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      Selby showed up for the lecture with pink hair.

      I sat behind her, ignoring the professor drone on about Deleuze and rhizomes and hypertext. There were thirty-two students in Contemporary Issues in the Arts, maybe twenty of them who bothered showing up . I recognised the other regulars now, the folks who attended class every week. I didn’t get along with them, more often than not. No-one except Selby seemed interesting.

      On the break, as we ducked out to grab overpriced vending machine coffee, I tapped her shoulder and said, “Your hair. It’s new?”

      I cringed the moment the idiotic question left my mouth, but Selby chose not to hold my awkwardness against me. “Yeah, did it yesterday. My brother helped.”

      “Big change,” I said. “But I like it.” Not because I thought my opinion mattered, just trying to keep a conversation going. A fumbling gesture towards a friendship built on something other than sharing a lecture.

      Selby wore sunglasses and a grubby gray shirt that morning, her cuffs streaked with paint and ink. The sunglasses meant she was nursing a hungover, surviving on Red Bull and stubbornness. I fed three dollars into the machine, hit the buttons for white and two sugars. The internal mechanisms gurgled, then pissed a stream of dirty liquid into a paper cup.

      If you squinted, you could kid yourself the resulting drink approximated coffee. I drank it because it bad coffee better than nothing, at that hour.

      Selby wasn’t really with us that morning. Her turn came to feed the machine and Selby glared at the Nescafe logo instead, holding up the queue. I grabbed her by the arm, pulled her aside before Della Kingston, lined up behind us, lost her cool and started yelling.

      “Listen,” I said, “you doing okay?”

      “I saw this band on the weekend.” Selby took off the sunglasses and rubbed her bloodshot eyes. “They’re local. And good. And… shit, trust me, okay? You gotta check them out.”

      “A band.” I glanced at her hair again, putting the clues together. People had been having epiphanies all semester, figuring out who they were. Pink dye jobs appeared out of nowhere, as did piercing and tattoos.

      We all made bad decisions throughout that first year of class.

      “You don’t understand, P.” Selby jabbed my arm with her glasses. “They aren’t just a band, okay? They changed my fucking life.”

      “If they’re that good,” I said, “how come I’ve never heard of them?”

      Selby put the sunglasses back on. “You know what we’re all like when it comes to local boys, yeah?”

      And really, that explained it. Nobody truly believed real art got made on the goddamned Coast. I’d spent my first semester figuring out ways to leave the city for good, go start my real career in a place with more to offer than beaches and tourism jobs.

      “A great, life-changing Gold Coast band.” I tried the idea out for size, but the doubt crept into my voice.

      “Trust me.” Selby studied me from behind her dark lenses, her expression hard to read. “Wanna come, the next time they play?”

      To my surprise, I did. Curiosity drove my interest: Selby struck me as practical and focused, on our first meeting. Too driven for pink hair and a revamped look because a band’s music changed her life.

      I wanted to understand how and why it happened. Figure out what made this band worth such a radical transformation, and whether they’d do the same to me.

      
      A week later, at the Playroom, this skuzzy bar on the shore of the Tallebudgera River where live gigs were a regular thing. The band didn’t seem like much, coming out. Another rock-and-roll four-piece: guitar, drums, and bass, with a singer out the front.

      The bass player, short and feral, with torn fishnets and bronze eye-shadow. The singer, tall and lean as hunger, with crimson nails and a dirty fringe that hung over his eyes. They kind of group that wore their influences on their sleeve: a bit of David Bowie, a whole lot of Kurt Cobain.

      It was nineteen ninety-eight, and that already seemed a little overdone.

      Selby grabbed my arm, dragged me up to the front of the stage. I followed with reluctance and a glass of bourbon, stuck with her because… well, I was eighteen.

      I was eighteen and Selby was Selby. It wasn’t the band I was curious about. At least, not only the band.

      Still, they didn’t seem like much, gathered up there with shabby instruments. Selby guessed my first response. “Wait,” she said. “Let them play. You’ll see.”

      The singer didn’t speak, not really. The drummer shouted “two-three-four,” and they lurched into their first snarling chord. And then… I saw. Oh shit, I saw. And Selby was fucking right.

      I didn’t remember the song, only what happened when they played. The moment the whole band… well, they lit up. Shone with this hideous, coruscating color straight out of a Fusceli nightmare, streaked through with writhing strands that could have been emerald or crimson or sapphire, if only you could think of those words. I couldn’t. I doubt anyone had it in them.  The weave, hypnotic as a kaleidoscope, undulating and wholly alive. No way you could look away, divert attention to something as petty and small as finding the perfect signifier to describe what happened onstage.

      I didn’t remember the songs, but twenty-one years on that light is lurking like a predator in the recesses of my memory. I stood there, slack-jawed, right by Selby. There was no other choice but staring. The light didn’t give you one. It shimmered and weaved in time with the music, drawing every eye in the Playroom towards the foursome on stage. The rest of the world grew dark, fell away. Shadows grew longer as the band grew brighter.

      I don’t recall how long the played, but I remember when they ground to a halt. Spots danced in front of my eyes, and Selby clutched my arm. “You get it, right?” she asked me, her voice suffused with urgency.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I get it.”

      I still had to figure out what I’d got.

      
      Hours later, when I was at home and in bed, I wondered how they’d done it. The Playroom had a lighting rig, but it didn’t have the chops for a show that wild. Wasn’t designed to do more than light up the stage, make these punk bands and metal-heads visible while they snarled their way through a set.

      The question gnawed at me, ate away my capacity for sleep. I’d enrolled with a double-major: journalism and art. One to please my parents, the other so I could live with myself. But I made a shitty journalist.  Lacked the drive to keep pushing through the surface details, the nous that led to interesting questions and unrehearsed answers from folks I interviewed.

      A journalist needs to ferret out why things are happening, uncover truths and bring them to the public. The only truth I wanted to dig for, the only thing I truly cared about, involved the band and their glorious light.

      
      The singer didn’t talk to the audience. Never introduced himself or the rest of the band, no friendly banter between songs. They were a blank slate we could project upon, and a mystery to solve. Selby and me, we hatched plans to figure the band out. It seemed the proactive option.

      Selby got a job at the Dog House in Broadbeach. Hooked up with the guy who scheduled acts for the club and badgered him for details: who did he talk to, when he wanted to book the group? Who gave him the name and poster designs? Answer never seemed to be forthcoming, but it didn’t stop her trying.

      I coaxed my way into a freelance gig with the local street press, bluffed the editor into running a series on live music venues around the city. I hit the Playroom, and the Hard Rock, and this pub on the highway stretch of Robina. Eventually I worked my around to every venue the band had played, even if it was just the one night and they never returned.

      The bookers, they didn’t have much for me. Didn’t even remember who they’d brought in to play, nor where they’d first found out they existed. The band appeared, played, and took their leave. Lugged their gear back to the van and drove the hell away.

      They were a band who gave you nothing, not even a proper name. The first time I caught them, they were Luster Fatale. The second time, Whisky-Whisky-111. Then Hornet’s Attack Your Best Friend Victor. Then All That Glitters, then Sabretooth, then something else entirely. They never used the same name twice, always performed under something new. It should have been confusing, but we all recognized they were coming. The fans would stumble across a poster and lock onto the details without knowing why. It sparked a shock of recognition, deep in your stomach, heedless of the band name or whatever face they’d plastered up.

      This one guy, Skinny D, dubbed the mystery a cheap gimmick, just like their steadfast refusal to speak or engage with the audience. The rest of us agreed Skinny D was a prick, ‘cause despite his loud protest of gimmickry, you’d see him loitering by the bar at gigs, pretending he wasn’t desperate to see the band come on and bathe in the glow.

      As fans, we loved the mystery, even as we tried to solve it. In fact, we believed the secrecy was necessary to their appeal; if they became too prominent, too easily found, they wouldn’t be ours anymore. We were certain they’d lose their powers, that whatever made them shine would dim, or go away, the moment too many eyes fell upon them.

      We argued about the way they achieved it, given their stripped-back approach. Some called it a trick done with smoke and mirrors. Some claimed they weren’t precisely human, and they lit up because they were aliens and this was some kind of power. Skinny D offered this theory involving a collective synaesthesia, transforming sound into an oscillating melange of brilliant crimson, sapphire, and emerald.

      They were psychic, he said, and that’s what made them great. They played with our minds to make it happen.

      No-one believed him, really, but our explanations were no better. It didn’t matter how many gigs you saw; the band remained a mystery.

      
      Selby lived with her parents throughout her first year of uni. During the second year she fought with her mum—an ongoing feud about the band and her degree that boiled over in mid-March. Selby moved in with her brother, after she got kicked out. I came round to help her move, helped her load crates of CDs and cassettes into the trunk of my beat-up Ford. She sat on the front step of her parents’ house, smoking. “I hate it here,” she said. “If it weren’t for them, I’d leave today.”

      Selby’s hair was pale green that week. She’d shaved the left side of her skull. I knew who she was talking about, why she stayed. We both knew. We were fans.

      “They have bands in other cities,” I said.

      “Not like ours.”

      “You don’t… you can’t be sure of that. I mean, how could we know? It’s not like anyone here is making noise, or raving to folks in Melbourne about what’s going on. Maybe this happens everywhere, and nobody talks about it.”

      Selby didn’t seem convinced and I couldn’t blame her. We both knew the pattern after new fans encountered the band. The period where they wondered if they
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