobile school’, I turned and headed back to the bus and started the long trek home. I furiously itched my toes with the tops of my shoes, thinking about a scene in the film Jane Eyre, where Jane was left to stand out in the quadrangle in the rain till she had learnt how to sit up straight. I wondered what lesson was I meant to be learning by being the forgotten child in this stupid experiment?

Well of course it made me rebel.

I went home and I never went back to school.

I was 14.

I don’t recall saying goodbye to Nelly or my other mates.

I threw my sandals in the bin and that was it, I was done!

Fin.
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Brave

I had been to London several times before I was signed to any major international label.

My reputation had been growing internationally. The band I was in was being feted by companies from all over the world.

And before they made up their minds as to who and where we would sign, I was invited to go to the UK to record with Malcolm McLaren.

I was a ‘Buffalo Gals’ and a Bow Wow Wow fan, not so much a Sex Pistols fan but Malcolm and his then girlfriend, Vivienne Westwood, were the auteurs of Brit punk music and fashion. They commanded a shit ton of respect from me and all my mates back home.

Sadly it turned out I was just an Australian imitation of a star he’d ‘already had before’ and I failed to inspire his genius Svengali magic. ‘Oh well, tally ho,’ I thought. ‘I’m young, I’m in London, I travelled first class and I’m singing my ass off in one of the most famous studios in the world.’

I had nothing to lose by actually losing back then so I really didn’t give a toss.

Chewing on the bone of fame is best done as a dog does – go hard for a bit, bury it somewhere safe, think about it a lot but save it for when it really counts. Fame is also best approached with an equal measure of being impressed/unimpressed. The ratio has to be equal or you die trying and trying is really not a good look in the face of punk icons like Malcolm and his mob.

Ohhhhh the storytelling would make your hair curl. We actually got on really well. Malcolm seemed to need to tell people how ‘interesting it all was’. ‘See, it was like this’, ‘You never would have guessed’, ‘I’ll tell you a little secret’, he would say in his thick cockney accent. He reminded me of Fagin in Dickens’ Oliver Twist and his thread-like fingers would poke out of the ends of his long shirtsleeves (de rigueur), typewriting his stories in the air. Quite mesmerising. You’d be looking at the hands…looking at the hands…and then, bam, you’d do anything he’d want you to. Hypnotised by one of best in the biz. Scares the living tits off me to think about how easy it was. I felt more confident a year later returning to London signed to London Records with my band, I’m Talking. We had local management in London – the same as Scritti Politti no less. We were embedding ourselves into the firmament.

Yeah…nah!

It was a disaster.

We were flying high with several top 10 hits in Australia but in London we were treated like poor colonial nobodies.

We did a promotional tour as the opening act for Five Star, a family of British kids ranging from 10 to 15 years old, who were a poor man’s Jackson 5. Our tour manager was formerly one of the Gang of Four, a post-punk band hugely respected by members of my band but his presence only served to make us more miserable.

We were barely tolerated by the teenage audience – too polite to boo, too young to care. We couldn’t wait for the tour to finish.

‘It was pointless,’ the label said. ‘Zan and Kate will remain here in London, the rest of you blokes go home.’

Zan Abeyratne and I did several months of ugly club dates, miming the single, standing in the middle of pubs from Brighton to far beyond.

I wanted to kill myself. I was so embarrassed and so alone.

But I didn’t. Such is the resilience of youth.

The age difference between Zan and me seemed more stark once the band had gone home. I never wanted to feel needy or be the third wheel so, often, I’d stay many hours in the hotels on my own, sleeping all day and all night, waiting for the next ‘track date’. That’s what it was called. Fucking daggy is what I called it.

A pub would clear the floor of punters (and I mean a small pub or a large disco) from Cardiff, Brighton and beyond.

They’d put your track on and you’d go out and mime and dance and then leave in a resounding silence and go home.

I blush with self pity just thinking about it.

A pointless expensive exercise with no known product.

On days off I’d wander aimlessly through the streets of London spending all my per diems, missing my art buddy (Ian the sax player) and my literary adventures with the bass player Barbara. I was resentful about having been left there.

I wanted out and resolved to leave the band as soon as I got home.

And I did…

Boom!

Just like that.

It was the only control I could exercise at the time. I was juvenile and unwilling to be talked back into the band. I imagine they thought me ungrateful and thankless.

But I’d had it. I spat the dummy and went solo.

I would have to be ‘brave’. It was the first of many unpopular moves I’d make on this ladder to the stars.

I’m Talking didn’t talk to me for many, many years and only recently, 30 years later, we reunited for a short tour with Bryan Ferry. It was dizzy, delicious, nostalgic and, dare I say it, kinda cool.





[image: Image]




The old queen must die

Must cease to be

As the layers of the inequity decay

The shiny armadillo tail as brittle as the hair is grey

And wisdom seeps like a river’s bank

To wither into briny creek

Such power from her stolid maw

Around her wrist the evermore

Her tale each night

Wrought with a fee

Of punishment

Of toll for thee

Should she be so bold

And strike the gong

For all that she should wish to own

Who by perforce

Must still the tongue

And lose face

In the place for the prettier one.

A king

Transported by the glow

Would once fire the heart

And make her sing

But now the embers burn too low

A queen

Is but a fleeting thing
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