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Chapter 1
Southend Pier
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Most people in America do not know where Southend-on-Sea is and neither does anyone else for that matter anywhere else in the world. But in England everyone has heard of it. Southend is as well known as Blackpool – and for much the same reasons. Both cities have a beach, amusement arcades and a pier. Southend distinguishes itself by boasting the longest pier in the world at well over a mile long.

Just behind the pier lies the High Street. This is a pedestrianised road lined with stores where you can buy almost anything you want. There is also a shopping mall containing numerous well-known stores including Marks and Spenser. Go down the High Street almost to the end and you’ll find someone like me standing behind the counter of an electrical goods company ready to pounce on the next customer who happens to walk in. You can always tell a serious customer. You can tell by the way they walk and the look on their faces: there is an intent of purpose that is quite unmistakable. That was why, after moping around for the past half hour with nothing to do I was awakened from the doldrums when a live-one walked in through the door and headed straight for the computer section. Just what I needed. This would be a distraction with the added bonus of a very possible commission. However, just as I was about to greet the customer the assistant manager, Eric, came up behind me and said:

‘It’s all right, Peter, I’ll handle this – I’ve got another job lined up for you in the basement. Today’s delivery is still on the floor and it all needs to be put away before we leave.’

This was just great! Eric knows I hate stock work. And that’s what people like him do – they find out what jobs you don’t like and then present them to you at the most unwelcome times. I stared at the heap of boxes and packets on the floor. All the fiddly stuff, printer cartridges, cables of all sorts, and to make things worse, lots of new items that I had never even seen before. I sighed, knowing in advance that I would not be leaving on time. There was a roll of bright yellow labels that Eric had printed and I would have to label each item and put everything away on the shelves upstairs. True, I’d get the overtime...but damn Eric for doing this to me.

I finally left the store half an hour late and decided to blow the overtime on a Kentucky Fried Chicken just a short way down the high street. It was a dull, sultry summer evening and I felt a bit low probably on account of that asshole, Eric. Somehow, the thought of going back to my bedsit was abhorrent so I decided to cheer myself up with a walk on the Pier after my meal. The Pier is the only thing I like about Southend which I find, for the most part, to be a somewhat depressing place. Why, it’s hard to say. But the pier is another world and a walk along it, perhaps followed by a train ride back, never fails to put me in a better frame of mind.

Halfway along the Pier I was already feeling a bit better when I saw someone I knew. It was one of my neighbors from the boarding house on Alexander Street. I didn’t know the guy’s name; in fact, I had kept myself to myself in this place not wishing to risk burdening myself with unnecessary relationships. I saw my mission in life being one of simply saving enough money to move somewhere more salubrious - where I had no idea but since I was a long way off from achieving my objective this hardly seemed to matter. It had been the pursuit of a girl that had brought me to this predicament – one week it had lasted! Just one week was all it had taken for us to find out that it would be impossible for us to live together and just one week was all that had been necessary for me to discover what a chump I had been. She didn’t like any thing about me. Everything I did was wrong! Surely I couldn’t be that bad!

But, I digress. There are turning points in this miserable existence and I was about to take the bait without the faintest inkling of what was about to happen. My neighbor didn’t see me. He was leaning over the pier railing gazing wistfully at the sea which was thrashing away at the pylons underneath. He was wearing a dark grey mackintosh and it occurred to me that I had rarely seen him without it. Many times I had seen him from my window either leaving or returning and it occurred to me that he went out a lot -very often returning late at night. But there’s nothing unusual about that – I mean, if I was earning more money and I wasn’t saving up I would go out more often too, especially as the night-life in Southend is one of its more promising features. The manager of the boarding house once confided in me that the guy was “secretive’’ but then people like him are nosy by nature and he was probably saying equally bad things to the other guy about me. I remembered that he had tapped the side of his nose when he had said this and given me a “knowing’’ look. What a creep. This manager struck me as one of those sleazy types who have found their niche in life. So how appropriate that the position should so closely match the personality. On my wages I could have afforded a small flat but this place suited me because it was cheaper and also had the advantage that most of the domestic arrangements were taken care of.

‘Hello,’ I said, as cheerfully as I could under the circumstances.

‘Oh, hello,’ came the reply. My neighbor was evidently startled but he snapped out of his reverie in an instant. ‘You’re Peter, aren’t you? My name’s Adam. He turned around and held his hand out. Some say you can tell a lot from a handshake. Personally I don’t know. Adam’s handshake was firm and he didn’t try to squeeze the life out of my hand as some do. I couldn’t say I liked the look of him. I suppose he was good-looking, to the girls I mean. He had brown eyes and a vaguely foreign appearance that I couldn’t place. He was about my age, early thirties, but whereas I was at a bit of a loss concerning my own life, Adam had a certain confidence about him as if he knew exactly what he was about.

‘So, what brings you to the pier? he asked, adding, ‘I often come here just for a quiet ponder.’

‘Oh,’ I sighed, ‘I was feeling a bit browned off. I had a bit of a bad day at work so I thought a walk might cheer me up a bit...’

Adam brightened at my honest reply and it was later to transpire that it was this very honesty that had attracted him to me. He would later tell me that he detested the little games that people play and he would boast that he always knew when people were lying. I, too, had picked up on the lying thing, especially working at Nixon’s. I would ask if a customer needed any help and usually they would say that they were “just looking” and then half an hour later I’d spot another sales person clocking up a big sale. The trick was to try and spot the serious buyers up front and keep an eye on them. But so what? Everyone tells white lies, it’s part of life.

‘Hey, do you fancy a drink? Adam  said. ‘I don’t feel like going back to Rigsby’s.’

‘Rigsby’s?’ I replied somewhat puzzled.

Adam laughed. ‘Rising Damp, the TV sitcom. That odious fellow Simpson reminds me of him the way he’s always creeping around spying on everyone and spreading gossip. He told me that you are secretive!’

It was my turn to laugh. ‘He said the same thing about you!’ I exclaimed. We both laughed. ‘I think you’ve hit the nail on the head there; I knew he reminded me of someone but I couldn’t think who it was. Now I know. Yes, I would like a drink. Do you have anywhere in mind, I don’t know the area very well.’

‘I know all the best places. What sort of place do you fancy?’ Adam replied touching my arm as a signal that we were on our way.

‘Oh, just somewhere quiet and inexpensive...I....’

‘No need to explain, old man, I know just the place.’

I’m not much of a drinker and going into a pub on my own is an experience that I have never found to be particularly edifying. In fact, this was my first accompanied outing to such a place in the six months I had been living in Southend.

We were soon ensconced in a small comfortable bar in a backstreet that I didn’t even know existed. After a few pints I realized that Adam and myself were getting along famously. It was years since I had experienced that degree of empathy that comes so readily in youth but fades as the years progress. I had not just met a neighbor - I had made a friend. We got on so well that we were developing a tremendous rapport. The gloom that had surrounded me earlier had disappeared as pint followed pint and I discovered just how much I had in common with Adam.

Like me, Adam came from a well off family, and, just like me had had a good education. We had both dropped out of university for the same reasons - we were bored -and had both ended up in Southend because of a woman. Adam, though, had decided to stay because he found it interesting.

‘You see, he said, after taking a long draft from his pint, ‘the difference between you and me is that you are entirely out of your depth in a place like this. You’d never make a go of it if you did decide to stay, I can promise you that. This place attracts a certain type of person...’

‘You mean riff-raff,’ I interrupted.

‘If you like,’ Adam replied. I noticed that he had a habit of jerking his head back and simultaneously baring his teeth on one side of his mouth. ‘I know how to deal with them, though. They’re fanatastic. You wouldn’t believe the fun I’m having here...Couldn’t do it back in Hertfordshire. Totally different crowd, old man. There I have to conform to the mould and be the person everyone expects me to be – and even then they disapprove but here...here I can do what I like. He took another draft of beer and looked at me steadfastly.

‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘I see your point. I’m the black sheep of the family. I’m the only one who never amounted to anything. My elder brother is a barrister and my sister is a doctor and I...work in Nixon’s.’ I took a long draft from my pint.

‘Have you ever thought of writing a book?’ Adam asked, still looking at me attentively. 

I wondered why he asked. ‘I struggled just writing essays, never mind a book.’ 

Adam carelessly lit a cigarette. ‘You don’t actually have to write a book. Just say that you are. Everyone knows just how difficult it is to get published so you needn’t ever worry about having to produce it. If anyone asks to see your work, why you could just make up some excuse. The point is that it makes it look as though you’re trying to achieve something. It’s worked wonders for me...’

‘Yes, but don’t you feel guilty about it?’ I interrupted.

‘Not at all, because I am, in fact, writing a book.’ He blew a smoke ring gently into the air. ‘Nearly finished it actually.’

‘Have you found a publisher?’ I asked, suddenly feeling quite envious: everyone that I knew, except me, seemed to have some other iron in the fire going for them – even Eric who had big plans for starting up his own IT business.

‘Not yet,’ Adam replied. ‘As it happens, I’ve only just started to look into the matter. These days you’ve got to have an agent. There’s plenty of ‘em – I was having a look on the internet only the other day.’

‘So, what’s it about, this book of yours?’

I felt as if I had caught Adam off guard because he hesitated for a second and, before replying to my question, he became quite serious. ‘I never talk about my work and for one very simple reason. And that is because I don’t want to be influenced in any way. If I show it to anyone they’re bound to make some comment or suggestion...’

‘Yes, but you don’t have to act on it,’ I interrupted.

‘No,’ Adam replied, ‘but I have this fear of the work being influenced – it could even happen unconsciously and I’d always feel that it was never entirely my own work. Perhaps I’d feel differently if it were not my first novel.’

‘I see your point.’

‘What I can tell you is that it is a crime novel, a whodunnit.’

‘Well that’s a popular genre,’ I replied. Thinking about my position in the scheme of things I suddenly felt quite envious of Adam and his nearly finished whodunnit. Crikey, he could get published and make a fortune! And there’s me slaving away in Nixon’s for a pittance. I mumbled something about getting another drink and went over to the bar. As I waited for the drinks the warmth that I had felt only moments ago quite faded away and I felt more sober than I had done before we came in.

‘You say you sell computers at Nixons,’ Adam said as I placed the drinks on the table.

‘Yes, that’s right,’ I replied cheerfully. I was more than happy to get off the esoteric subject of writing novels and on to more familiar territory. ‘I sell everything really but my main area is the computer section. You see, the system is that each sales person is assigned to an area as a specialist.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Adam. ‘So, err, you know about computers then? I mean, do you know how to fix them?’

‘Oh yes,’ I replied and modestly added, ‘I’m quite good at it actually. I help out in the technical department sometimes. Why do you ask?’

‘Well, I’ve got a problem with my computer and I can’t afford to have it fixed, not on my wages.’

Probably due to my feeling like a complete nonentity after the revelation about Adam’s novel I suddenly felt good being needed. ‘I would be delighted to take a look,’ I replied.

‘I’ll pay you, obviously, if I can afford your rates.’

‘Rates? what rates? I laughed. ‘I won’t charge you if you’re skint. Where do you work by the way?’

‘Marks and Spencer,’ came the unexpected reply. Somehow it seemed funny and I could not help laughing. I was just about to reproach myself when Adam spontaneously joined in. ‘“The great writer, probably the finest crime novelist of the era formerly worked at Marks and Spencer in the menswear department where he wove his intricate plots while folding up socks and underpants,”’ he quoted from some imaginary futuresource. ‘Hey look, I’ve got a bottle of Rum back at my place,’ he said when the laughter subsided, what do you say we go back there and you can have a look at my computer.’

‘That sounds like a great idea,’ I replied, genuinely looking forward to the computer problem and pleased at the same time that I would not be spending any more precious money in the pub.
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Chapter 2
Fixing the Computer
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Adam’s room was two floors above my own at the top of the building. It was a better room than mine as it was more spacious and had the added attraction in that it afforded a view of the sea. While Adam poured out the drinks I switched on the computer. ‘So, what’s wrong with it then?’ I asked sitting down at the desk adjusting the position of the monitor.

‘It’s the zip drive,’ replied Adam handing me a rum and coke. ‘It used to work just fine until a few weeks ago then it started to go on the blink. Sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn’t. It’s worse now.’

This was not what I wanted to hear. Firstly, because intermittent problems are the worst kind and, secondly, I had had no experience of zip drives except for selling the odd one at Nixons’. Zip drives were not in high demand because for a bit more money you could buy a CD writer. We sold loads of them. I had hoped to impress Adam with my expertise but, confronted with a zip drive problem for the first time and an intermittent one to boot, sapped the confidence right out of me despite all the booze I’d consumed. I gulped down half my drink which tasted a lot more like rum than cola and tried to persuade myself that a zip drive must conform to the same pattern as a CD drive and plunged headlong into the problem. Sure enough, the drive was not working. I checked the various windows that could be looked into for the source of the problem but found nothing. In desperation I whipped off the side panel of the computer tower and had a look around. I was absolutely convinced that I would not find anything amiss but right away I saw the probable cause of the problem. The ribbon cable that connected the drive to the main board was stretched tight. There was no give in it at all and it was badly twisted. I disconnected it wondering if the cable might be damaged but it also occurred to me that the connecting pins might not be making proper contact. This would explain why it used to work and why now it only worked intermittently – changes in age and temperature could make all the difference. I unplugged the cable, straightened it out and rerouted it before reconnecting it. I gingerly switched the computer back on and, hey presto, problem solved. I really did feel like a magician.

‘Fucking hell!’ Adam exclaimed. ‘You’re a fucking genius! This calls for another drink!’ He snatched my empty glass from the desk, rushed over to the kitchenette and hastily poured more drinks all the while rambling along excitedly about how pleased he was and how important the zip drive was to him and how he would never have been able to afford a new one.

‘You see,’ he explained excitedly as he joined me at the desk pulling a chair over to sit beside me, ‘I need this drive for my book. I’ve got it saved as one single file but also as chapters. I started out using floppies but the single long file takes a bit of time to save and as the book progressed I found it cumbersome so I had a look at the zip drive and when I realised how easy it was to use I switched to using that instead. It’s so convenient...’

I looked at the desk. Everything was in its place. Neat and tidy just like the rest of the room. Adam opened ‘my documents’ and there was his novel. One icon was labelled ‘The Chapter Murders,’ and umpteen others named ‘Chapter 1’ etc. He had two zip disks, one that he reserved exclusively for his novel and another that he used for everything else. These were stacked neatly on top of a wooden bookcase next to a small stack of CD’s and a printer.

‘Do you use the CD writer much?’ I enquired not particularly interested in the reply.

‘Only for music, I mostly record my favourite tracks off CD’s. Make my own compilations,’

No surprises there and, true to his earlier statement about not showing his work, Adam refrained from opening any of the documents. He took my place at the desk, hurriedly copied some recent work, placed the zip disk in its plastic case and carefully positioned it next to its twin on the bookcase. I noticed how careful and precise his movements were.

We adjourned to a couple of cheap, shabby easy chairs positioned around an ugly- looking seventies-style formica table. In the fading light the room looked just as cheap and shoddy as my own but with the beer and rum surging through my system I really didn’t care. We chatted through the rest of the evening picking up on the rapport that we had both enjoyed so much while we were at the pub. I left around eleven-o-clock feeling a bit tired, definitely drunk but happier than I’d been in a long while. When my head hit the pillow I feel asleep immediately.

Next day it was perfectly obvious to me that beer and rum might not be the best of combinations. I was late for work having forgotten to set my alarm clock and I staggered off to work unwashed and unshaved resolving that if Eric were to say anything about my appearance I’d punch him in the face and walk out. I lit a cigarette as I staggered along wondering why everyone else seemed to look so smart this morning, Before entering the shop I stubbed my cigarette out on the pavement. Eric was standing behind the counter reading a newspaper. He looked up, gave me a perfunctory good morning and then turned his attention back to the newspaper. It turned out to be an ordinary day and I had some good sales despite the hangover.

I went home in a good mood. I dived onto my bed and stretched out. At the end of the day I usually like to lay down for a rest and simultaneously go over the events of the day. After I had done so my thoughts turned to Adam and some of the extraordinary things he had told me about himself the previous evening. One of the things that had surprised me was that after he split from his girlfriend he had started to use prostitutes. He had given me some lurid descriptions of his encounters and details of the girls themselves. What had surprised me was how different they all were. Adam had seemed highly amused at how the girls rated themselves and he had laughed hilariously at how some either overpriced or underpriced themselves. Sometimes his banter took a curiously philosophical tone that was quite lost on me since I do not consider myself to be particularly intellectual. After my daydreaming, I had a sandwich and then decided to pay Adam a visit.

There was no answer when I tapped on the door. I don’t know why but I felt something was wrong. Maybe it was because I had subconsciously realised that the door was open. Consciously now, I perceived that the door was ever so slightly ajar. No more than a quarter of a centimetre with the latch in the closed position. Hesitantly, I pushed the door open and peeked into the room. I could make out a shapeless form on the bed at the far side of the room. The room reeked of stale smoke and alcohol and it occurred to me that maybe Adam had an alcohol problem. I entered the room.

‘Adam,’ I called out softly. He didn’t reply. ‘Adam,’ I tried again. Still no reply. I looked at the mess in the room, the ashtray full of buts, an empty rum bottle on its side, dirty glasses, a plate with a stale sandwich on it half-eaten. It was a dismal sight and I felt saddened that my new-found friend who had given me such cause for optimism had a serious alcohol problem. I went over to the bed and touched him gently on the arm. I recoiled in horror. He was stone cold. He was dead!

Although I was stunned momentarily, I remained quite calm. For a moment my mind went blank. What to do? Obviously the thing to do was to report the matter to Rigsby but as I went to the door an idea popped into my mind. Instead of opening the door which had returned of its own accord to its previous position I gently pushed it shut and silently closed the latch. I had to work fast. I switched the computer on and went straight to ‘my documents’ and deleted all the files associated with Adam’s novel. Then I turned my attention to a small box of ten floppy disks. Only three had labels affixed to them and, not surprisingly, although there was no mention of the novel on the labels it was on just two of these that I managed to find any files to do with the novel. I deleted them. The remainder of the disks were blank. Then I checked the CD’s just to be on the safe side and found nothing. My mind was racing as I performed these tasks. What if the police this and what if the police that and what if Adam’s parents mention the novel? But I found answers to everything and what I was doing did not seem terribly wrong. Lastly I checked the zip disks and slipped the one containing the novel into my pocket. Then I went to find Rigsby.

‘What?’ Rigsby cried when I told him. ‘Surely he can’t be dead, he’s too young!’ and with that he bounded up the stairs to Adam’s room with myself in hot pursuit. The proceedings did not last long. The police were there, an ambulance was outside but it was clear that no foul play was suspected and the man who examined Adam said that he had died of a heart attack. I was interviewed in the hallway outside Adam’s room. All I had to do was tell the truth just leaving out the business with the computer. The policeman thanked me and that was the end of that.

As for Adam’s novel it remained on the zip disk which I left in plain view on a shelf in my room. I couldn’t do anything with it since I had no zip drive on my computer. However this situation soon remedied itself a couple of weeks later when Rigsby knocked at my door one evening.

‘Sorry to bother you,’ he said as I let him in. ‘I was wondering if you would do a little job for me.’ 

‘What might that be?’ I replied, hoping it wasn’t something unpleasant.

‘You know something about computers,’ Rigsby said looking in the direction of my computer.

‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘I work in the computer department at Nixon’s. ‘I thought I told you.’

‘Indeed you did, indeed you did,’ Rigsby said wringing his hands. ‘You see I got a letter from Adam’s parents this morning instructing me to dispose of his possessions as I see fit. Well, he has nothing of any value so I’ll donate his stuff to charity. Except the computer that is which I shall keep for myself.’ He gave me an enquiring look. ‘That’s all right, isn’t it? No harm in it is there?’

I was thinking what a creep he was but I could see what was coming. ‘No, there’s no harm in that,’ I replied reassuringly, ‘It’s only an old one in any case. You wouldn’t get much for it if you tried to sell it.’ Rigsby looked disappointed.‘It doesn’t mean it’s no good though. I’ve seen it working, it’s just that second-hand computers don’t fetch much in today’s market, that’s all.’

Rigsby brightened. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I was wondering if you would set it up for me. All those cables! I wouldn’t know where to start. I’ll pay you, of course.’
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