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To Wilson, Stranex and Osler




Part I




The Call




Chapter 1




A Question of Identity







When the telephone rang, I was gazing out the window, clutching a glass of Jack Daniels and praying the raw spirit would hold body and soul together through another lonely weekend. Calls on my landline were rare, typically from strangers concerned about my bank details or how triple glazing would enhance my life. I thought about my missing wife and decided not to answer. Outside, April drizzle seeped from a slate-gray English sky. I shivered. It seemed like years since I’d last seen a patch of blue or felt the sun on my arms.

The telephone continued to ring, the shrill notes like metal darts stabbing into my brain. Through the rain-streaked window, I glimpsed a young woman with a white cake box drifting past the railway station. Her blonde hair glowed like a lamp, and in a strange trick of the light, she appeared to be hovering an inch or so above the pavement. As I watched the woman float into the distance, a sense of foreboding washed over me. I shook my head and took a sip of my bourbon. The spirit warmed my throat, but the glass felt cold and unreal in my hand. 

The telephone continued to ring. Despite the lapse of time and the ever-decreasing odds, I began to imagine the call could be from my wife. Clinging to that fancy, I turned away from the window, took another sip of bourbon and picked up.

“Mr. Lee? James Lee?”

I froze. The woman’s voice sounded uncannily like my wife’s: soft and breathy, with a peculiar whistling that accompanied the sibilant in my name.

“Yes, Lee speaking.”

“My name is Alice Chase.”

I closed my eyes, picturing a beautifully sculpted face, framed by wavy blonde hair. Then I realized I was imagining my wife.

“How can I help you?”

“This is difficult for me, Mr. Lee, but I’ll get straight to the point. My husband has become obsessed with another woman.”

“I see.”

“He’s been stalking her, taking surreptitious photographs…” There was a short pause before the voice continued. “But now it’s going further.”

“And you’d like me to handle the divorce?”

“No, I want you to follow him, to gather evidence, photographs of them together, you know, that sort of thing.” On the far side of the line, a heavy bell began to toll. “I first want to know the truth. I must be sure they’re conducting an affair before I decide on the next step.”

I swallowed the last of my bourbon and shook my head. It was not the first time this error had occurred. The woman had telephoned the wrong James Lee. She wanted James Lee of the infamous J.L. Detective Agency, not James Lee the failing solicitor whose wife had abandoned him in his hour of need.

A train rattled into the railway station. Still clutching the telephone to my ear, I stepped back to the window and peered out. The train had ground to a halt, and despite the rain, the overhead lights lit up the passengers as they spilled onto the platform, their faces gaunt and lifeless.

“Are you still there, Mr. Lee?”

I hesitated. Not only was the woman’s voice gentle and calming, but it had a musical quality, too. I replayed her words in my mind: “Are you still there, Mr. Lee?” The phrase embodied melody, rhythm, and an almost biblical weight. What if Alice did look like my wife? I closed my eyes, imagining a stranger with the same features and gestures that made my wife instantly recognizable in a crowd. I found this combination powerfully erotic, and for a moment, I pictured myself in a cheap hotel room, unbuttoning the blouse on a dead ringer for my wife.

Was this fantasy shameful, I wondered? Should I be concentrating my energies on locating my wife and winning her back?

“Perhaps I’ve called at a bad time?”

The desolate weekend stretched out before me like an infinite Möbius strip, and as the fantasy images and mélange of feelings began to fade, a switch flipped in my brain. My wife had chosen to disappear. Her absence was beyond my control.

“I happen to be free this evening,” I said. “Perhaps we could meet?”

“Oh?”

There was a long pause before the voice continued. On the railway station, spectral figures scurried towards the exits, opening umbrellas and turning up collars against the wind. 

“I thought I’d be making an appointment for sometime next week?”

“I have a busy schedule next week.” I willed my mind away from the railway station, away from daydreams of my deserter wife. “I had a dinner date this evening, but she had to cancel at the last minute.” I hesitated, shocked at how easily the lies flowed from my tongue. “So tonight would be perfect.”

“Well, I suppose that will be all right.”

I heard papers being shuffled, followed by a deep intake of breath.

“I’ll meet you in the bar at Hotel Wonderland. Nine pm. I’ll be wearing a white dress with a scarlet belt.”

“Hotel Wonderland? I’ve never heard of it.”

“Head north off the Ring Road, then take the first exit at the Vanishing Point roundabout. Three miles on, you’ll see it on your right. There’s a bridge by a fountain. You can’t miss it.”

I glanced at the station clock. It had just gone twenty past seven. “I’ll be there.”

A blue glint at the far end of the windowsill caught my eye. Still clutching the telephone to my ear, I stepped back to the window and stared at the source of the light. It was the sapphire pendant I’d given my wife on our seventh anniversary. She’d vanished over a month ago. How on earth had I not noticed it before?

“There’s more to the story,” the voice continued, higher in pitch now and more clipped. “There’s a lot I haven’t told you. The photographs he took of the woman, for example, are extremely…”

I snatched up the pendant and slipped it into my pocket, images of my wife blending curiously with Alice’s breathy voice.

“Extremely what? Pornographic?”

“No, they’re not pornographic.” There was a moment’s silence before the voice continued. “But they’re weird. Grotesque even.”




• • •




As I weaved through the Friday evening traffic, odd thoughts welled in my mind. Ironically perhaps, the periods in my life that I dwelt on most frequently were those I’d all but forgotten, moments and events that had vanished into the ether like wisps of steam from a kettle. Only traces remained, little more than uneasy feelings: a warm breath on my neck; something soft pressing against my back; an eerie creak on the stair. Underlying it all was the guilt, albeit an amorphous guilt about incidents from my childhood that had been erased from my mind: retrograde amnesia, my doctor explained, instigated by the trauma of the deaths in my family. 

Moments after hanging up the phone, it struck me I’d agreed to meet Alice Chase at the Wonderland Hotel. I concluded it had been a prank call instigated by my cunning wife, and imagined her laughing as she turned to a boyfriend: “Would you believe it? The fool actually fell for it. He thinks he’s going to meet Alice in Wonderland. Ha, ha, ha!” But a quick google search proved the hotel existed and was located precisely where the voice had indicated. 

In any event, before leaving home, I’d already decided not to proceed with the bizarre charade. In the past, when I’d received calls intended for my private eye namesake, I’d simply given the caller the correct number and hung up. What had driven me, on this occasion, to impersonate him, a man I have employed many times, most often for this exact type of seedy matrimonial work?

Well, after my wife left me, everything changed. For one thing, my friends began disappearing, too, and I was tired of spending my days and nights alone, buried in music and books. But perhaps a small part of me still clung to the notion that Alice may really be my wife’s doppelgänger. Whatever the case, as soon as I arrived at the hotel, I would introduce myself as a solicitor and concoct a suitable excuse for the misunderstanding. We would have a drink, or possibly some dinner, and that would be the end of it. 

The windscreen wipers flipped back and forth with grim monotony. In the distance, the headlights of a gigantic lorry gleamed through the endless drizzle, transforming the droplets of water into a crazy swarm of fireflies. For a moment, I could almost believe my windshield was a television screen, or perhaps a computer monitor, and the scenes playing out before me were from a surreal, David Lynch-style movie. A brown information sign indicating, “Hotel Wonderland 1 mile,” flashed by.

On my car radio, a male voice provided the soundtrack to the unfurling scenes. “It’s all a question of identity,” the voice said. “At first, there can be no arguments. One of the slats is found to be rotten, so at the next port of call, it is replaced. The Ship of Theseus sails again the following day. No one would suggest the ship sailing out of the harbor was not the same ship that sailed in, would they? But, as time goes by, and more and more slats are replaced…”

“I see where you’re going with this,” a female voice interrupted.

“Yes, I’m sure you do. After many years, not a single piece of the original ship remains. Can one really say it’s the same ship?”

There was a short, crackly pause. “Well, to my mind, it’s still the same ship,” the woman’s voice continued. “A ship is more than the sum of its parts, surely?”

“But what if someone managed to locate and restore the discarded pieces? What if he built a second ship with all the original parts? Surely that would constitute the real Ship of Theseus?”

I leaned down and spun the dial on the radio, bored with this pseudo-intellectual gobbledygook. In the grim darkness, a young girl’s voice said, “We live in an electric world where anything, anything at all, can happen.” 

I shivered. For a moment, I suspected I’d heard the voice before—and not merely the voice, but also the very words being spoken. I spun the dial again and found Paul McCartney in Penny Lane, where a pretty nurse was selling poppies from a tray.

The road curved to the left as I sped deeper into the night. Another information sign read, “Hotel Wonderland 2 miles.” Which sign revealed the truth? Probably neither. I recalled Alice’s final words on the telephone and wondered again what she had found so weird about her husband’s photographs.

Up ahead, a pedestrian bridge shimmered like a mirage as it curled above the road. Then I saw the fountain and, just behind it, a cold neon sign flickering in the darkness. Through my transparent reflection on the rain-splattered windscreen, I began to make out the blue letters blinking against a yellow background: “Hotel Wonderland.”

Two giant pillars, each topped with a cat-shaped lamp, marked the entrance to the hotel car park. The translucent cats glowed with a sharp blue light, beaming out with particular intensity from the eyes. The lights dragged me back through the years, deep into my childhood. I remembered now, with an obscene clarity, standing at my bedroom window and peering across our back garden. In our neighbor’s house, a blue light shone in one of the upstairs windows, with the silhouette of a long-haired woman etched upon the blind. In the darkness, the trees and our small back lawn were tinged with blue. Musical notes from a stringed instrument floated about me, but the context had gone. All that remained was this fragment of time, accompanied by an aura of the unknown. Despite the amnesia, despite the formless guilt, there were snippets I still recalled too clearly. 

I shook my head, dismissing these peculiar thoughts. The cat lamps shone like icons from another realm, while above the hotel, a strange glow hung in the sky. I found myself thinking of that old Eagles song and the final line about never being able to leave.

For God’s sake! I’m going to talk to a woman in a bar who suspects her husband of having an affair. What possible harm could come of that? Yet, as I guided my vehicle between the towering pillars, I sensed there was more to Alice’s call than met the eye. Something else was lurking in the darkness, beckoning me in, tugging on the invisible strings, and rearranging the electrical charges into a new, unfathomable pattern.

I could feel it.




Chapter 2




Alice in Wonderland







The woman in the white dress with the scarlet belt was hunched in a corner booth of the ill-lit bar, her elbows resting on the table, her head in her hands. A large television dominated the room, and the scenes radiating from the screen flickered across the woman’s dress, lending her an unreal air, like an image in a dream.

I froze, scarcely believing my eyes as she raised her head and turned towards me. For a few long moments, I was convinced the woman before me was indeed my wife. She was just as slim, with the same wavy blonde hair framing her pretty face, although the cold light from the wall-mounted lamps accentuated the dark rings under her eyes. I tried to speak, but the words stuck at the back of my throat while cold shivers flickered across my body. Did my wife have an identical twin? Was this meeting part of a game, some diabolical trick or test, engineered by my scheming wife?

As soon as we’d sat down, a waitress wearing a tinfoil hat appeared at our table. She had a curious badge pinned to her chest, depicting a man stepping into a television screen. The words “Hotel Wonderland” were curled below. Alice began fidgeting with a paper napkin, eventually asking for a Southern Comfort and lemonade, while I ordered a double Jack Daniels on ice. As the waitress vanished, I spotted a bulky envelope on the table, partially hidden behind a tomato-shaped ketchup holder. Tinny muzak seeped from two wall-mounted loudspeakers, half-remembered melodies that seemed to come from far away. The smell of disinfectant tingled in my nose.

Alice blinked, smoothed out the napkin and began toying with her wedding band, her jerky movements clashing with the serene lines of her face. Like my wife, Alice’s beauty emerged from the underlying structure of her facial bones and was not dependent on mere transient flesh. She glanced at me, smiled coyly, and quickly looked away, her teeth glinting faintly in the dim light. I guessed she was about the same age as my wife, mid-thirties. She had the same golden hair and almost identical dusty blue eyes, the color of distant mountains. The only distinguishing feature between the two women was a slight but noticeable gap between Alice’s front incisors, upper row, possibly the cause of the whistling sounds when she spoke.

“My husband was married before,” she said.

“I see.”

She looked away, still fidgeting with her wedding band. “You’ve no idea how difficult this is for me,” she continued, “talking to a stranger about such intimate things.”

“I understand, although sometimes it’s easier to talk to a professional than a friend.”

Alice shook her head. “My husband’s first wife was Korean, and more than twenty years younger than him. He was obsessed with her, but the marriage was a disaster from day one.” She gazed down at her napkin. “The woman married him for money and a UK passport, then quickly milked him dry. After three years of sheer hell, he finally sued for divorce.”

As I listened to Alice’s story, the resemblance between her and my wife deepened. Did my wife have a nervous twin sister, I wondered again, that she’d kept secret from me all these years?

“What does your husband do for a living?”

“He’s a journalist.” Alice folded up her napkin as the waitress arrived with our drinks. “He’s done a lot of frontline war correspondence: Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, that sort of thing. He’s an excellent photographer, too.” She grimaced and shook her head. “As you will soon see.” She dropped the napkin, picked up her glass and shrugged. “Not too much money in it, of course, but I come from a wealthy family—property—so money has never been an issue for me.”

She took a sip of her Southern Comfort. The tumbler appeared huge in her small, shaky hand, and I found myself thinking of the shrinking Alice in Wonderland. So the woman before me had not married for money. I wondered what her motivations had been. In our shiny, modern world, were there still women who married solely for love?

“Why…why are you staring at me?”

I sipped at my drink. “I’m sorry. It’s just that you remind me of…” I hesitated, just in time to stop myself blurting out the truth, “…a work colleague I haven’t seen in years.”

I tore my gaze away from Alice and glanced at the effervescing television screen. Silent images continued to tumble into the room: a cake box tied with pink ribbon; flashing neon signs; a young girl floating face down in a swimming pool. My hand slipped into my pocket and touched my wife’s sapphire pendant. 

“Two months ago, my husband and I took a holiday to Phuket. The hotel had one of those beautiful swimming pools that appear to have no edge: infinity pools, I think they’re called.” She adjusted the skirts of her dress. “My legs,” she said, blushing, “keep sticking to this damn vinyl!”

I glance down at my seat. The vinyl was a deep red, the same hue as the tomato-shaped ketchup holder.

“After gloomy England,” she continued, still faffing with her skirts, “it was refreshing to see clear blue skies every day. On the second last morning of our stay, we popped down to the pool before breakfast, hoping to do a few lengths before it got too crowded. There was only one other person in the pool enclosure, an obese Asian woman stretched out on a sun lounger in a skimpy bikini.” Alice grimaced. “At the time, I didn’t take much notice of her. My husband and I dived in, but after I’d completed a couple of lengths, I sensed I was swimming alone. When I reached the side of the pool, I stopped and glanced about before spotting my husband in the shadow of the hotel, dabbing at his chest with a towel. But while trying his best to camouflage it, he was quite obviously gawking at the fat Asian woman.”

Alice’s gaze darted about the room. She was anxious, clearly, but as she sipped her drink, I had this odd feeling that, apart from her spoken words, she was also communicating in another manner, perhaps in some form of physical code, perhaps even to another person in the room.

“I won’t try to explain any further what the damn woman looked like.”

She set her glass on the table and snatched up the envelope, almost knocking over the plastic ketchup holder. As she moved, the tendons in her neck strained against her skin, long and taut, like guitar strings.

“Take a look for yourself,” she said, pulling a selection of A4 size prints from the envelope. “He must have taken them later that morning, possibly from our balcony while I was in the shower. You can see by the angle the pics were shot from a height.”

I stared at the first photograph. Alice had described the woman as obese. She was voluptuous, certainly, exceedingly buxom, with broad hips and rounded buttocks, but I would not have described her as overweight. Given the location, I’d been expecting a Thai woman, but her skin was pale and her facial features appeared more Chinese or Japanese.

The photograph had been taken from a distance using a powerful telephoto lens, probably between 400 and 600 mm. The woman was kneeling on the sun lounger, her back sharply arched, the cheeks of her buttocks completely exposed by the thong-style bikini pants. She was gazing across the pool, fussing with her hair, which hung down her back like a sheet of water in the night. On the paving stones to her left, a bunch of keys and a mobile telephone glinted on a white scarf. 

I set the print on the table and picked up the next photograph. It had been taken, no doubt, shortly after the first. In the second shot, the woman had turned towards the camera, although she was unaware she was being watched. In the intervening moments, she had moved her keys and mobile onto the sun lounger and was using the scarf to tie her hair into a ponytail. I found it difficult to estimate her age. She could have been anywhere between thirty and thirty-five.

As I gazed at the photograph, a sense of déjà vu washed over me. There was something oddly familiar about the woman, and I imagined I had seen her before, perhaps many years ago, but in what context I could not fathom. Or was the very act of being shown the series of photographs instigating this conundrum?

I began to feel lightheaded, possibly too much alcohol on an empty stomach, combined with the shock of meeting a dead ringer for my wife and the peculiar feelings stirred by the woman on the sun lounger. I asked Alice if she would like to order dinner, but she said she was expecting a call and may need to leave in a hurry. I excused myself, stood up and lurched over to the bar to see if I could buy some snacks. 

The bar was deserted, apart from a young blonde prodding at the olive in her martini glass with a multicolored straw. As I approached, she glanced up and began tracking my reflection in the mirror behind the row of backlit bottles. I was surprised to see she was also Chinese or Japanese. Her rosebud mouth was painted a dazzling pink, and there could be no doubt she had dyed her hair, unless she was wearing a wig. Her dark irises gleamed below eyeshadow of a garish blue.

Above the row of bottles, a metal crossbow and a single crossbow bolt were mounted on the bare-brick wall. I had never seen such a bolt before. It was shorter than I expected, about twelve inches, and with its plastic tail feathers, looked more like a lethal dart.

Two kidney-shaped bowls stood on the glass counter, containing peanuts on one side and pretzels on the other. I nodded to the woman and asked if I could take one of the bowls. She ran her tongue across her lower lip and produced a barely perceptible shrug, her eyes focused on a point about two feet above my left shoulder. I picked up one of the bowls, glanced again at the ominous crossbow and popped a few peanuts into my mouth.

Back at our table, I found Alice poring over the photographs.

“There’s no way my husband could prefer this fat cow to me!” She hesitated before continuing, a tiny tear balanced precariously on her lower eyelid. “I mean, for God’s sake! Look at her thighs! They’re like tree trunks!”

I took a deep breath and gathered my thoughts, tracking the tear as it spilled down Alice’s cheek. I have always found it strange how women can hold such distorted perceptions of their own, as well as other women’s bodies. The woman in the photographs was full-figured. Her attractions were based on the curves of her flesh: the bulge of her breasts; the roundness of her buttocks. Her face, too, was less finely etched than Alice’s, but she was not fat or flabby.

Alice brushed away another tear with the tips of her fingers and gazed up at me as if trying to read my thoughts. The previous tear, I noticed, had left a small splotch on the tablecloth. I adjusted my tie and grabbed another handful of peanuts. They tasted sweet and fresh.

I picked up the photograph and studied the woman more carefully. She was not a classical beauty. As I scrutinized her face, I noticed her eyes were a tad too far apart, lending her an almost chameleon-like air. Her mouth appeared ill-defined, too, like a formless smear across her face. But perfection may be bland or even induce a sense of the unreal. Small imperfections enhance attractiveness, and the woman’s singular facial features and full figure combined to conjure an animal-like sex appeal that would captivate many men. But would the same man who found a petite and finely sculpted blonde attractive also lust after this voluptuous, unconventional woman? The answer, I suspected, was yes. 

The next photograph was a crop of the second, cutting out everything apart from the woman’s wedge-shaped thighs. Alice’s husband had used high-quality glass. Even at this close crop, the image appeared pin-sharp; so sharp I could make out a few dimples of cellulite, some small stretch marks, fine downy hairs, and even a patch of goosebumps on the woman’s pale flesh.

The next print was still stranger, an even more extreme crop, the side of the woman’s left thigh filling the entire photograph. I frowned, not sure what to make of it all. Without context, the image was in no way erotic, unless Alice’s husband had some bizarre fetish for an isolated slab of leg. Mr. Chase had increased the exposure on this shot, and I noticed an array of thin blue veins high up on the thigh. If anything, the picture had the dull appearance of a medical photograph or court exhibit, something my namesake private eye might have presented to me in preparation for a trial. Had there been an elaborate tattoo or scar, or some other identifying mark on the woman’s leg, the photograph might have made more sense. No wonder Alice had described the photographs as grotesque.

The final print was a crop of the woman’s face. This image, too, appeared ultra sharp. A droplet of water sparkled on her cheek, and I could discern a shadow in the dimple in the center of her chin. The woman had thin, carefully plucked eyebrows, shaped into crescent moons that accentuated the distance between her eyes. Her eyelashes looked as if they had been braided or gelled into a series of triangles. Perhaps she was a glamour model, I thought. Her mouth was slightly open and, in the corners, I saw two minuscule strings of creamy spit stretched between her lips. But her irises intrigued me most. It was years since I had encountered such black orbs, like two bottomless wells. The peculiar sense of déjà vu intensified.

“So, Mrs. Chase,” I said, handing back the photographs and pushing the strange thoughts from my mind. “For some reason, this woman caught your husband’s eye. He returned to your hotel room and indulged in a little harmless voyeurism. But what other evidence do you have?” I shrugged. “The pics were all shot from a distance. They’re certainly not evidence he’s having an affair.”

The waitress appeared again, and I ordered another round of drinks. An elevator version of Last Year’s Man by Leonard Cohen began trickling through the loudspeakers, while the television spewed an endless barrage of random images into the room.

Alice glanced at the ketchup holder as if it might advise her what to say next. “For the rest of our stay, my husband was not the same man. It became obvious he’d been affected by seeing this awful woman and was constantly on the lookout for her. It ruined the holiday for me. Then, a few days after we’d arrived home, I found these ghastly photographs on his laptop.”

“Did you confront him?”

“No, I couldn’t bring myself to raise the issue. Why would any man zoom in so closely on a huge, flabby thigh?” She shook her head. “You know how it is. You think your marriage is coasting along merrily and then, ka-pow! Out of the blue, you’re hit with a shock like this!” She hesitated, gazing down sadly into her glass. “I know something is wrong. This may be a cliché, Mr. Lee, but a wife can always tell.”

It struck me I’d become so caught up in this anxious woman’s tale that I’d forgotten my honest intentions. I’d failed to disclose I was a solicitor and not a private eye. I popped a few pretzels into my mouth and gazed at the distraught woman, pondering how best to break the news. Truth be told, I was enjoying Alice’s company. I found her uncanny resemblance to my wife most alluring, and the bizarre series of photographs had already begun to intrigue me.

“Then I discovered he’s planning another trip to Thailand.” Alice raised a hand and pushed a few loose strands of hair out of her face. “My husband is not aware I can track his browsing history. He’s been searching for flights and holiday apartments. I’m convinced he’s going back to Phuket to meet up with this woman.”

“Has he said anything?”

The waitress served our drinks, sparkles of blue light flashing on her tinfoil hat. The sterile version of Cohen’s song continued to trickle from the loudspeakers. 

“He told me he may have to make a business trip to Singapore,” she said. “He lied.”

“Have you found out anything more about the woman? Her name? Her address?”

“No.”

 I shook my head. Alice had said money was not a driver in her life or choice of husband. I wondered, now, about Mr. Chase’s incentives. Had his first wife really milked him dry as Alice had phrased it? After being driven by love or lust into a disastrous marriage, had he perhaps found Alice, with her old money, a safe and comfortable option?

“Let me give you some advice, Mrs. Chase. Go home and ask your husband what’s going on. Ask him who the woman is and why he took the photographs. To my mind, these pictures appear to be motivated by curiosity, not desire.” I took a deep breath, considering how best to drive the point home. “Take it from me: confronting him now, before he leaves for Phuket, before the problem gets beyond the point of no return, is the only sensible thing to do.”

Alice took a small sip of her drink and frowned. The blue-tinged ice clinked in her glass. “No, Mr. Lee. I want you to find out what’s going on.” She glanced towards the bar. “You see, until I’ve discovered the truth, I don’t want him to know I’ve seen the photographs.” She shook her head. “I did not come to this decision rashly. We’ve been down this road before, you see.”

“Before? There’s a history?”

Alice hesitated. “Well, like I told you, his first wife was Korean.” She blinked and looked away. “My husband was utterly obsessed with her, even though she treated him like dirt. I found out from a friend that the woman only slept with him a handful of times, and only when she wanted an expensive item of jewelry or a luxury holiday.” She looked down into her glass. “And that’s not the worst of it. There was always a further price the poor man had to pay.”

“A further price?”

She shook her head. “Perhaps he has some morbid fascination with fat Asian women. Perhaps he enjoys being humiliated and abused. Perhaps his ultimate fantasy is to be destroyed!”

“Come, come, Mrs. Chase! Surely you’re overthinking this? You’re allowing your imagination to run away with you.” I took a deep breath. Alice had told me so many things, far more than I’d expected, but I sensed the very essence of the tale was being left unsaid. “From what you’ve told me, I would think your husband has become intrigued by…” I hesitated, searching for the most appropriate word, but failing to find it, “…something about this woman, but there’s no evidence to suggest it’s gone any further.”

Alice blinked repeatedly, her brow tightly furrowed. As I gazed at her, I thought again how similar she appeared to my missing wife and, for a few long moments, I could almost believe I was sitting opposite the love of my life.

“I can’t believe my husband is doing this to me. I can’t believe he’d be stupid enough to make the same mistake again. I have to know. I keep hoping it’s…”

She clenched her teeth, and I found myself marveling at the strength of her jawline.

“If he’s sleeping with that fat whore,” she said, her blue eyes blazing, the tendons in her neck straining against her flesh, “I think… I think I’ll kill them both.”




Chapter 3


The Visit



A mysterious wind coiled around my neck as I left the hotel and headed towards the car park. I felt physically ill. Perhaps it was the amount of bourbon I’d consumed on an empty stomach or the shock of meeting a dead ringer for my wife. Or was it my guilty conscience?

Despite my honest intentions, I’d failed to reveal I was a solicitor and not a private eye. I told myself this lapse was due to a lack of opportunity. Before I could respond to Alice’s ill-conceived threat to commit a double murder, she’d taken a call on her mobile and, while still busy on the phone, she’d tossed the envelope to me, snatched up her bag and hurried from the bar with a cursory wave. But despite these circumstances, I knew my ongoing deception was deliberate, motivated by a morbid hunger to remain entangled with Alice and her convoluted tale. Although it pained me to admit it, throughout the evening, the thought of being close to my wife’s doppelgänger had never strayed from my mind. To put it bluntly, for the first time since my wife abandoned me, I felt almost alive.

I clambered into my car, recalling my thirty-ninth birthday and our friends’ taunts about the milestone looming on my horizon, as if we age massively once per decade instead of incrementally, at every moment. Crucial events may occur less frequently, but while I was still reeling from my wife’s disappearance, I already sensed that meeting Alice constituted the next pivotal moment in my life.

As I guided my vehicle between the cat-topped pillars and pushed the pedal to the floor, another talk show on my car radio distracted me from my thoughts. This time, the discussion involved uploading human consciousness into the Cloud, the latest variant of the age-old quest for immortality that had so captivated my wife in the months before her disappearance.

“But what if you discover you don’t enjoy living in a simulation?” an elderly man asked, his disembodied voice floating about me in the darkness. “Would you be trapped in a virtual world for all eternity, or could you change your mind, as it were, and ask to be erased?”

“You wouldn’t know you were living in the Cloud,” came the reply. “All memories relating to your decision to be uploaded would be deleted before activation.” 

As I sped into the night, the gleaming cat’s eyes on the road ahead seemed to lead me into another world. Dreamlike images swirled through my mind as if the voices on the radio had plumbed the depths of my subconscious and begun to waken something dark, mysterious and long forgotten. “You wouldn’t know you were living in the Cloud,” I whispered.

“But here’s the thing,” the voice continued. “There’s no need to fear being stuck in the old groove of your life, living out the same days in an endless loop. With the latest upgrade, participants—or ‘souls’ as we refer to our clients—can agree beforehand to share their memories in the Cloud, a process which favors our male souls, I might add.”

“Why?” a female voice said.

“Well, it’s a known fact that men’s fantasies are generally more prosaic—more close to home, as it were.” There was a short, crackly silence. “Did you know the most common sexual fantasy among males is to sleep with their wife’s sister?”

“And the second?” asked the female voice.

“Their neighbor’s wife.” The man laughed. “Whereas women tend to go for celebrities.” He laughed again. “But here’s the thing: you’ll be able to visit exotic places, have relationships with beautiful people you’ve never met in real life and, well, sleep with your wife’s sister—assuming she has one. Every experience available on the Internet would be yours to explore. In short, you’d be living in paradise!”

 In the ensuing silence, the words assumed the mythical significance of a nursery rhyme or fairytale. I imagined Hansel and Gretel abandoned in the forest, Jack and Jill tumbling down, the broken skull, the vinegar and brown paper.

Something stopped me, this time, from leaning down and spinning the dial. As the discarnate voices enveloped me, I considered what would happen if one’s data became corrupted in the Cloud, a point I had raised with my wife. Would it be akin to memory loss, or even mental illness? But no one bothered to ask, the guests being concerned only with who they could sleep with in the virtual world. I guessed there would be a reset button and that errant or false memories could be deleted.

I pondered these and other idle thoughts while countless signs sped by me in the darkness.


• • •


As I pushed open my front door, a familiar odor tingled in my nose. I took a deep breath, hurried down the passage and followed the smell into the kitchen. Then I recognized it—my wife’s floral perfume—but faint and distant, as if no more than a few stray molecules had seeped into my apartment from another dimension.

I felt something else was wrong in the kitchen but failed to put my finger on it. Then it struck me. The yellow notepaper we’d used as a shopping list was still pinned to the refrigerator door, but the note had been moved half an inch to the left, and a new item added: “Eggs.” I shook my head. Eggs? What in God’s name was the woman playing at? Did she think I wouldn’t notice? Was she trying to taunt me?

More likely, her cruel intent was to tip me over the edge into insanity. I recalled the pendant I’d found earlier on my windowsill. Had it lain there since my wife’s disappearance? Perhaps this was not the first time she’d snuck back into my apartment. I slipped my hand into my trouser pocket, retrieved the pendant and held it up to the light, clutching the offending item like a dying priest may cling to his bible.

As I stepped into my living room, I noticed the space appeared more elongated, the west-facing window so much farther from the door. In the street below, a strange blue light burned in one of the terraced houses. The light shone so brightly that the entire house appeared to emit a cold, unearthly glow.

Wresting my gaze from the window, I unzipped my jacket, pulled out the brown envelope and tipped the contents onto the coffee table. Apart from the pack of photographs, I was startled to find three fat bundles of £50 notes. I slumped down on my sofa and flipped through one of the bundles. There were at least a hundred notes, roughly £15,000 in all, and tax-free, too.

 The bikini-clad woman stared up at me from her sun lounger, her lips ever so slightly parted, as if she were about to whisper a dark secret into my soul. The longer I gazed at her, the more convinced I became that I’d seen her before. I picked up the photographs and shuffled through them, the sense of déjà vu taunting me again from the edge of my perception.

Among the photographs, I found an image of a man. He had closely cropped gray hair and was wearing a pair of round, gold-rimmed spectacles, John Lennon style. I guessed he was in his early fifties, significantly older than Alice. He had a long, hawkish nose and pale green eyes, although there was a rather unhealthy tint of yellow around the irises. Liver problems? Jaundice? Or was it simply a photographic error, an incorrect white balance? His face, too, was oddly familiar. Perhaps I’d seen him on the television news reporting on the war in Afghanistan or Iraq. On the back of the photograph, “My husband Richard,” was scrawled in ballpoint pen.

I flipped through the bundles of cash again, relishing the smell of the newly printed notes. The money confirmed that Alice was serious about hiring me. In exchange for £15,000, she would demand her pound of flesh and most likely require me to follow her husband to Phuket.

It struck me I’d allowed my passport to expire and had only reapplied some days ago. How long would it take for a new one to be issued? In any event, was I really going to follow this through? I shook my head. While it pained me to conceal my real identity from Alice, with my wife gone and my legal practice dwindling, what did I have to lose?

I logged on to my iMac and searched for Alice Chase. Within minutes, I found her on Facebook, Instagram and X. Yet I felt uneasy staring at photographs of her on my computer screen so soon after we’d met, as if I too had become a voyeur. 

Alice’s profile pictures were highly stylized. Even the gap between her two front teeth had been subtly closed, so she now appeared all but identical to my wife. I wondered whether my wife, also something of a social media junky, had compared the mundane reality of our married life with this fabricated, idealized world. Would she have preferred to live out her days in some antiseptic, virtual realm, free of wrinkles, stale odors and sticky bodily fluids? Her interest in uploading her memories indicated “yes.”

On Facebook, Alice’s holiday to Phuket had been thoroughly documented. There were three hundred and fourteen photographs of the trip, including pictures of English-style breakfasts, lunches by the infinity pool and evenings in crowded bars. In many of the photographs, Alice beamed as she pushed loose strands of hair out of her face or raised the ubiquitous flute of sparkling wine. There were no images of the voluptuous Asian woman, and I found nothing in Alice’s facial expressions to confirm the unhappiness she’d described during our conversation in the bar. Oddly, only one photograph included Alice’s husband.

Alice looked stunning in her pink, one-piece swimming costume. There was a beautiful image of her frolicking thigh-deep in the waves, laughing gaily, her hands raised above her head, a spray of foamy water arcing above her like a rainbow, the tiny droplets sparkling in the sun. While many photographs were of the selfie variety, most probably taken with Alice’s iPhone, this particular moment was caught using high-quality glass by a photographer with an artist’s eye. A fast shutter speed had been chosen to freeze the spray of water so that each droplet was sharp and clear. Alice had 1,592 friends on Facebook. The photograph of her frolicking in the waves had received 653 likes. 

As I gazed at the images, I wondered again how Alice had contrived to telephone the wrong James Lee. While this error had indeed happened a few times in the past, now that I considered it more carefully, I recalled it had been many years since the last occurrence, in the days when older clients still rifled through the Yellow Pages. Alice, on the other hand, would almost certainly have used Google to search for a private investigator. My namesake’s website and his contact details would have emerged on her mobile, making the error impossible. The more I thought about it, the more her story did not ring true. But the alternative, that she’d deliberately sought me out, made little sense.

On Amazon, I searched for private investigation. There were several “how to” books. I selected one called The Manual of Private Detection and popped it into my virtual basket. My search also led me to a host of nifty gadgets. I found an indoor security camera that would send an immediate alert should it detect motion. It would also begin filming until the movement ceased and email the digital movie clip to me. I thought of my wife and her surreptitious visit and popped the camera into my basket, as well as a miniature listening device. Yes, this investigation lark could be amusing. It may even help to drag me from my grim malaise.

For the second time tonight, my telephone began to ring.

“I’ve remembered something else. I think it may be important.”

I stared into the middle distance, Alice’s face looming before me like a hologram.

“About a month ago, my husband received a call on our landline, an unusual occurrence these days. I knew immediately that something odd was happening. The call was lengthy, and he barely said a word, listening far more than talking.”

I frowned. A hint of my wife’s perfume still lingered in the air, like an image of the sun that persists on the retina, long after one has closed one’s eyes or turned towards the darkness. I took a deep breath, no doubt a pathetic attempt to draw my wife’s odor into my empty, shell-like body.

“When the call ended, I asked him who’d been on the line. He was evasive and just said it was an old acquaintance. A few days later, he suggested we take a holiday to Phuket. I was surprised, as we’d been talking for weeks about visiting the south of France again or possibly one of the Greek Isles, but my husband was insistent. At the time, I saw no link between the telephone call and his decision to holiday in Thailand instead of Cannes or Greece. It was only a few minutes ago that the idea popped into my head.” She paused to take a breath. “The telephone call instigated our visit to Phuket. That changes everything, doesn’t it? It may well mean he did not stumble across that woman by chance. It could mean the whole purpose of the trip was to seek her out.”

A question began forming in my mind—a question so obvious I could scarcely believe I’d overlooked it.

“Did you ever meet your husband’s first wife?”

I heard a sharp intake of breath.

“No, of course not! Why on earth do you ask?”

“But you must have seen photographs of her?”

“No. Look, as I explained, that damn woman nearly destroyed my husband. She was a topic he refused to discuss.”

“Surely you were interested in knowing what his ex-wife looked like? You must have asked to see a photo of her?”

There was a long pause before Alice replied. “Well, obviously I was interested. What wife wouldn’t be? But there were no photographs of her. I didn’t believe him at first, he being a keen photographer and all, but he explained that the horrid woman had a phobia about being photographed. They’d married in a registry office, and she wouldn’t even allow any wedding photos.” Alice hesitated. “But anyway, I don’t understand the point of these questions.”

I turned and gazed out of the window. The railway station was deserted and dead still, as if frozen in time.

“Well, I originally thought the woman in the photographs was Chinese or Japanese, but isn’t it possible she’s Korean? I’m not an expert on East Asian features, but couldn’t she be your husband’s ex-wife?”

“No, Mr. Lee, you can put that idea out of your head right now.”

“But why? Under the right circumstances, it would make perfect sense. You told me he’d been obsessed with her. Surely it’s an important avenue that needs to be explored?”

There was a long silence. I continued to stare at the deserted station.

“Look,” Alice said eventually, “I’m afraid I didn’t tell you everything about my husband’s first wife. I didn’t think there was a need, and the last thing I wanted was to rake it all up again.”

“Rake up what?”

There was another, even longer silence. The deserted platform looked like a photograph, and I wondered whether the station clock had stopped.

“Soon after he filed for divorce, his wife died.”

“She died?”

“Yes, she was…she was killed.”

A cold pain shivered down my spine. “Killed? How?”

“It was an accident. She fell to her death from a hotel balcony.”

I shook my head. This was not what I wanted to hear. A gold-digging wife falls to her death shortly after her husband files for divorce? It was way too
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