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  MIRROR, MIRROR


  One


  When Amanda and James arrived at the party, the house was already full, alive with voices and laughter and music. James left her standing alone by the stairs and went off to get them drinks. An hour later Amanda was still alone, still drinkless. She glimpsed him once through the melee in the living room, bent over a dark-haired woman, smiling, handing her a glass.


  Was she the one? Amanda wondered.


  Probably not. But somebody like that. Slim, beautiful, elegant, a glistening thoroughbred. Everything that Amanda was not.


  Tonight was to have been a surprise, but Amanda had known about it for a week. Even James had known. The hours leading up to the party had been charged with anticipation as each of them pretended they were simply going for dinner at Patrick and Shelly’s. Amanda wished it had been true.


  Shelly, James’s sister, emerged smiling from the zoo in the living room and sauntered like a catwalk model toward Amanda.


  “Having fun?”


  “Have you seen James?”


  “In there somewhere.” She nodded to the wall of people. “Why so glum?”


  “If I tell you something, will you promise not to think I’m crazy?”


  “My goodness, I touched a nerve!”


  “Is there somewhere we can talk?”


  Shelly looked around, obviously dismayed at the idea of leaving her party even for a few moments, but finally nodded and put an arm around Amanda’s shoulders.


  “Upstairs.”


  They pushed their way through the group lounging on the landing, and made their way to the master bedroom. In the silence, Amanda leaned against the sink and took a deep breath. Shelly looked into the mirror and touched the corners of her lips with her finger.


  “So, I promise I won’t think you’re crazy.”


  “I think James is having an affair.”


  Shelly’s look of preoccupation evaporated. She stared at Amanda with wide eyes, looking more catlike than ever.


  “Think it, or know it?”


  “Know it.”


  “He told you?”


  “It’s just a lot of little changes.”


  “Like what?”


  “I don’t know, Shelly. Too many to count.”


  “Tell me one of them.”


  “We haven’t made love in nearly three weeks, and it was nearly a month between that time and the time before.”


  “That’s all? I haven’t made love with Patrick in twice that long.”


  “I just know it, Shelly. He’s seeing somebody. I don’t know what to do. We’ve only been married for a year!”


  Shelly put her hands on her hips. She looked at herself in the mirror, then back at Amanda. “Are you looking for sympathy?”


  “You’re my friend! I just wanted to tell somebody!”


  “Okay. I’m your friend. So I’ll be honest with you. If I were James, I’d be seeing somebody else, too.”


  Flabbergasted, Amanda did not know what to say.


  “Look at you,” Shelly said. “Have you ever thought of going on a diet? Getting some exercise? Buying some nice clothes? Hasn’t it ever occurred to you that you should take care of yourself a little?”


  Amanda felt sick. She lifted a hand to her mouth.


  “I’m sorry it hurts to hear this,” Shelly said. “I’m saying it because I’m your friend. Maybe James is having an affair. I don’t know. If you want to stop it, look to yourself first. That’s all I’ve got to say, Amanda.”


  Amanda said nothing.


  What she had needed from Shelly was commiseration, not a catalog of her deficiencies. The small enclosure of the bedroom suite seemed claustrophobic. Amanda felt as if she were trapped in an elevator with a stranger, a stranger to whom she had inadvertently blurted out her deepest, darkest secrets. At this moment, Shelly did not feel like her closest friend, not like a friend at all.


  “I better rejoin the party,” Shelly said quietly. Without meeting Amanda’s eyes, she edged past her to the door. “Think about what I said.”


  Amanda stared into the mirror, trying not to see herself as Shelly had seen her. When she got downstairs, she resumed her guard duty in the living room doorway. Petra, James’s mother, approached her with a holy smile. Her platinum-blonde hair hugged her skull like a helmet.


  “You really should try to have fun,” she said.


  Amanda tried to smile. “I am.”


  “It’s not fair to James for you to mope like this.”


  Petra walked away without waiting for a reply. Amanda fought back a surge of anger. After a few minutes, reeling from the constant chatter, she leaned against the doorframe and closed her eyes. She felt more alone than she had ever felt in her life. Outside, the September air would be cool, and she wished she could step into it—wished she could get away from the party, away from these people she did not know, away from their looks and their muttered comments. Did all of them see what Shelly saw? When she opened her eyes again, James was standing next to her.


  He kissed her cheek. “Surprised?”


  “Not really.”


  “Are you having fun?”


  “I don’t know anybody.”


  “To tell you the truth, I’m not sure that I do, either.”


  “Where were you?”


  “Just mingling.”


  “With whom?”


  “Everybody. Why?”


  “Who was that woman you were talking to?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. One of Shelly’s friends, I suppose.”


  They stood together a few minutes, saying nothing, as if they had just met and failed the first-impression test. Amanda felt conspicuous and ugly. Did James see her as Shelly saw her?


  “Listen, why don’t we go,” he said. “You look tired.”


  “I’m not tired.”


  “You look uncomfortable. You’re not having fun. I’ll take you home, come on.”


  “I want to stay.”


  “Amanda, don’t be silly. You hate parties. Let’s go. I don’t mind, really.”


  He went away to get their coats. When he came back the corner of his mouth was smeared with lipstick.


  He grinned. “Ready?”


  Amanda grabbed her coat and went outside. The sounds of the party reached out to surround her, then shut off as James closed the door. They walked down the drive, separated by a full yard, then along the street toward the car.


  Amanda saw it first, and stopped in her tracks.


  “What is it?”


  “The car.”


  The bronze Mercedes was parked away from the streetlight, but even from here the damage was visible. The passenger-side window was smashed. Splinters of gleaming glass littered the street like stars. The door was a map of scratched lines.


  “Oh, Christ,” James muttered.


  Amanda stood back as he inspected the damage. He circled the car and came back to her side shaking his head.


  “Just your door. Thank God. In this neighborhood, can you believe it? Some night, huh?”


  Amanda shivered, looking along the line of cars. None of the others had been touched.


  “Some night,” she said.


  She turned away and walked back toward the house.


  At Shelly’s and Patrick’s insistence they left the Mercedes on the street and borrowed Shelly’s Lincoln for the night. The drive home was silent and uncomfortable. Amanda’s suspicions flirted with Shelly’s hurtful comments until she was dizzy and could hardly think.


  Their home on Park Avenue had once been a four-unit apartment building. She had sold it to James long before marrying him, and within a year the building was unrecognizable. He replaced the dilapidated red-brick exterior, brick by brick, and gutted the suffocating, dark interior.


  Although she had lived in the building a year now, the scale of the place continued to impress her. After the clamor of the party, however, its quiet, open spaces welcomed her. She climbed the stairs to the bedrooms on the second floor, reluctant to use an elevator in her own home. James followed like a lazy shadow.


  She undressed quickly and slipped into bed. James slowly stepped out of his clothes. At forty-two he was still slim, almost boyish. If she herself had ever looked girlish, those times were long gone.


  Although she had earlier hoped they would make love tonight, she now dreaded the possibility. Shelly’s comments had hurt her deeply, and had opened within her a chasm of self-consciousness. Still, it was their anniversary, and despite her doubts and suspicions, despite the vandalism to the car, she was not going to spoil it. Besides, wasn’t it possible that she was wrong? How could she know for certain that James was being unfaithful? He deserved the benefit of the doubt.


  She got out of bed and approached him from behind, winding her arms around him, pressing her breasts into his back.


  “Happy anniversary,” she said.


  He turned to her, and she kissed his mouth. It took only a second or two to realize that he was not responding.


  “Darling, I’m …” his words trailed off.


  “What is it?”


  “I’m sorry. I thought I told you. I’m going back to the party. I just wanted to change.”


  “Back?”


  “It’s hardly fair for both of us to leave. It took a lot of work to organize, and all those people … Besides, I thought I’d return Shelly’s car and pick up ours.”


  “I thought you wanted to leave!”


  “It’s you who wanted to leave. I didn’t think you’d mind.”


  “James, it’s our anniversary! Shelly said we could keep the car until tomorrow.”


  “I’ll make it up to you, I promise. I don’t feel comfortable leaving the Mercedes out on the street like that. Not after tonight.”


  “I want to make love!”


  “I think the mood has been broken,” he said quietly.


  Face burning, Amanda turned away from him and went back to the bed. She had not felt so embarrassed since Willy Oberman had scrambled from his car when she had tried to kiss him after their senior prom. She wanted to pull the sheets over her face.


  James put on a crisp white shirt, a tie, and a dark jacket. Now, he would fit in at the party. He stopped at his dresser to splash cologne on his face, then came to the bed and kneeled by her.


  “One of us should be there. They went to a lot of trouble.”


  “Just go, James.”


  “I’ll make it up to you.”


  “Please, just go.”


  He kissed her forehead.


  He was at the door when she called his name. He turned, half smiling.


  “What?”


  “Are you having an affair?”


  “What made you say that?”


  “Who is she, James? Just tell me who she is.”


  He laughed softly. “I am not having an affair. And even if I were, I wouldn’t tell you. I doubt you’d really want me to. And even if I were to tell you, I wouldn’t tell you with whom.” He shook his head slowly. “But I’m not. I don’t know who put the idea into your head.”


  She rolled over and stared at the window. James left without another word.


  Amanda could not sleep. She could not stop thinking about what Shelly had said. The words lashed at her.


  As rain began to patter against the window, she got out of bed.


  Standing naked before the mirror, she regarded herself with unforgiving eyes. She had always considered herself an averagely attractive woman. Now, she wondered if she had been deluding herself. Look at yourself! Her hair was stringy, lifeless, dull. Her breasts were loose, shapeless gourds. Her belly swelled like a large purse into the formless tangle of her pubic hair. Her thighs rippled like jelly. She turned away from the mirror with a moan of despair.


  She felt a stab of hatred for her body, then for herself, and then for James. She hated him for making her feel this way, hated him for seeing another woman, and hated that other woman with such intensity that even thinking about it for a few seconds brought her close to physical pain.


  She forced herself to face the mirror again. With savage fingers she pinched her midriff, finding a handful of loose skin and flesh. She was a swollen, corpulent, disgusting creature!


  She wondered now if James had ever really wanted to make love to her. It suddenly seemed more likely that he had simply been fulfilling what he perceived as a conjugal duty. Keep her happy, and he could get his real pleasure elsewhere.


  Her heart galloped. Nausea filled her up. Dizzy, she sat heavily on the end of the bed. Bending close to the mirror, close enough to fog the glass, she opened her makeup drawer. She applied coral-pink lipstick, her summer color, and blush. Without the benefit of complementary clothes, her makeup was so harsh she looked like a clown. As bad as Petra.


  With a tissue and cold cream she cleaned her face. Nothing could improve her appearance. Nothing.


  Despair brought weariness, but she could not sleep. As rain battered the window she got out of bed and opened the blinds. A dark September sky loomed overhead, rippling with lightning. As Amanda watched, a fork of brilliant light arced overhead, seemingly jumping from building to building. For barely a moment it illuminated a figure on the street below. Amanda pressed her face to the cold glass, shielding her eyes with her hands.


  Somebody was standing by the corner of Peavey Park, shrouded in a dark raincoat. Was the pale smudge of face angled up at this window? Rain spattered the dark pavement around the figure. Amanda backed quickly away and sat down on the bed. The skin on her shoulders and neck crawled.


  Why would somebody stand outside on a night like this? Why had she got the impression that whoever it was, was watching the window?


  Steeling herself, she edged back to the window. The sky remained dark. The corner by the park was empty, the figure gone.


  A feeling of unease settled upon her as she slipped back into bed. She hugged the blanket and quilt up to her neck, but even those coverings brought no warmth. She stared at the ceiling as light from the street, diffracted through glass and dripping rain, shimmered on the plaster.


  At 12:30, when the front door opened, she was still awake. James had hardly been gone at all!


  She turned off the light, and put her head back down.


  James entered the room quietly. He did not turn on the light, and she sent out a silent prayer of thanks. She did not want to be seen. When he lifted the sheets and pressed close to her she stiffened. He kissed her cheek, then her neck. His skin was smooth. He smelled of cologne. He touched her.


  “I’m sorry about earlier. You were right. I shouldn’t have gone back. I promised you I would make it up to you. I meant it.”


  His erection pressed into her thigh. She wondered how he had managed to produce it. It certainly had not come from looking at her, or thinking of her. It couldn’t have.


  He kissed her breasts, moving his fingers between her thighs. He shifted his weight on top of her, touching her, kissing her. She put a hand behind his neck and held his face to her shoulder. The sounds she made, though they seemed to excite him, were mostly her muffled sobs of despair.


  Afterward, they did not talk. Amanda was glad. She rolled away from him. The feel of his semen, sticky across her thigh, sickened her. Surely, surely he had been fantasizing about some other woman to bring himself to climax.


  She watched the falling rain. Buildings across the street leaped in sporadic lightning.


  Questions and suspicions filled her head. She wondered if he had seen anybody at the party. Had he even returned to the party? Who was the woman who had stolen him from her?


  As sleep took her, a shadowy female figure slipped into her dreams, concealed in darkness, spattered by rain, illuminated only by lightning, watching, waiting.


  “Who are you?” Amanda cried.


  The answer was a soft, satisfied laugh.


  Two


  The woman at the Merit Health Center was tall, blonde, and slim. Her white smock did little to disguise the perfect figure beneath it. Her name was Chrissy.


  “Late night resolution?”


  “Of a sort,” Amanda said.


  “First, let me ask you a couple of questions. Answer as honestly as you can.”


  “Okay.”


  “I assume you are here to lose weight and improve your appearance.”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  Amanda’s mouth froze. Her mind went blank.


  “Let me put it this way. For whom do you want to lose weight?”


  “I want to do it for myself.”


  “Nobody else is in the picture?”


  “I suppose there’s my husband.”


  “Okay, that’s very good. That means you’re going to have support.”


  Amanda shook her head. “He doesn’t know I’m here.”


  “Are you going to tell him?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “We like our clients to be honest about their goals. It’s difficult to lose weight. It’s ten times more difficult when you try to hide it. On the other hand, with support, anything is possible.”


  “I have a friend I can tell,” Amanda said, thinking of Shelly.


  “Well, that’s a start.”


  Chrissy came to Amanda’s side of the desk. “Let’s put you on the scale. Then I’ll run through our program with you and, if you like, give you a tour of our facilities. Do you know anything about us?”


  “Just what I’ve seen in the ads.”


  “Well, we don’t aim simply to take the weight off, Amanda. We like to keep it off. We do so through a strict regimen of diet control, behavior change, and a nationally renowned exercise program. Step over here.”


  Amanda followed Chrissy to a scale in the corner of the office.


  “Should I take off my shoes?”


  “If you like.”


  She did like. She took off her coat, kicked off her shoes, and stepped onto the scale. Chrissy stood close to her and adjusted the counterweights. Amanda’s heart sank as the weight moved farther and farther along the bar.


  Finally, the pointer wavered, rose, hovered a moment, then settled.


  “One hundred and thirty-five and three-quarters pounds,” Chrissy said. “Those quarter pounds are important when you’re trying to lose them.”


  Amanda tried to smile back, but could not manage. One hundred and thirty-five pounds was worse than she had expected.


  Chrissy measured her height, bust, waist, and thighs. Afterward, she checked a guidebook and wrote a number at the top of the page. She showed it to Amanda.


  “Twenty pounds?”


  “I know it sounds like a lot, but it isn’t really. You may have considered yourself only marginally overweight. By insurance charts you’re right. We prefer to be a bit more stringent in our guidelines, especially when appearance is a priority.”


  “I’ve never lost weight before.”


  “We guarantee results, Amanda, or we’ll refund your money.”


  Amanda looked at the pink sheet in her hands, at the discouraging number. The resolve had gripped her in the middle of the night, and she had woken to stare at the ceiling, to listen to the still-falling rain. Now, in the face of the number she was looking at, she wondered if she could carry through. She remembered the woman James had been talking to at the party. Was she the one? Somebody like her, probably. Slim and perfect.


  She nodded sharply. “Okay. I’ll try it.”


  Chrissy smiled a deal-closing smile. “I know you think you’re facing a very difficult situation. I want to show you something encouraging.”


  She opened her desk drawer, pulled out a photograph, and handed it to Amanda. The photo was of a very obese woman sitting on a sofa. Her thighs looked like tree trunks, her face a pumpkin. The eyes, so blue and clear, were unmistakable.


  “That’s you?”


  “It’s me, three years ago. I lost nearly two hundred pounds through the Merit program. I just wanted you to see that.”


  Amanda nodded, stunned. The change was profound. Chrissy now looked as insubstantial as a ghost. She wondered if the lines around her eyes and mouth, so deep they looked painful, had been visible three years ago.


  It was nearly thirty minutes later that Amanda signed a check and handed it over at the front counter. Her program was to begin immediately. She would return tomorrow morning to have her progress measured and to begin her exercise program. She would return every day after that except Sundays, for two months, or until she hit her goal-weight.


  When she left the building she felt dizzy, but relieved. She was doing something, at least.


  In her mind she saw the other woman, mouth smiling. Nothing you do will win him back. He’s mine now.


  The shadowy face spoke with Shelly’s voice. Amanda shuddered as she got into her car.


  Traffic was surprisingly light as Amanda drove back toward the office. The clouds from last night had cleared for the most part, and blue sky opened overhead.


  She had stopped at a light near the office when the red sports car pulled up beside her. Amanda glanced over at the other driver and found herself looking into a striking, feminine face. Dark eyes regarded her coldly. Amanda averted her gaze. Something about the face tugged at her memory.


  When the light changed she pulled quickly away. The red car roared ahead and turned directly in front of her. Amanda slammed on her brakes to avoid rear-ending the smaller car. She leaned on her horn, but the red car was already receding in the distance. Amanda swore softly.


  A horn blared behind her and she jumped. She applied gas, but the engine remained silent. The Buick had stalled.


  “Damn it! Damn it!”


  With other horns blaring now, Amanda twisted the ignition with trembling fingers. The engine roared to life and she put the car in gear immediately. It leapt forward with a squeal of rubber. In the rearview mirror she could see the other driver shaking his head.


  She turned off quickly into a mall and brought the car to a halt. As she sat there, shaking, the face of the driver in the red car came to her, and connected with another memory. She saw it under falling rain, made harsh by lightning.


  It was a full five minutes before her trembling had subsided enough to pull back into traffic.


  James worked through the morning. He spent most of his time on the phone with worried, hesitant, or zealous clients, composing a symphony of equal parts reassurance, flattery, entreaty, caution, and speculation. The rest of his morning he spent writing the weekly James Sanders Investment Newsletter.


  From the moment he entered his office his mind never strayed from his work. That was his chief talent. His ability to focus, to block out everything but the work at hand. It was a major factor in his success. As lunchtime approached, however, stray thoughts broke through the barrier of his concentration.


  Amanda was one of them.


  He remembered her face as she asked him if he were having an affair, the deep hurt in her eyes, the downturn of her mouth. It had torn him apart. Knowing he was responsible made it worse. She was not meant to suffer! He had never meant to hurt her!


  Still, the fact was that she suspected something.


  Feminine intuition, or feminine perceptions, or something, had caused her to look at him far too closely.


  The more he thought of her, the less he could concentrate on his work. As noon approached, he stopped working entirely. He leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head. Through the blinds of his office, Park Avenue was brilliant in the autumn sunshine. Perhaps he would take a walk soon, or a drive; anything to pull his mind from the turmoil that was awakening in his life.


  Last night, while making love, Amanda had been somewhere else. Her mind had been wandering. Perhaps she had been imagining him with another woman. Perhaps she had been blaming herself for the infidelity of which she suspected him.


  Poor Amanda!


  Outside, a car honked long and hard. A pedestrian shouted in anger, with a voice so loud it was clear even here in the office.


  The phone rang.


  He knew even before the caller spoke, simply by the moment of expectant silence, who it was.


  “Hello, Lydia.”


  “Meet me this afternoon at two.”


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


  “I need you.”


  The line went dead. James hung up and leaned back in his chair. The feeling of guilt gnawing relentlessly at him suddenly fell before the sweep of another, more compelling emotion.


  Desire.


  He felt it first in his stomach as a soft fluttering, then as a tension across his shoulders and chest.


  There was no use fighting it. There never was.


  By the time he arrived at the Sojourn Lodge in Edina it was closer to two than he had hoped.


  He felt dizzy as he walked across the hotel’s parking lot, but the crisp afternoon air invigorated him.


  The clerk at the front desk, a young blonde woman with very green eyes, cheeks pitted with old acne scars, recognized him and smiled.


  “You’ll be staying overnight again, Mr. Page?”


  “I’ll pay now, and I’ll be out very early.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  She knew as well as he that he’d be gone in a few hours, but she said nothing.


  He carried his only bag to the room and closed the door behind him. He did not lock the door.


  He stood at the window and looked across the parking lot. His bronze Mercedes was conspicuous amongst the few domestic cars. Even from here he could see that the front passenger window was missing.


  He checked his watch. It showed 2:00 P.M., on the nose. He had made an appointment for the window repair at 4:00. Surely, he would make it.


  He lay on the bed with his hands behind his head and looked at the ceiling. He waited.


  It was not long before Lydia arrived. James got off the bed. He studied her in the dresser mirror. Her black hair, impeccably styled, fell across her shoulders like a sable stole. He did not know how old she was, but she seemed not to have changed one bit over the past … my God, had it been 25 years? Even at the beginning she had been a good many years older than he. She looked ageless. Her reflection smiled at him.


  “Have you been waiting for very long?”


  “I just got here a few minutes ago.”


  “That’s good.”


  She applied her makeup. First eyeliner, then eye shadow, then mascara. She did it slowly, smiling, because she knew he liked to watch. Her small, dark eyes, blossomed, transfixing him. Next, she brushed blush on her cheeks, shaping and sharpening her features. Finally lipstick, deep red and moist until, at last, her face was born anew.


  James’s erection was painfully hard.


  Lydia studied him in the mirror without turning to him.


  “What did you mean on the phone about meeting me being a bad idea?”


  James tried to calm his breathing. He could hardly think clearly now.


  “Amanda suspects.”


  “Does she?”


  “I think so.”


  “Does she know about me?”


  “Not about you specifically, but she suspects I’m seeing somebody.”


  “Are you seeing somebody other than me?”


  “Of course not!”


  James turned away from her and went to the bed. He lay down and closed his eyes. Lydia’s perfume surrounded him, filled him, unmoored him.


  “I don’t care if she knows,” she said.


  “I don’t, either.”


  “You’re lying.”


  “I just don’t want her hurt. She’s so fragile.”


  “Don’t hurt her, then.”


  He kept his eyes closed as she touched him. Her nails felt like daggers against his flesh.


  As she moved her fingers over him, he forgot Amanda. Forgot everything.


  Nothing mattered at all.


  It was nearly 5:00 P.M. The street beyond the dirty window was growing dark. Lincoln Fowler sipped his coffee and waited with apparently infinite patience for Amanda to continue.


  “I want to find out if my husband is seeing another woman.”


  “That’s straightforward enough.”


  “I don’t know what else to tell you.”


  “I’d like to ask some questions, as long as it won’t make you uncomfortable.”


  “No. I mean, go ahead.”


  “You suspect your husband is seeing somebody?”


  “I think so.”


  “You’re sure it’s another woman?”


  She frowned at him. “Well, yes. I mean, I presume so.”


  “Have you asked him?”


  “He said he wasn’t.”


  “Do you believe him?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Fowler regarded her with curious but patient eyes. He was not what she had expected. Not at all like those television detectives, or even the book detectives with whom she was familiar. He was, to be frank, simply nondescript. She was not sure, had he turned away from her, that she could have described him with any accuracy.


  His clothes were neutral. His jacket, pants, and shirt, sat somewhere between gray and brown. His mottled tie might have gone with a hundred different combinations. His face was roundish, perhaps a bit long, with pale, emotionless eyes. His hair was sandy, combed neatly, thin. She could not tell his age, though she guessed he would fall in the immense ballpark of twenty to forty. Even his voice had a neutral quality to it, as if one had simply overheard a conversation in passing.


  “Have you thought this through, Amanda?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Have you really considered this step you’re about to take? Thought about what it means? Up to now you may have had a happy marriage. That involves trust. Very deep trust. If you hire me, you’re as good as throwing it all away.”


  “I just need to know, that’s all.”


  “Many people come here, wives and husbands alike, and they haven’t really thought about it clearly. When they do, the answer becomes clear. Most of them really do still trust their spouses. They come to realize that the pain they’re considering is unnecessary.” Amanda looked down at her hands. She thought of James’s denial. Yet, she could not so easily discount the changes she had noticed in their relationship these past months.


  “I trust my own intuition.”


  “You don’t have to sleep with your intuition, Amanda. If you hire me, it’s not going to matter what I find out. Either way, your relationship with your husband will suffer.”


  “I don’t know how else to put it, Mr. Fowler. I want to know. I need to know who he’s seeing. I need to know.”


  “I just wanted to be certain you understood what you were asking. If you still want to pursue this matter, then we have to get into details.”


  “What kind of details?”


  “Where does your husband work, Amanda?”


  “He works mostly at home. Sometimes he visits clients out of town, but mostly they come to him. I have a picture of him, if you want it.”


  She held out the wallet-size photograph, and he took it from her.


  “He has opportunity to see other women?”


  “I suppose so. He’s out some nights. I don’t see him at all during the day. For that matter, he spends nearly every day by himself. He doesn’t have to keep set hours.”


  “I don’t suppose you have any women in mind?”


  Amanda thought of the figure standing in the rain, and the woman in the red car. “There’s something else,” she said. “Last night our car was vandalized. Only my side. My window, my door. And later, at home, I saw somebody standing outside, watching the building. This morning, on the way to work, a car cut me off. It was a woman driver. I mean, she looked at me before she did it.”


  Fowler put his pen down on the desk and looked at her carefully. He frowned slightly.


  “You think the woman you suspect your husband of seeing, is also trying to hurt you?”


  Hearing him say it, Amanda realized how ridiculous it sounded. She laughed uncertainly. Suddenly the car’s broken window was just one of those things, the figure in the rain was simply waiting for a bus, and the woman in the red car was just another rude rush-hour driver.


  “I suppose not. It sounds silly.”


  “Oh, it happens sometimes,” Fowler said. “Usually the other way around. Wives attacking mistresses.”


  “I guess my nerves are jangled, that’s all.”


  Fowler picked up his pen again, apparently satisfied. “Well, it wouldn’t hurt to be sure. But first things first. Is the information I get for you meant to influence a divorce or separation settlement?”


  Amanda stared at him, feeling a relief that he had listened to her without laughing, but getting angry now. “I haven’t even thought that far ahead.”


  “So you won’t require a notarized deposition?”


  “I doubt it.”


  “What evidence will satisfy you?”


  “Do you mean of his guilt, or of his innocence?”


  “Guilt. If he’s innocent, of course, you’ll just have to take my word for it.”


  “Photographs.”


  Fowler scribbled everything in a notebook, then brought a pad of printed sheets out of his desk. He handed it to Amanda.


  “This is a contract. Sign two, and we’ll each keep one. It says you’ve hired me and give me permission, if needed, to tell anything I discover to any law enforcement agency that asks for it. At my discretion.”


  “You mean to the police? But why?”


  “It’s just a formality. You’d be surprised how tangled some of these cases can get.”


  Amanda read the contract, filled in her name on both copies, and signed them both. Fowler ripped them from the pad and handed her one. He put the other in a crisp new manila folder, and put it in the top drawer of his desk. Amanda wrote him a check. He took it from her and studied it.


  “This check is from your private account?”


  “Yes.”


  “Does your husband see the statements?”


  “No. Why?”


  “Do you want him to know you hired a private investigator?”


  Amanda blanched. “No.”


  He handed her one of his cards. “Keep this out of sight. The easiest way to handle this is for you to phone me in the evenings before he goes out. I’ll cover him during the days for a little while. That should be a wide enough window. We’ll catch him if he’s up to anything.”


  Amanda put the business card in her purse. “That’s everything?”


  “Have you reported the vandalism on your car to the police?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ll have to ask my husband.”


  “Find out. If he hasn’t done it, do it yourself.”


  “Is it important?”


  “It might be, later, if you have to prove anything.”


  Amanda did not like the sound of those words, but nodded anyway.


  “I won’t be phoning you again until it’s over, Amanda, but if you need to talk to me for any reason, just call.”


  “Thank you.”


  He rose from his seat and opened the door for her. As she walked down the hall she could feel his eyes on her back, but when she reached the stairs and turned his office door had closed.


  Three


  Amanda returned home feeling on edge, hungry, and dizzy. Her head throbbed. The first day of her diet, ending in the interview with Lincoln Fowler, had exhausted her. Thankfully, she was not paged to show any of her listed properties. She could not have borne to drive anywhere, or to see anybody.


  James got home after seven. He had been visiting clients. He hardly looked at her when he talked to her. Her accusation last night had raised a wall between them, it seemed.


  At ten, Amanda looked into the library. James was seated by the window with a copy of Field & Stream in his lap. Behind him, the various guns of his collection looked like toys.


  “I’m going to bed,” she said.


  “Are you feeling all right? You look pale.”


  “Just tired.”


  “I’ll be in soon.”


  “James?”


  He looked up again from his magazine. “Yes?”


  “Did you call the police about the car?”


  “This morning. They said there had been a number of reports of vandalism in that area last night. Some kids out joyriding, that’s all, looking for trouble. Nothing we can do about it. The deductible on the insurance is more than the cost of the repair.”


  She left him and went to bed. Whatever time he came through, she did not know, for as soon as she lay down, despite hunger and headache and fatigue, she was asleep.


  She returned to Merit the next morning at 8:30 and met Chrissy.


  “How was the first
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