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‘I’ll be
long dead by the time someone peers over his Marvell comic book and
says, “Hey, what happened to Sam?”’ Allen
Steele: Orbital Decay

 


 


Book One of The Company Chronicles

 


www.spousecheck.com or The Bride Vetter

 


 



Chapter One:
the case

 

“The
citizen’s first duty is not to keep quiet.”  Günter
Grass

 

 


“No bride is
going to get killed,” Mavis assured me. “A prospective groom this
one. And he’s here. She’s back there.”

The case
nonetheless held little appeal. I’d gotten out of the swing, had my
head full of corporate skulduggery and fiscal shenanigans. And what
Mavis was pressing on me, although ostensible run-of-the-mill
vetting, felt like a backward step. Even the name, that kind of
name, Damodar Naik, conjured up all kinds of ghosts.

 

 


So involved
with the whole Asian-bride scene had I been at one time that I had
considered setting up on my own, had even registered the domain –
www.spousecheck.com. Still had it. No
intention now of ever using it.

“I wouldn’t
ask,” Mavis said, “only everyone else is either caught up in their
own jobs, or off sick.” It was that time of year, not quite cold
enough to freeze-kill the flu.

“Should be
reasonably straightforward,” Mavis didn’t let my unenthusiastic
silence put her off. “All they want is for us to confirm that the
lad’s a worthy prospect. Betrothal’s next month. Hence the
urgency.”

If I had had
any other job pushing to be completed I would have, despite my
sense of obligation to the company, have refused. This though would
be better than my casting about for things to do to get me through
the gloom of January.

“What’s the
name again?”

 

 

Damodar Ekavir
Naik resided in featureless Swindon, and at 31 years he was of an
age to be considering marriage. Local directory checks showed him
to have various business interests, giving him every appearance of
being a successful businessman. Which was the public face a
prospective groom would want to present.

I looked over
recent Swindon bankruptcies. Damodar Naik would have appeared to
have avoided that. Thus far.

In a busier
time I’d probably have made a few more cursory checks – he had made
one miscalculation, par for any entrepreneur: a partnership in a
wholesale firm had gone tits up – and I would have reported back
that Damodar Naik was presently single and solvent, and I’d not
have given him that much more thought.

I’d lately
become used to winkling out the ways and means of fraud, however,
for the unaccountable sums involved in money laundering; and
Damodar Naik’s business past seemed just a little too respectable
and neatly packaged. That said, as a 21stC member of the British public I was cynical
of anyone rich and successful before ever I came to this work,
which work has given me ever more reason to be cynical and
suspicious.

I dug deeper,
straight away discovered one of the two companies to be a parent
company.

The first, the
singular company, was a property portfolio. And the lad had done
well, owned houses and flats in and beyond Swindon. If he had
started in his teens he was just old enough to have benefited from
the property boom, could have bought cheap, redecorated and sold
on. Property though was a well-documented laundering
destination.

Or had he
inherited the portfolio?

Previously,
when asked to look into the previous lives of potential grooms,
most turned out to have been mother-coddled boys; and it had been
the standing (frowned on to say ‘caste’ these days) of the family
that had been of as much interest as his wherewithal. The boy
himself, unless hectically homosexual or on the sex offender’s
register, had been incidental. As a freebie extra our report
always, and cynically, included a family tree.

I
triple-checked.

Damodar Ekavir
Naik had no parents in this country. According to his managerial
profile he had come here as a ten year old with his twenty year old
cousin, whose family was also still back in India. Both had become
UK citizens. The cousin’s brother had already been here, had been
the Home Office guarantor for the pair of them.

 

 

But back to
his businesses.

It was the
second company that had the many subsidiaries; and all registered
according to company law.

My first
thought was that Damodar Naik must spend a goodly part of his
working week on the road. I checked his car. He had two, a Mercedes
4x4 and, predictably, a Porsche.

Damodar Naik’s
slew of companies had other companies, mini-empires of shops, some
freehold, most leased; and all over the West Country and South
Wales, but extending up the Welsh border and on into Lancashire.
Some were franchised neighbourhood convenience stores, but most
were hairdressers, tanning salons and nail bars, with some of the
latter pair hidden behind other companies.

I had another
look at the ten year older cousin. He was now Coalville-based,
currently unemployed, and with a criminal record for
procurement.

Hmmmm.....

 

 

What I like
most about this job, still like, is that I never know where it’s
going to lead, where next it’s going to take me.

 

 


Chapter Two:
the job

 

I’ve known our
CEO a long time, and when young I used to accompany him to various
conferences and dinners. He liked to have one of us staff there to
hand out cards and brochures.

Afterwards, in
hotel foyers, I’ve waited nearby while he has endeavoured to win
the confidence of a potential client with his chummy
behind-the-scenes knowingness. But those confidences, the pair of
them ensconced in soft corner chairs, will not be that different to
what he has just delivered on the corporate Talk circuit, will just
just sound more confidential.

That Talk
circuit is where we’ll have him now, in the hotel’s function room,
one arm resting on the perspex lectern, diners lounging beside
their tables, legs stretched out, coffee and brandy being quietly
served.

“I’m sure that
every single one of you here,” he will begin, “is as honest as the
day is long.” Pause for possible laughter, people at tables
glancing to one another. “But people do lie, and it has been my
firm’s job to catch them out in those lies.”

He will look
along the closest tables before continuing: “I’m not talking about
the obvious liars, those we all know to be liars. The career
politician, the corporate spokesperson,” distant jeers,
“salespeople,” returned jeers, “all those misrepresenters, omitters
of pertinent facts, includers of sleight-of-mind distractions, all
spin and dazzle.” From the back of the room I’ve seen him wiggle
his chubby fingers when delivering that ‘spin and dazzle’ part of
his spiel.

“No, the lies
we are paid to find and expose have been the lived lies. Some where
individuals have even convinced themselves of the lie; the
self-deceived, even the self-deluded. Fantasists possibly. And that
has required of us certain skills. Discreet skills. Because those
people suspected of lying have not to be aware that their lying
lives are being investigated.

“Which brings
me to nomenclature.” His hesitant delivery and expression mocked
his use of such a multisyllabic word. “Has to be said: my chosen
profession has laboured under many titles. Private Detective and
Security Consultant are the two most obvious. While Gumshoe and
Paid Snooper are two of the less complimentary titles.

“Our firm
being called The Glass Company, I have to tell you, is not because
of the one-time tool of our trade, the magnifying glass. Nor do we
spy on subjects Through The Looking Glass, or view the world
Through a Glass Darkly. I’m afraid the Glass Company has a more
prosaic history. My name, not one I’ve ever been comfortable with,
is Marcus Glass. My parents had planned on having four boys. I have
two brothers, Matthew and Lucas. My parents were considering
divorce when Jonathan arrived.”

A pause here
while he appears to glance down at his lectern notes. Although
Marcus rarely had even a scrap of paper with him, was more likely
to swipe down his phone if he needed a prompt.

“As to the
work itself it has, of course, depended on the economic times, on
technology, on current morality, and on changes in the law. At one
time for instance, and as most of you will be aware from books and
films, the majority of our work was providing evidence of
adultery.

“’No fault’
divorces put the kybosh on that.

“Nowadays if
asked to investigate possible extra-marital activities, or,” he
smiles to himself at what he is about to say, “non-marital
extra-curricula activities, then it is usually to satisfy a
niggling suspicion, rather than for pecuniary benefit. Ours
aside.

“So much for
the Private Eye.

“As Security
Consultants there was a period when we spent hours bivouacked in
hedgerows trying to catch sheep-stealers. Whole flocks were being
stolen. Cuts to policing meant that they hadn’t the staff to
spare.

“Not that we
were complaining.

“Apart from
the cold and damp.

“I have to
say, and you’re probably aware of it yourself, austerity policing
has become more after-the-event crime investigation. Crime
prevention itself, and the keeping of order, has fallen more to us
in the private sector. The ‘order’ of ‘law’n order’ coming under
the security wing of firms such as ours.”

Grinning
complicity he holds up his hand: “Semantics now. In the exposing of
lies we ourselves employ deceitful terminology. Our ‘door staff’
are bouncers. Trained bouncers nonetheless. ‘Event Stewards’ on the
other hand, and I have to confess, have little in the way of a
skill-set. They are our zero hours crew and weekend students in
high-viz tabards. Their task being what could be our profession’s
motto – ‘Where gaps occur we fill them.’

“What’s that?”
Whether or not anyone has spoken (there will have been occasional
low-key chatter throughout his ‘talk’) he leans over the lectern,
plump palm almost to his ear. “No, for detection these days you’re
looking for any firm with ‘intelligence’ in their company title.
Could be linked to its place of business, the street say, ‘Fenmoor
Intelligence.’ Or more likely ‘Fenmoor Intelligence Services.’ Or
it’ll be the name of the proprietors, ‘Bailey & Biggins:
Intelligence Network.’ OK?”

Taking a sip
of water he glances to his pretend speech notes, continues, “In our
city what has been our detecting mainstay of the last twenty years
has been bride vetting. That’s come about not simply because of
actual arranged marriages, it’s more the hangover of arranged
marriages, their persistence within the uncertainties of our more
liberal culture.

“When the
offspring of the still conventional parents – be they Muslim,
Jewish, Hindu, or Orthodox this or that – want to marry for love,
and the parents don’t want to appear fuddy-duddy, don’t want to
further estrange their already different cultural offspring, then
we, the bride vetters, are recruited to either satisfy the parents’
worst fears, or to bring peace of mind.

“Either way,
discreetly.

“I say bride
vetting, but it has just as often been bridegroom vetting. There
are still dowry-hunters out there, and plenty of new big game
about. As those hunters usually come from within the same immigrant
culture then we too have to recruit from that same immigrant
culture. And what we have found is that the best people, the most
effective snoopers, have turned out to be middle-aged women.

“Men from
those closed backgrounds have seemed unable to resist boasting of
their new profession. Women of a certain age on the other hand –
some married, some divorced – don't want their neighbours to know
what they’re doing for pin money. And these are women who, by and
large, have become used to being in the background, unnoticed.

“Not that the
work requires that much snooping. Most of the investigating is done
online, requiring only their language skills and cultural
awareness.

“Given that
many male immigrants have had to be deceitful to get here, our lady
investigators are told to check for any subtle name changes in the
prospective grooms, discrepancies in their claimed backgrounds; and
to look for any wives, families, dependants left behind. Or for
anyone they may have borrowed money from, be beholden to, for their
ʻsuccessful’ business.

“Middle-aged
women we have found, probably like yourselves, to not be readily
impressed. They are often more cynical than our oldest old hands.
Our lady investigators, for instance, have come to expect the
‘large property portfolio’ to be mortgaged way beyond its
buy-to-let hilt.

“Westernised
brides of course present fewer problems for us. University life
usually provides us with a few sorry love affairs, sometimes a
dabbling in whatever was then fashionable in the way of narcotics.
More often than not though her one big love affair will turn out to
be with the man who now wants to marry her. So the investigation
then shifts to the parents of the bride. If first, even second
generation immigrants, is when we, again, call in our experienced
lady investigators.

“Nor is it
only immigrant communities seeking to investigate their child’s
chosen one. The rich are very defensive who they allow into their
inner circles. The English especially, not wanting to appear rudely
inquisitive, or snobbish, employ us to see if the interloper merits
their approval. In which case we are the very essence of
discretion.

“Except for
here. Now.” His smile anticipates some laughter.

“Which brings
us to business.

“Technology
has opened up many avenues for fraud and embezzlement. There’s the
clumsy cold-calling chancers of course squeezing a few thou’ out of
puzzled pensioners. But there’s a whole realm of others slipping
behind shadow companies. Or should I say companies within the
shadow?

“As some of
you may be aware whole business empires can be built on the promise
of payment. Money borrowed is used to purchase goods, or property,
or shares. Which are sold on for profit.”

We will rattle
through this next piece of his.

“With the
promise of profit more wherewithal gets borrowed to purchase more
goods, more property, more shares. From what does get sold some
money goes to pay off the first promise of payment. Continuation
and confidence is essential to any such enterprise, nothing being
actually owned permanently, everything passing through.... Just a
matter,” he slows his delivery, “of holding one’s nerve.

“With bone
fide businesses being built on borrowed sand makes it difficult for
us investigators to judge how ‘successful’ any such builder might
be. Even the accountants and actuaries we employ to help us
establish a person’s wealth can find themselves bamboozled. There’s
just so many people now call themselves hedge-fund managers. Which
title, sorry folks, immediately gets my crew looking under, below,
behind, and every which way.

“Nor is it
only those businesses being asked to merge, or those undergoing
aggressive attempts to take them over, that seek our services.
Head-hunters, and even those being head-hunted for the higher
echelons, have come asking us to check out both head-hunted
individuals and head-hunting companies.

“With the
individuals it’s mostly connections that we look for, especially
via previous posts held. We also look for what took place – often
laterally – during their tenure. What favours were granted, what
taken after they left.”

The corporate
audience will at this point have stopped jeering and cheering,
might even hush a neighbour. This will be home ground.

“For these
types of investigations our accountants and actuaries depend on IT
expertise. What the tabloids unfairly call hackers. As a cliff is
to a mountaineer every password, every encryption is a challenge to
these characters. Often they come away from an investigation full
of admiration for the ingenuity of the subject. As often though...
No, what’s more likely is that they come away scathing over the
amateurish duplicity. Be that a bridegroom on the make or a
corporate chancer.

“That’s what
we do.” He opens his palms. “On occasion we even have to
investigate our own staff.” One or two of the diners might look to
me at the back of the room. “With subterfuge being the name of our
game there is no-one in our business we can absolutely trust.
Always there could be someone on a retainer: ‘If this should come
up let me know...’ Or ‘Something in it for you if you just forget
to....’

“Now, our
daily rates are available online. Also, for any of you considering
matrimony, our fixed rate consultancy fees. Other fees will depend
on the experience and qualifications of the staff involved. All are
happy to negotiate terms.

“I thank
you.”

 

 


Chapter
Three: Mrs P

 

“...there is
no quintessential national culture, only mythic images of
it...” Orlando Figes

 


 

The office
managers are the company’s two permanent staff, one always on call.
Mavis is the older, Donny the younger and a latecomer to The
Company. Mrs P and I didn't know quite what to make of his emphasis
on his managerial status nor his very gelled hair. Mrs P wondered
aloud once how Donny made his luscious locks step back up from his
forehead. “Must require litres of gel,” she had said.

“Maybe he's
got a stepped head,” was my contribution. Which led to Donny, for a
month or so, and not in his hearing, being called Step-Head. When
not pleased with him Mrs P also called him Bouffant Donny. Aside
from his high hair and 'managerial status' though I had no real
gripes against Donny.

When neither
Donny nor Mavis were available CEO Marcus filled in. The rest of
us, even the seemingly regular and fussy admin, are all freelance,
submit invoices and expenses.

The company
knows who to bring in for what job, has built up a reservoir of
talent. Within that network are smaller networks. I have my own
favourite ports of call for different services, even for IT support
if something is beyond my expertise. I can fiddle-faddle my way
onto most sites, but if I keep coming up against suspicious
dead-ends (what are they finding out about me?) I have another
happy hacker who is pleased to accept any challenge I may toss his
way.

Not that my
favourite back-ups are the best at what they do – be it their
talent for spotting financial fraud, their knowledge of immigration
law and dodges, or an interpreter for a particular lingo – but they
are people I get on well with. Even so, when I have nervously
submitted some of their invoices alongside mine, and apologised for
the serious amounts, especially from the fraud investigators and
corporate lawyers, Mavis told me, “Never be afraid to ask for money
or help. No-one expects you to know everything. And Donny and I’ll
know if they’re overcharging. Maybe advise you not to use them
again.”

 

 

Of all my
regular call-on helpers my favourite has to be Mrs P. More than my
favourite: I’ll go so far as to say that I was a little bit in love
with Mrs P. Which, given the difference in our height and ages, and
Mrs P’s general demeanour, might seem perverse on my part.

Mrs P’s full
name is Mrs Jigna K. Patel. But I would never dare call her
anything other than Mrs Patel. It was in the office that we started
referring to her as Mrs P, and which I sometimes came to call her
in her presence, and then more often than not eliciting a sharp
sideways glance.

When I first
had to fill out an expenses sheet Mrs P told me her first name,
Jigna, wouldn’t tell me her second. “No need.” The expense sheet
didn’t insist, so neither had I. If I had subsequently thought on
it I had assumed that the K had stood for Krishna. In an idle hour
however I discovered that it was Kaasni, which means flower. Mrs P
is the least flowerlike woman I know.

 

 

Mrs P’s
previously referred to demeanour can best be described as direct,
even scathing. And that is consistent regardless of which language
and/or dialect of the Indian subcontinent, including Hinglish, she
happens to be interpreting for me. No “Aunty says...” No “Uncle
wants to know...” No palms together and namaste-ing for Mrs P.
Interrogative delivery was made for her. Even when translating face
to face with the person Mrs P has a curl of the lip: “He
reckons...” “She claims...” doubting all.

Mrs P has
thick black eyebrows. I don’t mean wide, though they are, but
dense. From the side they look like a black ridge atop her nose.
Face on, eye contact with her, she seems to be always frowning,
glaring even. Wouldn’t take much for Mrs P’s eyebrows to knit
together into a permanent scowl.

I used to
imagine my confessing to Mrs P my fondness for her and her possible
responses.

“Wet English
boy. Middle of the sari is it? Got a thing for the soft belly
bit?”

Not that Mrs P
ever wore a sari. She favours tunic tops and trousers, blacks and
browns through to beige, all of her jackets padded. Her shoulder
length hair, zig-zagged with grey, is usually clipped back at the
sides, the clips brown plastic, a couple of times silver.

I did once
dare ask Mrs P why she didn’t wear traditional dress.

“Do I look
traditional? You’ll be expecting me to be all-the-time cooking
next. Bring you tupperware samosas.”

Mrs P has no
sacred cows, makes me smile.

Interviewing a
prospective bride, about to be turned down and dispatched tearfully
back to Jaipur, Mrs P said, “She says she is a good girl. Obedient.
Stupid more like.” Which was true: the woman had mistaken a social
media exchange of confidences for a marriage proposal, had paid her
own fare over and had landed on the doorstep of the ‘groom’s’
family ready to get henna-ed. The family had suspected blackmail in
the offing, had us investigate her and, to avoid shame, Mrs P and I
escorted her along to an immigration detention centre.

“Love!” Mrs
P’s top lip twisted into a whole new shape around that one
word.

“Didn’t you
marry for love?” I couldn't resist asking on the way home.

“My parents
wanted shot of me. I wanted shot of them. The pair of them. Stupid
ignorant peasants.”

Her own
marriage arranged, her children’s weren’t. Both daughters were born
here. “They think they married for love. They didn’t. In the end,
like most Brits, they married who would have them.”

Mister P,
Ashok Jyotin Patel, is a hospital administrator.

“He had no
dowry demands, was here, and not that stupid.”

From what I
had seen of him, when I had dropped Mrs P home, I doubted that even
when young he would have been described as a hunk.

It was in his
hospital that Mrs P had begun her interpreting for others. She also
now got called on by the police and courtrooms, as well as by The
Company. But it had been in the hospital where she had extended,
through trial and error, her languages and idioms.

That learning,
I had suggested, like my own self-teaching must have given her some
satisfaction. She would have none of it: “Sick and criminals is all
I get to see. All feeling sorry for themselves.”

To say that
Mrs P also has little sympathy for those we find duped would be a
gross misrepresentation.

“More
ignorance and stupidity,” she’d decide come the end of every
case.

 


 


It is thanks
to Mrs P that 'ignorance and stupidity' has become my own workaday
mantra, my greeting, “Ignorance and stupidity,” for every new case
of self-deception uncovered.  

 


 



Chapter
Four: bride vetting

 

Bride vetting
is my least favourite part of this job. It is not why I come to
work. Not that I very often actually ‘come to work.’

Our company
headquarters, our open-plan office, is above a dentist in a large
bay-fronted Edwardian semi. We have the top two floors, and CEO
Marcus uses the roof space for what he calls R & R. I’ve never
been up there.

Narrow steps
go down to the basement flat’s small yard. Dried  out
flowerpots and a single empty bird feeder down there. Not sure that
anyone has recently lived there.

Both the
dentist and ourselves have brass plates. The dentist’s gives his
name, letters after. Ours says only ‘The Glass Company.’ Below that
ʻContent Assurance Ltd,’ whose general meaningless can, if we pause
to consider it, amuse us occasional staff. When talking among
ourselves we call it The Company.

This job, to
most of us occasional staff, is – including the bride vetting –
just a job, a way of earning money. Which is not to say that my
sometime colleagues don’t do the job to the best of their ability.
Not only do they want to be re-employed, but they take a pride in
each their work, will tell of awkward cases resolved.

Not that we
occasional staff are that often here in the office together. I did
come to a firm party here in the office once; and never have I seen
so many uncomfortable people in one place at the same time. Each of
us looking for our own little network, and finding that they all
overlap. CEO Marcus is our most sociable, always inviting and
encouraging further outings. My own excursion was not an endeavour
to be repeated.

This fluid
occupation of the open plan usually has admin here all on her own.
She is the only one of us who has claimed and personalised her own
space, has brought in her own mug, got pink post-its stuck to her
booth divide. The rest of us make unscheduled appearances, claim a
spare screen, or disappear into the manager’s office to consult
with Mavis or Donny, who afterwards go upstairs to report to CEO
Marcus. While us occasional staff quietly exit the building (just
another dental patient) to, in my case to work from home, and with
most of that work chasing down IT links.

 

 

My working
life began (unofficially) in my teens. I was an enthusiastic
hacker. Every website a challenge, I had fun playing around with
other people’s precious data, mostly by inserting algorithms that
threw up comic phrases. Well, teenage me thought they were funny.
And of course I got caught, and I was recruited into The Company
from the community service sentence.

“How do you
fancy putting your skillset to other uses?” had been CEO Marcusʼs
unsubtle approach.

And this job
has been the perfect fit. I make discoveries, get excited as any
explorer. My own personal brief I saw, I see, as undoing deception.
I get a real kick out of exposing fraud, deceit, bringing truth
into light. While some here may see themselves as Private Eye
heroes, I never have. All that I’ve ever been is curious; and I
know that I’m wearing a tiny smile of satisfaction whenever I
manage to go, for the first time, tippy-toeing behind a
firewall.

That is why,
even to begin with, I preferred vetting on behalf of business,
either new employees or the tax history of recruits to upper
management. Their often being tech-savvy it was more of a
challenge. More of a challenge that is than bride vetting.

 

 

For the
vetting of brides resident outside the UK The Company uses home
country agencies. They check out the village girls, see if they are
truly unschooled and illiterate, which is what the boy’s parents
here want – domestic docility in a daughter-in-law.

For those
agencies abroad I did the checking of potential brides and grooms
here; and that checking is what I now do my very best to avoid.
Indeed I have outright refused such work since the time that I
found that the young woman vetted had already set up house with two
different men, one while at uni, and one afterwards.

The Company
reported my findings back to the groom’s family abroad, and the
parents broke off the engagement. Made the national news however
when two of the girl’s brothers came here and not only killed her
but grievously mutilated her body – for having brought ‘dishonour’
to the family.

If she had
been just a good-time girl I might not have been so upset, could
maybe have seen her punishment, given the mores of that social
grouping, as a logical outcome. Not that even the randily
promiscuous should deserve such an ending. But she had been a
serious veterinarian student, so serious that she had broken off
both relationships when they had got in the way of her studies and
her training. That I had shown her not to be virgin spouse material
should have been enough for their honour code to break off the the
engagement. And that should have been outcome enough.

It was that
murder that brought home to me that all our bride vetting traded on
the clients’ ignorance and stupidity. And ignorance in more ways
than just not knowing. It is because of that ignorance that our
clients entertained such queer religious notions of right and
wrong. A rightness for instance, and wholly without irony, that
allowed village worthies to rape-punish village girls for having
been raped. Or even to rape-punish the younger sisters because of
the rumoured sexual activity of their older sibling. Or, more
likely, the raped girl would have acid thrown in her face by a male
relative, be permanently disfigured, because her ʻwanton looks’
must have attracted the rape.

That murder
made me no longer the uninvolved onlooker. I had pointed the
finger. I had had a part in that young woman’s murder. So I
resigned. Well, not resigned. Being self-employed I said that I
wouldn’t take on that kind of work for The Company again. In my
laboriously composed letter of resignation I said that we were ‘not
only exploiting but fuelling ignorance.’

Mavis and CEO
Marcus persuaded me to stay ‘on the books,’ promised me that I’d be
given no more such cases. And since such time my bride-vetting
reluctance has become taken for granted within The Company.

That is until
pressure of work and staff shortages had Mavis emotionally
strong-arm me to take the case. Compensation was that I’d get to
work again with Mrs P.

 

 


Chapter
Five: recruited

 

How did I come
to this work?

Simple answer
is, I was recruited. If not exactly from a police cell then from
not so very far away, and by our chatty CEO, Marcus. Which
chattiness seems to tell one an awful lot, but which – when looked
at, pulled apart – turns out to be nothing actionable.

How did I get
to be in a cold police cell?

That was
thanks to my unloving, my uncaring, my ever-non-doting mother.

My mother
doesn’t like me. And as a child I very soon grew to dislike her.
And that loathing has certainly grown year upon year since those
grey police cells.

As a teenager
I was, I still am, a nerd. Not the kind of goody-two-shoes geek who
shines in class and gets bullied out of it. From the off I didn’t
trust teachers, didn’t seek their approval. And the loud children
frightened me; and not just their loudness, but their stupidity. So
I kept out of their way as well. Indeed I became adept from an
early age, and being the smallest in every class, at keeping quiet
and out of the way.

Looking back
it becomes obvious, from almost my infancy on, that my mother
disliked me. Maybe because my father had disappeared – left the
country no less before I was born – and she had been lumbered with
me. Except that I do seem to recall a brief fondness for my tiny
chubby self, and possibly getting cuddled pre-school. Even then,
the sensation too within recall, I can distinctly remember not
being comfortable within those cuddles. They felt physically
awkward, forced, as if I didn’t belong inside them. But, and being
for once charitable where she’s concerned, I think my mother may
actually have meant those cuddles, as best a four year old could
tell.

However any
love of my mother’s was, and will always be, conditional. I had to
behave in the ʻright’ way, say the ‘right’ thing – ways and things
that flattered her – and only then would I be given a passing
(token?) hug, and told that she loved me.

One very soon
becomes aware, even at five and six, that a conditional love is no
love at all.

 

 

My mother
rarely smiled, at me leastwise, and her turned down mouth became a
fixture once child me started asking questions. Nothing profound,
no trick questions, just straightforward childish wonder. Whyʼs the
sky blue? Why are leaves green? But how? Why? And Why? All would
have her struggling to find a response – beyond, that is, the
terse, “'Cos it is.”

My mother is
not a quick-witted woman. I’ll go beyond that, my mother is both
stupid and ignorant.

The stupidity
meant that, instead of seeking to change, to rid herself of her
ignorance; or even instead of accepting that she wasn’t capable of
knowing everything, she allowed her resentment against child me,
the asker of questions that she couldn’t answer, to build until she
actively hated me.

I was small,
but no drum-beating dwarf hiding in my mother’s skirts. No, to keep
out of my mother’s way, I hid myself in books. Until she knocked
them out of my hands: “Do as you’re bloody well told. Ignoring
me...”

 

 

If my mother
was my first shouting-at-me figure of authority, teachers were my
second.

I don’t know
why teachers pretend to be all-knowing when, with all that goes on
in a class of 30+, they cannot possibly know; and then they make
unfair decisions/judgements based on that not-knowing. So obvious
was that to me as a watchful five year old that I decided that I’d
rather be seen as a failure than one of their praised
successes.

So at school I
did enough not to be noticed. And at home I kept to my bedroom.
Except when my mother wanted me, “Clever little bastard,” to sort
out her new telly or new phone for her. She gave up on the laptop,
passed that on to me: “Bloody load of rubbish.”

And that’s how
my career began.

 

 

Some of us are
guided into know-how and knowledge, and some of us learn by
stumbling into epiphany after epiphany.

Fascinated at
first with what just that cheap laptop could do, and then with what
I could make it do, then with how I could construct alternative
worlds, and from worlds to virtual identities; and from that – by
thirteen – how those aliases could acquire bank accounts and those
distant bank accounts get me delivered a better PC...

Here I caution
my excitement in recollection of my excitement.

For the
purposes of this tale I’ll be known as Sean. No bank knows me by
even half that fiction.

 

 

My teenage
bedroom was soon much like my flat here, three full size screens,
algorithm heaven.

My mother was
of course not impressed.

“What’ve you
been doing today?” A school holiday. “Stuck in your room again I
suppose?”

When she had
asked how I’d come by all the equipment I told her that I’d sold a
couple of programs to Microsoft. I could see that she didn’t know
whether to believe me or not, so I span her a tale of apps and
sub-textual engineering.

Maybe if I’d
used some of the money to buy her flowers and chocolates... Maybe
if I’d looked at our circumstances from her resentful point of
view, the two of us might have reached a workaday relationship. But
there she was at her stupid job all day, and it was she herself who
defined her receptionist job as stupid. Not that she was a
full-time receptionist, but took over the front desk during breaks.
Far as I could make out the rest of her working day she was an
office go-for.

Looking back I
suppose, again charitably, that when behind the receptionist’s desk
she had to fix a smile to her face; and maybe sometimes that smile
would be stuck there the day long. Consequently, and after her two
bus journeys home, by the time she arrived her facial muscles had
sunk into relaxation, mouth barely held up by her chin. And there
I’d be shut in my room. Which is what, by way of greeting, she’d
shout at me about.

To be left
alone at home, to not get shouted at, and my doing a share of the
housework had seemed reasonable, I regularly did the washing up,
the laundry, hoovered through once a week; and before she got home
I would have cooked myself something out of the freezer.
Nonetheless I’d still get shouted at, in passing, for being in my
room.

‘In passing’
because she didn’t want me watching telly with her, questioning the
rationale of her soaps and romcoms, the ‘reality’ of her reality
docu-dramas.

“Suppose you
prefer porn?”

“Don’t see the
point. It’s so obviously false,” I said. “Like it’s what they
actually want to be doing while being filmed.”

“How would you
know? Snotty little runt.”

My mother’s
rightness, her having to be in-the-right, knew no limits.
Especially when she was mistaken. Indeed she seemed temperamentally
incapable of ever admitting to have been in the wrong, that she may
once have believed something that had turned out to be untrue.
While I, digging away in my virtual worlds, had already had to
discard incorrect notions, false assumptions. Myths and prejudices
were of no use to me there, then or now. Facts and verifiable
truths were what mattered.

Back to my
room I’d go.

 

 

The contempt
and loathing I had for my mother wasn’t only because she was
stupid. It’s that she was never on my side.

Plenty of
mothers aren’t too bright, look on in amazement at what their
clever children are capable of, and they are proud of these
incomprehensible phenomena they gave birth to. They dote on their
offspring, even when they don’t understand why they do what they
do. They don’t enter into some bizarre competition with them.

She called me
her ‘curse.’ She had been cursed with me. (The consequence of her
unwise affair?) Nor was it only me got cursed by her; many of her
fellow workers got a share of that hatred. As did any class above
or below her get similarly hated. Above because she felt their
money had them looking down on her. ‘Below’ meant those on benefit.
Despite that is, in her having me, meant her being in receipt of
some of those in-work benefits. My fault of course.

And of course
her prejudice extended to any race whose pigmentation or
nationality was not as her own. She’d see an author’s un-English
name on the book I was reading and say, “What's the matter? Our own
not good enough for you, Squirt?” There was no limit to the amount
of venom that mother of mine could inject into the word,
‘Squirt.’

So did I come
to be wary of prejudice: it closed too many doors. For algorithm
read Arabic system of numeration. Prejudice was to be of no use to
me.

I still don’t
know how I’d have successfully offset my mother’s resentments, even
if I’d been fully aware of the strength of them. She was my normal.
In my own defence I have often asked myself, How could I have
known? Parented by deceit, half-truths and delusions, I’d had to
blunder through growing up, educate myself.

My mother it
was who called the police and told them that she thought I was
‘being radicalised.’ She didn’t believe that: “That’ll scotch your
little games,” she’d hissed at me as I’d been led away.

The police
also took away my PCs, discovered a couple of my aliases and some
of my hacking. Walking the walls of that first grey cell I knew
with HD clarity what had led me there, my mother’s stupidity and
ignorance.

Looking back
over my childhood (I hesitate to say ‘growing up’) I can conjure up
a myriad ways in which my mother failed at motherhood. Outstanding
though has to be her having informed on me.

 

 

The police
very soon realised that I hadn’t been ‘self-radicalised.’ It was
them who dismissed me as a bedroom hacker. Their investigation also
cleared me of being an online vandal.

The
manufacturing of trojans and viruses has never been attractive to
me. They require a queer sort of vanity, a secretive,
self-satisfied vanity; one coupled with a delight in small
nastinesses, in the spreading of IT contagion. Where the gain, the
lasting satisfaction in that? But to break open an unnecessary
secret...

I suppose I
could put this down to my mother’s inability to answer questions,
but back then I’d find my mouth clenched whenever I came across
anyone keeping information from me, deliberately keeping
information from me. So had my hacking career begun.

All secrets
and secretiveness subsequently became a challenge. What I then
found both fascinating and peculiar was what people chose to keep
secret. Quite often nothing much. Puzzled by that I often went
looking for the secrets behind the secrets, especially on corporate
and official websites. And if I thought those secrets might be of
interest I passed them on, using any number of nom de
guerres, to news outlets.

It was these
‘breaches of confidentiality’ which had the magistrates frowning
and tutting. And it was all due to my mother, both her dumping me
in the police cell and for getting me to go seeking out secrets in
the first place.

She herself
kept silly small secrets, secrets which had no need to be secrets.
I’d ask what was for dinner, and she wouldn’t say. As if anything
that she knew and I didn’t made her more important than me, me at
that time a boy anywhere between eight and fourteen years old. One
of her favourite responses, to any enquiry, was, “That’s for me to
know and you to find out.”

Like many of
the uneducated she was both proud and jealous of her limited
knowledge: “Didn’t know that didja?” At the same time she was
resistant to learning more, because to admit to not knowing, to
ignorance, was to be thought of – by people like her – as a
fool.

I think my
career chose me.

 

 

News of this
‘bedroom hacker’ made the newspapers, even led to a government
mouthpiece voicing outrage over my ‘lack of parental supervision.’
Should my parent have been watching the debate program – unlikely –
she would not have been pleased.

‘Bedroom
hacker’ was my label as I got shunted between care hostels and
court appearances.

“Who’s next
up?”

“Bedroom
hacker.”

Which was
where CEO Marcus came to find me with the court solicitor.

Although it
would have made a better story, I have to confess that I wasn’t
actually recruited from a police cell. I was collected from the
cell and taken to an interview room. It was there that I was
recruited. Then I was taken back to the police cell.

Although it
was impressed upon me that it’d be better not to go boasting of my
having been recruited, my guess is that the police were pleased at
my getting taken on by The Company: one less bedroom nerd for them
to worry about.

 

 

My mother’s
ignorance and stupidity had by this time reached some kind of
nadir. This loving mother was now claiming that she could no longer
bear to have me in the same house.

When the
social worker had brought her to see me – a token attempt at
familial reconciliation in a room of armchairs, low tables, mugs of
tea and a plate of 6 hobnobs – my mother had sat knees together
and, as soon as the social worker had left the room, she had hissed
at me, “Not-so-fucking-clever-now are you? Litter-picking in an
orange tabard.”

At fourteen
years old it had been obvious to me that we were being observed in
that room and, thanks solely to her scathing outbursts, found to be
irreconcilable.

My ‘community
service’ also turned out not to require the day-glo orange tabard,
but was done via the auspices of my employers-to-be in the open
plan office and under Mavis’s indulgent eye. Pompadour Donny hadn’t
yet started.

Probation
wouldn’t let me have anything IT in any of the overnight foster
homes or care hostels. So Mavis let me be, encouraged me to be, the
office IT boy.

Mavis is
office efficient mind you, not maternal. But, being fond of me, she
was more motherly towards me than ever my mother had been. Probably
because Mavis didn’t get on well with her own mother.

“She doesn’t
believe in allergies,” Mavis said of her, “only fusspots. I get
bloated and nauseous after every visit. Just thinking about my
mother can make me physically ill.”

I didn’t have
that much to do with CEO Marcus. Got called up to see him a few
times, but I was never in awe of him, afraid of him. Probably
because I felt that his twinkly, amoral eyes were on my side.
“Bright young chap like you, just what the intelligence industry
needs.” Whatever Marcus said was never meant to be taken that
seriously. Which is why I fell in with his patter regardless those
times that I accompanied him as The Company’s apprentice to his
talks.

I was yawning
tired in the office one day, had had to barricade my hostel door to
stop the all-night rioters breaking in. Mavis told Marcus why.

“You’re no use
to us in this state,” Marcus said, and he suggested that I move to
a studio flat in an apartment block he owned. There was a concierge
there who, Marcus told me, was a retired nurse and who could act as
my care worker.

Marcus made
some phone calls. I was told that the probation officer would visit
and that I would still have to go to school, but… “What do you
think?”

To be on my
own, away from the frightened boasting children in the hostel, a
no-brainer.

 

 

I stayed in
that studio flat – a three-screen room both my workplace and my
sanctuary – until I was nineteen, then I bought my own. Studio flat
that is. I had come to like having everything around me and within
reach.

 

 


Chapter Six:
my own studio flat, Mrs P and the Theodorus Agency

 

No sooner had
Mrs P arrived on the scene than what had seemed a straightforward
identity check began to fall apart. Mrs P can read Arabic and Urdu
as well as Hindi script.

When I say
that Mrs P arrived on the scene I’d best explain where she
arrived.

 

 

The first
couple of meetings I ever had with Mrs P as translator had been in
the office’s open plan. But it had taken Mrs P two buses to get to
the office, and in one direction or the other timetables had been
so arranged that she always missed a connection. So the next time I
had needed her for a sub-continent vetting, at my suggestion we had
met one connection away in a café.

That café
hadn’t been in Mrs P’s suburb, and I’d chosen a tea-shoppe rather
than a workman’s caff, which turned out to be a mistake. It had
been so politely quiet that Mrs P and I, to not be overheard, had
had to lean together to whisper details of the case. Which had made
Mrs P uncomfortable, had her keep glancing about, looking for all
the world as if expecting to be caught in a tryst. Not that I, nor
Mrs P, would have considered myself tryst material.

Next time I
had offered to go to her house.

“No,” Mrs P
had been adamant. “How am I supposed to charge expenses for giving
you a cup of tea? No, I will come to your house.” My ‘house’ was
just one bus ride away, albeit a different number bus.

Mrs P’s
expense sheets were meticulous, even postage stamps and envelopes
were itemised. I suspect those expense sheets were what Mrs P
enjoyed most of her many and various jobs. She had even turned down
my offer of driving to fetch her. And it hadn’t been because she
hadn’t wanted me to know where she lived: aware of my capabilities
she knew that I could easily access office records. Nor was it that
she didn’t want me to meet her husband or any of her daughters: she
had brought her husband and youngest to the office party.

So the next
time Mrs P had caught her one bus, it was not to my ‘house,’ but to
my studio flat.

 

 

Aware that I
tend to sink into my own pit, whenever I sense the least mustiness
I have a cleaning blitz, change the bedding. I’d done both the day
before Mrs P’s first visit, had even opened a window prior to her
arrival. Nonetheless, “Smells of English cabbage farts,” she had
said on entering.

I, the
welcoming host, shouldn’t have asked what she thought. Because it’s
not that Mrs P is deliberately rude, just direct. For instance
another time we had to meet I asked if she minded once again coming
to my flat.

“Not exactly
the height of comfort,” she had said.

My flat then
had only two chairs, my padded office chair and the one kitchen
chair by the flip-top table. When Mrs P visited I tended to occupy
the office chair so that I could swivel around to the screens,
leaving Mrs P to perch on the hard kitchen chair. The only other
place to sit would have been the bed-sofa. Mrs P said that it was
too low and would hurt her back.

Mrs P also
said, “I quite like coming here. It’s functional. Everything has
its place. In my house people drop things. Coats, toys, bags. Shoes
get kicked off. Look at yours. All placed together in pairs, in a
line.” Which comment also had me, whenever Mrs P was due, making
sure that not only was the flat clean and ventilated, but that
again all my shoes were in a line.

Everything was
in order this time and Mrs P had no comment other than to ask, “You
sure you got the right name?”

“For the
groom?” I flicked it up on the near screen. “What I sent you.”

“The bride.”
Mrs P lifted up the kitchen table, put her shoulderbag centre of
it, arranged her padded jacket over the back of the kitchen chair.
“It’s a Dahit name. Harijan. Untouchable. Unless her family’s a new
Unscheduled Caste.”

“Guess so.
Gotta have money to bother checking on him.”

“Check on
her.”

Mrs P had once
told me that she preferred my kind of work, its being at a remove.
When she was on call for police or hospital work she said that one
way or another the people were in trouble and, being in trouble, to
win sympathy they put on a pathetic voice.

“Speak
clearly, I tell them. Clearly. Slowly. Just so they’ll lower the
pitch.”

I made the
usual quick searches, could find no background to the bride’s
family.

“Says she’s
from Bihar,” Mrs P had been watching. “Not sure I know the Santal
dialect that well.”

Her initially
not knowing did not normally phase Mrs P. There being hundreds of
languages in India alone I’d watch her listen or, if a recording,
press replay a couple of times, then – when her deepened frown
would have me expecting her to say, “No idea,” – she’d say, “Ah
yes....” and off she’d go.

I once quizzed
Mrs P on her precise method of working, got her beyond several
shrugs to say, “Start with Urdlish or Hinglish, and take it from
there.” I’m never too sure that Mrs P isn’t having me on.

“She’s not the
customer.” I brought up the other screen. “Check’s being done for
her through,” I read it off, “the Theodorus Agency. In Mumbai.”

“Who are
they?”

“Local bride
vetters?”

 

 

Being myself
monolingual, leastwise of the verbal variety, I found Mrs P’s
command of languages fascinating. Another time that I pestered her
– to try to discover how she approached an unknown language - “I
listen,” she said. We had been here in the flat, waiting for
someone to get back to us.

“How do you,”
she asked me, “know how to trick your way onto all these
sites?”

“Try this. Try
that,” I said.

“Exactly.”

Not that our
downtime exchanges were always so terse. Another time when she was
curious about how I did what I did, I tried my level best to
explain: “I think in abstracts, Mrs P. I imagine something, see if
I can build from it and where I can take it. Along the way I
realise that I may have stumbled onto something else, something
wholly unexpected. It’s like when hacking for the company – I get
one door open, and I realise that I hold the key to five other
doors. The question then is, which door to try first?”

Now Mrs P
asked, “Who’s Theodorus?”

“Mathematician
apparently.” I read off the search titles for ancient Theodorus,
“Notorious for being an atheist apparently. Though no actual proof
that he was. Or wasn’t?”

I moved onto
the agency and its Mumbai address.

“Curious,” I
said. “Nowhere does it say what the Theodorus Agency does. Just
that it’s an agency.”

“Discretion
maybe. Like us.” Mrs P shrugged. “Don’t want just any old body to
know what they do. What we do.”

The building
had the same address as a government office. Was Theodorus a
government agency?

While I set
about tracking other companies listed in the building Mrs P made us
both a mug of what she called ‘builder's tea,’ and she scissored
open the packet of ginger nuts. The biscuits would be charged to
expenses, and the half packet left with me, making me – I guessed
in Mrs P’s thinking – complicit in her exploitation of company
expenses.

Aside from the
one government office, a sub-department of city planning, all of
the other companies listed in the building were seemingly privately
owned. The more I tracked back however, one property company being
part of another, I came to more links, to possible associations,
with government...

Mrs P had to
help me out with the occasional translation (English being the
lingua franca of the global net her services were an
add-on), but what I very soon came up against was encryption.
Which, to put it mildly, was by no means usual in an overt property
search.

“This job aint
kosher,” I decided. “Best let Mavis and Donny know.”

“Let’s first
have another look,” Mrs P said, “at the target. His family?”

“Haven’t been
able to find much beyond his businesses. Came here with his older
cousin.”

“Cousin’s
family?”

While Mrs P
meditatively dunked her half packet of ginger nuts I started
digging. After ten minutes I could find no definite linkages beyond
the two of them.

“A pair of
Indians with no family history?” Mrs P said. “The very idea. Got to
be illegals. Just look at them.” I’d got their I.D. photos up.
“Just look, look at them. Those faces don’t belong to those
names.”

Uncovering
people’s secrets encourages cynicism: Mrs P’s cynicism far exceeds
mine.

“Illegals,” I
said. “False names maybe. Plus the Theodorus Agency. Now we get
hold of Mavis.”

 

 


Chapter
Seven: my relationship with women

 

I feel that I
should attempt to explain my relationship with women. Or my near
non-relationship with women. Although, strictly speaking, one can’t
have a non-relationship with anyone. The absence of the
relationship will be the relationship. What I have to explain here
is how and in what manner I don’t relate, in this instance, to
women.

Having a
mother who actively despises me, and me her, it may seem odd to any
onlooker that I apparently went on to have such a healthy
relationship with some women. Albeit that they were all older
women.

But young
women first.

 

 

I am one of
those people who has a small, if non-existent, sex drive. My mother
was right that I had watched porn. She had been wrong, of course,
in that I had kept on watching porn.

What initially
puzzled me about the porn was that my response wasn’t as my
classmates. Even when I was getting my first few pubic hairs, and
in the school lavatories boys my age and older were boasting about
wanking over porn, their words had just left me at a loss.

Although by
then I had my first laptop and could easily access porn I never
once got an erection looking at it. I did then wonder if it was
because I had no attraction to those obviously coerced porn women
and their large flopping about breasts. But neither did the sight
of the men’s large erections stimulate a corresponding erection my
side of the screen. Wondering if that was because the men on those
screens were hang-mouth doltish I went to some gay porn sites.
Again ridiculously artificial. And so much oil!

Even had I
accepted the porn, had accepted all kinds and shades of porn as
worthwhile fiction, it still engendered in me no physiological
response. Despite all attempts at stimulation, mental and physical,
I have never once got a full-on erection. By touching and moving it
around my penis will get thicker, languid and warm, but never
twanging erect like on porn. Thus I have never managed to wank. I
thought at one time it could be because that getting hold of one’s
penis and pushing it up and down seemed so bodily ridiculous. Then
again no more ridiculous than shitting and pissing; though in both
their case biologically necessary, if socially awkward.

It was that
non-wanking that decided me that I was not sexually as others. I’m
more interested in things, in how they work.

I also prefer
books. A screen’s constant visual and aural stimulus doesn’t allow
one, as with a laid-aside book, to wander off into one’s own
thoughts. So, for relaxation, I read. A lot. Consequently it was
Virginia Woolf who told me that I could be as Orlando. Except that
my penis, though inactive, remained stubbornly attached.

I’ve reached
the stage now where, beyond the reproductive process, and with zero
functioning testes that’s not likely to apply to me, I have no
interest in the sexual act. Whereas all my contemporaries still
seem fixated by it.

 

 

Having once
decided that I was not a sexual being my attention went elsewhere.
I expect that, in current terminology, I am somewhere on several
spectrums – a gender-confused asperger obsessive-compulsive?

One thing’s
for certain, I am not anywhere near an attractive man. To anyone.
My mirror tells me that I have eyes like a lizard, rounded,
hairless and hooded. While my indeterminate colouring, could be a
skin disorder, had Mrs P ask where my father was from.

“Mars,” I
said.

“And I’m
Lakshmi,” she said. She wasn’t. Lakshmi was golden and Mrs P was
quite dark and stout.

Let’s be
clear; although I wouldn’t go so far as to call me absolutely
repulsive I am light years away from being attractive. I am short
and have had alopecia for as long as I can remember. My mother said
that she couldn’t afford barbers or clippers so, to begin with, I
awkwardly used the large kitchen scissors to cut my hair close to
the scalp, then surreptitiously scraped her leg-shaving razors over
my lumpy cranium.

Neither razors
nor kitchen scissors were a success. Stands and tufts here and
there got missed, led to my classmates calling me Golom.

When the
show-off name-callers got told off for being cruel (how pitiable
did that make me feel?) they vengefully (my fault for them getting
told off) changed it to a hissed, “Precious.”

Another
persistent nickname was, because of my voice, ‘Squeaker.’ Although
the name itself wasn’t that often used, instead mouse noises would
be made into cupped hands, or silent fingers wiggled beside
tightened mouths.

Others did
come to my defence. But that third-hand pity had to be the worst of
all – other children being told by clumsy teachers or care workers
to be kind to me.

I didn’t want
to be championed. But nor did I try to be liked at school. So I was
never actually bullied. Not in the sense that I was pursued onto
social media. What I did become aware of was the use of me as a
casual insult, “...just like ugly goblin.”

The
name-caller would take care not to look my way, incriminate
themselves as bully. Those others called goblin, however, head down
they would glance fearfully towards me, measure their degree of
ugliness.

There’s little
chance my hiding from the reality of other people’s reactions.
Nowadays as people come towards me they will look anywhere but
directly into my face.

If I was
taller maybe height would have granted me some distinction. But I’m
barely five four, got a pudgy face squeezed around my nose, and I’m
off-pink and bald. My baldness being one of the reasons I can’t
warm to Donny I suspect is because of the sheer quantity of his
piled-high hair.

Even the top
of my head isn’t an attractive dome, is not quite flat, not quite
misshapen. Of some consolation – which is what I’ve told myself –
is that it is those very lumps and cranial bumps that have maybe
granted me an aptitude for Interfering In Technology.

I got an
electric razor and took to shaving my skull on the advice of my
social worker while I was briefly under her nominal care. I had
alopecia then.

If my
testosterone levels had been higher I might have been able to hide
my unbecoming podginess behind a bushy beard, been a real goblin.
But the few hairs around my face are also sparse and oddly
placed.

 

 

My appearance
doesn’t now bother me. Not now that I’ve got used to it. Just feel
that I need to explain it for you. And it’s not like in any stage
of my growing I was ever considered – by me or anyone else – even
potentially attractive.

“Why couldn’t
I at least have had a bonny bouncing baby?” my mother used to ask
whenever she saw me unclothed. “Instead of a skinny toad like you.”
Apparently, and according to her, I was also the wrong gender,
should have been a girl.

My body still
looks soft, shapeless. I did once try to make myself muscular, did
all sorts of exercises, even took up all-weather jogging. But still
I looked formless, despite the tensile strength in my arms and
legs, despite being able to punch myself in the stomach.

Because I like
this feeling of tightness, however, of compactness in my body, even
if it doesn't show, I’ve kept up my twice-a-week visits to the
gym.

 

 

“...his
weight-training suggested a labour towards some private image of
himself, a solitary
perfection.”        Alan
Hollinghurst: The Swimming Pool Library

 

 

Ours is a
highly sexualised world, so it can come as no surprise that I have
often returned to considering the absence of sex in my make-up. My
reading and research told me that none of us likes to see ourselves
as sub-human, different even; and my having no inclination to have
sex made me as weird as my mother believed that I was. Albeit that
she, stupid woman, remains unaware that my particular sexual
weirdness is a total absence of sexuality.

Living on my
own, single in a world of coupling, its absence did once come to
bother me so much that I signed up to an online dating site. Even
got to go on a date. Almost.

First let me
say that I do and I don’t get on well with women. With females in
general that is. Although it only takes one to sound remotely like
my mother, or to use one of her expressions, a similar grimace
maybe, and there’s an obstacle straight away to the possibility of
friendship.

There were the
unfriendly girls at school too: just by overhearing their talk I
learnt not to trust them, not then nor when they got older. I’ve
heard those older versions laughing at men, how the men look,
dress, what they may have said. I had no wish to be laughed at for
being dwarfish as well as being despised for being ugly.

The most I
aspire to now in any social setting is to be as close to invisible
as possible. See me in a corner, a small person of indeterminate
gender, who says little, preferring a nod or a shake of the
head.

All that said
I do get on well with women, once I’ve got to know them and they
me. I’ve often thought that an arranged marriage would have suited
me just fine. Turn up on the wedding day, say hello and smile. Job
done. Then get to know one another, adjust to one another.

But all that I
had was online dating. Even so I managed to get a date – with
easy-to-talk-to Anne.

Anne and I
exchanged messages, even skyped a couple of times, so she should
have had a good idea what I looked like. And she was exactly the
same height. But as I was leaving the flat for our first actual
date – got down the stairs and out the building – with not a sexual
thought in my head, and certainly not in my body, I asked myself
what did I think I was doing?

I went back
indoors, called Anne and apologised.

“Nerves?” Anne
kindly said.

“No,” I told
her. “Nothing. I was wrong. Don’t want you to waste your time.”

 

 

With my
visceral distaste for secrecy I want to be open and truthful here.
So I have to tell you, because accidental discovery might seem to
contradict what I have just said, but there was something which
could come under the heading sexual and which I had then been doing
for years.

I often used
to go to sites where I could look at young naked Japanese women.
Not Chinese, not Thai, not Vietnamese, Korean or Burmese;
specifically young naked Japanese women.

I can’t recall
quite how or exactly when it started: it just grew. It wasn’t
paedophilia, had nothing to do with Japanese men’s own penchant for
girls in school uniform. For me the attraction was, I think, to do
with the contrast of their soft white skin against the black hair,
both head hair and pubic hair, and the dark dot-centred
nipples.

So far as my
taste went the women had to be slim, small-breasted – nipples
either a dark blob or side-on button push – and they had to have a
dense triangle of pubic hair and, depending on the pose, a daub of
armpit hair. The hair on the head could be cut or braided to any
length or shape.

The attraction
though was principally their skin. It has such a soft, chalk-like
whiteness; I’m tempted to say alabaster, and yet it’s not. But that
kind of dull smoothness, not shiny
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