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 Unsocial
Media

“You can’t believe half
of what you see on social media,” Greg said.

He’s usually more
enthusiastic about social media. I’m the one who doesn’t have
social media accounts, but his enthusiasm has started to wane of
late.

“I don’t trust any of
this digital nonsense,” Maude said. “All these big companies are
just spying on you the whole time.” She turned to Susie, who’s the
youngest of our little tea party. “I gather from Desmond that your
husband is working long hours. I can’t see why he has to come home
so late. Does he get overtime for it?”

Susie fumbled with her
mug as she put it down on the coaster, but luckily there was no
spillage. She mumbled something about pressures of work.

I had once been in
Susie’s position, pinned by Maude’s spotlight interrogation, trying
to deflect question after question, too timid and embarrassed to
tell her to mind her own business. I had once been so irritated
that I had snapped back at her, but she had responded with such
wounded reproach — “I’m only asking because I care about you” — that I’d had to offer an
apology.

But not any more. My
new job has given me confidence and a way of dealing with the likes
of Maude. I used to be an introverted IT tech support in a big
company; one tiny cog in a multinational corporation. Now I have a
hybrid job for a much smaller national concern. People have become
used to the concept of hybrid work since the pandemic, but my job
was like that before then, and it had been hard to convince the
likes of Maude that I was actually working whilst I was home, and
wasn’t simply surfing the net for my own amusement.

My new method for
handling Maude is quite simple. I tell her about my work writing
articles for an extremely obscure magazine that deals with all
matters relating to highway construction and maintenance — in
excruciating detail: manhole covers of varying shapes (square,
rectangular, round or triangular), storm drain tops, the
troublesome issues of stray voltage, electrical arcing, and
escaping gas. I can describe all such things with the fervour of a
zealot whenever she turns her attention to me.

It’s no surprise that
Maude has transferred her “care” to Susie, who looks like she’d
rather be anywhere but next to Maude. I may have hardened over the
years, but I still feel sorry for Susie, and I can see my younger
self in her. Besides, I have work to do.

“I’m sorry to
interrupt” — who am I kidding? I’m not sorry at all — “but I have
to get on with work now.”

“But it’s Saturday,”
Maude said. “Surely you don’t have to work at the weekend?”

“I have to finish an
article I’m writing. I’ve got to meet my editor on Monday so it
needs to be done before then. It’s ever so interesting. There’s
this new environmentally-friendly asphalt that’s made out of
pulverised — ”

“Yes, well,” Maude
said, gathering her things together, “we’d better leave you to
it.”

“It’s a great way of
reducing waste.”

Maude didn’t hang
around to hear any more. Susie dropped her handbag, but Greg deftly
caught it and helped put the strap on her shoulder.

“Got to go as well,
love,” Greg said to me. “Promised to meet the lads before the
match, but it’ll mean you get some peace and quiet to work. We’ll
be off to the pub for a quick one afterwards, so I shouldn’t be
home too late.”

And then he was gone
too. I waited for a while to make sure that no one had forgotten
their coats or umbrellas or whatever else might require retrieving,
then fetched Greg’s laptop and set it up on my desk. I had a good
view of the front gate from there, so I’d be able to spot anyone
approaching.

It’s quite true that I
don’t like social media and don’t have any accounts — as Greg well
knows — but I do look at it. Back when I worked in tech support I
had told Greg that using the name of his favourite football club as
his password was way too insecure, so he’d added a couple of
exclamation marks in the belief that somehow that would make it
harder to guess. I’ve given up trying to proffer advice.

He mostly uses his
phone to access his Facebook account, but he does occasionally use
the website on his laptop, which means that Facebook trusts his
device and browser and won’t notify him when I log in, which is why
I’m using his laptop and not mine.

*

A few months ago, Greg
had received a friend request from someone called Natalie Brown who
wasn’t listed as a friend of any of his friends. She’d also sent
him a message that said: “You look like a nice person,” which
suggested that she was a complete stranger. Her profile picture was
all cleavage and pouty lips. He’d responded with: “You don’t look
so bad yourself,” followed by a winking emoji. He’d accepted her
friend request. She’d posted some cartoons doing the rounds and
some football memes, to which he’d reacted with thumbs up and
laughing emojis. The choice of English football memes was curious
given that her profile listed her as living in California.

Some weeks later,
Greg’s sister had changed her profile picture to a photo of her
with her daughter blowing out four candles on a cake with a number
4 shaped balloon in the background. I’ve told them all before that
profile pictures are always public and that any comments made on
public posts are also public, but no one ever listens. All the
reactions and comments increase its prominence.

“Oh wow! Can’t believe
Katie’s four today!!” my other sister-in-law wrote.

“So proud of my little
niece!!!” Greg wrote.

Great. Now that little
girl’s face, name and date of birth are all publicly available, and
her mother’s maiden name can be inferred from Greg’s surname. The
post has been spotted by Natalie, who’s also posted a comment:
“Awwww so cute,” followed by a heart emoji.

Natalie has been
sending Greg flirty private messages, and Greg has responded in his
own gregarious way. She’d soooo love to visit England one day and
wouldn’t it be great to meet up. And then it came — the message I’d
been expecting for a while — Natalie had lost her phone and was
stuck for funds while she waited for everything to be sorted out.
Thankfully Greg hadn’t taken the bait.

“That’s rotten luck,”
he’d simply replied and hadn’t responded to further hints that a
loan from a sympathetic friend would be amply repaid.

It wasn’t long after
that that the furore over the drunken snap erupted. One night,
while Greg and his mates were heading back from the pub, they’d
seen a woman fall over and end up in an undignified position.
Instead of offering to help her up, he’d taken a photo and posted
it on Facebook.

The next day it had
garnered a lot of reactions, including laughing emojis from
Natalie, but Greg’s sister had privately messaged him to call him
out on his callousness. It had at least been set to friends only,
so it wasn’t a public post, but a sober and contrite Greg removed
it.

The photo was deleted,
but it hadn’t been staked through the heart. It resurfaced on a
Twitter account and Natalie shared it in a public post and tagged
Greg. The reactions, comments and retweets fuelled the algorithms,
making it more and more prominent. The algorithms don’t know or
care if the comments are castigating the post or poster. They’re
programmed to respond to “engagement”, without understanding the
content.

There was a flurry of
messages between Greg and his sister, with Greg insisting that he
wasn’t responsible for the tweet and adamant that he’d deleted the
photo. There were also messages between Greg and Natalie. She was
adamant that the Twitter account wasn’t hers. She simply followed
it and had seen the photo when it was tweeted. She refused to
delete her post sharing the tweet on the grounds that it was
already public and wouldn’t make a difference. She seemed to find
the whole thing amusing and sent him a lot of laughing and kissing
emojis.

*

Natalie has shared a
new tweet this morning. I’m not sure if Greg has seen it yet, but
if he hasn’t it won’t be long before he finds out about it. Another
Twitter account, and this time the photo is of a couple in a parked
car. He might be kissing her or he might be simply reaching past
her, but he looks like Greg and she looks like Susie. The photo has
been captured with “Awwww so cute!” followed by a heart emoji.
Natalie has shared the tweet, tagging Greg, with the comment: “Hey
Greg! This looks like you, you sly old dog!” It’s a public post so
everyone can see it and because he’s tagged in it, it will show up
in all his friends’ news feeds.

Three social media
accounts: a Facebook account with the name Natalie Brown who lives
in California, a Twitter account with the username
“hotrod358960172” located in South Africa, and a Twitter account
with the username “ragnarok065943178” located in Australia, all
sharing and retweeting each other’s posts during the same time
periods, regardless of their own time zone. Taking the time shifts
— including daylight saving — into account, the posts from all
three users are invariably made from noon to 12:30pm and between
6pm to 8pm on weekdays and between 10am and 9pm on weekends, UK
local time.

Natalie only has one
profile picture. There are no other photos of her. I’ve already
done a reverse image search and found that it originated as a
profile picture on an adult content site. No, I don’t think my
husband has made friends with a porn star. I think he’s made
friends with a scammer who’s stolen the profile picture of a
digital sex worker. That’s the reason why “Natalie” only has one
photo. The other photos of the real person are hidden behind a
paywall. The Internet is global and most people think of scammers
as being located in foreign parts, but sometimes they are located
in our own country, maybe our own town, perhaps even down our
street. Those three accounts are operated by the same person in the
UK who has a day job that only allows them to access their social
media accounts during their lunch break and outside office hours.
Someone who enjoys having a lie-in at the weekends.

*

It’s Monday now, and
I’m on the InterCity with my laptop case resting on the table. My
laptop contains all the things you would expect from someone of my
demographic: a contact list, a mixture of work and social emails,
documents containing my magazine articles about manhole covers, and
a browser history well populated with a common selection of work,
news stories, and searches for various aliments, symptoms of
menopause, and relationship issues. There’s also a USB stick in a
pocket inside the laptop bag, which shows signs of wear: a few
scratches and a faded brand name.

A woman is on the phone
a few seats behind me. Her voice carries.

“Can Georgio fit me in
before Friday? I’m off for the weekend and really need my hair done
before I go. Evelyn
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