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We Weren’t There

It happened on Albatross Avenue, a block away from the beach. Our streets are named after seabirds. Our streets are wide and rolling. It’s possible to walk along one and hear nothing but the water. Not a bird, not a man. Not even a car.

We pass around the bottle and wipe the sand and spit from the mouth. Listen to the gasp and release of waves, the sound we hear even as we sleep.

‘Do you think it’s true?’

‘It must be true if Lily told the cops.’

We turn to look when the water spews someone out. Luka, Lily’s younger brother. We stare as he walks up the beach, his slim back lit by the moon.

‘What’s he doing out here?’

‘No swell, nothing.’

‘Probably doesn’t want to go home.’

‘Not with Buddy waiting.’

The Bastards aren’t afraid of anything. Without fathers, we are free.

The bottle is empty, and we are ready. Clothes dropped on the sand in a single pile, sandals on top to stop the thief wind. Sprinting towards the water, pale limbs speckled with bruises. Screaming as the cold slaps us awake.







Chicken Crimpies

In five weeks, The Bastards will win The Battle of the Bands. We’ve only been practising for nine months but we’re still going to win because we want it more than anyone else. Mr P says the only things that matter in life are drive and passion. We can’t play guitar like Joan Jett, but we can play three chords and scream until our vocal folds burst out of our throats. When Joan Jett was our age she lived in LA, the entertainment capital of the world. ­Vincent is the capital of teen pregnancies and absent fathers, and The Battle is our only way out of this shithole.

We sneak down to the river at lunch so we can be alone. An empty box of Chicken Crimpies on the grass between us, not enough, our bellies never full. We lick our ­fingers and pretend Kurt Cobain is on the riverbank with his ­guitar. We sing until our voices are warm and limber. We sing, ‘Where Did You Sleep Last Night?’ and howl the ­chorus so loud the wood ducks crick their necks looking.

The word around school is that Lily Lucid was spotted at the cop shop last Friday. But this can’t be true because Lily is a coward.

Sunny Baker walks past looking so fine with his denim eyes and curly hair and we call to him, ‘Did you hear?’

Sunny tilts his head and sweeps his fringe out of his face. He looks like he can’t figure us out, but he’d like to.

‘Lily Lucid was at the cop shop telling stories.’

‘Nah, true,’ Sunny says. ‘Somebody snatched her.’



He tells us that Lily was walking home from school last Friday when some guy grabbed her on Albatross Avenue and messed with her in his car. And then Sunny says he’s going to get his sister from primary school because the scumbag is still on the loose. He sweeps his hair from his eyes and leaves to guard his little sister and we watch him walk away, our big hearts beating. Kurt Cobain is our one true love, but Sunny is our real-life crush.

‘Why would someone want to snatch Lily?’

‘It must have been Buddy. Right?’

We go quiet. When we glimpse a white van through the trees we grab our bags and walk back to school. The Bastards aren’t afraid of anything, but that white van gives us the creeps.







Divisi

A year ago, The Bastards were four. Four fourteen-year-olds. Four beats in common time. We knew exactly how we would escape Vincent forever, and our dream was an endless song. Then Lily Lucid left the band, and we became three beats, followed by a pause. We stopped practising, and our escape route started to fade. We looked around as if we had just woken, and noticed again our fibro houses and single mothers, our little brothers and sisters with their pyjama sleeves halfway up their skinny arms and their big eyes and sticky hands. They looked poor and pathetic, and we told them to GET OUT and tore our posters from the walls. We sobbed, hoping our mothers would notice. They didn’t.

We held meetings. Sneaking in through each other’s bedroom windows. Huddled up and whispering, three girls in a single bed.

‘We need a new lead singer.’

‘We could hold auditions.’

‘No one would come.’

We talked only about the future success of the band. The fact that we had been inseparable from Lily since kindy was not spoken about, nor the fact that the four of us had never been apart for longer than a day. We could close our eyes and walk through every room of Lily’s house as easily as our own, that’s how close we were. We had cared for Lily’s brother and sister like our own, and she had done the same for ours. Spooned mush into their mouths. Held wet flannels to their stings. Carried them home from the beach when they were tired.

‘One of us can lead.’

‘If we practise and get better.’

‘We’ll have to. Lily’s never coming back.’

Mr P taught us in music class that the silence of an empty beat is called a grand pause. We used the silence of Lily’s leaving to draw in our breath. A grand pause before a collective scream.







Chatterboxes

‘Who knows who did it?’

‘We’re gonna kill that perv.’

‘Cut his balls off. Feed ’em to the gulls.’

The footy boys are revved in maths class, not because they care about Lily Lucid but because they like pretending to be thugs. They rock back and forth in their chairs, red-cheeked and sweating. Ryan shoots spitballs at us until we take the mandarin segments from our mouths and return fire.

‘Freaks!’ Ryan calls us, but we don’t care. Kurt Cobain says that fitting in is for losers, so we’re proud to be freaks.

‘She’s not coming back to school, your little friend,’ Sophie Carmichael tells us.

‘What would you know about it? And she’s not our friend.’

Sophie rolls her eyes and turns back to face the teacher. We give her ponytail the finger.

Nobody saw the white van pull up when Lily was walking home last Friday. Nobody saw her take her headphones off before climbing into the passenger seat. But now, everyone talks about it as if they were there.

When the bell rings we bolt from the classroom, our bags thumping against our backs as we run across the quadrangle towards the recreation centre. Dash through the gym stink of dirty socks and into the cool blue.

Mr P is at his desk, a red pen in his hand. He is happy to see us, though he always pretends not to be.



‘No rehearsal today, Riot Girls. I have marking to do.’

‘But Mr P, we need to practise! The Battle is only five weeks away!’

Mr P tuts, asking us to be patient. ‘Just let me finish these first.’

We tell him what happened to Lily Lucid. He leans back in his chair and removes his glasses to rub the faint line between his eyebrows.

‘They’re only rumours. You’re too smart to listen to rumours.’

Mr P is the only teacher who says nice things like that. The other teachers treat us like idiots, but Mr P treats us with respect. Maybe because he comes from Germany. He understands what it’s like to be an outsider.

‘What if it’s true?’

‘What if she did get kidnapped?’

‘And there’s some freak driving around town kidnapping girls?’

‘First thing’s first: speak to Lily,’ he tells us. ‘Make sure that she’s ok.’

‘But we’re not friends anymore. Remember?’

Mr P puts his glasses back on, meaning the discussion is over.

While he does his marking, we make chatterboxes from torn paper. Our question for the fortune teller is, what happened to Lily Lucid?

‘Four. One – Two – Three – Four.’

‘Purple. P – U – R – P – L – E.’

We look at each other and unfold the final triangle.

Buddy.





Fermata [image: Images]

Lily’s house is on the main road connecting our town with Emerson, a long, flat highway with houses on one side and empty paddocks on the other. The Lucid house is plasterboard chipped like old teeth, with a sagging veranda overlooking a front yard choked with dead cars. Their lounge­room has a big window facing the road, and every day at sunset Mrs Lucid draws the thick green curtains, tugging and adjusting them so not a crack of light shows.

When we used to visit Lily’s house, we slept in the back room. The back room is a building separate from the main house, which is full of old junk and Mrs Lucid’s sewing machines.

One time, we lit candles and held a séance, trying to contact Sid Vicious. We knew he was with us when one of the curtains caught fire and we had to put it out with lemonade. We danced to Nirvana, starting always with ‘Breed’ and ‘Stay Away’. We thrashed our hair and jumped around, using a mop and broom as air guitars and knitting needle drumsticks. We screamed the lyrics until we lost our voices, collapsing on the floor.

We looked through the magazine pile we had borrowed from the library. We found one Nirvana article with a photo of Kurt Cobain. Lily cut the photo out carefully and stuck it in her notebook. Lulu, Lily’s little sister, kept knocking on the door and asking to come in. We didn’t mind, but Lily would scream at her to go away, opening the door and then slamming it shut in her face.



Luka brought us pizzas from the house, the home-brand ones that tasted like plastic. We begged Lily to let us into the main house so we could use the toilet. Had to pee outside when she said no.

‘Lily, come on,’ we told her. ‘You can’t be scared of Buddy forever.’

‘We all have to deal with our mum’s shitty boyfriends.’

‘That’s just life.’

Lily stopped talking and her face went still, so we watched Rage until she fell asleep.

We snuck over to the main house, curling our toes on the gravel. The crash of distant waves warned us to shhhh, shhhh. We tiptoed behind the water tank and along the side of the house to the front yard, threading our way through the graveyard of old cars. Maybe Mrs Lucid had been too busy to close the curtains properly that day.

Mr P taught us in music that a fermata, or a bird’s eye, was a dramatic pause, sometimes twice as long as the note. It was up to the conductor how long the orchestra remained silent, their hands and instruments frozen until he gave the signal.

That day, we saw Buddy and Mrs Lucid on a brown sunken couch, the television flashing like a strobe. There was movement in the surrounding shadows, the darting bodies of spiders or mice. Buddy crushed a beer can under his foot and raised his right hand. Mrs Lucid flinched.

We turned away from the scene.

When we crept back into the room, Kurt was singing about the man who sold the world and Lily was still pretending to be asleep. Her eyes moved underneath the lids, like she was searching for something in the darkness.







Red and Blue

Mr P has been marking his tests for half an hour, and we are growing impatient.

‘Mr P, why did you move to Australia?’

He shakes his head, picking up another test paper.

‘Mr P, are there snakes in Germany?’

He scribbles on the tests with his red pen, a series of ticks and then a circle. ‘Stop trying to distract me.’

‘Mr P, what’s your favourite Otis Redding song?’

Mr P puts down his pen and looks up at the ceiling. ‘Favourite song, or favourite album?’

Got him.

‘What are you doing in here?’

Principal Moper is standing in the doorway with her arms crossed. Her eyes and nose look even more hawkish than usual.

‘It’s alright Deborah,’ Mr P says. ‘I let them rehearse in here after school.’

‘It certainly is not alright,’ Moper says.

Mr P stands up, his shirt all wrinkled in the middle.

‘The girls don’t have instruments at home. What would you have me do?’

Moper’s face is pink. She lifts her hand to point at us, extending a single claw.

‘Leave, girls. Now.’

We grab our bags and scurry down the hallway and through the gym, edging around a game of dodgeball. When the rec centre automatic doors slide open, a policeman is waiting outside. We yelp, grabbing each other’s hands. We hear radio static and booming voices.

‘We’re not here for you. Go home,’ the cop tells us, flashing red and blue.

We watch Mr P climb into the back of the squad car. He doesn’t see us. His eyes are closed the whole time.







Overture

About two years ago, when we were still friends with Lily, we were sitting outside Ernie’s. The record shop was closed, the sky a single sheet of silver. A summer storm had left and then returned, the rain coming back like it missed us.

We sat on the kerb in damp jeans, rainwater soaking our sneakers. We tapped our feet in the gutter, letting our dripping hair swing in our faces. Fat droplets of water fell heavy on our crowns. The wind picked up and the clouds split like cotton, before coming together again.

We sang the lyrics to ‘Come as You Are’, while keeping our eyes on the Dolphin Road turnoff, searching for Ernie’s Ford Torino. Our mum’s boyfriends mostly drove Holdens and said that Fords were for losers and freaks. One of the many reasons we loved Ernie.

We did not love Ernie for his punctuality. The shop was supposed to open at 11 a.m. on Saturdays, and it was 11.16.

‘There goes Kelly Cooper.’

We watched silently as Kelly Cooper and her brood walked past. Kelly was only four years older than us, but she already had three sons.

‘Is she pregnant again?’

‘Hope not.’

Kelly Cooper had been the only girl in school who loved Nirvana more than us. She’d written song lyrics on her hands and bleached her hair white blonde. She once tattooed a smiley face on her forearm with a compass.



Her oldest boy looked over at us and stuck out his tongue.

‘Pray she has a daughter.’

‘Excuse me.’

We stopped talking to look up at a tall, handsome man. He had dark hair and eyes that moved constantly, absorbing every detail around him. He must have walked from somewhere to appear so soundlessly in front of us, yet he was wearing shiny black shoes and tan trousers, a crisp white shirt untouched by the rain.

‘I’m looking for the supermarket?’

The man spoke carefully, each word properly pronounced.

‘Woollies is that way.’ We pointed, then looked at his empty hands. ‘It’s far.’

‘You have a bus service here?’

We cackled. ‘Nah, mate,’ and the man smiled back at us.

‘This is normal here, for children to sit in gutters?’

‘We’re waiting,’ we told him, suddenly serious. ‘For an album drop.’

The man’s moustache twitched as he looked at us, taking in every detail of our clothes, hair, and faces.

‘Kurt Cobain came from a small town like this,’ he said, finally. ‘Hated it until he found punk.’

We gasped, shoving our wet hair from our eyes. We watched the man walk away through the grey, misty streets and wondered if he was a mind reader.

It was only later, when we told Ernie about our mystery friend, that he pointed out the Nirvana poster in the front window.







Carnival Music

After the cop car takes Mr P away, we walk down to the beach. Our regular spot is taken by townies, wearing shiny Adidas jackets and sneakers. They perch on the rocks, knees bent, twitchy as gulls. They stare at us as we walk past, like we’re the ones who don’t belong.

The only thing we hate more than locals are the tourists from the city. They get drunk and smash bottles in the square, piss up the pub walls, and leave rubbish all over the beach. The locals do that too, but at least they don’t sneer at our mums’ scrap heap cars.

We climb up the rocks to a park bench, dump our bags, and sit. Normally we sing at the beach, practising harmonies and lyrics. The ocean catches our voices and carries them away, and we feel better after. But it doesn’t seem right to sing while Mr P is in trouble. Especially when it’s all our fault.

‘Why would Moper call the cops when we weren’t doing anything wrong?’

‘Cause she’s a bitch.’

‘She’s always hated Mr P.’

‘It couldn’t be . . . that Lily story?’

We freeze, then laugh it off.

‘He’s probably just providing school records or something. Cops trust teachers.’

Our silence is filled with carnival music. The sideshows on the foreshore are still running, even though school holidays have ended. The operators are wringing their last bucks from the townies, lingering for the final week of summer. The Ferris Wheel guys love RnB best, Chaka Khan and Toni Braxton. We hear crooning and the low, steady pulse of bass, the occasional cry of a child.

We can never go very long without talking about The Battle, since it’s only five weeks away and the most important event of our lives. The winning band will receive funding to record a single, as well as mentoring from Josh Graves at Exile Records. Exile Records is in Sydney, so they’ll have to fly us over there, and once we get that chance, we’re never coming back. We’ll busk on the streets until we get enough money together for a flat, and then we’ll live together in the city, making music and performing local gigs around Sydney until we can go on tour. We can already picture ourselves on stage and imagine the rush of blood to our heads when we win. Playing gigs, touring around Australia, and then America, and then the UK. We’ll be cool in interviews, never giving too much away. But on stage, we’ll be animals.

Last week they sent us a poster for The Battle, as well as lanyards that had ARTIST written on them. We put them on and screamed.

‘Do you think Mr P will be at school tomorrow?’

‘We’ll call him when we get back. Whose place?’

‘Can’t be mine. Gaz is on a bender.’

‘Mine. Mum did a food shop today.’

We walk home along the beach and our shoes fill with sand. As we’re crossing the train tracks we see Betty approaching, walking her satanic chihuahua.

‘Hi, Betty.’

‘Hello, girls.’



Betty smiles, her blue eyes squinting against the glare. She has applied hot pink lipstick to her mouth and cheeks, a single splotch on each cheekbone like a bruise.

We bend down as if to pat the dog and Ruby snaps at our hands. We laugh, dangling them just above her head. We compliment Betty’s rain jacket and hat, made from plastic Woolworths bags. Betty complains about her idiot son. This is the story she tells us every day. Her terrible son with a face like a lump of dough, which made no sense at all because his father looked like Cary Grant.

Once we’re bored with teasing Ruby, we tell Betty we have to go home. Betty nods, flapping the arms of her rain jacket like she’s about to fly away.

‘Oh, girls, I hope that German didn’t bother you, too.’

We turn to look at her and Ruby barks.

‘What?’

‘Your music teacher. The one who took the Lucid girl in his car.’

We gape at Betty for a second, and Ruby snaps at our ankles.

Then, we start running.







Small Towns

Stephen King knows all about them.







Baby Brady

The cop shop smells like piss and lemon toilet cleaner. The guy behind the counter is Cady Mullin’s brother, Brady, who’s not much older than us. He has round, soft shoulders and a pointy chin, and the uniform makes him look like a little boy playing dress-up. It’s hard not to smirk when we walk in. Brady just points to the waiting area and leaves us sitting there for half an hour while he pretends to be busy. We pass the time thumb wrestling, playing Down Down Baby, and then Mercy.

‘Baby Brady,’ we whisper when he’s not looking.

When we get restless, we play Rock Paper Scissors and come up with dares for the loser.

‘Whoever loses next has to lick the wall.’

‘You have to lie down on the floor and play dead.’

‘The next loser has to flash Baby Brady.’

When he finally calls us up, Brady folds his hands on the counter, asking how he can help like we’re strangers.

‘We want to talk to Mr P.’

He frowns. ‘Who?’

‘The teacher.’

Brady laughs. His little teeth have gaps between them like they’ve been sanded.

‘What’s it to you?’

We scoff. ‘Look, Brady—’

‘Constable Mullins.’ 

‘We know he’s here.’



‘I won’t tell you anything.’ Brady crosses his arms and glances down at his watch. ‘And this is serious police business. Your German friend needs a lawyer, not a fan club.’

We gasp and take each other’s hands.

‘Mr P would never hurt anyone!’

‘It can’t have been him!’

‘This is a mistake!’

Brady stares at us in silence, unimpressed.

‘It was Buddy who did it, not Mr P!’

‘Buddy’s a psycho.’

‘It had to be him.’

Another cop comes up to the counter, old enough to be Brady’s father. Brady uncrosses his arms and stands up straight.

‘Young ladies,’ Brady says, speaking to the space above our heads. ‘This is a confidential police matter. I cannot divulge details to you regarding an investigation.’

The older cop stares at us, his bushy eyebrows raised.

‘What are they asking about?’

His voice is twice as loud as Brady’s, and his eyes are dark and mean.

‘Nothing,’ we tell him.

‘Nothing?’ he repeats, raising his eyebrows even higher. ‘Then don’t waste an officer’s time.’

As we walk out, we peer through the glass door out back, searching for a sign of Mr P. But the corridor is empty.







Syncopation

Three years ago, when we were still friends with Lily, we met Buddy at a Christmas party.

The party was at the bowls club and all of us were there, our siblings and our mothers. It was rare to have us all in the same place, but the Rotary Club had promised not only a barbeque lunch but a free bar, and the boyfriends were downing stubbies so fast that the volunteers had to hire a second fridge.

We didn’t know, then, that the party was a charity event. Our mothers told us we were invited because they had volunteered for Vincent Rotary, and we were young and dumb enough to believe it, running up and down the green with sausages in one hand and jelly cups in the other, absorbing all of the caring, meaningful glances the staff gave us like flowers in the sun.

The Christmas songs were drowned out by the chatter of the crowd. Once our stomachs were full, the four of us climbed the bowls club fence and gazed out at the ocean. The hot sun burned everyone else’s ears and noses, but the four of us were tough and tanned as lizards, barefoot and wild, liable to scream when strangers approached.

That day we stayed quiet on the fence, waiting for the Santa that had been promised.

‘You think we’ll get something lame, like socks?’

We peered into the drunken crowd. Our mothers gossiped over West Coast Coolers in the
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