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      Some days were like the sweet songs of your life, downloading into your brain’s favourite playlist, rocking your smile on high rotation.

      Not today. Today was a punk rock meets experimental jazz shit of a day. Screaming loud. Disjointed. No purpose. ANNIE didn’t want to be in this boardroom. Room? The bigger these corporate dungeons, the more claustrophobic, the more they squeezed your soul into a sausage-like version of yourself.

      Her buddy and colleague Cat prowled around the room, marking her territory. Being a cool record label meant having a cool boardroom, but all the creative effort achieved was forging a huge man-cave, sprinkled with iconic rock photos and gold and platinum album tributes for the label’s stars. The only character came from the bluestone walls and original timber frames in the high ceiling.

      “Delaney wouldn’t have chosen the dungeon if he wasn’t interested,” Annie said. Their boss hated meetings, but loved the dungeon.

      Cat stopped prowling and tapped the posters on the dark mahogany table. “If ‘Delooney’ slashes through these ideas with his patriarchal wand, I’m out of here. Done. Gone.”

      If it wasn’t for Cat’s spunk, Annie would have been done, gone from Merger Music eons ago. Cat, and the eighteen-month anchor remaining around her creative neck from a ten-year contract of catastrophe. Five hundred and forty-seven days and I might not have to depend on any day job again.

      Cat waved an arm at the eleven empty black leather chairs around the table. “Look at these. They’re like giant Darth Vader helmets.” Cat covered her mouth with both hands and breathed the words through her fingers, “We’re your father, Cat... all of us.”

      She laughed hard, gripping the thick table to stop from sliding under. Straightening, she somehow filled the whole chair. Bless Cat, she needed that hit.

      Cat plonked into the Darth Vader helmet next to her, grinning. “Girl, if you thought that was hilarious, you need an eighty-twenty weekend.”

      “Huh?”

      “Eighty percent sex, twenty percent booze and sleep.”

      She liked everything about Cat except how the damn woman saw right through her.

      “Unless you pick up another two boys from Barcelona like at the Purple Daze festival last summer, then you have permission to go one hundred percent raunchy. Those dudes were so ripped, don’t know how you didn’t end up in ICU.”

      More laughter crashed through her deserted body. Until she saw Cat stiffen and switch back to her war face.

      “Chirpy meeting’s a good meeting,” said Delaney, striding through the doors to the opposite side of the table.

      She almost choked trying to anchor her laughter, straightened and breathed deeply to release the pressure on her pharynx, larynx, and trachea, the precious triangle protecting her deserted gift. Delaney wasn’t the devil; he was as passionate about music as her. While she chose flight when a giant boulder shattered her singing path, he chose to fight the mountain of corporate bullshit to keep Melbourne’s--and one of the world’s--leading indie labels relevant.

      “Please share. I could do with a laugh.” He slid into the chair like it was custom made, waving his iPad between them.

      Annie hesitated. Maybe a joke or two would help their mission, get Delaney into softer space before stating their project demands.

      “When you laugh, it’s the closest your face gets to your old performance magic,” said Delaney. “Your spotlight cheekbones and sparkly brown eyes. Not as mesmerising as when you used to sing, but—”

      “We’re all under the pump, so let’s get straight into this.” She patted the posters on the table; Delaney had done enough self-softening. “Why don’t you start, Cat?” Her sweet tone a one-eighty contrast to the tension coiling in her tummy, Annie thanked the stars she could control her voice because her face was a WikiLeaks on skin.

      Cat leant on the table, shoulders hunched forward, a jungle lion poised to pounce.

      “You built this label on discovering awesome performers.”

      Delaney nodded.

      “But seventy-three percent of the company’s profits come from our publishing division, even though we only represent nineteen percent of expenses and thirteen percent of staff.”

      Staff, huh. For publishing staff read: her, Cat, and a couple of admin supports, plus an endless procession of starry-eyed interns. Delaney stared at his iPad. Boys and their tech toys. His elusive attention span was why they’d prepared the rock-style posters. She tapped Cat’s calf.

      Cat lifted the top poster. ‘Publi$hing = Profit$’

      Annie pitched her tone a touch higher, a little louder. “But publishing revenue has stagnated and is diving.”

      Delaney’s wild salt and pepper eyebrows nearly reached his wilder hair, focused on the poster now.

      “Strangled by the contemporary focus on singer-songwriters and DJ-producers with catchy names but limited creativity.” She pointed at the next poster Cat picked up.

      ‘Industry Choking $ongwriter$.’

      “Pure songwriters don’t have a chance to break through. Performers can always busk, do free pub gigs, YouTube, a ton of social media,” said Cat. Delaney glanced at his iPad, so Cat sped up her spiel. “Plus, glamour shows like The Voice and Every Pimple’s Got Talent.”

      Delaney tapped his iPad. “There’s SoundCloud and other—”

      “Not enough,” said Annie.

      “Eurovision Song Contest. Never miss that show.” Delaney tilted his chair back, fingers interlaced, hands around the back of his silver hair.

      “Eurovision has become a circus for performers,” said Cat. “May as well call it ‘Cirque du Sold out the Songwriter’. I bet you don’t remember the writers of last year’s winning song but you remember what that woman from Poland was almost wearing.”

      No reaction. Worse, he typed on his iPad. Loud voices from staff heading home drifted under the heavy wooden doors.

      She tapped Cat’s calf again, maybe more than a tap. Cat glared, but there was nothing to gain by challenging Delaney.

      “A & R used to stand for ‘Artists and Repertoire’. Lately it’s become ‘Angles and Revenue’,” said Cat.

      Delaney stopped typing and smiled.

      “This contest will help us flush out real talent and rebuild some street cred for the label.” Huh, credibility with a name like Merger Music? The investment bankers probably patted the back of each other’s charcoal grey suits at their amazing creativity with the alliteration of ‘M’.

      Cat held up the final poster. ‘Merger Music Annual Songwriting Contest = Street cred + more profit$.’

      “Love it,” said Delaney.

      His words bubbled around Annie’s veins in a cocktail of adrenalin and endorphins.

      “Does that mean you’ll back it?” Cat’s suspicion dripped from deep corporate scars.

      “Yes.” He tapped the iPad. “The weekly voting format by the punters is a cool idea.” He’d actually read the one-pager.

      Cat morphed from war lion to a grinning Cheshire.

      “Just one thing I’d like to add to your plan.”

      She whipped her head at Delaney.

      “Increase the budget by twenty percent.”

      Of all the Delaney responses they’d prepared for, that wasn’t on their list.

      “You’ll confirm all that for us in an email?” she asked.

      “Just did, and CC’d JP, our finance maestro. Fucking love this idea.” He grabbed the table with arms wide. “It’s going to be a bigger success than you imagined.”

      Ella Fitzgerald’s ‘Summertime’ trickled out of Annie’s memory bank and tickled every nerve and muscle to her core.

      “That’s why Robbie from marketing has to lead the project.”

      Horror Punk. Grindcore. Crack Rock.

      Anger thrashed around her head, couldn’t find a way out. Delaney was the devil. After all the mergers, all the fiscal battles, he’d diluted into a musical midget, and couldn’t read the room if it was written on the wall. She was delusional or too loyal, believing he was still bona fide rock ‘n’ roll.

      Delaney glanced at his iPad on the table then leant back, hands behind his head. Grinning.

      Annie wanted to smash that head into the table and leave a mould of his smug face with shades of blood on the shiny mahogany. But she’d never stand a chance; Cat would get there first.

      Crash!

      Cat had jumped up, her Darth Vader chair smashing against the bluestone wall, Sia T-shirt barely containing her heaving chest. “Don’t need help. Not that cocky little gherkin from—”

      Robbie strutted through the doors in a rock t-shirt from the same online store as Delaney’s. Jeans cut in the trendy places but tighter than his boss. Boots instead of sneakers. He settled into the chair on Delaney’s right, opposite Cat, placing his identical iPad on the table parallel with Delaney’s in sickening digital sycophancy. His aftershave drifted in a few seconds behind him, like an entourage, obtrusive, suffocating.

      “Sorry, I’m five minutes late,” Robbie said to Delaney with the innocent and huggable tone of Ed Sheeran.

      Five minutes late? The bastards planned this. The syrupy tone and his entourage were all show. Surface stuff.

      Acid gurgled from her tummy, up her oesophagus.

      Breathe... breathe.

      Delaney focused on Cat, his survival instincts kicking in, sitting straighter, hands gripping his chair. He still didn’t stand a chance. Death Metal swirled in Cat’s green eyes under super-short, parted hair, a nod to Audrey Hepburn aside from being bright blue. A few fools had underestimated the passion within Cat’s one hundred and fifty-two-centimetre frame, but never more than once.

      She was tempted to let Cat loose. Despite the callous mismanagement of their supposed CEO, she had to drag herself out of her inner acid bath and save the project. Save Cat from a murder trial. She stood, blocking Cat.

      “Hey, Robbie, glad you could join us.” Her voice threw a calming blanket over her inner turmoil and boardroom tension. Except Cat. Cat rocked back and forth like she was about to spring over and rip his throat with bared teeth.

      “Hi, Annie, Cat. You don’t have to stand for me.” More fake Ed Sheeran.

      Always assume positive intent. Her dad’s mantra, which she’d ignored most of her life. Maybe Robbie went to the same room-reading school as Delaney, oblivious to the emotion bouncing off the walls, the territory he was stealing from them. Hard-earned territory. Always assume positive intent. She grabbed Cat with one hand and pulled in her chair with the other, forcing Cat to sit.

      “Robbie’s got some creative gems,” said Delaney, waving his arm at Robbie to share.

      His next creative gem would be his virgin creative gem, but she gripped Cat’s lower arm and let her voice do its thing. “Many heads make light work.”

      “I’ll make light work out of his head,” mumbled Cat.

      Robbie stared at Cat, who glared back. No contest, he turned to the safe territory of Delaney.

      Delaney burst out laughing, every sound a false note. “You’re gonna love working with these two, Robbie. Laugh a minute. Go on, tell them your ideas.”

      Always assume positive intent... until he gives me ammunition to blast him out of the building.

      Robbie swiped his iPad, took a big breath, then faced her. “I thought we could produce a documentary on the craft of songwriting. It should feature Australian songwriters from all genres. We can release the interviews across our social media. With a decent production crew, we’ll probably get to screen it as a feature documentary on Channel V or ABC2.”

      Cat’s arm muscles relaxed under her grip. Annie let go and placed her elbows on the table, head resting on her hands between thumbs and fingers. One—it was a brilliant idea. Two—they’d never thought of it. Three—maybe they’d underestimated Robbie.

      “I like that, Robbie. It’s right on theme with what we want to achieve for Merger Music,” Annie said. A few strands of hair had dropped over her right eye, making it twitch. Damned if she was going to touch her hair now with him all puppy-eyes, so she blew air up at it and flicked her face a little. With cowboys like Robbie, it was better to come across dorky-Annie than flirty.

      “Of course, the contest will be dominated by many of our own artists, past and present,” said Delaney.

      “Can’t be filled with proven performers, only unpublished songwriters,” said Cat, gripping the table like a vice, the tips of her fingers white under black painted nails.

      Robbie continued focusing on Annie. “That makes sense. Your one-pager is quite clear.”

      Silly bugger didn’t have the courage to face Cat, so Annie nodded gently at the twenty-eight-year-old man-boy.

      “Tell them your masterpiece.” Delaney turned to her and Cat. “Pure genius.” A huge grin was framed by his arms as he leant back, hands behind his head again.

      Robbie swiped to another page on his iPad, pride pouring out of his cheeks, a few centimetres taller in the chair after Delaney’s ego-inflation.  “I’ve been researching the top ten hits over the last five years and worked out what type of songs we need to manipulate the contest for.”

      Cat bounced up, chair sling-shotting into the wall again, then slammed both her hands on the table. Crash, slap-slap!

      Deep in Annie’s musical conscience she noted the rhythmic percussion riff, but her frontal lobe screamed, how could he make one smart step forward then slip five-thousand steps back into an abyss of stupidity?

      “Manipulate? Maaaaan-ipulate?” hissed Cat.

      Delaney stared at the thick double doors, possibly admiring their strength to stay on their hinges. Probably thinking of making his escape. Robbie sat back, holding up his iPad like a shield, eyes so wide and white, his pupils must’ve run for cover.

      “This contest is all about music lovers voting for the songs. Raw music meets raw emotions. Not some maaaan-ipulated man-marketing man-gimmick like all the other man-ure around here lately.” She stood and turned to Delaney. “If you don’t revise your decision about...” Cat flicked a hand in Robbie’s direction. “I’m going to—”

      She tapped Cat, aiming for the softer calf again, but Cat moved, and Annie’s toe hit her shinbone.

      “Ouch!” Cat plonked onto her chair and rubbed her shin.

      Annie diva-glared at Delaney. Behind the headline posters, behind the full proposal Delaney had probably never read, Annie and Cat had poured dozens of hours into planning the mechanics. They could launch the contest tomorrow. There was reasoning for dumping someone from marketing to help them as neither she nor Cat had run a project like this. But putting Robbie in charge? Unforgivable. Delaney was living down to Cat’s moniker, Delooney. Surely, he realised his mistake now he’d seen their reaction.

      “Look, I’d hate to see it go that way, but if you’re not comfortable with my decision, Robbie can pick his own team.”
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      ROBBIE’s gaze stayed glued on Annie. Superglued. The fire sparking from her eyes was like the first time he’d seen a night-time bonfire. Focus, Robbie. He blinked twice, then turned to his iPad. The screen had gone black, and his reflection reminded him of the main game. Delaney had thrown him more than he expected, but he was ready. This contest was the kind of opportunity that skyrocketed reputations, and he’d worked hard to reach this rock ‘n’ roll launching pad.

      Annie turned from Delaney to him.

      God, she’s beautiful. Not just hot. Beautiful. He had to make this work. Work for his career, for Delaney, for any chance with Annie.

      “We have to find a collaborative groove on this; it’s your concept,” he said, struggling to get a handle on Annie. It was difficult to not gape at her cleavage since the woman turned V-neck T-shirts into a weapon of dumb destruction. Delaney had taught him early on that if you ever want to know how someone feels about you, gauge his or her partner. Cat wasn’t romantically linked with Annie, but she was a partner on this project. He consciously forced his neck muscles to include Cat, but she projected some scary, feral energy. Surely, Annie wasn’t hiding that kind of anger. He turned back to her.

      “We’re excited to groove on the contest with you, Robbie. Ton of other little jobs to clear before we can focus on this, so we’d better get to it.” Annie stood, dragging Cat up.

      Robbie stood. Stared.

      “You don’t have to stand up for us,” said Cat.

      “Let’s meet again in three weeks to synchronise our ideas,” Annie said before ushering Cat away.

      “Yeah... sure... three weeks. I’ll Google Calendar you. Both of you.”

      “Perfect. We’ll Google Calendar back.” She bundled Cat through the door.

      Robbie followed Annie’s exit until the last strand of her brown hair fluttered out of sight. Was that a wink? Looked like she winked. Flicked her head back and winked at me.

      He sat down and set up the calendar meeting on his iPad.

      “They loved your ideas,” said Delaney.

      “One of them,” said Robbie.

      “Fifty percent in is still in. They just need time to get used to sharing. You know women and their babies. Python possessive… a biological mongrel instinct from thirty thousand years of evolution.”

      He nodded. “I did have some rapport with Annie. See the way she jumped up when I came in?” That had never happened to him before. It was usually him jumping up like a wimp in a music scene where gentlemen stuff was derided by women.

      Oh, fuck. I jumped up like a chump when Annie stood. No wonder Cat made fun of me.

      The first time he’d glimpsed Annie when he started last year sent a buzz through his core, just like the opening notes of his favourite AC/DC track, ‘You Shook me all Night Long’. His curiosity hit a wall because she was an anomaly for a twenty-six-year-old, totally off the social media circus. Unbelievable. He’d seen some photos floating around the net from her early performances but that was nine years ago. She hadn’t caved into the Kardashian-lips trap, her mouth a perfect organic sculpture under the cute nose and those cheekbones.

      In marketing terms, her packaging was powerful. Delaney had let him listen to her demo album, which never got released back then. What a waste. The success he could have promoting Annie. Maybe this contest could be a curvy path to relaunching her career, or set up a nice vibe between them so he could ask her out. But not if he always jumped like a chump around her.

      “Yep, you’re in. Make it work. And don’t forget those other ideas. Just don’t dump all the apples into one lunch box,” said Delaney.

      Royal Blood, ‘Figure It Out’. The positive riff pulsed through his veins, pushing his face into a grin. It buzzed to hear the validation from Delaney. This was his first major project as lead and he wasn’t going to let his guru down. Surely, Cat was just having a bad day. Maybe time-of-month stuff. Once they got stuck into the contest, even she would like him. Maybe that was over-reaching. Annie, focus on Annie. Divide and conquer… and what a conquest.
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      CAT ripped the diet soup sachet so hard, some of the powder spilled onto the bench. The main Merger kitchen bench was surprisingly clean. Usually, between home time and the night cleaners coming through, it was a mess befitting the image of the music biz. Speaking of mess, what the hell did Annie just do with their contest? She loved Annie like a sister. Well, like she would love a loving sister, not like her official-according-to-her-parents sister. She still hadn’t managed a DNA test. Tried a couple of times when they were teenagers, but the police always politely said they’d need to call her parents for permission, so she’d let it go and hidden the little plastic bag holding her sister’s hairs.

      But how could Annie let her down like that? She steadied her cup on the bench, grabbed the kettle, and dumped the boiling water in. Water splashed out, scorching her hand.

      “Argh!” She dived for the sink, running cold water over the tender skin between her thumb and finger. “Today is musical death day. Worse than Bowie and Prince dying in the same year. It was Adele and Pink getting slaughtered in the same meeting.” She ripped a couple of paper towel sheets. Dried her hand with one, the outside of her cup and bench with the other.  She dumped the soggy paper in the bin, then picked up her soup and rested against the bench.

      “Nobody died,” said Annie, looking way too relaxed, sitting up with her never-ending-story legs crossed at the ankles almost reaching across the whole couch. Her own legs wouldn’t reach halfway. Annie sipped on her beloved, totally untrendy cappuccino. With two sugars. Two-sugar cappuccino with full cream milk and denim wraps around her as if she was a living goddess for jeans. Metabolism is a choosy bitch that never chose me.

      “Our project died when you agreed to let that buffoon run it.” She stirred the alleged ‘cream of chicken’ soup, probably just white dust and a ton of artificial poisons. The MM kitchen offered heaps of healthy and trendy options—and she was usually careful with what she let into her tummy temple—but this powdered soup was comfort food from the Milky Way.

      Annie raised her index finger. “We got the contest greenlit.” Her middle finger joined it. “We got twenty percent more budget than we asked for.” Ring finger lined up too. “And we’re getting a doco produced. We’ve had a good day. Best day we’ve had here since we got little Sophie’s song on Neighbours.”

      She smiled at the memory. “Never seen a more delighted thirteen-year-old, probably never will.” She moved the cup close to her nose and inhaled the aroma, closing her eyes for a few seconds. Those kinds of moments were what she dreamt of every day in this gig, discovering a writing talent and placing their songs with the right show or artist. The pressure of public quarterly financial reports and developing non-performing talent didn’t mix. Joni Mitchell had nailed it way back in the seventies, but nobody listened to her warning. That’s why this contest—

      Her eyes shot open, acid burning through her tummy at the thought of Robbie destroying their baby. “But, Annie, you happily agreed to hand over our contest.”

      “Delaney said Robbie was to lead. Let him think he’s leading. We’re ready to rock on this, aren’t we?”

      She nodded slowly, not sure where Annie was heading.

      “We’re not meeting him for three weeks, right? We can stall him for another two, which gives us five.”

      Her brow furrowed so much it hurt.

      Annie tapped her iPad. “I just got confirmation from Finance that the budget has been allocated to Publishing division. We control the money, not Marketing. Starting tomorrow, we set the whole contest up. Manny in IT will build the website, Yasmin will create all the social media, and Summer will do her magic on the design stuff. The contest launches the day after our meeting with Robbie in five weeks. Let the bugger play catch-up.”

      Hold Me, the infectious percussion and clapping of The Teskey Brothers track, bounced through her inner world, with their soulful vocals surging joy through her pores. She could kiss Annie. The hell she could. No, their friendship was invaluable and staying platonic.

      “Annie, you’re a genius.” She took a sip of her soup and closed her eyes as the comfy food trickled over her tongue and the hot, velvety liquid slid down her throat. Heaven.

      Annie rested her coffee on the table, swung her feet onto the floor, and perched on the edge of the couch. “Credit where it’s due, his doco idea is brilliant. We give him half the extra budget to run the production, and with the other ten percent we can add that interactive element of the contest we’d given up on.”

      “Hooking up lyricists with musos to collaborate... and we still guarantee at least one song from those collaborations gets into the ten nominated songs weekly?”

      Annie nodded. “And, Cat, whenever it gets awkward with Robbie, remember—”

      “We control the money.”

      “Yes. But, also, it’s better having marketing inside the tent wanking out than outside the tent wanking in.”

      She stared at her cream-of-chicken soup, a volcano of vomit churning deep in her tummy. She stepped over to the sink and poured the soup out, washing it down with water as hard as the tap could flow. “Yuuuuuuck.” She breathed in and out fast to fight off the nausea.

      “I’m so sorry, Cat, didn’t mean to be that crass. I was just letting the creamy ideas rise to the top.” Annie started sniggering... giggling.

      “Seriously not funny, Annie. I could have married this soup. Now I can’t even fantasise about it.”

      Annie broke into a full-blown belly laugh.

      She couldn’t hold back her own laughter and scrunched down to the floor, her back to the bench with knees bent and hands covering her ears. Some laughs, some friends, were better than the best-ever songs. Rare hits. Cat hoped they’d stay in the friendship charts longer than the Stones.
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      Bossa Nova?

      The unique drumbeats filtering out of the tiny timber cottage stilled ANNIE at her front gate. Despite the paint peeling off the window frames, the leaf-cluttered roof gutter with grass growing in the corner near the drainpipe, and the cracked loungeroom window covered by a hand length of packing tape, the rhythms tickled her musical soul.

      Yes, definitely a bossa nova. She opened the low, squeaky, steel gate, skipped up the few steps to her front door, and slipped inside.

      Aoham, the world’s greatest babysitter, was engrossed in her homework, cross-legged on the floor with her back to the old couch, laptop and books spread on the coffee table. In the low lamplight, her huge, noise-reducing headphones made her look like a giant fly. Annie dug into her purse and found the cash she’d stashed away. It was only Monday, but she always paid Aoham a week in advance, appreciating the teenager’s reliability and rapport with Lachie. The teenager greeted her with that brace-filled smile that one day would make men melt, but she made sure Aoham understood it was the commitment to her studies that would make men malleable. She put her finger to her lips. The girl indicated with her head and a cheeky eye-roll towards the closed sliding door, mouthing “thanks” as she took the money then packed up her stuff.

      Annie slid open the loungeroom door that technically led to a dining room, stepped inside quickly and closed the door behind her, then fumbled through the thick curtain till she was inside their music room. Her precious gem Lachie was in the zone on his drum kit, wavy hair in a vice between his own giant headphones. She inhaled all the way to her toes. This made the circus at Merger bearable. The seasick slowing down and taking off at a thousand stops across two sardine trams from Albert Park to Northcote. Renting from a stable but stingy landlord. Eight years going on twenty-eight Lachie.

      Bossa nova was difficult to master. Eight notes with his right hand on the high hat, left hand tapping a three-two pattern on the drum, while his right foot knocked out a two-four beat on the bass drum. An accomplished drummer would’ve added a cymbal beat with his other foot, probably a couple of creative bits, but Lachie had conquered the critical element for any drummer, a steady tempo that a singer and other band members could rely on. He continually found ways to amaze her.

      Her foot tapped to Lachie’s beats, triggering an ache from deep in her core to slide onto the piano stool to her right. The tips of her fingers tingled. She forced her eyes away, not ready to move the ton of dust on the old bed sheet covering the upright piano. An upright, single bed mattress covered the sliding door to the kitchen. Two mattresses stood across the corner behind the drum kit. Soundproofing good enough for her neighbours – eighty-seven years-wise Eva, strong as an ox but too proud to wear a hearing aid, and the share house on the other side whose four occupants regularly shared their musical spirit across the timber walls, blasting serious decibels of reggae, indie rock, and the occasional jazz crooner. Perfect neighbours.

      Lachie spotted her and glowed without missing a beat.

      Her heart skittered. She shimmied past the Maton guitar and scooped up the bongo from the floor, then joined in with Lachie’s groove. They jammed like they’d rehearsed the tune a million times, not the first, just Lachie and her squeezing sweet juices from the fruits of music. Pure organic joy.
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      CAT hadn’t been this exhausted since her stint in Tanzania building the village school nine months earlier, and she was almost as elated at what she’d achieved with Annie in the last five weeks. The songwriting contest had consumed them twenty-four-seven. Annie even bounced ideas via text after Lachie went to bed, and Annie had never before put in extra time for Merger Music. They’d also synchronised their morning commute to share the same tram from the CBD to Albert Park. She’d bonded with Annie from the first minute Delooney had introduced them, with none of the ego or posturing she’d anticipated. Turned out the job at Merger for Annie was just that, a job, and Annie was just another chick, totally oblivious to her front-cover combustible physical gifts, and buried musical gift.

      Walking with Annie down to their cave office in the basement level of the old, refurbished warehouse, they were still sifting through their priority tasks. She sipped from her super-food juice – green stuff and ginger…at least she could taste the ginger—while Annie finished off her strawberry thick shake with noisy slurps through the straw. Metabolism is a teasing bitch. The first meeting with Robbie was at nine-thirty am, so they’d made sure they were in before nine to prepare their ambush meeting.

      Except Robbie was already there, pushing a chair towards a desk. A chair and desk that weren’t in their office when they’d switched off the lights the previous night.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she asked, stepping in. Annie joined her shoulder to shoulder.

      Robbie straightened, his beetroot face turning grey as wet concrete. “Oh, hi, Annie, Cat.” His eyes on Annie, the weakling couldn’t even look at her.

      “Once we get rolling, this contest is going to be nuts, so I thought it would make sense if I was based in the same camp.” He looked at all the designs and contest processes spread around the walls and whiteboard. “Although, you guys have already made bit of a start.”

      “That’s not going to work.” Cat threw her empty juice cup into the bin, except the bin wasn’t where it had always been, and the cup splattered on the timber floor, spilling green stuff. “Shit, where’s the bin?”

      Robbie pointed to the other corner. “Sorry, I’ll clean it up. They reckon it takes twenty-one days to break habits like that. Twenty-two days, and you’ll be hitting three-pointers in the new bin location.”

      “I’ll be hitting one head location with the bin if you don’t leave in twenty-one seconds.”

      “Where’s all our stuff?” Annie waved an arm in the area of the long table, where all their contest paperwork had been stacked.

      “Yeah, that was quite a mess. I filed it in those storage bins.” He pointed at plastic filing boxes on the floor next to the window wall behind them. “Most of it’s in alphabetical order, but some of your files weren’t labelled so they’re in the miscellaneous bin.”

      “Whose idea was this, Robbie?” she asked.

      “Mine.” Eyes drifted somewhere between Annie’s face and his brown Skechers.

      “Whose idea, Robbie?”

      “Mine.” Eyes on his Skechers, high-pitched voice. Weasel.

      “Robbie, look at me,” Annie said in a voice that would make Julian Assange skip into CIA headquarters.

      Robbie faced Annie, his right thumb rubbing hard against his left palm.

      “Whose—”

      “Delaney. He authorised the budget for the new furniture and computer.” Robbie pointed at the flat box against the wall. “Manny will be here any minute to set it up.”

      She pleaded with her eyes at Annie to fix this nightmare, but Annie’s eyes pleaded right back. Roll with it, Cat, roll with it. She dug deep for her inner Zen. She’d been to enough gurus, ashrams, and temples to make this idiot irrelevant. Closing her eyes, she breathed slowly, focusing on the air entering her nostrils and floating down her throat into her lungs... in... out... in... out... in... out. She opened her eyes.

      “This isn’t going to work.”

      “Cat,” said Annie. “I’m sure—”

      “You can have the new computer,” Robbie said to Cat.

      The unexpected gesture stalling her, she glanced at the box then glared back. “No.” She pointed at where Robbie had moved her desk. “This won’t work.”

      “I’m sure Robbie will let you have the new desk too, won’t you, Robbie?”

      Velvet voice and her mushy eyes, he never stood a chance, but that’s not what she meant.

      “I can’t have my desk in that spot.”

      “Why?” Robbie asked, staring at her desk.

      “Because the modem extender would be behind me. That’s terrible feng shui.”

      Robbie turned to Annie.

      “Yo, Mr Marketing, your target market’s here.” She pointed at herself with both arms wide.

      Robbie looked at her. Finally. His huge brown eyes bounced nicely off his dark tan Skechers, a wasted combo on this dude.

      “The modem is a gateway to the world. I can’t have my back to the gateway to the world.”

      “Cat’s right,” said Manny, filling the door frame with his main-frame body. “Bad feng shui.”

      She nodded in quick appreciation to Manny, who had to be the sneakiest, quietest moving giant Maori on the planet.

      “Okay,” said Robbie. “We can turn the desk around and you can put your chair on this side.” His cocky spirit began to bubble again.

      Manny sucked in air loudly through his teeth, as if Robbie was complementing a boy band.

      “Then her back would be to the office door,” said Annie, shaking her head in a funeral whisper. “Feng shui disaster.”

      “Feng shui suicide,” said Manny.

      Cat sensed they were also having fun with her now, but Robbie was off-balance so she went with the flow. “You can’t launch a huge project like this songwriting contest with horrible feng shui.” Which she believed. “Delaney’s spiritual, he’d be mortified.” She couldn’t glance at Annie because they’d explode in laughter. Delooney spiritual. Hilarious. His soul would turn in the gutter he’d left it in.

      Robbie sat on his new desk, one foot on the floor, shoulders almost as low.

      “Why don’t you give us fifteen minutes to set up the office?” Manny requested in a tone that left no options.

      “I’ll have a cappuccino, two sugars, please, Robbie.” Oh, Annie, that’s too easy.

      Robbie the action man bounced towards the door on a replacement mission.

      “Okay, see you all in fifteen.”

      “Soy latte, no sugar,” Cat instructed.

      Robbie hesitated at the door.

      “Long black for me. Thanks, mate. No sugar,” said Manny, stepping inside.

      Robbie pulled out his phone and mumbled the coffee orders like a mantra as he typed before shuffling down the corridor. When he was out of sight, Annie raised her hand for a five-second countdown with her fingers. Five, four, three, two, one. Annie and Manny released the laughter floodgates and she joined them a split second later. Laughter was good. In the moment stuff. Couldn’t get more Zen than that.
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      By the time Robbie returned with coffees, Manny had done his tech-guy thing and disappeared, leaving CAT and her desk facing Annie’s, angled from the corner, so they were side-on between the modem and door. Robbie’s desk was squashed into the opposite corner, facing a wall and modem, back to the door. She and Annie would have to put up with the back of his left shoulder if he leant back past the plastic tubs of files they’d stacked to the left of his desk.

      “Thanks for the coffees,” said Annie.

      Robbie placed the cardboard tray of drinks on his desk, then pulled back the basic office chair. They’d left him with the new desk and computer, but Annie had claimed the bright red, ergonomic executive chair. He rolled the older chair to the end of their desks and straddled it backwards, leaning on the chair back. Typical marketing guy, all cowboy posturing.

      The caffeine fumes had stirred the natives in her head, and they were getting restless.

      “I get this is an idea you have nurtured. I get you hate marketing in general.” He pointed a thumb up to where marketing was roughly based on the ground level, as if he was excluded. “Probably hate all the suits.”

      He was in the vicinity of the hate range, but she’d promised Annie she’d behave. She glanced at the coffees, jungle drums pounding her head.

      “But it’s a collaboration now. We’re Bradley Cooper and Lady Gaga, and together we’ll make your idea a hit, bigger than the original idea.”

      He sees himself as Bradley Cooper?

      “They were a duo and so are we.” Cat waved a hand between her and Annie.

      “There’s a ton of successful trios—Silverchair, The Fratellis, Nirvana, Police.”

      “All men,” Annie deadpanned.

      “Dixie Chicks.” Robbie’s grin grated.

      “You mean The Chicks?” she said.  “You actually like them?”

      “I love good music and I love your idea. When Delaney asked for a one-pager on why we shouldn’t do it, I wrote a ten-page plan to show him why Merger had to do it.”

      “Delaney doesn’t read documents longer than a sentence,” Annie said. “And a smart man knows you never, ever stand between a Melbourne woman and her coffee.”

      Before he could react, Annie bounded over to the coffees, grabbed two and passed hers over.

      “He read my executive summary.” Robbie focused on his imaginary ally, Annie. “A one-page executive summary.” He turned to her.

      With coffee in her veins, the view was bearable.

      “I’m not sure you understand the magnitude of the project you inspired. It’s going to be massive. Together, we can smash it, create an iconic annual event.”

      She sipped more from her cup, peering at Annie, who was doing the same back at her.

      “Fair enough. From now on we run this as a democracy. Nothing major happens unless the majority votes for it,” she said.

      He studied her, then looked back at his cornered desk.

      “I believe in collaboration, Robbie,” said Annie. “In any good collaboration, it’s all about making the idea the best it can be. Surely, you can’t doubt our commitment to this.”

      “Okay, a collaborative democracy it is.”

      “In fairness to you, we have a confession. We’ve got the contest all set to launch next week.” Annie tapped the black cup lid against her lips. It was as nervous or guilty as she’d ever seen her.

      She scratched at her ribbed cup, waiting for Robbie’s true colours to splatter the walls with ego and anger. He straightened, rigid, focused on the floor. Here we go...

      “I know,” said Robbie. “I’ve had computer access to the contest site, plus all the docs and designs.” He turned, picked up his coffee, and took a sip.

      She glared at the shiny computer screen on Robbie’s desk. Manny despised marketing. Had the bastard betrayed them?

      “Finance only approved the funds on the basis of Marketing controlling—” He flicked beady eyes from her to Annie. “I mean overseeing the contest. They shared all the relevant access codes.” He took a long swig of his coffee.

      Annie had insisted they controlled the money but in reality, the Finance ghosts controlled everything despite never gracing any important meeting. She couldn’t even recognise one of them, yet they manipulated everything from their Darth Vader chairs. She tilted her cup high, desperate for a caffeine deluge, but it was already a trickle so she launched it to the bin. Bummer. The cup bounced off the edge of Robbie’s shiny desk where the bin used to be and rolled onto the floor. Robbie’s twenty-one days to change a habit theory was baloney. Some things never changed.

      “But everything’s ready to go, so I assume you’re okay?”

      A spark of hope, Annie was a couple of steps ahead of her on the positivity ladder.

      “Yeah, you guys have a flair for this. You could work in Marketing.”

      Took one step forward then dove into quicksand.

      “Just kidding. You obviously are inspired about the contest, and you’ve got some terrific work out of all the team.” He waved a hand around the designs on the walls. “Best I’ve seen from this place.”

      Mr Marketing might survive the contest alive.

      “One thing I think would add to your magic.” His eyes were on Annie again.

      “Sure,” said Annie. “This democracy is open for discussion.”

      Poor Mr Marketing. When he’d agreed to a democracy, no matter what Annie said, he’d basically agreed to always being out-voted two-to-one.

      “In your format, we nominate the ten best songs that are open to public voting each week.”

      She nodded in sync with Annie.

      “We need to add the photos of the writers because research proves the better looking the contestants, the more song downloads, votes, and social media activity.”

      Where’s a guitar when you need to go all rock ‘n’ roll and smash it over someone’s head?

      Annie’s phone rang and she stared at the screen, letting the ringing end without answering, then put the phone down. “You really don’t get it, do you?” asked Annie, way too far on the sympathy side of the condescending spectrum.

      Cat had to swing it back. “You can stuff that research through one non-musical ear and out the toneless other. This is about writers. We want voters to hear the songs... emotional craft connecting directly to their hearts. We want—” Her momentum was stalled by Annie’s phone text alert.

      She couldn’t believe Annie picked up the phone and scrolled down the message while they were in the middle of this critical juncture with Robbie, but Annie lasered back on him, her brow creased like an Indian hill farm.

      Watch out, Mr Marketing, Annie’s got her mojo back.

      “I agree. Just sort it out with Manny, but we still launch next Thursday.” Annie rushed out, gripping the phone with both hands in front of her like it was a snake head.

      Robbie turned to her with a grin she could have kicked to the top of Mt Dandenong. “Democracy is good,” he said.

      She jumped up, pushed his chair, rolling him backwards to his desk, then scampered after Annie.
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      ANNIE sensed the main door open to the toilet area because she could hear the piped-in rock music and other distant office hubbub. Silence for a second, then the distinctive squeak of Cat’s Colorado boots on the polished concrete floor until they stopped outside her stall.

      “You okay?” asked Cat.

      Staring at the short text message didn’t tame her heart rate and she was in no mood for any of Cat’s meditation and mantra mumbo jumbo. She focused on a breathing exercise Tamara Ahern, her favourite singing teacher, had taught her.

      Feel the air through your nostrils... down your throat... all the way into your stomach. After a few cycles, she straightened on the toilet seat and placed one hand low on her tummy, coaxing the air deeper.

      “If that stalker’s got your new number we need to go straight to the police,” said Cat.

      “Not the stalker.” Annie barely recognised her own rasp, the golden triangle of muscles protecting her voice box contracting with a ton of rage and tinge of fear.

      It’s worse.
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      ANNIE stared at her phone.

      Cat had triggered another red flag. This was her brand-new number. She could count on one hand how many people knew it: Lachie, his babysitter Aoham, Cat, and Lachie’s principal Wilma. So how did—

      “Let’s go to a meeting room and you can talk through—”

      “I’m not one of your Cat-causes.” She should drop the phone in the toilet, drown the text, flush it away.

      “I hear your anger projecting. I’m not leaving till you come out and let me hug you.”

      Cat’s loyalty and patience with her contrasted to Cat’s famous short fuse with most other people. Just once, it would be good if Cat lost it with her.

      “One minute, then I’m climbing over.”

      Aghhhh! Damn woman. The internal scream came with a smile. Cat was like the Basement Jaxx track, ‘Never Say Never’; the piano chords annoy and annoy and annoy until they link up with the beat and hook your heart into a sweet space in your head. She glared at the text one last time... then hit Delete. The phone asked if she was sure. Yes, I’m fucking sure. Now I’m arguing with a phone. She hit Confirm on the screen, stood, and shoved the phone into a jeans pocket. Cat already had her arms wide when she stepped out. Their silent hug said I’m sorry... and I forgive you for barking at me... and I’m always here
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