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I was taking a break from processing cashbooks and reconciling stock balances. Poking around on Facebook during lunch. That’s when I saw it.

My ex-wife moved to the UK a couple of years ago. We don’t talk much. Not since she hooked up with the new guy. He’s a nasty piece of work. At least, he was. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

She’d just posted something about letting people go, they’d come back if they were really yours, the usual corny internet gumph. Pictures of butterflies, or kittens, or whatever mood she was in. I forget the details. They’re not important.

The important part was her new profile picture. There she was, trying to look brave while going through their latest drama. With a black eye. And a chipped tooth.

I missed the desk and my coffee mug bounced off the carpet, the last few drops of caramel macchiato blending anonymously into the dirty brown squares.

What the hell? This was a new low, even for Garth. Sure, they’d had arguments before. She’d kicked him out of the semi-detached house they shared in Brighton. He’d kicked her out of the house. She’d keyed his Kawasaki. There was that time he threw their new Samsung 58” through the living-room window because she wanted to watch Geordie Shore instead of Chelsea vs Arsenal. To be honest, I’d sided with him on that one.

But raising his hands to a woman? That was crossing the line.

So I did what any concerned ex would do.

I used both index fingers to hammer the laptop keys, venting my frustration and telling the world exactly what I would do to Garth if he ever touched Louise again.
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AFTER A DAY LIKE THAT, I needed a drink. And where else would I go, except Valhalla? The Johannesburg nightclub, not the mythological Viking hall where warriors slain in battle feast under the watchful eye of Odin the All-father.

There I was, standing quietly at the solid wooden bar, enjoying an ice-cold Soweto Gold, when the guy walked up and stood next to me. He ordered himself a drink. Some exotic thing in a jar.

He stood there silently for a few minutes. Then he leaned in close and said the words.

“We can take care of Garth for you.”
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AT FIRST, I DIDN’T realize he was talking to me. Until I noticed the intent look on his face.

“Excuse me?”

“You heard. That problem you mentioned on Facebook? We can take care of it for you.”

I turned to look at him. He was young. A head shorter than me. Blonde stubble barely broke through onto his chin. That was as much as I could see under the grey hoodie, except for his eyes. They were green. And they were nervous.

“Who the hell are you?”

He took a long drink from his jam jar. “I represent a party in the UK who can, you know, fix things. Make things happen. Without involving you directly.”

I looked into his eyes till he turned away.

“What’s this going to cost?”

Typical accountant question, I know. But that’s how I was trained.

He shrugged. “Nothing. It’s a favour. But then you’d owe us a favour in return. One hand washing the other.”

I was still struggling to understand the situation. “But how... who... how did you know where to find me?”

He looked up and smiled for the first time. “That’s the easy part. You checked in on Facebook when you got here.”

I stared at him till he looked away again. I was trying to recall whether I’d seen him before, in any of the other places I’d “checked in” recently. But nothing about him was especially noticeable. He would have been just another face hidden inside baggy clothes.

“Look. If you want us to pay him a visit, just post these words on Facebook. Just say ‘I’ve had a rough day’ on your news feed.”

“And then what?”

“Then you sit back and forget about it.”

“No. I mean, what happens then?”

He drained his drink and smiled again. “You were pretty graphic about what you wanted to happen. We’ll teach Garth a lesson, and your ex will be safe. This way saves you the cost of a plane ticket. And gives you an alibi. It’s untraceable. Don’t worry. We do it all the time.”
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ANYONE WHO HAS BEEN to Valhalla knows that you can’t have just one drink. I’ve tried. Many times. It’s not possible.

Cold beers. Hot barmaids. Everything at the absolute perfect temperature. So I had no reason to leave.

But I got home eventually. I reached into the fridge for a last beer while my laptop warmed up. Might as well check on Louise, see if she was alright.

My thoughts turned to the young man at the bar, and how some people had nothing better to do than stalk strangers on Facebook. Unbelievable. With security and privacy settings changing all the time, it was impossible to keep everything hidden from everyone. Still, the cheek of some people. No respect for another person’s privacy.

I logged in, then typed her name at the top of the screen. Nothing came up. OK. He probably told her to block me after I gave him a piece of my mind earlier. Not the first time it had happened.

Simple enough to fix.  I logged out, then back in again under a different profile. Ah, there she was. But what was this? A new post, within the last few minutes. Garth had been at her door, kicking and shouting and promising unholy retribution if she didn’t let him in. Louise was asking if anyone had a place for her to stay for a couple of days, until he calmed down and she could let him in again.

That wasn’t right. She shouldn’t have to move out of her own home. Not on his account. She worked hard to pay the rent, while he spent all his time at the bookies or the race track.

I poised my index fingers ready to say so, to tell her exactly what she should do. Then I caught a glimpse of my profile pic at the top of the screen. Well, not “my” profile pic, obviously. The one I used for this particular Facebook profile.

She wouldn’t know it was me. She wouldn’t take advice from a complete stranger. She wasn’t that naïve.

It took me a few seconds to log out and back in again as myself, before I realized that I couldn’t message her because she’d blocked me.

Damn.

Now what?

Then it came to me. I had to drain the last of my beer before that happened, but when the tiny lightbulb went off at the back of my head, I knew what I had to do.

Checking that I was on the right profile, I typed “I’ve had a rough day.”
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IT RAINED THE NEXT day. Wave after wave of liquid bullets slammed against the office window, too heavy to form the flowing drops I liked to follow as they raced one another to the bottom. As a child I’d placed bets in my head on which ones would win. Sometimes I thought I could influence the results, if I concentrated hard enough.

From my office, I could see the sandstone steps that led up to the solid wooden door, a physical representation of the firm’s dependability. The view gave me advance warning when clients dropped in without an appointment. Jenny would always greet them in reception, taking orders for tea and coffee while mentioning their names loud enough for each of the partners to receive a subtle alert of the imminent interruption. It wouldn’t do to keep the firm’s prestigious clients waiting, appointment or no.

The knock at the door took me by surprise. Jenny popped her head in. “John, do you have a minute? Someone here to see you.”

My face lit up. No respectable office had an ugly receptionist. But our little firm had outdone itself in this department. Jenny brightened even the darkest day with her cheerful efficiency and her knowing smile. My detached professionalism deserted me every time she looked my way.

“Good morning, Jenny. How are you today?”

She gave a wicked wink. “I’m on top of the world, as usual. Are you ready?”

It took a moment for me to remember what I needed to be ready for.

“Ah, yes, certainly. Show them in.”

But this wasn’t a client. With his hoodie down, shaved head exposed, he looked even younger than before.

“Thank you, Jenny. Close the door, will you?”

As soon as we were alone, I leaped to my feet. “What the hell are you doing here?”

He sat in a visitors chair, hunched forward with his elbows on his knees.

“Been following Facebook?”

“What does that mean? And how do you know where I work?”

He shook his head. “Come on, John. It’s the 21st century. Nobody has any secrets these days. Your home, your friends, your work, where you are at any given moment – it’s all over the internet.”

I sat down. At least he hadn’t swung his grimy Nikes onto my desk. And it would look odd if I kicked him out immediately. Small offices run sophisticated rumour distribution networks. I couldn’t afford to rock the boat, with bonuses being decided next month.

“What do you want?”

“Have you been on Facebook today?”

“No. Not while I’m working.”

He reached inside his jacket and produced a grubby cellphone. He pushed a button, swiped sideways, then slid it across the desk.

“What?”

He nodded at the phone.

Reluctantly, I picked it up. Louise’s profile. Her familiar cover photo across the top of the screen.

And underneath, the latest post. “RIP Garth. I will love you forever.”
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“WHAT IS THIS? SOME kind of joke?”

“He fell in front of a train last night.”

“What?”

The young man reached into his pocket again before leaning forward and taking back his phone. He left a folded piece of paper in front of me.

“Check it yourself. Talk to your ex, if you like. This is real. It’s happening. And
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