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This book is dedicated to the
Lika-lika Birds, Gothic Valkyries, Owls, Warrior Women and Mules
that I have known. You know who you are. I thank Lyn McConchie for
her input. She can decide how she fits into this picture. Of course
she may decide not to fit in at all. The same goes for Barbara
Custer.

I have been inspired by millionaires
Dick Smith and Peter Jackson who, being super powered hawks in
their own right, choose not to work with caterpillars but with high
flyers.

This romp through words is a pat on
the back to Timothy Francis who, long ago, went to the USA with me
when I was a know-it-all kid.

I thank Kathy Helm, formerly Kathy
Ponting, for her friendship. She owned a print of a blue lady as
cold as ice and as haunting as a lost summer.

In addition I salute my dad, Charles
Marsden. If there is any humour here at all blame him and Lewis
Carroll.


Introduction

There were good times to be had doing
desk work in the 1990s. There were promotions well deserved and
most welcome friendships. There was also rampant
looniness.

The dark underbelly I allude to in
this novel didn’t touch everyone. Some office personnel coasted
along nicely and were unaware of the dangers lurking around them.
Others learned their lesson from one or two traps set for them and
were fine after that. There were enough people, however, who
suffered in silence or complained to superiors incapable of
listening to their pleas.

Do remember that Desk Job is fiction.
None of the characters in my drama are real even though they come
out of those days not so long ago.

Also remember that some people did
benefit for a while from enforced political correctness. The office
girls who were tired of fending off advances from older male
employees or listening to rude remarks from would-be office
comedians may have thought they had entered a golden age of office
relations. The person new to the country may have felt better
protected from putdowns and the man or woman with a slight
disability found they could aim higher in terms of
employment.

When a pendulum swings too much one
way, however, it will inevitably swing back. In the late 1990s and
the early years of the 21st Century, those who were seen as
benefiting unjustly from what were prevailing conditions came under
fire along with the innocent.

Desk Job is set in the mid-1990s when
political correctness in government and in some private companies
was all the go in Australia. Desk Job is somewhat an exaggeration
of everything that went on back then. Even so, real people had a
difficult time from discrimination or what came to be known, back
then, as reverse discrimination.

It is impossible to know how much
racism and sexism were around before the universities, government,
and private industry turned the whole thing on its head. Certainly,
by turning the whole thing on its head, what was achieved amounted
to a swap of new victims for old. Was it an even swap? I would say
no but that is only my opinion.

Regardless, the war against racism and
sexism concocted by academics and carried out by the government and
some private companies did not result in either the elimination of
racism or sexism. These twin evils simply saved themselves by
changing direction.






By the end of the 1990s, political
correctness had become a bad joke. To this day, it is still
practiced in some government and private offices. The workers in
general now know how best to get along with one another without its
destructive use and influence. In other words, it is still there,
frozen in space and time, ready to be put into action a second time
when someone thinks that it is needed. Like some old atomic
missile, it sits in its silo waiting for the appropriate button to
be pushed. If it is ever launched, God help us all.

This book, in honouring the major
works of nineteenth century British writer Charles Dodgson, better
known as Lewis Carroll, has been divided into two sections, The
Rabbit Hole and The Looking-Glass. In honouring this great author,
however, there is no attempt here to create a modern version of
either Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland or Through the
Looking-Glass. Other writers have done so in recent times and I
have no need or desire to follow in their footsteps. I have,
however, been influenced by Carroll’s charm as a wordsmith and
hopefully his delight in the absurd that many of us seem to
share.

I would also like to tip my hat to
William Blake, English poet, in regard to his views on those who,
for whatever reason, fail to tell the truth. Then there is my old
influence, Franz Kafka, to finally be considered.


Part One: The Rabbit
Hole

If the eyes of a praying
mantis are red instead of green, run for your life. You are in
danger.

Extract from: The Praying Mantis by I.
M. Belle, Chapter One, Page 14, Great Northern Rivers Press,
2005

The power of flight is not
enough to ensure your future or that of your company. You need a
plan for every mission you undertake.

Extract from: Flight of the Office
Hawk by I. W. Alana, Chapter One, Page 1, Great Northern Rivers
Press, 1999 Edition

The coloured flashing
lights at your local disco, rave or club would seem more
appropriate to the butterfly than the harsher glare of white neon.
Even so, both the butterfly and the moth do well under white
neon.

Extract from: Butterfly to Moth by
Irene M. Debbie, Chapter One, Page 1, Stand and Deliver Press,
1996

I work because I don’t
understand not working. I am yoked to my desk and I am content.
Unless you upset my equilibrium with confusing social matters, work
will get done.

Extract from: Song of the Mule by I.
M. Belle, Chapter One, Page 29, Galah Press, 1998, Wollongong
Edition


Prologue

Sarah Hollingsworth tried not to dream
too often since her dreams really did mean something about her
future. When she was young, she dreamt that she was a pretty
lika-lika bird on a south coast beach. Two years later, she was
that pretty lika-lika bird on that south coast beach. A year later,
she discovered that she would have to be very careful in the sun.
It wasn’t fair that she burned so easily and that her sensitivity
to the sun’s rays got worse as she got older. Even so, she
cherished her time, if ever so brief, as a lika-lika
bird.

Another time she dreamt she went
fishing way up north. It was along the Clarence River near Maclean.
It was late in the afternoon and the river was muddy from a week’s
worth of downpour. Even so, she caught a dozen bream in her dream.
A month later, she caught a dozen bream along the Clarence in real
life. Not all of her dreams of late, however, had been very nice or
had led to such wonderful real life conclusions.

Still, dreams came unbidden and lasted
as long as they cared to last. An Aboriginal mystic once told her
that her little, sometimes distorted, glimpses into the future,
when they happened, counted as so many blessings. She wondered,
this night, if they were not a curse.

The images that appeared to her this
go round were related to ideas already circulating in the general
minds of the public. How they were placed and why they happened to
be connected now made them unique. It was as if her mind was
picking up signals from somewhere in the eternal ether like a
television set not quite tuned in properly to a local
station.

The smoke and static cleared. The sky
was bright blue. There was a giant statue of a praying mantis
carved from a solid piece of jade. A dozen black beetles were
circling it and making sounds of praise. In one of the jade
creature’s forearms, a pack of playing cards lay balanced between
sharp slices of green stone.

Sarah moved past the worshipping
beetles to the cards. She picked them out of their groove and
examined them. Each card portrayed the queen of hearts gouging with
a great knife the chest organ out of various male office workers.
The queen remained the same, only the office worker changed from
card to card. After viewing them, Sarah put the cards back where
she had found them.

Then she discovered blood on her
hands. She tried to wipe the blood off on her nightgown but it
wouldn’t come off. The statue smiled down at her. I didn’t know
praying mantises could smile, she thought as she backed away from
it into one of the beetles.

The beetle was most apologetic about
being in her way. Even so, he was kicked and pummelled by the other
beetles for daring to allow his person to come into contact with
her person. Despite it not being his fault, they were brutal with
him. Fists flew. Boots made him cry out in pain.

“Stop!” shouted Sarah and the beating
halted.

“You’re offering him mercy, oh great
one?” asked one of the beetles.

“Yes,” said Sarah. “I don’t want
anyone hurt in my name or because of me.”

“Very well, oh wondrous one,” said
another of the beetles then they all went back to worshipping the
statue. This included the bruised one who didn’t exhibit any
animosity toward the others.

Sarah was tempted to say how strange,
but decided not to do so. She looked down and, instead of being in
a nightgown; she was now in a dress suited to a ten-year-old girl
from the late Victorian period. What’s more, she was now a redhead
instead of having her usual jet black hair.

There should be a cat around here
somewhere, thought Sarah but she didn’t see one. What she saw
overhead were two hawks duelling in the sky. One knocked the other
into a spiral followed by a crash.

“Good show!” yelled a nearby
caterpillar with a hookah pipe in his mouth.

“Oh drat!” cried another caterpillar.
“That was my fellow your hawk got to, you know.”

“All part of the game,” assured the
first caterpillar. “And who is this magnificent female beast taking
all this in?”

“My name is Sarah,” said Sarah
indignantly. “And I’m not a beast!”

“Yes you are!” snapped the second
caterpillar. “You’re a beast with red hair and no manners or you
wouldn’t be contradicting your elders if you weren’t so
beastly.”

“My rival here has a point,” said the
first caterpillar. “Look, friend rival, your hawk has shaken off
the fall and is back in the air, ready to take on my
hawk.”

“He’s been very well trained,” the
second caterpillar enthused.

“What is this?’ asked Sarah. “What’s
going on?”

“Big business,” said the first
caterpillar.

“Look! Over to the left!” cried the
second caterpillar. “There’s that New Zealand bloke, the
millionaire Peter Jackson, in his Fokker Tri-plane. Very classy.
And over there, flying in a Sopwith camel, as you can well see, is
that Aussie bloke millionaire, Dick Smith.”

“So hands on!” cried the first
caterpillar. “Not really caterpillars at heart. Not caterpillars at
all.”

“No. Certainly not,” agreed the second
caterpillar. “More like hawks with attitude.”

“But they’re not fighting,” said
Sarah.

“Why should they fight?” asked the
first caterpillar. “You really don’t understand REALLY big
business, do you, redheaded beast?”

“No. I suppose not,” conceded
Sarah.

“Well REALLY big business is quite
different from ordinary, run-of-the-mill big business,” assured the
second caterpillar. “Of course I and my rival here are only
involved in big business. REALLY big business is somewhat out of
our line.”

“Quite so,” said the first
caterpillar.

Sarah decided to take her leave of the
caterpillars. As she walked away from the hookah smokers, she came
upon two roly-poly men in grey suits. They were planning a
duel.

Trent Dumbstead, one of the gentlemen,
had accused Troy Dean, the other gentleman, of stealing his
Walkman. Troy not only denied doing such a thing but retaliated by
saying that his honour had been sullied by such talk and something
needs to be done about that. A duel was most definitely in order.
Since they were both keen on battling it out, they’d gone together
to this armourer, who had a stall not a great distance from the
caterpillars, to armour up.

Sarah, as she approached the three
men, including the roly-poly and well dressed armourer, couldn’t
help but listen in on their conversation.

“Right then,” said Trent firmly.
“We’ll both need the lot. I want a royal suit of steel plate and
don’t spare the rivets. A bore’s head atop the helmet would be
nice. Oh, and a Spanish sword. A shield with the words: ‘Knight
Made in Australia’ would be suitable. Oh, and I want it all well
polished so it shines in the sun.”

“Hmm!” reflected the armourer. “I
detect there will be problems in filling your order but we’ll get
back to you. And what do you want, good sir?”

“The complete steel outfit sounds good
enough for me,” said Troy. “Only I want a plume instead of a bore’s
head. A Spanish sword would be fine since the Spanish do make great
swords. And on my shield I would like the words: ‘British Knight.’
Oh, and everything polished so that it gleams like nobody’s
business. That would be the ticket.”

The armourer eyed the two would-be
combatants for a moment then said: “So you were born in Australia
and you were born in England?”

“That’s right,” agreed
Trent.

“But we’re both from British stock,”
added Troy. “Trent’s grandparents were born in England.”

“Any physical or mental disabilities
that you know of?” asked the armourer.

Both Trent and Troy shook their
heads.

“Pity. I could do a good suit for
someone with disabilities,” mused the armourer. “Nothing fancy,
mind, but still something presentable.”

“No disabilities,” said Trent
firmly.

“I could turn around and, while my
back is turned, both of you could put a patch over one eye. Then,
when I look at you again, you could say you only have the use of
one eye,” proposed the armourer who really did want to do his best
for these gentlemen. “I’ll even lend both of you a stick so you can
poke out an eye with it. One of you might damage the other’s eye in
a fight anyway so it’s not a big deal. Hey! It is a shame but the
disability has to be of a permanent nature. I wouldn’t tell anyone
and I know you wouldn’t but, if we faked it, someone else might
tell and then we’d all get into trouble.”

“No disabilities,” said Troy
firmly.

“You don’t have any Aborigine or
Torres Strait Islander blood in you by chance?” asked the
armourer.

“Sorry. No,” said Trent. “Neither one
of us has either Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander blood in our
veins. Does it make a difference?”

“Oh, a world of difference if you want
to get fully armoured,” advised the armourer.

“We want our armour now so we can get
started,” said Trent anxiously.

“Steady on,” advised the armourer.
“Either of you related to an Aborigine, a Torres Strait Islander,
an Asian type person, someone from Canada or New Zealand, or
someone born in any part of Europe other than Britain?”

Trent and Troy looked at each other a
moment. Then Trent said: “I don’t think so. Does it
matter?”

“Oh, if you’re a New Zealander or
related to a New Zealander of Anglo-Saxon or Anglo-Celtic ancestry,
I won’t be able to do much for you. On the other hand, if you have
Maori blood, I can do you a very good deal.”

“Neither of us is anything but of
British descent,” advised Troy. “One of us was born in Australia,
as we have told you, and the other in Britain. That’s
it.”

The armourer sighed deeply. “I take it
that neither of you happen to be female, or have ever been female,
nor intend to be female in the near future?” added the
armourer.

“No,” said Trent. “Are you going to
fix us up with armour or not?”

The armourer put his hand on his chin
and said: “I’m bound by rules and regulations like everyone else.
For you, the British guy, the best I can do is an old rusty chest
plate and a sword that’s seen better days. It’s chipped here and
there but still quite serviceable. I don’t think it came from
Spain. I can throw in a shield with no markings on it and a helmet,
too, if that will make you happy. You don’t qualify for the full
works including the polishing. Sorry.”

“What about me?” Trent
asked.

The armourer pulled out a big book of
rules and regulations and flipped through the pages. He did not
look very happy when he put it down.

“The best I can do for you, old son,
is a ball point pen,” said the armourer. “It has ink. The poets say
it does well against swords. Shakespeare had a lot of faith in
pens. I believe though he wasn’t into ballpoints.”

“That’s it?” cried Trent.

“I’ll have another look,” answered the
armourer, once more flipping pages. “I think I may have got it
wrong. Was your father British or was it your
grandfather?”

“My father was born in Australia and
my grandfather was born in Britain,” said Trent.

The armourer sighed deeply once more
and said: “Sorry about this. No pen, ballpoint or otherwise. Now if
your dad had been born in England or any other part of Britain we
could swing the pen your way but now my hands are tied. The best I
can do for you, old son, is a pencil but it comes with its own
rubber in a splendid pencil case.”

“What good’s that?” asked
Trent.

“Well,” said the armourer, “if someone
gives you some paper, an envelope and a stamp you could write a
letter. People have been wounded by nasty letters.”

“I was looking forward to a fair
fight!” grumbled Troy loudly.

“I’ll make sure the pencil’s nice and
sharp,” offered the armourer.

“It looks like we can’t have that duel
after all,” said Trent to Troy.

“No,” answered Troy. “You want to go
to the pub instead?”

“Alright,” agreed Trent. “You didn’t
really steal my Walkman, did you?”

“Nah!” replied Troy in good humour.
“You lent it to Silvia and then forgot. I just let you believe that
I might have stolen it because I like a good fight.”

“I’ll pay for the first round,”
advised Trent.

“No. I’ll pay for the first round,”
spoke Troy.

“Well, we can’t fight about it,” mused
Trent. “How about a game of darts to decide?”

“Good enough,” agreed Troy and they
both strolled off in, no doubt, the direction of the nearest
pub.

Sarah had been amused by this exchange
and she was glad that it didn’t end in violence. Even so, she
decided she too had best be on her way to wherever she was supposed
to go. The armourer looked very sad at not being able to sell the
would-be combatants anything and, in such a state; he would not be
good company.

“Can I do anything for you, Ms.?” the
Armour hopefully asked Sarah. “I can offer you some excellent, top
of the line gear.”

Sarah considered this proposal for a
moment because she did feel a little sorry for the fellow then
said: “No thanks” and walked on.

Next Sarah, in her wandering, came
upon an unusual garden. In it the flowers were speaking to the
moths they were shaking off them.

“No, no, no!” squeaked a young
buttercup, it had a male voice. “I want nothing to do with you
mangy moths. Butterflies, yes, moths, no.”

“I’m holding out for a bird with a
long beak,” admitted a plump daisy with a female tone.

“This is too much,” said Sarah,
shaking her head. “Talking plants.”

“Who asked you?” snapped a male
snapdragon. “And who the hell are you, anyway? Just some busybody
Human!”

“Careful,” advised an elegant looking
female rose with white petals, “or she’ll pick you. Humans have a
habit of doing that. They’re destructive creatures, so don’t make
her angry.”

“You flowers make life so hard for us
poor moths,” moaned a rather wretched looking female moth. “I know
we’re not as pretty as butterflies, but we have feelings, you
know.”

“We do all the work in making the
pollen and the perfume and all you vagabond moths do is try to
collect the pollen,” huffed a pink female orchard. “So don’t you
complain to me about a hard life.”

“Can’t you spare some pollen for these
moths?” asked Sarah.

“This is none of your business!”
snapped another male snapdragon.

“We can spare some pollen,” chorused a
group of delicate but very white and bright edelweiss. They all had
female voices.

“Thank you,” chorused back the moths
as they descended on the open edelweiss.

“Problem solved,” said
Sarah.

“No thanks to you!” snapped yet
another male snapdragon. “Be off with you! I’m sure a Human has
more important things to do and places to be.”

Sarah was tempted to pick all the
nasty male snapdragons but chose not to do so. Somehow killing
plants that talk to you, even ones that have been rude to you
didn’t seem to be the right thing to do. Instead she walked away,
leaving the flowers and the moths to talk among each
other.

Further along, Sarah came to a small
Japanese rock garden. None of the inhabitants spoke to her but
there were some beach and cliff pebbles that shone out from the
rest. She suspected that they had special significance to whoever
put them there. They must be shining for a reason, thought Sarah
but there was no one around to tell her about them. She moved
on.

Sarah came upon three gum trees and a
lot of stumps.

“So you’ve come to finish us off, have
you?” a male voice came from one of the trees.

Sarah looked more closely at the tree
where the voice had come from and found a male and a female koala
up in one of the branches.

“You horrid Humans over-breed then
attack our beautiful homes to build your wretched houses,
high-rises and malls,” complained the female koala. “You have no
consideration for others.”

“Just look at our once magnificent
forest!” cried the male koala. “Three trees left! Only three trees!
What are we supposed to do with three trees?”

“I don’t know,” said Sarah.

“It’s bad enough you Humans
over-breed,” complained the female koala, “but then you invite
Humans from overseas to come here. Humans that are better than you
are at over-breeding, Humans that have even less of a conscience
than you do when it comes to over-breeding and the destruction of
our wonderful forests.”

“Oh my poor forest,” wailed the male
koala. “Look what you Humans have done to it. If I and the missus
here were to have children, where would they live? Three gum trees
are barely enough to keep us going.”

“There are plans to plant more gum
trees,” offered Sarah sympathetically.

The male koala wiped away a tear and
his missus snuggled up to him to comfort him. “Please,” said the
female koala, “if you’re not going to destroy the last remnant of
our home, just go away. Can’t you see you’re upsetting my
husband?”

It’s alright,” sniffed the male koala.
“I’m fine. And if the Humans plant more gum trees we’ll all be
fine. Besides, this Human doesn’t have a chainsaw. Maybe she is on
our side after all. We have to look to the future and hope for the
best.”

“Yes, the best,” said the female
koala, wiping away a tear of her own.

Sarah left the koalas. She hoped they
would be all right. She hoped that government and private plans to
plant more trees would soon come to fruition and these native
Australians would have a better lot in life.

Then Sarah noticed a white owl
circling the trees. It was early in the day for an owl of any kind
to be up and around. They preferred to hunt at night. Sarah
wondered what she was doing. Was she trying to protect the koalas
from further Human interference? When Sarah was further away from
the trees, the owl alit on one of the tree branches and no doubt
got some much needed shuteye.

After she took a few more steps, a big
red kangaroo came hopping up to her. He looked worried.

“I didn’t know there were any Humans
around here,” he told Sarah. “We’ve been trying so hard to keep
away from you Humans, but you’re everywhere.”

“What do you mean by ‘we’?” asked
Sarah. “Are there more of you?” The male kangaroo pointed to a red
kangaroo in the distance. “My mate is over there and she is with
Joey. Please, please don’t hurt us. Please, oh please, don’t hurt
them. Shoot me if you must. Club me to death if you must. Just
leave my wife and Joey alone!”

“I don’t have a rifle or a club,” said
Sarah. “And I wouldn’t hurt you or your family for the
world.”

“You mean it?” asked the male kangaroo
anxiously.

“Yes I do,” said Sarah.

“And you won’t tell any other Humans
that we’re around here?” asked the male kangaroo
pleadingly.

“I would never do such a thing,” said
Sarah. “You’re my country’s best loved symbol. I like
kangaroos.”

“I wish more Humans felt the same
way,” breathed the male kangaroo and then called out: “Come here,
dear, and bring Joey. Everything’s all right.”

The female kangaroo and her Joey kept
their distance.

“She doesn’t mean to be standoffish,”
murmured the male kangaroo. ”She’s just afraid.”

“I’ll go,” said Sarah. “She’ll join
you when I’m gone.”

“It’s for the best,” stated the male
kangaroo. “You won’t give us away to the hunters, will you? I don’t
want my wife or Joey to end up as dog food.”

“I’ll be discreet,” owned Sarah.
“Goodbye and good luck.”

“The same to you, Human,” said the
male kangaroo.

After Sarah had gone two hundred yards
away from the big red male kangaroo, his mate with their Joey made
her way to him. Upon reflexion, Sarah realised that the big red
kangaroo could have punched and kicked her into oblivion but
didn’t. All he wanted to do was look after his family. This Sarah
could understand. She would have liked to have done more to protect
them than simply say she wouldn’t point any hunters toward
them.

Sarah came across a path that led down
a gently sloping hill. Halfway down, she met a warrior woman with a
bow and a large quiver full of arrows. She had a steel chest plate,
a helmet with large silver wings, metal leggings, a short grass
skirt, long hazel brown hair and impressive shoulder muscles. She
might have been an Olympic swimmer as well as an archer. She was a
tad on the short side, but Sarah didn’t see any reason to hold that
against her. At least someone doesn’t have any problems getting
supplies from the armourer, thought Sarah wryly. I suppose amazons
can get whatever takes their fancy.

The warrior woman was shooting arrows
at a pack of green human-sized praying mantises. She would knock
them down and they would get back up again.

“That tickles,” said one of the
praying mantises as she got up. She had a woman’s voice.

“You won’t get through our armour,”
advised another praying mantis with a feminine tone.

“I can but try,” said the warrior
woman as she fired off another arrow. This one also knocked down a
praying mantis that got back onto her feet. Two of the praying
mantises laughed as they lined up to be shot at. It’s all in the
best of good humour until someone loses an eye, thought Sarah. Or
the armourer arranges for it to be poked out for them.

The praying mantises looked powerful.
If they ever got tired of being shot at and turned on the warrior
woman, she might well be in serious trouble. Still that was her
worry. Sarah couldn’t see any reason to interfere or even to stick
around. She decided to leave the warrior woman and the praying
mantises to their fun. She continued down the slope.

In the sky three hawks flew past her.
She wondered if they had anything to do with the two caterpillars
she had met or if they were independent birds. She suspected, from
what the caterpillars had told her, that three self-determining
winged hunters with the right connections could go a long
way.

When she reached the bottom of the
slope, she came across two hundred mules tethered to two hundred
desks. They were facing two hundred computers. Every once in a
while they moved keys on the keypads with their snouts. She asked a
stout looking male mule what he was doing. “Navigating for my
hawk!” snorted the male mule. “It’s a living!”

“Are all you mules navigating for
hawks?” asked Sarah.

“Yes!” snorted the male mule. “My hawk
has a dozen navigators!”

“Careful!” sniffed a nearby female
mule. “They may hear you!”

“Oh dear!” snorted the male
mule.

Among the mules there were a dozen
human sized praying mantises. They were cracking whips with their
spiked forelegs and reading out loud from a book of
rules.

“If I am seen talking to you, Human
beast,” said the male mule Sarah had been chatting with, “they will
punish me! If they ask you, could you please tell them that you
talked to me first!?”

“Why?” asked Sarah.

“We’re not supposed to talk unless
spoken to first!” he told her. “It’s one of the rules!”

“I shouldn’t have spoken to my mule
friend!” confided the female mule who had spoken. “I shouldn’t be
talking to you!”

“Are there many rules?” asked
Sarah.

“Lots!” said the male mule. “I’d best
get on with my navigating!”

“Goodbye,” Sarah told the mules as she
began to walk away. “Good luck with your navigating.”

Then, from the other side of the hill,
came the roar of a dozen low flying World War Two Japanese Zeros.
They were being chased by a dozen American Hellcat fighter planes.
The Hellcats were hot on the tails of the Zeros and managed to
shoot down two before the remaining planes disappeared into the
distance. One Zero did drop a bomb before going away. It exploded a
short distance from the mules.

This has nothing to do with Pearl
Harbor, thought Sarah. Hellcats didn’t come into that war until
much later. Even so, these Hellcats are like dark mules with wings
and the Zeros are like great big butterflies with bombs and a work
ethic strange for butterflies.

Out of the bomb dust a figure stirred.
What was it? The sky was darkening and a savage wind was stirring.
It hammered at the desks of the mules and threatened to drive the
hawks from the heavens. Then a flash of lightning revealed the
presence in the bomb dust of an old Asian witch with her face
painted white and her lips decorated a cherry red. She had on a
white flowing gown that moved swiftly. It moved as rapidly as her
black fluid hair. She ventured closer to the mules. As she got
nearer to them the intensity of the wind increased.

A desk was overturned in the ensuing
gale, freeing a mule from his tether. The mule then kicked the
witch, sending her into a dozen computers. Sparks flew as the
witch, choking to death from a crushed windpipe breathed her
last.

“God help us!” cried the male mule
that was closest to the dead witch. “God help the one
responsible!”

The mule who had kicked the witch, who
also happened to be a male, cried out: “No! I didn’t want to do it!
I didn’t mean to do it!”

“She was bad,” said Sarah.

“Was she really?” questioned one of
the praying mantises. “Or was she simply doing what one would
expect a wind witch to do?”

“A wind witch?” questioned
Sarah.

“Yes,” hissed the praying mantis in
Sarah’s face. “Would you deny a wind witch her ancestry? Would you
deny a wind witch her culture? Would you do these things for the
sake of some puny computer slave? Well! Would you, my dear, would
you?!”

“I don’t know!” cried Sarah in
confusion as the wind faded to nothing and hideous insect like orbs
bored into her eyes.

“I don’t know!” Sarah screamed after a
moment of heavy silence as the air became still, the fog came in
and so did the static.

Sarah woke with a start, switched on
her night lamp and got out of bed. She looked to see if there was
blood on her hands and was happy to discover that the blood had
gone with the dream. She was back to wearing a nightgown instead of
a girl’s dress. She looked at her hair. It was jet black once more
instead of red.

She was going to make herself some hot
cocoa then speculate about the experience she had just
had.

I wonder what it was all about, Sarah
thought. Then she wondered how long it would be before she found
out. One thing was certain; her next case was going to be a doozy
of a desk job if nothing else.

The lika-lika bird
improves with every shining hour. Not born to be forlorn but to
cherish the freedoms we all hold dear. At night, under the moon and
the Southern Cross, she paddles her feet in the surf and laughs
that feathery laugh all full of cheer. Oh woes betide any mongrel
with the hide to bother a sweet, gentle lika-lika. I know a
lika-lika with a martial arts black belt and, believe me; the belt
isn’t just for show. Wonderful lika-lika, clever lika-lika. My
heart goes out to you.

Extract from: The Lika-lika Bird by I.
A. Danielson, Chapter One, Page 10, Liar Bird Press, 2010 Melbourne
Edition

The lika-lika bird is
named after one peculiar trait. She begins every conversation with
the words: “Like a.” Hence she is a lika-lika bird. As she gets
older, this business of “Like a” drops off but the memories of the
good lika-lika days of surf, sun, malls and mobile chit-chats
remain.

Extract from: Walk like a Lika-lika
Bird by Y. A. Aila, Chapter One, Page 20, Galah Press,
1995

It is a shame that
lika-lika birds have to grow up and become something else. It is a
pity that mall rats have to do the same thing. Surfers, both male
and female, usually do have to develop into other creatures but
there are exceptions to this rule.

Extract from: Butterfly to Moth by
Irene M. Debbie, Chapter 10, Page 102, Stand and Deliver Press,
1996


Chapter One: In the
Red

Snap! The world goes red. Snap! The
earth gives way and a new universe opens up. All this is built upon
a horrific past. This past is shared, for a time, by two very
different people. When the sharing ends, there is only crimson for
one and a new existence for the other somewhere out there in space
and time.

A neat desk doesn’t always mean a tidy
mind. Sarah’s brain was swirling with all sorts of ideas about
human nature and her place in the scheme of things. She wondered if
the law would ever be on speaking terms with natural justice. She
daydreamed of natural justice shaking her hand and crying out: “You
are sister to the truth and all that is good, and a hindrance to
all that is evil.” Yeah, as if that was likely to
happen!

Five years ago, Sarah Hollingsworth
opened a detective agency in Redfern, not far from Central Station,
Sydney. She hired a secretary, Larry Scribe, to keep her paperwork
in good order. She also hired him to inform potential clients that
she only worked in the afternoon and at night. She was a psychic
not a vampire but her skin was so fair that it easily burned,
especially in summer. Regardless, there were people who thought she
must be one of the undead. Her hair was raven black and straight
which didn’t help. It put people in mind of Morticia from the
Addams Family, not only the cartoon strip out of the New Yorker,
but also the television series.

The local police sometimes hired her
as a profiler. She was good at digging up information. All she had
to do was spend five minutes with most suspects and she’d know
something the police didn’t know.

Sarah understood that human nature
hadn’t changed much in the last hundred years. The world was still
full of very frightened and confused men and women. The frightened
and confused were of special interest because it was often
difficult to know what they would do in any given situation. She
would cruise their thoughts and still not know for sure what they
were going to do to try to get out of whatever bind they perceived
themselves being in. Some men and women would go for suicide.
Others would strike out in panic because they had reached the end
of their tether.

Snap! The metal envelope opener is
shoved deep into someone’s neck.

Criminals who did not expect to commit
a crime were easily caught because they hadn’t planned ahead. A
few, however, felt so set upon and were so fastidious in their
nature that they were able to cover their tracks by using their
timid demeanour against the investigators. Violence, after all, is
supposed to be for the bold.

To Sarah no one was innocent until she
had mind-scanned them and even then, in some instances, doubt could
remain. Not everyone felt guilty after doing someone in. Some
people could not register in their minds that they had done a
terrible deed while others felt like rejoicing. Naturally, Sarah
had the most trouble with the ones who could not admit to even
themselves they had crossed the line. It was easy to dismiss them
as innocent when they were far from being so. The only giveaway was
an empty space in their conscious mind waiting to be filled up with
detail. The detail was locked away deep in their
subconscious.

Before Sarah got her psychic power,
things were a lot more black and white. She didn’t have to deal
with the slithery, wriggly things in people’s heads that drove them
to do the unintentional and/or the unspeakable.

Recently, she had been brought in on
the case of a man in his forties, Anglo-Saxon Australian, who had
driven an envelope opener into the neck of his fifty-nine year old
Japanese co-worker. He had never been brought up on charges before.
The only thing against his name were two parking tickets he got
when he was in his early twenties and which he promptly paid. Gary
Whitebridge, up until now, had been a model citizen. So what went
wrong?

Whitebridge’s lawyer was hoping Sarah
would find something to explain what had prompted Whitebridge’s
action. His other co-workers had always taken him to be mild
mannered. No one seemed to like the Japanese woman, but there was
this thing about not saying anything bad about the dead.
Whitebridge had been interviewed numerous times, but each time he
had barely said more than a fistful of words comprised of yes here
and no there. Yes, it had been his envelope opener. Yes, witnesses
had confirmed that he had done what had been done. No, he couldn’t
say why it had happened. Whitebridge appeared to be in shock,
almost catatonic.

“Can you break through and tell us
what’s going on inside his head?” asked Whitebridge’s lawyer. She
was a prim, well dressed redhead in her early thirties who went by
the name of Jackie Rose. It was her first case as a defence
attorney and she was afraid of blowing it. She knew her chances of
getting him off were slim at best. The question was whether he
belonged in a prison or a mental institution. It would look better
for her if she could win him the second option.

After tiptoeing through the lawyer’s
mind, Sarah agreed to sit with Whitebridge and find out what she
could about why he had acted the way he did. Whitebridge was at
first reluctant to sit for another interview. He had been down for
so long he’d been put on suicide watch. Sarah didn’t expect to
change this but she knew she stood a good chance of finding out
what was happening inside his head. To her credit, Jackie Rose
talked him around. He came to sit opposite Sarah in a dingy room
with nothing but two practical chairs and a beat up old table for
furniture. She’d brought along a radio and, once they’d sat down,
turned it on.

Sarah was with Whitebridge for
approximately fifteen minutes, but that was all the time she
needed. During that time, she asked him six questions and let him
listen to some nice ‘60s rock and roll.

“Why did you kill Kaze
Majo?”

“Don’t know.”

“What happened that day before the
killing?”

“Nothing.”

“What do you think of your other
co-workers?”

“They’re okay.”

“Can you explain to me, in any detail,
what you did?”

“No.”

“What was Kaze Majo like?”

“Okay.”

“Did her being Japanese have anything
to do with what happened?”

“Don’t know.”

The questioning had nothing to do with
getting verbal answers. That had been tried by experts. He seemed
relieved that she had stopped at six and let him sit and listen to
the music. She knew it soothed him by taking him away to a time
when life was less complex.

It took him back to the days of comic
books with their superheroes, pretty lika-lika birds sunbathing on
the beach (they may not of had mobiles but they were still
lika-likas), paperback novels with their outer space soap operas
and television shows where the good guys always won in the end. It
was a world without political correctness with its reverse
prejudices. It was once his world. It was also once Sarah’s
world.

Hey! Why should a man be presumed
guilty of racism just because his ancestors were British? Aren’t
there other types of racist running around? Of course there are,
but one isn’t allowed to even hint at such
probabilities.

Hey! Couldn’t a woman be sexist? Of
course she could, but we don’t talk about that because we might be
considered sexist for doing so.

Yes, it was a strange new existence he
had somehow found himself floundering in. He never thought he would
feel like apologizing for being either of British descent or having
been born a male.

Sarah understood Whitebridge’s
frustration. There had indeed been good intentions behind political
correctness. Unfortunately, in too many work places, it had become
a case of swapping one lot of victims with another lot of victims.
Not being able to speak out against injustice had been a factor in
the creation of the mess Sarah was examining. Political correctness
had for years made Whitebridge mute. He knew that speaking out
would do no good but, on two occasions, he felt the need to put
this assumption to the ultimate test.

In recent months, he had spoken out
twice against what was bothering him and had suffered, as he had
expected to, for having done so. It was with shock that Sarah
experienced the moment of redness that had taken over Whitebridge.
It had happened very quickly. She watched as this redness engulfed
Kaze Majo. Then there was a gap in Whitebridge’s recall of events.
Sarah found herself reminiscing over the 1960s and the better life
Whitebridge knew back then. It was a pity he couldn’t have stayed
there. It was a shame he had to meet Kaze Majo.

What followed was a dream image of all
these people from all walks of life picnicking in this park. Tall,
short, thin or fat, everyone was equal. No matter where anyone came
from or what their background might be, there was equality. No one
was mistreating anyone. There was plenty of food and drink for
everyone. What’s more, there was no Kaze Majo to spoil anyone’s
fun.

Mentally taxed, Sarah turned off the
radio and left Whitebridge. He looked puzzled. He was expecting a
lot more questions. She knew he would have liked her to have left
the radio behind, but he wasn’t game to ask her if she would mind
doing so. His keepers weren’t about to let him have it even if she
were willing to give it to him. He was harmless now that the bloody
deed had been done but she wasn’t about to convince anyone of
this.

Sarah walked with Jackie Rose to a
coffee shop where, over cappuccino, they discussed Gary
Whitebridge. As they talked, Sarah couldn’t help but see the
connections between her dream of two weeks ago and what had
happened and was happening to Gary. There were still a number of
pieces of the dream to fall into place but she suspected that they
would if she did some digging, if she simply did her job
properly.

“Do you have anything for me?” asked
Jackie expectantly.

“He did it or at least that’s what he
thinks happened,” said Sarah, “But there were extenuating
circumstances.”

“Like what?”

“Well, he sees himself as more of a
victim than a killer. That’s at the heart of why he’s so
withdrawn.”

“A victim? A victim of
what?”

“Discrimination for a
start.”

“But that doesn’t make
sense.”

“It makes perfect sense if you were
swimming around inside his head. I have further investigating to do
before I can give you a full report. I want to interview his
co-workers then talk to him one final time.”

“Both, I’m sure, can be arranged. But
do you think you will be able to find anything that will aid me in
helping him?”

“I don’t know. I need to do this
further research before I can say one way or the other. He does
intrigue me. There is something going on at his work place and it
has been going on for some time now. What’s more, it’s sick and I
fear the sickness, if unchecked, may spread.”

The lika-lika bird ate the
lika-lika butterfly as it flew into the mall. She preferred
butterflies to moths. The lika-lika bird then stayed for the flower
show, the hat parade and the pink champagne marking Melbourne Cup
Day. Clever lika-lika bird.

Extract from: Walk like a Lika-lika
Bird by Y.A. Aila. Chapter One, Page 6, Galah Press,
1995

The hookah and the grub,
the dreams and the great hubbub when the grub found out he was
really a caterpillar about to make his butterfly illusion a
reality.

Extract from: A Stroll through the
Mind of Lewis Carroll by H.I. Ari, Chapter Two, Page 45, Galah
Press, 1999

Mules pull their own
weight, butterflies chase away moths while hawks have their way
with most creatures. Look! There’s a praying mantis with her
faithful dung beetle licking her feet and...other parts. Ah!
There’s the grand old caterpillar curling up to sleep with his pipe
still in his mouth. Maybe he can conjure up a better world for us
all.

Extract from: The Caterpillar by L.B.
Jasmine, Introduction Page, Galah Press, 2008

Owls are smart but they
are not business creatures. They guard and protect.

Extract from: Monsters in the Office
by I. M. Shoe-Shoe, Chapter Five, Page 76, Great Northern Rivers
Press, 1998


Chapter Two: A Gathering
of Beasts

To get as complete a picture of
Whitebridge and Majo as possible, Sarah decided to interview at
least a dozen people who worked in the same office setup over a
period of two days.

The building where Whitebridge and
Majo had worked was a twenty story steel and glass plate
monstrosity. The floors, including the foyer, were lined with a
cheap light grey carpet. The walls that didn’t have fake wood
panelling had been painted either light grey or light
blue.

One theory was that lots of glass and
the colours light grey and light blue gave a sense of openness. It
was a way someone had thought up of making the whole building seem
much larger inside than it really was. It didn’t quite work as well
as the TARDIS in Doctor Who but nothing was going to operate that
well without a fictional time lord approved by the BBC. This
airiness was done originally to get businesses to bring their
business to the structure. Since the building was full up, it
appeared that the designers had succeeded in doing what they had
set out to do.

The foyer was occupied by a former
rugby league player in a dark grey uniform who sat behind a large,
polished desk. The desk was as black as George Bush’s soul which,
after some of the things he’d done on Wall Street, was very black
indeed. Sarah gathered from the uniformed man’s thoughts that he
was both guard and social secretary for the place. When she stated
to him her business, he made a quick phone call to get the
appropriate manager’s okay. Then he gave her a visitor’s badge to
wear and showed her to the set of elevators that would take her to
where she wanted to go.

He was efficient and spoke kindly. She
did, however, pick up on his last thought directed at her as she
got in the elevator: Another lamb to the slaughter. Now what could
he mean by that? Was everyone new going to the third, fourth or
fifth floor viewed the same way? She suspected this to be the case.
She wondered why. Surely working here couldn’t be that
bad.

Sarah’s destination was the fifth
floor, the heart of the operation. She was greeted by willowy pink
Sue Slimbeam, a young woman in her late twenties who happened to be
the manager’s secretary. They shook hands.

“Now what can we do for you Ms.
Hollingsworth?” enquired Slimbeam politely. Then there was a grin.
It was as unreal as the wall panelling or Slimbeam’s frosty cerise
lipstick. It reminded Sarah of a Cheshire cat.

“The Manager, a Mr. Always, has agreed
to see me,” said Sarah. “By my watch I’m a few minutes
early.”

Slimbeam directed Sarah to the
manager’s room and to a plush red chair three feet away from a
polished pine desk. The pine desk was made from cheap reconstituted
wood. An antique dealer or just someone interested in fine
furniture would have classified it as contemporary rubbish. The
desk contained a white telephone plus an empty out-tray and a full
in-tray. The chair on the other side of the desk was a no-nonsense
grey ergonomic affair with all sorts of leavers and push buttons
for the busy executive.

“Take a seat,” advised Slimbeam. “Mr.
Always will be with you shortly.”

Sarah sank into the plush chair. She
almost disappeared into its soft depths. It was built for that
purpose. Reduce the other person’s height or increase your own was
the name of this game. It was played in all managers’ rooms. Mr.
Always wanted some advantage over whoever else sat down in his
room.

Slimbeam went back to her own desk
near the elevators. What a zoo this place is, Slimbeam was
thinking, or a farm, as in Orwell’s Animal Farm, only with
different livestock. Why did I go to teacher’s college just to end
up here? Why couldn’t I have stayed a lika-lika bird?

Exotic images danced into Sarah’s mind
from Slimbeam. They were genuine creations from Slimbeam’s brain
and yet they were familiar as if they formed a pattern repeated in
other offices of similar nature. What’s more, many of the images
could be related to the creatures that had appeared in Sarah’s last
dream. Maybe there was some kind of mental link between her and
Slimbeam neither knew about but which was nevertheless
there.

Sarah recalled books put together by
fellow psychics and the intuitive writer on the subject of what
people conjure up to explain their fellow office worker. If nothing
else, Slimbeam’s conjuring was better than that of most other
people. Perhaps the reason for this was that she had plenty of
foibles and strange behaviour patterns to explore. Sarah knew that
not every office would promote the summoning up of such grotesque
beings into semi-existence.

Sarah remembered going into one office
where the counter person envisioned herself in the company of
humanoid giraffes, hawks with young, and monkeys swinging from
vines. It was a happy place that had none of the signs of being
dysfunctional you can expect in a place of business with deep set
problems. Did such difficulties exist here? According to Slimbeam’s
head, the indicators could be found in abundance.

Yes, here there were moths and
butterflies in human form. Some of these butterflies were
considered rare and so were well protected. There were also mules
pulling more than their fair share of the load. There were praying
mantises and dung beetles keeping order. A half dozen male hawks
souring above everyone painted a certain picture. They did not have
female mates let alone young. Oh, and one Xena type warrior woman
who is sometimes a native American Indian with a bow and a quiver
of arrows.

Sarah gathered that Whitebridge had
been a small mule and that Majo had been a great wind in a scrawny
body blowing all over whatever floor she landed on.

In Slimbeam’s imagination, Mr. Always
was depicted as a caterpillar with a book of rules that had been
stuffed into his right ear by one of the praying mantises until it
bled. Apparently one of the dung beetles had issued him glasses so
dark he could barely see out of them. Sarah was amazed no one had
given him a water pipe to smoke from.

Hear no evil and see no evil are
covered, thought Sarah. No, that isn’t it. The rules are thought of
as evil and they have made him deaf in one ear. The glasses were
there so that he could not see how bad things were getting because
of the regulations.

Sarah was a little surprised when Mr.
Always made his appearance, introduced himself and sat down in his
grey ergonomic chair. He didn’t wear glasses nor was there a great
deal of paper stuck in his ear. Both the glasses and the paper had
been metaphorical in terms of how Mr. Always looked in real
life.

“I take it you wish to talk to my
people about the unfortunate incident between Mr. Whitebridge and
Ms. Majo,” stated Mr. Always. Why, oh why, did I agree to go along
with this?

“Yes,” said Sarah. “I do wish to talk
to your people about Mr. Whitebridge and Ms. Majo. I need
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