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THERE IS NO GOING BACK! YOU ARE ONE OF US!

Wordlessly Joana cried out her reply. No! I do not belong here! It is not my time!

Joana! Again the familiar voice calling her back. The voice of life. It gave her strength to resist the terrible power that was trying to draw her on to the unknown.

The rage of the people who lined the tunnel swept over her like a physical force. She retreated ever faster back the way she had come. Back toward life.

The terrible voice boomed again.

You cannot go back now! You have come too far. You can never return!

I can! Joana cried inside herself. I am going to live.

Like a scorching desert wind the voice roared around her, through her.

We will come for you. We will walk. We will bring you back….
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Chapter

1

At ten o’clock on the eleventh of June the party at the Marina Village was hitting its stride. Colored spotlights played over the dancers while a driving disco record boomed from four huge speakers placed around the tile recreation deck. In the clumps of shrubbery that were scattered throughout the courtyard of the apartment complex, young couples sat together away from the music and talked softly about sweet private things. The long table where the food had been was a ruin of bent paper plates, crumpled napkins, chicken bones, chewed ribs, bits of salads, Frito crumbs, toothpicks, and bowls with just traces of dip remaining in the bottoms. Tubs of crushed ice contained cans of Michelob and jugs of Carlo Rossi burgundy. Beyond the dancers an empty, oversized swimming pool glittered a bright-lighted turquoise.

Joana Raitt danced easily and naturally to the thumping music. Her soft brown hair bounced at the nape of her neck, her hazel eyes were bright and alive under the stars. She looked good tonight in her clinging T-shirt and tight white jeans, and in a completely unaffected way she knew it.

Joana smiled up at the loose-jointed young man dancing with her. Glen Early tried gamely to move in time with the beat, but disco was simply not his style. No matter, he was obviously enjoying himself, and he was making Joana happy by being with her. Glen would not win any dancing prizes, but he was smart and kind and fun to be with. Joana had almost decided she was in love with him.

Out in the middle of the dancers, maneuvering over to where he could get a better look at Joana, was Peter Landau. He was the most spectacular dancer there, and at the moment was thinking that the three hundred dollars he had sunk into disco lessons was money well spent. Peter wore a white linen jacket and pants with the trendy wrinkled look. His Western shirt was open to the belt buckle, displaying a profusion of curly brown hair. He did not live at the Marina Village, but was at the party as the guest of a girl whose name had slipped his mind. Kathy or Linda or something like that. She was intent on following his intricate steps, but Peter was busy watching Joana Raitt. There is class, he thought. Class, and a nice firm body.

He managed to boogie over close and pointed a finger at Joana with his thumb raised like a cocked pistol. “Hey, there, foxy lady.”

Joana gave him a quick, cool smile and returned her attention to Glen Early. For Peter it was as good as an invitation. He was pleased to see that the square-looking dude she was with could barely keep from falling over his own feet. He made up his mind that one way or another he would get that little brunette out and show her a few moves even John Travolta didn’t have.

• • •

“Friend of yours?” Glen Early asked, grinning down at Joana.

“Never saw him before. Who is he, anyway?”

“He’s with one of the girls who lives here. Claims to be a psychic or something. Whatever he is, the guy can sure dance.”

Joana glanced over at the transported Peter Landau. “He obviously thinks so.”

Glen frowned as he lost the beat for a moment, then grinned apologetically at Joana. “Some people got rhythm and some ain’t.”

“Want to take a break?” she said.

“Am I wearing you down?”

“It’s hot work.”

“I could use a beer,” said Glen. “How about you?”

“Sounds good.”

Keeping time more or less to the beat, they made their way through the gyrating bodies to the edge of the tile deck.

“I think I’ll go for a dip to cool off while you get the beers,” Joana said.

“Has it been long enough since you ate?”

Dear Glen, she thought, my protector. She said, “I don’t know. How long are you supposed to wait, anyway?”

“I can never remember for sure,” Glen said. “Thirty minutes, an hour, something like that.”

“I think it’s just a superstition,” she said. “Folk medicine. Anyway, I didn’t eat all that much.”

“You went back for seconds on the potato salad.”

“You noticed, you rat.”

He patted her lean flank. “That’s all right, you could use a little more padding.”

“Like hell. Go on and get the beers.”

Glen circled the dancers, heading for the ice-filled tubs. Joana looked after him fondly for a moment, then crossed the strip of grass between the tile deck and the swimming pool. The water looked supremely inviting, all cool and clean and blue under the stars of June.

She pulled off her shoes and saw the young man she privately thought of as the Disco King detach himself from the blonde girl he was dancing with and come toward her.

“Hi,” he said, “I’m Peter Landau. How you doing?”

“Fine. I’m Joana.”

“I know. Joana Raitt.” Peter inclined his head back toward the beer tubs. “You’re here with the engineer, right?”

“Glen Early. Right.”

“You’ve got good moves. You ought to try dancing with a little faster company.”

“Meaning you?”

“Meaning me.”

“No, thanks. Excuse me now, I’m going for a swim.”

“Maybe later we could get together?”

“I’m old-fashioned, I dance with the guy that brung me.”

“I get it, he’s the jealous type. How about if I call you some time?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Liberated, eh? Good, I like that.” He took a card from his jacket pocket and handed it to her. “You call me, then.”

“Don’t hold your breath.”

Peter smiled, displaying beautifully even white teeth. “If you don’t get me, leave a message with my service and I’ll get back to you. Ciao.”

Joana shook her head as she watched him boogie on back to the blonde, who was growing noticeably impatient. Did anybody really say ciao anymore? In spite of his overdone come-on, she found it hard to dislike Peter Landau. He had an aura of hip innocence about him, if that was possible. She read his card.


PETER LANDAU
Psychic Counseling



There was an address in Laurel Canyon and a telephone number. Joana smiled and tucked the card into her jeans. Psychic Counseling. Wow.

She peeled off the T-shirt with the Los Angeles Dodgers logo printed across the front. Underneath she wore a new blue maillot with cutouts on the sides. Maybe nobody else felt like swimming tonight, but Joana had no intention of leaving the party without showing off the new suit.

She skinned down the tight French jeans and looked over to see Peter Landau and a number of other young men watching her with frank admiration. She smiled and waved to them and dived into the water.

Joana glided along beneath the surface, her arms stretched out in front of her, her legs straight out behind, toes pointed. The water was like a caress, just enough cooler than the warm night air to be refreshing. As the momentum of her dive faded she kicked her feet rhythmically. She watched the tiled bottom of the pool drop away as the water deepened. The beat of the recorded music was still audible under the water, but it was muffled and distant, as though filtering through many layers of heavy cotton.

Joana planed her hands upward and kicked to the surface. She hung there for a moment treading water, breathing in the night air sweet with bougainvilleas. Over the rim of the pool she could see the bobbing heads and shoulders of the dancers. Somewhere a latecomer called a greeting to friends. A girl laughed. A bell buoy clanked out in the channel. It was a good party. Joana was glad she had come. The warm air, the cool water, the music, the other young people enjoying themselves, all made her feel good about her life. She rolled over into a crawl and started for the deepest part of the pool.

Something grabbed her by the leg.

The sudden pain was so intense Joana thought she was going to faint. She reached down for the back of her knee and felt the gracilis muscle bunched like a fist under the skin. Only when she opened her mouth to cry out did she realize she had sunk under the water.

Flailing with her arms, Joana clawed her way back to the surface. The cramp in her leg hurt her terribly, forcing the lower part of her leg to jacknife up against the back of her thigh. She coughed, and slipped beneath the surface again. Chlorine-tasting water filled her mouth and her throat. She tried to shout and a big bubble of air wobbled from her mouth.

I’ve got to get out of here!

She reached toward the surface and tried to kick her legs. It brought a spasm of agony to the cramped muscle, and Joana found herself somersaulting deeper.

She lost all sense of direction, but somehow broke through again to the air. She tried desperately to fill her lungs, but water and phlegm blocked the passages. Only a few yards away the people danced on. Joana tried to call to them, but only a tiny sound came out. Several people looked over at her, smiled, waved, and kept on dancing.

Then she was under again. A great roaring filled her ears. Splotches of light danced before her eyes as the world began to grow dim.

This can’t be happening!

Her brain sent messages that her muscles never received.

This is ridiculous. You don’t drown in an apartment swimming pool with fifty people right over there and your boyfriend coming in a minute with two cans of beer.

Her arms and legs felt weighted with pounds of lead. She could no longer feel the pain from the cramped muscle, but it didn’t matter since she couldn’t move anything anyway. She saw mostly blackness now, with flashes of bright turquoise water.

God, I don’t want to die! I’m only twenty-five years old and I haven’t really done anything.

There was a ringing inside her head, hollow and echoing. All around her was dark. Her head ached fiercely. She had to breathe. She opened her mouth and pulled in water. Something inside her chest lurched, and there was no more pain.

• • •

Glen Early had watched Joana dive cleanly into the pool and glide across just below the surface of the water, graceful as a dolphin. She really looked great. Better still, she was bright and she was fun to be with. She broke the surface and laughed out of the sheer joy of being alive.

He dug two icy cans of Michelob out of one of the tubs and pulled a couple of big styrofoam cups from a stack on the table. Joana even enjoyed drinking beer, for God’s sake, and liked baseball. Glen felt like a very lucky young man.

He looked over toward the crush of people disco-dancing on the deck. Most of them lived here in the Marina Village complex, others he hadn’t seen before. Some, like Peter Landau, were recurring guests.

Peter was putting on a show. Glen had to admire the grace and confidence he put into the dance steps. Quite a few of the girls were watching him rather than their own partners. The guy had something, all right. But he didn’t have Joana.

Why, Glen wondered, did all these people look so much alike to him tonight? Young, untroubled, their faces unetched by any sign of character. Living here, Glen should have been one of them, yet he never quite felt as though he fitted in. He liked a party and a good time well enough, but he had a strong sense of responsibility. He thought a lot about the future, and about the world outside the Marina, two subjects which seldom concerned his neighbors. Joana, he felt, was different too. She could be as joyful and full of hell as any of them, but when he wanted to talk seriously, she would listen. Really listen. And she had ideas too. Yes, she was unquestionably something special.

Glen caught sight of her for a moment, splashing in the deep part of the pool, waving at some of the dancers. He grabbed a tortilla chip, scooped up a last bit of clam dip, and made his way around the deck toward the pool to join her.

When he reached the edge of the pool he did not see Joana at first. Then he spotted her out near the center, swimming under water.

No, not swimming, hanging there suspended between the surface and the bottom. Her body rocked gently, weightless in the water.

It made him uneasy. “Come on, quit fooling around. The beer is here.”

Joana did not respond.

Of course not, he told himself, she can’t hear when she’s underwater.

He set the cans of beer and the cups down on one of the metal tables at poolside. He popped open the first can and poured. Joana still hung there under the surface. Glen put the beer down and looked more closely. Joana rolled over lazily, her limbs waving in the water like tentacles. Her eyes were wide open. Her mouth.

“Oh, Jesus!” Glen took one long stride to the edge of the pool and plunged in. The weight of his clothes — chambray shirt, denim vest, jeans — dragged him under. He kicked frantically out of his suede boots and thrashed across the water to the spot where he could see Joana floating below. He dived and reached for her. The flesh of her arm was firm and cold, like an eel. He got one arm curled around her upper body, mashing her breasts flat, and fought his way up to the surface.

“Help! God, somebody help me!”

The people nearest the pool looked over and reacted at once to the look of panic on Glen’s face and the lifeless form he was struggling with. Two of the young men ran to the pool. They jumped in and helped Glen pull Joana to the side and lift her up onto the strip of grass.

The dancing broke off in confusion and the rest of the people came running toward them. Glen knelt over Joana and stared into the white face and empty eyes. One of the girls turned away and vomited.

“Is she dead?” somebody asked.

“Shit, look at her, man. She’s dead.”

Glen took her head between his hands. It seemed so small. Water ran from her mouth, her nose.

“Joana!” he cried. “Joana! Joana! Come back!”





Chapter

2

After the last great spasm inside her chest, Joana gave up the fight. She knew it was useless to struggle any more. The moment she relaxed, the pain in her head, her lungs, and her cramped-up leg went away. She felt just fine. All warm and comfortable and absolutely at peace.

The ringing, roaring sound was gone from her ears. There was only a nice, easy silence. And there was darkness, but it was snug and cozy, like a blanket wrapped all around her.

Gradually it began to grow lighter. Dimly at first, then with sudden clarity, Joana could see again. Pictures racing by faster than she could think. Pictures inside her mind.

She saw the happy little girl being lifted high to the ceiling by the smiling giant who was her father. And again, playing with Jordy, the gentle golden retriever, in her parents’ big backyard. The tears of the day Jordy went down under the wheels of a truck.

Joana saw again the terrifying separation from her mother on the first day of kindergarten. And there were faces of other children she had long since forgotten, but which were as fresh now as though she had seen them yesterday. The images flashed by at an impossible rate, yet each one registered a clear, sharp image on Joana’s mind.

She watched as the little girl’s body began to change in the fifth grade, and new, confusing emotions filled her days.

Then she was in junior high school — dancing, boys, the beach. Trying out for cheerleader in high school, making it, and thinking no triumph would ever be as sweet. Falling in love at seventeen with Bobby Mills, trying sex and not liking it at all, then trying it again and deciding it wasn’t so bad.

The sunny day she entered UCLA and stood in the long lines to register for classes. Pledging Kappa Kappa Gamma and sitting together in a group at the basketball games in Pauley Pavilion where the Bruins always won.

Working during the summers in the lodge up at Mammoth. Getting serious with Gerry Roland from Sigma Nu and finding herself pregnant in spite of their precautions. The abortion that scared hell out of her, then was all over so fast she was almost disappointed. Settling down then to her studies and discovering at last that she had a mind.

Then graduation day with Mom and Pop sitting in the folding chairs set up on the campus lawn, looking like a painting by Norman Rockwell. Then the year she took off bicycling all over Europe and the crazy times with the German boy, Hans Klebber.

Coming home, getting a job, finding the little guest house to move into on Beachwood Drive above Hollywood. Meeting Glen Early at a UCLA Extension class, and liking him immediately. Their first date, a crucial game between the Dodgers and Cincinnati. The delight in finding how naturally their bodies fitted together. Driving out on the eleventh night of June to a party at Glen’s apartment …

With her life brought up to date, the images vanished, and Joana was once again in the courtyard of the Marina Village Apartments. She floated, weightless, somewhere above the scene. Down below, the body of a young woman floated beneath the surface of the bright-blue swimming pool.

My body.

Joana felt no fear or shock at the recognition, just a vague sadness. She was sorry for the body. It looked so vulnerable, so … dead. Its eyes were open under the water, staring at emptiness. Hair floated in a brown cloud around the face. The body had nothing to do with Joana anymore. It was just a cold, foreign lump of flesh with staring eyes.

She saw Glen come to the pool carrying two cans of beer. He looked at the body there in the water. At first he seemed puzzled, then frightened. He dove in and swam clumsily toward the body.

Dear Glen, you’re too late. I’m sorry.

More people came running over from where they were dancing. They hauled the lifeless body up out of the pool, all pale white with the arms and legs flopping. Over all, the disco music blared and thumped.

They stretched the body out on the grass. How strange it looked, Joana thought. Just the tiniest bit familiar, like someone she had once met but never got to know.

Watching the frantic activity below as the people tried to revive the body, Joana felt utterly at peace. She floated free, unconnected in any way with the dead girl down there on the grass. Then ever so gradually the feeling of peace gave way to uneasiness. She knew somehow that this state of suspension was not meant to last.

I should be doing something, going somewhere. What? Where?

At first it was very faint, the barest suggestion of a tug at her senses. It became more insistent. Something was drawing her, as though magnetically, back and away from the scene at the swimming pool. The feeling was not the least unpleasant, and Joana gave herself over to whatever was pulling her away.

She was sailing, floating, flying without substance through a long, shadowy tunnel. Along the walls of the tunnel were shallow alcoves, and in these there seemed to be people standing, watching her. Joana flew past them at incredible speed, yet she had no real sensation of motion.

She watched the endless row of faces go by. They appeared to be smiling, warm and welcoming. Here and there along the way was a face Joana seemed to know, but before she could place it, a new, strange face had flashed into view and out again, to be replaced by yet another.

Far, far up ahead she could see a bright circle of light that was the end of the tunnel. Even at this immense distance Joana could make out the silhouette of a seated figure there waiting for her. It looked like a man, but she could not be sure. The light seemed to emanate from the figure.

Joana felt an overpowering attraction to the seated figure. All she wanted to do was hurry there and join him in the warmth and protection of the light. The figure beckoned to her gently, and Joana willed herself to fly ever faster along the tunnel toward the light.

The shadowy people standing in the alcoves along the walls of the tunnel blurred past her. She could hear their soft rustlings, faint murmuring voices. Sounds of approval. While she seemed to travel with blinding speed, the tunnel kept lengthening ahead of her so she gained very slowly.

Joana!

A voice calling her name. It came not from the seated figure at the end of the tunnel, and not from the dimly seen people along the walls. From where?

Joana!

There it was again. A voice she knew from the world she had left behind. A familiar voice, filled now with agony and with love. Joana tried to make room for the voice in her mind. She willed herself to slow the headlong rush down the tunnel. The magnetic force drawing her toward the circle of light was more powerful than ever, but she fought against it.

Joana!

That voice, she could almost place it now. She wanted to hear it again.

Then, up ahead, the figure in the light beckoned to her more urgently. A new voice sounded in her mind, a voice of command.

Come, complete your journey. There is no turning back.

The force pulling on Joana from the far end of the tunnel was more powerful than anything in her experience. It was like an enormous vacuum sucking her toward the light. But now she did not feel the desire to join the figure there at the end. She fought against the magnetic pull, put the whole force of her will against it. Her movement along the dim tunnel slowed, then stopped. From the people along the walls came an agitated whispering. There were no more murmurs of friendship and approval. Waves of power surged toward her from the figure up ahead.

Joana, come back!

The voice of life. With an agonizing effort, Joana forced the essence of self that she had left to begin moving back.

At the far end of the tunnel the figure rose to a standing position — tall, powerful, commanding. All sense of benevolence was now gone. The figure was dark and menacing. Instead of the warm glow of light, it was surrounded by angry white flashes.

Bit by bit Joana willed herself back, away from the suddenly frightening thing that awaited her. From the shadows along the walls came an angry mutter. Spidery fingers reached out, clawing for her. At the far end the menacing figure seemed to grow until it filled the entire opening. Its voice thundered in her mind.

There is no going back! You are one of us!

Wordlessly she cried out her reply.

No! I do not belong here! It is not my time!

Joana!

Again the familiar voice calling her back. The voice of life. It gave her strength to resist the terrible power that was trying to draw her on to the unknown.

The rage of the people who lined the tunnel swept over her like a physical force. Joana fought back, and her will grew stronger. She retreated ever faster back the way she had come. Back toward life.

The terrible voice boomed again.

You cannot go back now! You have come too far. You can never return!

I can! Joana cried inside herself. I will! I am going to live!

Like a scorching desert wind the voice roared around her and through her.

We will come for you. We will walk. We will bring you back.

No! I can beat you!

In the great echoing tunnel the terrible voice thundered a last time.

You may win once, not likely twice, most rarely thrice, and four times — never! You must return by the Eve of St. John.

With a suddenness that shocked her, the tunnel vanished, and with it the watchers along the walls, the distant circle of light, and the terrifying figure who waited at the end.

There was only darkness at first, then a pinpoint of light that expanded into a blazing white that filled her head. She tried to speak, but managed only a wracking cough. Her chest heaved and she felt the pain.

Joana was alive.





Chapter

3

Somebody finally shut off the record player to kill the blaring disco sound. The young people gathered quietly around the still form of Joana Raitt at the side of the swimming pool. The colored lights still gave a jarring look of gaiety to the apartment recreation deck.

One of the girls who lived in the apartment held Joana’s head in her lap. She braced it with her hands to keep it from rolling from side to side. Glen Early was on his knees beside her. Repeatedly he bent forward and put his mouth over Joana’s to force his breath into her lungs, trying to give her life. Then he would raise up and count slowly to five while the air sighed back out of Joana’s mouth along with a trickle of water from the pool. She was pale and cold, and there was no sign she would breathe on her own.

Joana, come back! Glen cried in his mind. He could not let this unthinkable thing happen. Breathe into her mouth, count five, breathe, count five. He would keep it up as long as he had breath of his own to give her. Breathe, count five, breathe. Glen was blind and deaf to everything going on around him. His whole being was focused on the pale form lying there on the grass.

Somehow, without Glen really being aware of it, this girl had come to be a vital part of his life. The mundane things that happened to him every day on his job were transformed into amusing adventures merely by the telling of them to Joana. The pleasures of his life were so much richer shared with Joana. He could not lose her now. He would not allow it to happen.

As Glen worked on, the people around him talked in short, excited bursts.

“Did anybody call an ambulance?”

“The paramedics are coming.”

“I don’t know what good they can do.”

“Isn’t anybody here a doctor?”

“There’s one living in the apartment.”

“That’s right, Dr. Hovde.”

“What unit is he in?”

“Number 12. It’s over on the other side by the tennis courts.”

“Come on, let’s go get him if he’s in.”

• • •

On the far side of the apartment complex, away from the swimming pool and the party deck, Dr. Warren Hovde heard the thump of the disco music suddenly stop. He pulled out a thin gold pocket watch and consulted the delicate hands. It was only a little after ten, much too early for a Marina Village party to shut down, even a mid-week party like this one.

Maybe they blew out an amplifier, the doctor thought hopefully. Whatever the cause, he leaned back to savor the relative quiet while it lasted.

Warren Hovde was fifty-five, which made him one of the senior residents of the Marina Village complex. He wore Brooks Brothers suits in the daytime and he liked classical music, two peculiarities that did not fit in with the local life style. But it was not for the life style that Dr. Hovde chose his furnished one-bedroom unit in the Village. He had taken it because it was convenient to his Santa Monica office and the hospital in West Los Angeles where he put in two afternoons a week. His attorney had found it for him last month when he and Marge decided on the divorce.

He missed the spacious ranch bungalow in Encino, but that would go to Marge, of course, along with the furniture. Also the Mercedes, both the kids, and O’Hara, the Irish setter. Warren came out with the VW Rabbit, his record collection, and an apartment on the Marina where everybody but him seemed to be engaged in a perpetual party.

Warren Hovde had had his fill of parties in Encino. There the whole purpose seemed to be to get drunk enough to get it on with somebody else’s wife. Since Warren only wanted to get it on with his own wife, he was considered an old bore. At the Marina Village he was considered merely old.

Lord, was he really middle-aged? He didn’t feel middle-aged. Wasn’t it just the other day he had turned thirty and could dance all the steps of the cha-cha like an expert until the bars closed? Where the hell did the years go, anyway?

Dr. Hovde sighed and pushed the melancholy thoughts to the bottom of his mind. From a rack on the floor he selected a Mozart record that always made him feel better. He set it gently on the turntable, being careful not to fingerprint the grooves, the way Marge had taught him.

He settled back on the vinyl sofa and put his feet up on the Formica coffee table and let the astringent harmonies of Eine Kleine Nachtmusik cleanse his mind.

Someone rapped urgently on the sliding glass door that opened out onto the tennis courts. The courts were uncommonly empty tonight, with the party going on around by the pool. Warren swung his feet reluctantly to the floor as the rapping continued.

A voice called from outside. “Dr. Hovde, are you home? There’s been an accident.”

Oh, Lord, he thought, not another OD. At a party last week one of the guests arrived freaked out on angel dust and tried determinedly to put his head through a cinder-block wall. It took three strong young men to hold him down while Dr. Hovde pumped a tranquilizer into him. Last he heard, the kid was in a private sanitarium, still blasted out of his skull. Fortunately, the parties here ran to booze and grass, and maybe a little coke.

Dr. Hovde slid open the glass door. Outside stood a young man and woman, their faces tight and anxious.

“It’s a girl, doctor,” the young man said. “She was in the pool. She looks drowned.”

“What’s been done for her?”

“Her boyfriend is giving her mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.”

“All right, let’s go.” The doctor took his compact emergency case from the end table where he kept it and hurried out, the strains of Mozart fading behind him.

He followed the young people at a jog around the building and into the courtyard where the recreation deck and pool were located. A cluster of people stood on the strip of grass beside the pool.

“Here’s the doctor,” called the young man. “Let him through.”

The people gave way and Dr. Hovde saw the still form of the girl lying on the grass. Another girl held her head while a young man the doctor recognized as Glen Early breathed into her mouth. He looked up dazedly as the doctor came through the crowd.

“Keep it up,” Hovde said, and Glen picked up the resuscitation without missing a count.

Hovde took hold of the girl’s icy wrist and felt for a pulse. He could find none. He peeled back an eyelid and grimaced when he saw the dilated pupil. The girl’s skin was unnaturally white. The doctor feared he was too late.

He snapped open the case and filled a hypodermic syringe from a vial of digitalis. Sometimes a massive shot directly into the heart muscle could get things started again. From the looks of the girl, it was not going to work this time, but he was a doctor, and the people expected him to do something.

The girl coughed.

Dr. Hovde knelt with the hypodermic syringe in his hand and stared at her unbelievingly.

Glen Early pulled his head back from hers and spat out pool water and phlegm. The girl rolled her head to one side and coughed again and again. Water sprayed from her lungs. The girl who had been holding her head began to cry.

Glen Early buried his face in his hands. “Joana,” he cried, “Ah, Joana!”

Dr. Hovde snapped back to his senses. “Get her inside,” he said. “Wrap her in blankets to keep her warm.”

“We can take her into my place,” said Glen. “I’m right over there.”

Three of the young men made a cradle of their arms and gently carried the girl across the recreation deck to Glen Early’s apartment. Dr. Hovde picked up his bag and followed slowly. His mind clicked like a computer, searching for a medical explanation for what he had just seen.

• • •

For Joana the fragments of sound coalesced slowly into voices. Real voices this time, not words being spoken inside her head the way it was in the other place. Gradually she could make out what was being said.

Glen: “Is she going to be all right?”

An older man: “She seems to be coming around surprisingly fast. Her pulse is weak but steady, and her temperature is climbing back up to normal.”

Peter Landau: “Do you think there’ll be any … brain damage?”

Oh, nice thought. Thank you very much, Peter.

The older man: “It’s hard to say. It depends on how long the oxygen supply to her brain was cut off.”

Glen: “It couldn’t have been more than two or three minutes.”

The older man: “Let’s hope not. Five minutes is usually the critical period.”

Joana opened her eyes and her vision cleared. She was lying on a sofa, the familiar sofa in Glen’s apartment where they had sat so often watching television and drinking wine, and sometimes making love while the late movie flickered on unwatched.

A semicircle of faces looked down on her. She saw Glen first, his light hair in a tangle across his brow, his eyes full of relief. And there was Peter Landau watching her curiously. Looking for the first sign of brain damage, no doubt. Standing beside the sofa was a professional-looking man with steel-gray hair and a nice tan. Joana tried to reach out for Glen, but she was cocooned in blankets and could not move her arms.

“How do you feel?” asked the gray-haired man.

“All right, I think. Who are you?”

“My name’s Warren Hovde. I’m a doctor.”

“Hi, Doctor. My head hurts.”

“I shouldn’t wonder.” The doctor took a silver penlight out of a leather case and shone it into her pupils, one after the other. He nodded, satisfied.

“Will she have to go to the hospital?” Glen asked.

The doctor placed a hand on her forehead. The hand was dry and firm, and smelled faintly of soap. “I don’t think so,” he said. “Keep her warm and quiet tonight, and tomorrow she ought to see her own doctor for a thorough checkup.”

“I’m here,” Joana said. “You don’t have to talk around me.”

“I’m sorry.” Dr. Hovde smiled. “Would you like me to repeat that?”

“No need.”

“The paramedics are here,” someone called from the far side of the room.

“I’ll talk to them,” Glen said. He gave Joana’s hand a squeeze and made his way to the door. Joana turned her head and saw him talking to two young men with short haircuts and blue uniforms. Glen gestured toward Joana on the couch. She gave them a smile, and everybody seemed happy and relieved.

“Dr. Hovde,” Joana said.

“Yes?”

“I don’t have a doctor of my own. Could I come to you for the checkup?”

“If you like.” The doctor fished through his wallet for a card. “Call my office before you come in. I’ll tell my girl to be expecting you. It will have to be in the morning — tomorrow’s my afternoon in Emergency at West L.A. Receiving.”

Joana took the card. “I’ll call early.”

Some of the people in the crowded room started to move off. The voices picked up to a more normal conversational level.

“Is there any beer left?” somebody asked.

“There’s a whole tub hasn’t been touched.”

“Well, let’s go. Get the music started again. It’s early.”

Several of the people stopped by the sofa to say a few words to Glen and smile at Joana, and soon the apartment was empty except for the two of them and Dr. Hovde.

The doctor gave her a small plastic vial of pills. “This is a mild sedative. If you have any trouble sleeping tonight, take two of them. Other than that, keep warm and take it easy.”

“I intend to,” she said.

“Fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Glen walked Dr. Hovde to the door and saw him out. He drew the draperies across the broad windows and came back to the sofa. He sat down on the edge of the cushion, looking intently at Joana. She worked one of her arms free of the blanket to take his hand. His grip was strong and reassuring.
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