
[image: image]


Violent Silence


Modern Erotic Classics

The Houdini Girl

Martyn Bedford

Lie to Me

Tamara Faith Berger

The Phallus of Osiris

Valentina Cilescu

Kiss of Death

Valentina Cilescu

The Flesh Constrained

Cleo Cordell

The Flesh Endures

Cleo Cordell

Hogg

Samuel R. Delaney

The Tides of Lust

Samuel R. Delaney

Sad Sister

Florence Dugas

The Ties That Bind

Vanessa Duries

Dark Ride

Kent Harrington

3

Julie Hilden

Neptune & Surf

Marilyn Jaye Lewis

Violent Silence

Paul Mayersberg

Homme Fatale

Paul Mayersberg

The Agency Trilogy

David Meltzer

Burn

Michael Perkins

Dark Matter

Michael Perkins

Evil Companions

Michael Perkins

Beautiful Losers

Remittance Girl

Meeting the Master

Elissa Wald


VIOLENT SILENCE

Paul Mayersberg

Modern Erotic Classics

Series Editor: Maxim Jakubowski

[image: image]


 

 

 

Constable & Robinson Ltd

55–56 Russell Square

London WC1B 4HP

www.constablerobinson.com

First published in the UK by Sinclair-Stevenson, 1992

This edition published in the UK by Robinson,

an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd, 2012

Copyright © Paul Mayersberg, 1992

Series Editor: Maxim Jakubowski

The right of Paul Meyersberg to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or locales is entirely coincidental.

A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in

Publication Data is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-47210-598-1 (ebook)


Part One


1

He had been there on Tuesday morning sitting alone at the same table in the dining room. After the game Pandora had a late breakfast with her tennis partner, Beverly, who was the mother of a school friend of her daughter. She liked the room in the Bel Air Hotel. It was old-fashioned, luxurious, a large dining room in pale green and pink. Apple and salmon were two of her favorite colors.

Today was Friday and she was back with Beverly. The man looked at her frequently. When she looked back at him she had to smile. It was acceptable as a conventional smile of recognition. The fact was she liked the look of him. He seemed to epitomize the cool Californian man. He had a tanned, bland intelligence. Pandora came from New Hampshire. She had married a young architect, Alec Hammond, thirteen years ago. They had moved out to Los Angeles. Their daughter Paulette had been born here twelve years ago, and they had stayed.

More than her marriage, the birth of Paulette had changed Pandora, turned her into the stable woman she now was. Her father, Alfred Harten, was a nineteenth century man. He inherited wealth which allowed him to pursue his private interest in classical Greek and Roman culture. After the death of her mother when she was six, Harten retreated into a world of his own. Little Pandora grew up privileged, in a large old farm-house, alone except for a succession of English nannies and her pony, Smoky. At school she had been a rebel. In college she had had a few brushes with the law over drugs. Wayward, was her father’s word for her.

Glancing again at the man across the dining room Pandora remembered her early troubles with men, escapades that had upset her father. She had been promiscuous. She had taken risks, but for some reason had never gotten pregnant. For a time she thought she never would. She was relieved. But it worried her that she might die childless.

Pandora met Alec Hammond when her father hired a firm of architects to convert two barns into a guesthouse on the Harten estate. She had liked him immediately. He was a serious young man, different from the men in her crowd. He was not sarcastic. He was mature. He had goals in life. He had had to struggle. He didn’t have a chip on his shoulder. But above all he had an innocent air. He was clean and fresh. She liked that. Alec Hammond lifted what she saw as the curse of sterility from her life. He made her pregnant. He gave her Paulette. For that she loved him. He made her happy. She became content.

The man was still in the dining room at eleven thirty when Beverly had to go. The place was empty apart from him. The waiters had already set the tables for lunch. Crystal wine goblets on the apple green cloths. Like the rooms in the hotel the tables were waiting for new occupants. She signed her Diner’s slip and waited.

He was looking at her again when a tall, dark-haired woman came running into the dining room. She was looking for him. She came up to his table, opened her purse, pulled out a gun and aimed it at the man’s head.

‘I’m going to blow you away,’ she said. Her voice was husky and shaky.

‘No, you’re not,’ the man said evenly.

Pandora was scared. She wondered whether to call for help or intervene.

The dark-haired woman’s finger tightened on the trigger.

‘Put it away,’ he said.

The waiter came back with the credit card and receipt inside a green leather folder. He saw the gun.

‘Hey!’ The waiter called out.

The woman jerked around. The man coolly snatched the gun from her hand. She burst into tears.

‘Sorry about this,’ the man said to the waiter. ‘It’s not loaded.’

The dark-haired woman ran out of the dining room.

‘Shall I get the manager?’ asked the waiter.

‘No, no. Just forget it. Thank you.’ He handed the waiter a fifty dollar bill.

‘That’s not necessary.’

‘Please take it. Then you can give that lady over there her receipt.’

‘Thank you sir.’

The waiter came up to Pandora. He shrugged. She thanked him and gave him a five dollar bill. The man came over to her as the waiter left.

‘Sorry about that. Were you scared?’

‘Yes, I was a bit.’

‘The gun wasn’t loaded.’

‘Oh.’

‘You’re shaking.’

‘No, not really.’

He put his hand on her quivering arm. It didn’t stop, her quivering.

‘Let’s move out of here. Enough excitement for the moment, don’t you think?’

‘I guess so.’ Pandora was still shaking.

They left the main building of the hotel. They walked together along the curving path towards the bungalow area. It was a walk through a miniature jungle, a beautifully kept jungle of sweating greenery and single flowers, aflame like daytime candles.

Pandora had no idea why she was walking with this man. Perhaps he was going to tell her what the incident had been about. Perhaps he wanted to ask her to keep quiet about it, like the waiter. Perhaps he was going to offer her a drink to steady her nerves. Well, she could use a drink.

‘My shack’s over there,’ he said pleasantly.

They walked over the little bridge towards a group of terracotta colored bungalows, each with its own palm tree and garden. Hardly shacks. The most expensive hotel accomodation in Los Angeles.

Suddenly Pandora stopped with a cry. The man turned and saw that her high heel had stuck between two wooden slats in the bridge. She laughed. She wiggled her shoe.

‘Take your foot out.’

He bent down and with both hands removed her foot from the shoe. He noticed the pale freckles on her skin that went naturally with her sandy blonde hair. She hopped.

He twisted the shoe heel around to try and release it. It was difficult. She watched as he gave the shoe a jerk. The heel snapped.

‘I’m sorry.’ He looked up at her apologetically.

‘That’s all right,’ she said.

It wasn’t all right really. It was a nuisance.

He tried to tug the heel out. It was wedged.

‘They don’t make shoes like they used to,’ he said.

They’re Ferragamo,’ she said.

‘Come on,’ he addressed the wedged heel.

‘Look, leave it. It’s OK.’ She took off the other shoe. He stood up. She smiled and walked on. He held her broken shoe, but didn’t offer to give it to her.

Pandora knew he was watching her as she walked barefoot through the garden towards the bungalow he had pointed to. She wondered what had happened to the crazy, dark-haired woman. She thought she might even be in the bungalow waiting. Wait a minute, what am I doing, she thought.

‘Here we are.’

He unlocked the door for her. This is crazy, Pandora thought. She went in ahead of him. She was suddenly very conscious of her body. She walked barefoot on the salmon carpet. A real log fire burned in the drawing room grate. It wasn’t cold enough for a fire.

He kicked the door closed. He advanced on her as if he intended to kill her. She didn’t back off. She held her shoe in one hand, her purse in the other. He hadn’t even thought of locking the door. She was pleased about that.

Suddenly, she stopped quivering altogether. It was all right. She wasn’t afraid. He stopped a foot away from her. They looked at each other. She simply wasn’t afraid.

Pandora dropped her purse and handed him her shoe. He put it with the other one and tossed them onto the couch. One of them bounced off.

He took the gun out of his jacket pocket and gave it to her. It was a Smith & Wesson. It seemed a dangerous thing to do, to give her the gun. Then she remembered it wasn’t loaded. She had fired a .38 like this at her gun club. She didn’t like it as a weapon. It was too heavy.

The man took off his jacket and began to get undressed in front of her. This was ridiculous. She couldn’t get over not being scared. The guy could be any nut, any pervert, anyone.

She watched him removing his clothes, pulling off his loafers, bending for his socks. He paused slightly before taking down his undershorts. Pandora was determined not to look at his genitals. She looked into his blue eyes. For a man as dark-haired as he the sky-blue eyes were a surprise.

He stood in front of her naked as if he wanted her to be sure she knew what she was getting. She saw the scar. It was six inches long, stretching from below his muscular chest to his navel. He reached forward, gripped the top of her yellow dress and tore it away from her as if it had been made of paper.

Pandora swayed with the sudden force of it. She was momentarily shocked. No man had ever done that to her before. He rubbed the dress over his body like a towel. When he took it away it revealed his erection. He opened her bra at the front. A small, pink satin bow covered the two hooks. He watched her breasts come free. She felt his surprise. They were fuller than he expected. This was the pleasure of beautifully cut underwear.

Pandora pulled the bra off herself and reached both hands down to the panties. For a woman of her age her stomach was quite firm, almost flat. She bent and pushed the panties down past her knees to her ankles. With a little kick she stepped out of them. As she straightened up, he picked her up by the waist. They both heard the cracking sounds in her back as the small bones moved in their joints.

He was incredibly strong. She was not a small woman but he held her as if she were the weight of a child. She put her arm around his neck and drew breath as he eased into her. The only thing that felt heavy to her was her head. Her neck didn’t seem able to control it as he moved her up and down slowly. She could feel the weight of her hair as her head moved from side to side before it fell with a slap onto his shoulder.

Pandora lost control and didn’t regain it for several minutes. It was shock treatment. His electricity raged through her body. As they slid in and out of each other she had the feeling of transference. Something she couldn’t do anything about. The sensation was wonderful but it wasn’t confined to her body. It seemed to invade her spirit. When she swallowed him it was like taking a potion.

As he bent her forward over the soft fleshy upholstery of a chair she was somehow condemned. Not for a crime but for a pleasure. She expected pain as he entered her. There was only excitement. And it came in waves, a surging possession.

Later, he licked her clean like a dog. She tensed again as his tongue stroked her eye-lids. Her pale, wide nipples filled with blood and went dark as if a cloud had passed across the sun. He had taken her apart and now he was putting her back together. She was soon the way she was before. As good as new. No one would know what had happened to her.

Except perhaps the dark-haired woman. Nobody had tried to come into the bungalow, but the thought crossed Pandora’s mind that the woman had been there all the time, hiding in a closet, watching and listening.

Nothing in the drawing room suggested the presence of a woman. There were no clues at all even as to who the man was. The only surprising thing she noticed was the small pile of books on the coffee table. The Classical World, The Satyricon by Petronius, Caesar’s Gallic Wars.

He kissed her softly, almost lovingly as if he was thankful. She put her hand between his legs under his swollen balls. He moved away.

He left her on the salmon pink carpet and went into the bathroom. Pandora rolled over on her back. Her pale skin was damp and pink like the carpet. She felt wonderful and completely without guilt. She had amazed herself. She had not made love to a total stranger since her marriage. She hadn’t wanted to after Paulette was born. Which made this incident, and that’s what it was, an incident, all the more remarkable.

She sat up. She picked up the gun from the coffee table. She idly checked the cartridge. She stiffened. The gun was fully loaded. The safety was engaged but the gun was loaded. So he had lied. Why? To make her feel more at ease probably. She wondered who the woman really was.

He came back into the room. He was now wearing fresh white undershorts. He had combed his hair. He had freshened up. She could smell the soap. He smiled at her. Pandora pointed the gun at him.

‘Why didn’t you say it was loaded?’

‘I didn’t want to alarm you. Or the waiter.’

She longed to ask him what he did, why he was staying at the hotel. But she couldn’t. That was part of their unspoken pact. No names, no questions, no information. It was just an incident, a wildly pleasurable encounter. There was no past behind it, no future ahead of it.

Pandora stood up. She saw her broken shoe and her torn dress.

‘I must be going,’ she said, putting the gun down.

‘Come with me.’ He took her hand and led her into the bedroom which they had never reached. On the way he stroked her sticky ass. His hand, which had been a weapon a while ago, was now disarmed, friendly, the safety on.

He took her to the clothes closet and opened it. Inside there were three dresses hanging.

‘Choose one,’ he said.

He pulled them out and put them on the bed. She laughed. It was like a boutique. The dresses were simple, expensive.

‘Try the red one.’

‘I never wear red.’

He picked up the red chenille dress.

‘It won’t suit me.’

She put it on over her head. For a few seconds as she moved her body into it, she could see nothing but red. The fit was perfect. She looked at herself in the mirror. He stood behind her, watching.

Pandora was surprised. She looked very good. Different, but interesting. He was right.

‘I’ll send it back to you.’

‘No. Keep it.’

She knew what he meant. They wouldn’t have any further contact. She would keep it as a souvenir. He left her without a word. She went into the bathroom and washed her hands. She found a comb and ran it through her drying hair. She looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. Red suited her. Why had she never known that before?

When Pandora came back into the drawing room, he was picking up her things.

‘I don’t have any shoes to offer you.’

‘I’ll manage.’

He handed her her bra and panties. She didn’t try to put them on. She opened her purse and popped them in.

Without a word he threw the torn yellow dress onto the log fire. For a moment, she was shocked to see her dress burning. But he was right again. Destroy the evidence.

‘I must go.’

‘Of course.’

He came forward and kissed her breasts through the red dress.

‘Goodbye,’ he said.

Pandora held out her hand. He smiled and shook it firmly. It was all over.

She left the bungalow. Three hours had passed. It had seemed much longer. She walked barefoot back across the bridge. She looked down for the heel that had stuck. But it was gone. One of the hotel gardeners must have found it and removed it.

She didn’t go back through the hotel, not in her bare feet. She didn’t want to encounter the waiter again, not in her red dress. She went around.

She crossed the shaded parking lot and over to her white BMW. The concrete was hot under her soles. She unlocked the car door and climbed in. Now her thighs started to ache a bit. She settled herself in the seat. Her bottom hurt, but not badly.

She drove slowly out the hotel area. As she stopped at the gate she noticed a Ford Mustang parked a few yards away. There was someone in it, sitting alone behind the tinted window, at the wheel. She wondered if it was the dark-haired woman from the dining room. So what. It was over now. But the woman would have clocked her license plate. PANDORA.


2

I drove away from the Bel Air Hotel shaking. How could I explain what happened? How could I account, to myself I mean, for what I had just done? It was awful. No, not awful, incredible. It was so unlikely, so unlike me. I do not jump into bed with men I meet casually. Ever. Apart from my husband I don’t sleep with anyone. I don’t cheat. I don’t have to. I don’t fool around. I don’t want to. That stuff’s just not me. Occasionally, I’ve been curious about other men. Who hasn’t? It was natural enough. But the thing was so sudden, so violent, it shook me. Even now I could still feel my joints clicking.

I consider that I have an excellent sexual life with Alec, especially when I hear some of my girlfriends complaining. I need sex. I enjoy sex. It’s the best entertainment there is. Alec makes me feel good. He always has, from the start. We have fun together in bed and, when Paulette’s asleep, around the house and in the pool. I didn’t need this. So why did I do it? I wasn’t drunk. I wasn’t forced. It wasn’t rape.

When I first realized the man was looking at me I thought there must be something wrong with me. My clothes, or hair, or way of eating perhaps. But he was looking directly at my face. There was nothing wrong with it. He just liked it. Well, OK, I found the man attractive.

As a matter of fact, I liked him instinctively. I suppose I was flattered as well as astonished by his proposition. After all, I am thirty-six-years-of-age. But that doesn’t explain it. Why didn’t I just say thanks but no thanks? Maybe the appearance of the woman had somehow triggered my response, my yes. Was she his lover or ex-lover, wife or ex-wife? When she threatened him with the gun I was scared. For him. But I was also excited. She seemed so passionate, so jealous, unafraid to lose control like that in a public place.

Had it really been her in the parking lot? What was she doing now, this woman? Had she gone back to kill him? Perhaps he was dead now as I drove, the smell of Pandora still on his skin, the last woman he’d had. I could smell him on me as I turned on to Sunset Boulevard.

I thought about Alec, wondering. Could he provoke me like that? Could there be a situation where I would threaten Alec like that? With death? I was not by nature a jealous person. I hadn’t had reason to be. In fact, Alec was out of town. Flagstaff, Arizona.

He was in pre-production, designing sets for a movie that was going to start shooting in a month. A sudden thought. Did Alec being away have anything to do with this morning? No. No, Alec was often out of town for weeks and this had never happened before. No, that was just a coincidence. But then, would I have done it if Alec had been home right now? No. No, I guess not. No, definitely not.

I drove to Gelson’s in Century City on the way home. I didn’t have to think about picking Paulette up from school today. She had a music lesson with a friend whose maid would drop her back at around five thirty. So I was on my own for a while. Just as well. I could use the breathing space. To celebrate, I bought some frozen yoghurt. Raspberry with hazelnut topping. No one would ever know. We all have our secrets.

At the supermarket check-out I glanced at the carousel of best-selling paperbacks. Jackie Collins, Judith Krantz, Sally Beauman; I never seem to finish those books. To me they always end up the same. I like Gore Vidal. Although I have to confess I still haven’t gotten through Hollywood. On impulse I picked up Dark Angel and put it with the frozen yoghurt and the smoked whitefish and the onion bagels.

‘You smell great,’ the check-out girl said. ‘What are you wearing?’

‘Thank you. I’m glad you like it.’ What should I say? That it’s the smell of this guy I’ve just been screwing in bungalow seventeen at the Bel Air Hotel?

Alec and I lived five minutes from Century City, just south of Beverly Hills in Rancho Park. We were one street away from Ray Bradbury, our Guatamalan gardener told me. I used to read science fiction in school, I liked those cut-off, imagined worlds that were always on the brink of destruction. But it turned out that S.F. was a bête noire of Alec’s. So I stopped reading the stuff. Alec liked old-fashioned realism. Theodore Dreiser was his cup of tea.

That man in the bungalow had an unusual taste in books. The Classical World and the others. Not the kind of thing you expected to find in Los Angeles hotel rooms. The subject reminded me of growing up. My father was a classical scholar. He still is, although he’s not been well recently and I ought at least to call him. He named me Pandora. Reluctantly, I think, because I’m sure he wanted a boy. He still calls me Pan. In Greek pan means everything, and I guess that’s what he wanted from me. He didn’t get it though, poor man.

Alec, on the other hand, has always called me Dora. Dora sounds like a doll’s name, but because of Alec I’ve gotten used to it. Occasionally, he calls me that as he comes. Then I love it. When we first met I’m sure he chose Dora just to be different from my father, to show he wanted a different me, a person my father couldn’t see. In a sense Alec took me away from my father. After my marriage we were never really close. I guess Alec changed me when he changed my name. I was Pan Harten one day, Dora Hammond the next. Just like that. Overnight. It was a metamorphosis. It was scary at the time, but necessary. I was more than ready to leave home, eager to change, and I never used Harten after my marriage on my check books.

I’ve always called myself, signed myself, Pandora, the full version. I came to realize that I’m definitely made up of two parts, two women. Pan and Dora. Before Alec, and after. What happened in that bungalow at the Bel Air Hotel belongs to the world of Pan. Between the ages of thirteen and twenty three, when we got married, I was Pan. I haven’t had anything to do with her until today. Dora is husband and daughter and home. She has never missed being Pan. Until today. There was a twinge today. In the past Pan was generally disapproved of, whereas in the present Dora is widely admired. This man had for a short while hurled me back to that former, wayward existence. Wayward was my father’s word.

On the way home I switched on the car radio. It was pre-set to the classical station, Alec’s favorite. He loved listening to music while he drove, while he worked, even while we made love. But Alec’s classical was different from my father’s classical. Alec’s classical was in fact romantic: Brahms, Beethoven, Mendelssohn. My father’s classical was strictly Bach. I certainly can’t be accused of marrying my father. For another thing, Alec Hammond liked children. And women. You can smell it on a man, a liking or a distaste for us. It’s a perfume. The Bel Air bungalow was drenched in it. On the other hand I have no idea whether or not the man liked me personally.

I was nearly home when it came, like a wind from nowhere. A sudden silence. The music from the car radio stopped. I froze. I could hear nothing. It wasn’t just the music that had cut out. I couldn’t hear the traffic sounds on Pico. I was in silence. I’d gone deaf.

‘Oh God,’ I said out loud. But I couldn’t hear my own voice. ‘Don’t panic, just hang on. It’ll go away.’

I tried to relax, one hand on the steering wheel, the other holding the stick shift.

But it scared me. The deafness had happened earlier, in the bungalow, with the man.

When he came into me for the first time the sound around me cut out. In my excitement it had seemed somehow natural. I had already pretty much lost control of my mind. The pleasure I felt was intensified. I went to pieces. I flowed in and out of myself. It was a shock effect that ricocheted on and on. I found that I wasn’t reaching for a climax. It was different. There was no straining in me, no yearning. I was in an unending chain reaction that would never stop. The silence was excruciating, more powerful than orgasm.

When the sound did come back it was with an amplified roar. I was in a storm at sea, deafened, tossed. His breathing was the gale. His hands were the lashing waves, twenty feet high. His penis was the unseen rock on which I was aground. I had no will. I was riven. I floundered in ecstasy as I sank into the black foaming water. I must have shouted. I sank in the crashing horror, happy.

Now in my car the sound came back on, with a loud clap, music and traffic together. I was relieved. I realized that without hearing anything I had accelerated to compensate. I slowed and changed down, my damp hand palm down on the shift. But it wasn’t the shift. It was flesh, tense, slightly soft. It was a man’s penis. I was holding the head of a cock. I snatched my hand away, looked down, expecting to see . . . But it was just the black head of the stick shift. This wasn’t happening. I didn’t need this. It mustn’t happen.

I had one thought in my head. Was this kind of hallucination going to happen again? I looked at the shift. How long was it going to be before I could look at it again without remembering that sensation. Wait a minute. Don’t exaggerate this thing. You didn’t actually see anything. You felt what you imagined was his cock. You didn’t actually hallucinate. Maybe that was natural, after what happened. The memory of arousal was a pulse in my whole body, a beat. Look out!

I braked at a set of lights I hadn’t noticed. ‘Be careful. Oh please, let me forget it, the whole fucking thing. Don’t let me get wet. This is ridiculous. I don’t need it. Go away!’

I was talking to myself. Think of something. Anything. Concentrate. Watch the road.’ I watched the tail of the car ahead. I just stared at the Arizona license plate. Arizona. Alec. Would Alec believe this? Would he believe that his Dora had done this, felt like this, so without control? Maybe he’d understand. Alec was a gentle soul. Maybe he wouldn’t understand how I felt today. Maybe he would be disgusted, feel betrayed. Because that man today could have done anything to me. Anything he wanted. At the time. In those two hours, after the silence.

I ate my yoghurt lying in the tub. The afternoon sun blazed through the open bathroom window. A strong beam of light hit the surface of the water. It lit my thighs and sex like a flashlight. I was embarrassed. I don’t know why. I was alone. Yes, I do too. It was guilt. It was as if the sunlight was a burning glass, or an eye that had seen what I had done. I soaped myself to make the water cloudy. The sun couldn’t penetrate the sudsy surface. I thought again about what had happened. What did it really mean? The intense pleasure of touching, holding, sucking a man I didn’t even know, as if he was the love of my life, what did that signify? A flaw in my character.

I decided to shave my armpits. God knows why. I hadn’t bothered to do that since Alec left for Arizona, proving I’m not real Beverly Hills material. The hair under my arms, being blonde, was quite pretty. I knew I shouldn’t have used his razor. When the phone rang I was startled and jerked my left hand. I nicked my right armpit. Shit.

Clasping a Kleenex under my arm, I picked up the phone by the bed with the other hand. Water dripped from me onto the bedcover.

‘Hello . . .’

There was a pause. I waited.

‘Hello . . .’

Nothing. I was uneasy, almost scared. It was one of those calls. I knew it.

‘You’re blonde . . . aren’t you . . . ?’

‘Hang up, asshole.’

‘Touch yourself. I want you to touch yourself.’ A disguised voice, a Southern drawl.

Why didn’t I hang up myself? Then and there. He blew into the phone. The rush of sound hurt my ear.

Shit. Hang up Pandora. Hang up.

‘Are you touching yourself? I know you want to.’

I was about to slam the phone down, but there was something in the adopted voice that was familiar. Who was it? Who the fuck? Then I knew. It was the man from the hotel. My skin prickled. Was that why I hadn’t hung up?

‘Listen. What happened, happened. It’s over, pal.’

Now he paused. ‘What happened Dora?’

I jumped. It was Alec’s voice.

‘Alec.’ The relief.

He laughed. ‘What happened?’

He had done this to me once before, made a dirty phonecall. I had liked it then.

‘Nothing, darling. I’ve had a couple of calls. Some sicko.’

‘Oh really? When? You didn’t tell me.’

‘I didn’t want to worry you.’

‘I am worried. Have you called the police?’

‘What can they do?’

‘That’s not the point. Call them.’

‘OK. I will.’

‘I’m sorry I scared you. But you must call the police.’

‘How’s it going?’

‘Pretty good. The usual chaos. How’s our daughter?’

‘She’s fine. She’s at a music lesson.’

I prayed he wouldn’t go back to what I had blurted out. Shit. How could I have been so stupid? ‘What happened, happened. It’s over, pal.’ That was pretty unambiguous.

Luckily, Alec was preoccupied with his own problems on the movie. He talked for a while. I hardly heard him. How could I have been so dumb?

‘You will call the police, won’t you?’

‘Of course I will.’ I could feel he wanted to go. Thank God.

‘I’ll try and get back Friday night.’

‘Just make sure you’re back by Saturday.’

‘Have you arranged a party?’

‘Just be back.’

‘I love you, Dora.’

‘Me too. With all my heart.’

‘Whatever happens, I’ll love you.’

‘Come home soon,’ I said.

I lay back on the bed. I looked at myself. That female angle, looking down through my breasts to my pubic hair. I slapped myself smartly between my legs.

That’s it. Never again. Rub yourself all you want. Get a vibrator. Go blind. But for Christ’s sake never do a thing like that again. Promise?

‘I promise,’ Pan said to Dora.

The bleeding in my armpit had stopped. It hadn’t been much to begin with. Then I wondered, had I done it on purpose? To wound myself. To punish Pandora for what she’d done.

I’m a sound sleeper, but I didn’t sleep at all well for the next two nights. I read chapter after chapter of Dark Angel. I didn’t really like it. It was too close to home. A woman rummaging around in her past. I put it with Hollywood.

Paulette had the teenage habit of trying on my clothes. I found her in front of the mirror wearing the red dress. I should have thrown it away. I didn’t because I liked it. Maybe I will now.

‘It doesn’t suit you,’ I told her.

‘One day it will,’ she said.

‘I bought it.’

‘It’s great. Sexy.’

That night I think I needed Paulette more than she needed me. We were real pals, my daughter and I. She was better for me than any son could have been. And far better than any man. Except for Alec, of course. They just didn’t come any better. I was so fucking lucky.

Three days later I was back in the leafy parking lot of the Bel Air Hotel. I had arranged to meet Beverly in the usual place for breakfast. When I made the arrangement I was scared. But what of? He wouldn’t be there. And if he was that wouldn’t happen again. Ever.

Of course, he wasn’t there. He’d been staying in the hotel and now he’d moved on. But all the time I talked with Beverly I kept looking over to his table. I was kind of proud of my bravery in coming back to the hotel. I hardly listened to what she was telling me. I could smell him. Stop it. Stop it, Pandora. Beverly had discovered that her Hollywood husband, Jimbo, was having an affair with her cousin in Santa Barbara. She wanted sympathy and advice.

‘These things happen,’ I said.

‘Not to me they don’t,’ said Beverly. ‘What would you do?’

‘I’d let it ride.’

‘If Hammond was having an affair, would you let that ride?’

‘I’d prefer not to know.’

‘Me too. But I do know. So now what do I do?’

I was tempted to say, go and have an affair of your own. Get your revenge. But that was dumb. And I knew it. I don’t know why I even thought it. What was I thinking, revenge?

‘Wait it out for a while. These things usually take care of themselves.’

‘I wonder how you’d feel if it was Hammond.’

‘I guess you never know till it happens.’

It was curious the way Alec’s friends and associates all called him Hammond. I called him Alec, and always had. For the first time it struck me that he was like me in that way. We both had two names. Why hadn’t that occurred to me before? Was he two people in one? No, Alec was constant, consistent to a fault. Except sometimes when he drank.

Over the next few days I began to forget the face of the man in the bungalow. The man whose name I didn’t know. Now I remembered only his body. And then even that became vague in outline. His scar remained. I couldn’t forget that. But my clearest memory was how I had felt, the electric release, the enigmatic silence, the panic of sensual freedom. Panic, yes. I couldn’t think of that word without remembering my father telling me its origin. It had been one of his bedtime stories. Or bedtime educations. Pan was the son of Hermes and the Greek god of shepherds. He loved music and invented the flute. He lived in the forest and he used to creep up on travelers. He would appear suddenly and scare them out of their wits. They would be paralysed with fear, struck dumb with terror. That, Daddy told me, was where we got the word panic, from Pan. Panic was a silent state. Silence and fear. His Pan certainly knew about those two things.

With difficulty I returned to the comfort of being Dora. Alec would be home soon. Everything would be back to normal. Thinking back on his phonecall I was puzzled by something he’d said. It had stuck in my memory. After Alec’s heavy breathing bit, after I had got out of my jam of thinking he was the man from the Bel Air, it came right at the end of our conversation. Alec had said: ‘Whatever happens, I’ll love you.’ And I said: ‘Come home soon.’ But what did he mean, ‘whatever happens’? What could happen? Or was he referring to what had happened? No, he couldn’t possibly know about that, that was impossible. So then what did he mean, ‘whatever happens I’ll love you.’? In my guilty state it never entered my head that Alec might be talking about himself, referring to something he’d done.
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