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    This volume is dedicated to the Austin of old. Those people and places that made it so unique, an incubator for seminal music, time-honored venues, and enduring memories. To the many friends I shared my city with, to those I wish I had known, and, as always, to Maggie, my long-suffering wife who continues to inspire me

      

    



  	
        
            
            In the peaceful heart of the Tempest a secret lurks, a terrible deceit. For the calm there is fleeting and masks the wrath that rages on the other side


    


Author’s Note

This book is the sequel to “Doves in a Tempest — The Valley of Horror.” The chapter titled “Retrospective” summarizes the first book and allows this book to be read as a stand-alone volume. If you’ve read “Doves in a Tempest - The Valley of Horror” recently and want to skip the review, feel free, you won’t hurt my feelings. If you haven’t, start with the “Retrospective” chapter. Reading the first volume before you crack open this one is still my recommendation. I wrote them both, every word, there isn’t a single AI-generated sentence.

~ ~ ~
[image: ]


Warning: this story is set in 1958, and I have attempted to be true to the language and culture of the decade, so terminology is used that might not be acceptable today. It also deals with themes of racism, child abuse, and gender confusion. I believe that it is the responsibility of the author to explore uncomfortable topics, but if these things offend you, consider giving my story a miss, unless, of course, you want to be open minded and expand your horizons.

~ ~ ~
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Praise for Doves

“...The setting is Austin, Texas. It’s 1958, and for those of us who grew up in those times, the memories flood back. ... You can’t go wrong with Schweitzer’s latest effort. It’s an eclectic mix of sci-fi, thriller, horror, and coming of age, and I devoured every page. Highly recommended.” 

— Karen K. Brees author of The Esposito Caper

~ ~ ~
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“This is a lyrical, nostalgic tale that blends mystery, sci-fi, fantasy, and horror into a compelling coming-of-age adventure. The trip back into the 1950s is vivid and authentic. The feisty and bright characters are intricately drawn, their friendships both tested and strengthened as they confront the unknown. It’s an imaginative story of heartfelt friendships, danger, and the resilience of growing up in extraordinary times.”

—Andy Phillips, Author of In Jake’s Shoes

~ ~ ~
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“The fantastical imagination of writer Bill Schweitzer comes alive in this teens coming of age meets Sci Fi. ... ”

—Paulette Mahurin, award winning author of Two Necklaces

~ ~ ~
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“This heartfelt story of precocious kids, their harried parents and alien invaders has an almost dreamy, movie-like quality... the plot and dialog remind me of my favorite Spielberg alien vs. pre-teen movies. Super 8 ad ET – smart, misfit kids with oversized imaginations who see what the adults can’t... I also loved that the author portrays the aliens not as mindless monsters, but as entities whose motivations are quite logical when viewed from their perspective...”

—Deb Heim, author of The Spirit Song series

~ ~ ~
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“...Doves in a Tempest is a thrilling and entertaining read that will appeal to fans of sci-fi and nostalgic storytelling. The 1950s setting adds a unique charm to the narrative, and the suspenseful plot keeps readers hooked until the very end. The intriguing premise and fast-paced action make this book a compelling read for those looking for a Stranger Things-type adventure.” 

—Lena Gibson, author of Racing Towards Destiny

~ ~ ~
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“Schweitzer’s novel is a nostalgia filled sci-fi thriller that makes you feel like you’re sitting in the seat of a retro drive-in...an incredible adventure that explores not only the world of science fiction but also coming of age, sexuality, and a snapshot of the times. A true nail-biter to the end, like a classic sci-fi should be!”

— Evelyn Johnson, Author of The Way the Dust Clings

​​
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Preview 

––––––––
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Friday, December 26, 1958

The surface of the silent lake lay motionless and smooth as melted glass, and reflected the muted glow of the luminescent moss like a giant mirror. Impelled by something, some nebulous perception—the glimpse of a slight ripple in the distance, an unexpected whisper of breeze, a whiff of something pungent, or the onset of that muddled mind-mist, she lowered her head and charged into her unsuspecting companion with a flying tackle, driving them both onto the ground behind a bulky stalagmite that loomed like a defensive battlement. 

“OWWW – HEY, why did you do that?”

As she pointed around the side of their cover, the tranquil waters were shattered by an eruption of something rising from the hidden depths.
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Part 1 – Summer’s End
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Retrospective

~ ~ ~
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CHARACTERS FROM VOLUME ONE

The HI-Q Gang (Stands for High IQ)

Anna Belle Cook (Anna, do NOT call her Anna Belle) – Precocious 12-year-old. Her flaming red hair is worn in unruly waist-length braids. Specializes in sarcasm, belligerence, and guts. Her remarkable golden-brown eyes flare with crimson highlights when she is angered (something that’s sadly easy to do). Prone to cussin’ at those times, Anna could benefit from anger management class.

James Hatcher – Bright 12-year-old. Extremely tall and skinny. Quiet and shy, he looks like the love child of Ichabod Crane and Buddy Holly. Helps keep the others pointed in the right direction.

Betty Lou Dupree - Bright 11-year-old being raised in a strict, evangelical family. She is a beautiful little girl with blue-green eyes and a straw-blond ponytail. Betty is tiny for her age, quite naïve, and struggles with her parents’ fundamentalist beliefs.

Levi Stieglitz – Exceptionally bright 11-year-old. He is small, slightly below the minimum for his age range. He has curly black hair and makes up for his size with speed, quickness, and humor. Betty thinks he is DREAMY!

Stevie Lindquist – Chubby 10-year-old with pale blue eyes and thick glasses. Stevie skipped the 3rd grade so he’s in the same class as Betty and Levi. He, like the others, is exceptionally bright, but is cursed with an overactive imagination.

Georgie Woods – Georgie is a cute 8-year-old. He is exceptionally bright for his age as well. Georgie lives with his mother, Rose Woods, in the segregated Black community in East Austin.

~ ~ ~
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THE OTHER PLAYERS  

Mark Lindquist – Just turned 16. He’s tall, athletic, and handsome, but dumb as he is good-looking. He is Stevie’s big brother who somehow gets dragged along on their adventures.

Becky Arndt – Mark’s slutty girlfriend – or so thinks Anna, who is attracted to Mark’s good looks despite his sub-par intellect and his being WAY too old for her. Becky’s father is Johan Arndt, the head of security at the lab.

Rose Woods – Rose works at Brackenridge Hospital and a close friend of Anna’s mother. Although Rose completed nursing school at Huston-Tillotson College in Austin, as a black woman she is relegated to being a Nurses’ Aide.

Miss Lillian Strawn aka “Miss Stinky,” aka “Fart Mouth.” Fifth grade teacher at Gullett Elementary whose breath could melt the paint off the walls.

~ ~ ~
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ABOUT THE SUMMER

Anna’s Journal, Log Entry August 19, 1958

We have to figure this out. Something is out there in that valley, and it’s not done with us. I’m not sure it’s done with anyone. Whatever it is, I believe it’s among us now and who knows how it will manifest itself? It might be a threat to the whole world! Is that too dramatic? Maybe, but we just don’t know, and I’m not Nancy DAMN Drew!

This entry will reflect on this summer. You know, The Summer from HELL. Or maybe I should start calling it The Summer of the IMPOSSIBLE!

It all began when Stevie stayed up late listening to the radio on the first weekend of summer vacation. He was looking out the window and saw a big flash out over the hills, and what he called a flying saucer came down. We all thought he was full of bull dookie, and I dared everybody (by everybody I mean the HI-Q gang – Stevie, Levi, Betty, and James), to go out there at night and prove to Stevie it was only his imagination, which can be really wild. Of course they agreed. 

We now know that Stevie DID see something, although we still don’t know what it was. 

Somehow I always end up getting my way with the gang, like I’m the leader. James and I ARE the oldest (almost 12), and he’s the quiet type, so he just goes along with me. Sometimes I think he might be my boyfriend, but it’s more like he’s just my boy friend. Two words, that makes it different. A friend who just happens to be a boy. 

To teach Stevie a lesson we went out to the woods at night to where Stevie said the flying saucer crashed. And that was the weirdest night of my life, hands down. Every one of us saw something terrible, but no two of us saw the same thing! We had nightmares about what we saw and would keep zoning out and losing time. I think that something was getting into our heads and exploiting our worries and insecurities. 

At about the same time, Mom was working in the ER at Brackenridge, and all these UT students came in acting all crazy like they were on drugs. She thinks that whatever was happening to them is what happened to us – like we were somehow exposed to drugs that flew through the air like magic. I say magic because I don’t see how it could have happened—like I said, The Summer of the IMPOSSIBLE! 

Miss Weber (James’ dad’s GIRLFRIEND) worked out at Alpen Labs when there was an enormous explosion and fire out there, and it exposed her to drugs they were making. She ended up in the ER and Mom and Mrs. Woods treated her. She was acting all crazy like those UT students. They found out later that Alpen Labs was conducting drug experiments and was using those UT students as subjects (victims!), and somehow the Air Force and the hospital where Mom works were involved. So, it was like a conspiracy between Alpen Labs, the Air Force, Brackenridge Hospital, and The University of Texas Psychology Department. Whew! 

While we were all trying to figure out what was happening to US, our parents decided it was all related and started investigating what was going on at the lab. They found out all sorts of things about what was going on with those drug experiments at the lab, but not anything about us, so they sent us to a shrink. She was nice enough, but it didn’t really help. Now we’re on our own. The grownups wanted to help, but we’re “just kids” and they didn’t believe us. 

Miss Weber, who turned out to be real nice and full of spunk, went to a little newspaper near UT and gave all that they found to this lady reporter—Molly Dugger. Miss Dugger wrote a fantastic article about the drug experiments that stirred up things all over town! It was all over the news by the end of the week, and Alpen Labs had to shut down, or get sold. Anyway, now it’s called Texas Advanced Electronics— TAE— and doesn’t work on drugs anymore. Our parents think that means it’s all over now. 

We know that there’s no DAMN way drugs from Alpen Labs could have floated through the air all the way to the valley. I still think it was something else and so do all the other kids. We don’t know what, but that flying saucer idea sounds better all the time.

Anna signing off, confused and frightened, August 19, 1958
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Chapter 1 - Far Away


[image: ]


In a remote corner of the universe, the Old Ones waited. That small blue planet on the fringe of a faraway galaxy was at a distance beyond their ability to maintain communications. They had conquered the speed limitations for travel there by a technique they would have termed, if they spoke as we do, “burrowing.” We think of space as curved, but they had learned that space was more analogous to a crumpled sheet of paper. If you followed along the surface, you would have the traverse the entire impossible distance, but they had developed a way to tunnel through those folds, much as engineers in Switzerland tunnel through the Alps. Earthly astrophysicists would have drawn an analogy to the concept of wormholes. That, combined with their near infinite life spans and ability to slow their metabolisms to a virtual standstill, allowed them to send their emissaries over otherwise unfeasible distances in, what were for them, manageable timeframes.

They had timed the voyage to correspond with the evolution of relatively sophisticated scientific knowledge by the intelligent beings on this distant planet. The Old Ones sent those voyagers out to achieve certain goals and could only trust that their plans were well underway.

Eons earlier, in a time only dimly remembered, before what they termed “The Time of The Cusp,” the Old Ones had physical form, and struggled to eke out an existence on their rocky planet with its paucity of resources, until they became too many, and were forced into that next step.

––––––––
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1951

The ship was nearing the end of its journey, with its matrix of external tubing glowing like a neon snake pit. The colors were changing continuously, an amphetamine-fueled aurora swirling with throbbing iridescence. It had journeyed an incalculable distance to come here, a voyage that had exhausted all but a tiny bit of its fuel. 

A grizzled old goat rancher in rural Texas, the only one to witness the arrival, stared at the half-empty jug of moonshine dangling from his fingers and threw it as far off into the brush as he could. For the rest of his life, he never touched another drop. His friends said he must have found Jesus, but he never knew what the hell it was.

The ship spun out of his sight, gliding toward a remote stretch of highway just south of Waco, where a black Rolls Royce limousine sped towards Austin on a trip from Dallas. At three in the morning, there was no other traffic to slow the limo’s progress, or to puzzle over why it suddenly seemed to lose power.

Inside, the hulking brute who was driving fought a steering wheel that seemed to have taken on a mind of its own, when the power, including the headlights, switched off, and the car came to an abrupt, unceremonious stop in the middle of the highway. It was now sitting, black and silent, a sure invitation to a collision had there been any other traffic at this unholy hour. The highway was boring, unbending, and featureless, with little to see other than small towns that were no more than a decrepit filling station or rundown café, all of which were closed. They’d filled up in Waco, just after traversing what must have been the only traffic circle in Texas. It had been placed there for the sole purpose of slowing traffic to increase the visibility of local businesses, but mostly just confused the drivers trying to make their way through the dull little town. Many of them ended up lost on side streets leading away from the highway, or circled the roundabout, only to find themselves driving right back the way they’d come.

The driver had been fighting off sleep, lulled by the hum of the tires as they spun on asphalt that was still hot from the afternoon sun, even though it was well after midnight. 

The man sitting next to him, an impressive specimen himself, asked the cursing driver what was wrong. 

These two men were the bodyguards for Winston Overton Sinclair and his guest, who snored away in the rear section of the limo. Between the two of them, Sinclair and his companion controlled enough wealth to buy a half-dozen of the larger European countries, had that been their objective. But it was railroads, oil companies, mining enterprises, news outlets, and a number of utility companies that would have fallen victim to the consortium they planned, if not for this untimely interruption. No, this was not to be, nor did the second bodyguard get an answer to his question before the passengers were blinded as the limousine was engulfed in a glaring ball of light and a tractor beam slid down from the hovering spaceship to silently vacuum the Rolls and its passengers up into its central hub.

The ship began to wobble and crashed in a remote hill country area as the power cube expended the few remaining quantecs of its fuel before disappearing into the earth.

The ship burrowed into the earth until it reached a stream running deep underground in a Hill Country cavern. Despite the damage from the crash, a tiny exit portal remained at the bottom of the central pod. Only about three inches in diameter, it was far too small for these humans with their dense bodies to traverse. The aliens, however, had evolved to share many of the characteristics of the octopus, including the ability to squeeze through openings less than an inch wide. This allowed them access to the stream running under the craft. 

There, hidden from sight, such repairs as were possible were soon underway, and the four men were gradually transformed into a different type of creature, physically unchanged, but fundamentally and incontrovertibly different. These were the first and only wholly successful conversions. Of course, this created another difficulty, that of returning these four possessed individuals to the surface, where they would begin the necessary work that could only be accomplished by human hands.

When enough repairs were completed to risk another flight, however brief, the ship rose and deposited the limousine and its passengers back to the same lonely spot where they had been abducted, then limped back to its resting place in the craggy hills that bordered northwest Austin.

The early work was done by the original four men, who leveraged their considerable wealth to form and construct Alpen Labs and a connection to the mother ship. As the years passed, the visitors found it necessary to adapt their goals to a new reality. 

Repairs continued and a series of test flights were attempted, but without access to the fuel source needed by the power cube, none were successful. The last desperate attempt at a flight ended in a spectacular crash, the one witnessed by little Stevie Lindquist on June sixth, nineteen fifty-eight.
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Chapter 2 - An Attempted Possession

[image: ]


1958

The first experiments involved attempts to convert new possessed ones (the actual concept they envisioned for converted/possessed humans cannot be translated into any human language) by direct contact with human subjects. Certain types were more amenable to possession than others—those individuals who were easily manipulated and subject to suggestion. 

The second bodyguard, Lars Bjorkson, was chosen for one of these early attempts. He was intimidating, but also highly charismatic. The men’s group at a North Austin evangelical church was a fertile source of potential subjects and provided the perfect environment to experiment with conversions by direct contact.

One Wednesday evening in early August, a particularly susceptible subject had fallen under the mesmerizing influence of Bjorkson. This man’s brain had an oversized amygdala and a stunted anterior cingulate cortex. In fact, these characteristics were shared by most of the men in this group, but the visitors had yet to develop the technology to detect these anomalies. 

Bjorkson and his subject leaned forward with their foreheads pressed together, while Bjorkson fervently intoned the sort of prayerful nonsense that would be especially effective with this weak-minded recruit.

“...Lord, enter the soul of this poor sinner and take away his pain. Arthur Dupree, accept the Holy Spirit into your heart and mind. Feel the electric charge of his presence as he enters your soul.” 

Bjorkson reached out and grasped Dupree’s shoulders, digging in with powerful fingers. As he did, Dupree spasmed, feeling that “electric charge,” with his body jerking and flailing about until he fell into a coma-like stupor.

“Hallelujah! He is here. Hallelujah! He is in you now, go forth and obey his commands.” 

~ ~ ~
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Dupree could feel the Lord’s presence within him as he stumbled to the church parking lot. He knew that if he only listened to the voices and did their bidding, that he would please Him. Those unholy urges he had been fighting so hard against were now permitted, even encouraged, and to continue fighting them would in itself be a grievous sin. Arthur Dupree was ready to do as the Lord wished.

~ ~ ~
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Chapter 3 - The Devil Made Her Do It
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Without a devil, religion would wither and die.

Betty’s Diary, Sunday, August 24, 1958

Dear Diary,

He is not my father, and I will not call myself Dupree anymore.

I’m sad and scared. This morning at breakfast I said I didn’t want to go to Sunday School. Mom said that was fine, but Mr. Dupree (Not my father! And he does not deserve to be called Mr., so I will just do like those old-timey writers and call him by his initial, D) anyway D said she should shut up and quit trying to think. He said it was his job to decide these things. And, Dear Diary, she ARGUED with him! I never saw her do that before. He got mad and HIT her. Right in the face. HARD!! It knocked her down, but she just got right back up and started yelling at him. Then he hit her again!! Even harder and she fell down and passed out! I was crying and said I would go, but he just shoved at me and told me to go get dressed for church. I ran into my bedroom crying and took off my pajamas so I could put my dress on, and HE CAME IN!!! I tried to cover with my hands, but he grabbed my arms and pulled them apart. I was crying and he was just staring at me. He said it was all right he was my daddy and daddies can see their little girls naked, and he looked and looked and breathed hard and his breath smelled like dirty socks. He made funny noises like groaning and then he shoved me away and started talking like he was arguing with himself. He kept saying, “She is ripe. No, too soon, not ready now. Yes, ripe I must plant the seed. No not yet, but soon.” Then he finally went out. It was so weird, something was wrong with him, but I was so embarrassed I didn’t really understand it all. After I got dressed, he took me to church. Mom stayed home because her face was all black and blue and bleeding. I feel like it was all because of me and I feel so guilty, I would do anything to take it back! D acted like nothing happened and told the people at church Mom was not feeling well. Then he took me home and left. 

Mom told me we might have to go away, but it isn’t my fault. She asked me what happened, and I told her about being all naked in front of D and how I was scared and embarrassed. 

He is still gone, and Mom has been on the phone a lot, but won’t let me listen.

I’m so scared now Dear Diary. I hate my father. I love my mom, but she is not educated, and I don’t know what she will do if she and D get divorse. I wish I could go talk to Anna.

Thank you for listening Dear Diary, I will take you wherever we go, but I have to stop now, Mom says come to bed with her and Terry.
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Chapter 4 - A Mothers Support Group 
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In 1998 the Austin Rape Crisis Center and Center for Battered Women merged as SafePlace, which combined with the Austin Children’s Center to form the Safe Alliance. In 1958 no such organization existed.

––––––––
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Monday, August 25, 1958

“Miz Cook? This is Penelope Dupree. When you said to call you any time I felt like Arthur was gonna hurt me or Betty? Did you mean that?”

“Of course I did. What is wrong Penelope? Can you talk?”

“Yes, Arthur ain’t here right now, I think he’ll be gone for a while. If he comes back, I might have to hang up, but I can talk now. Yesterday morning, he hurt me pretty bad, and Betty told me about something he did that made up my mind. If it was just me, I’d stick it out, but— I need to tell you about Betty in person, but somehow—we got to get away Miz Cook. We got to.” Her voice was strained, and the last part came out as a prayerful whisper.

“All right. I’m on my way over. Don’t waste any more time, pack enough for at least a few days and you can follow me back to my house. I need to make one more phone call and then I’ll be right over.”

~ ~ ~
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Monday morning Carrie told Anna she had to leave for a while, being mysterious about the reason for her absence but saying that she would explain when she got back. This was highly unusual. It was early for her mother to be up and around when she had a late shift at the hospital coming up that evening. When Anna asked her for details, Carrie simply said, “You’ll understand when I get back.” This was an odd response for her normally chatty mother. Something was off.

Carrie had not made breakfast, so Anna scrounged around and made “Toad in the Hole,” a slice of bread with a hole in the center where an egg is cooked, resulting in a fried egg surrounded by toast. Anna scarcely noticed how the surface of the old, yellow-flowered tabletop where she sat was chipped and faded. That kind of thing didn’t bother her. There was no bacon or sausage, but she was used to that and tucked into the simple breakfast with relish. As she cleaned up, Anna puzzled over her mother’s secretiveness, Carrie had always been open and honest with her, they had a closer relationship than many mothers and daughters—she supposed it was Carrie’s way of compensating for her father’s death. Now she was nervous, the gang was due there in the afternoon, after Carrie left for work. They needed to make a plan for getting back to the valley to try to learn the truth hidden there. Too tense to read, she scurried around, cleaning up where there was really nothing to clean as a way to pass the time.

When Carrie finally turned her old rattle-trap Ford into the drive, it was followed by Penelope’s little Nash Metropolitan. As she entered the house, Carrie had Penelope, Betty, and Terry in tow. She ushered them all into the living room and asked Anna to join them. Penelope’s face was swollen with purple bruises, Betty was crying, and Terry gazed around in two-year-old confusion, “Dah-dee heweah?”

Carrie explained that Penelope and her children could not live at home anymore. She said they might stay with her and Anna for a while, she was not sure, but they would work something out. The important thing was for them to understand that they would be cared for. She looked straight at Betty when she said this. She said sometimes people don’t love each other anymore and that was all right. Penelope was hanging her head, embarrassed and weeping. Then Carrie told Anna to take Betty back to her room so that she and Penelope could talk privately. 

When they closed the door, Betty was crying even harder. Anna sat by her on the bed and held her gently, rocking back and forth and stroking her hair in an effort to comfort her. Betty buried her head in Anna’s chest and held on, the tears flowing down her face and burning into Anna’s tee-shirt. Anna bent down and kissed Betty’s forehead, as a flood of conflicting emotions swept over her. She struggled to find the right words.

“I, I’m sorry this had to happen to you, Betty, I know what it’s like to be without a father, so we’ll stick together, okay?”

“But I have a father—just a mean one. I don’t know what we’ll do Anna, I love Mom, but she never even finished high school. She’s not smart and educated like your mother. I’m afraid they’ll make me go live with him cuz she can’t take care of me—me and Terry. And then... Anna, can I tell you something? Something secret? Something terrible?”

~ ~ ~
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Carrie explained that Penelope would spend the night at Rose Woods’ house, and Georgie would come over to their house and sleep on the couch. Betty was to have joined her mother and brother, but that would complicate sleeping accommodations at Rose’s small home, and Betty begged to stay with Anna. Realizing this might be best for Betty, the mothers agreed, Anna and Betty would sleep in Anna’s room with an air mattress on the floor for one of them. This way there would be room for everyone. It would only be temporary until they figured out something more permanent.

The gang had planned to meet that afternoon. Anna offered to cancel, but Betty didn’t want them to know what was happening, and besides, a distraction would be welcome. The others would have to be told soon enough, but not today.

By that afternoon when the children arrived, Carrie was at work, Penelope and Terry at Rose’s, and a happy and excited Georgie was there with Anna and Betty. 

Betty had asked Anna to say they were sitting Georgie and had decided to make a sleep-over of it. No one questioned it, so the conversation pivoted to the previous trip to the forest. The tone of their conversation was grave. This time the gang’s memories didn’t diverge, they shared the same impressions of the trip, and all agreed it had put an end—at least temporarily— to their nightmares and the worst of their fears. 

Anna commandeered the big chair, clearly in charge at this point. The others had scattered about the room at random.

“Look,” said Anna, “we need to be smart about this. Georgie, if you’re going to be in here with us you have to promise, cross your heart, not to tell anyone what we say. Will you do that for me, or do I have to make you stay back in my bedroom?”

“I won’t tell Mi, uh, Anna, I promise. You’re too good to me, I would never, ever tattle on you.”

“Good boy! Okay, so here’s the deal, we have to keep on telling our parents we’re doing better, not having nightmares or ‘episodes.’ Let them keep believing we’re cured, but we know the truth, so we’ve gotta be the real detectives.”

“I’ve been thinking about it, and we have to go back one more time, in the daytime, and figure out what’s going on in the valley.” Betty surprised herself with this, blurting out what had only been a nagging prickle in the back of her mind. 

Anna grinned, “Look who put on her big girl panties this morning,” causing the boys to guffaw self-consciously, Betty’s cheeks to flush, and James to shift his position to make room for a sudden unwelcome swelling. 

“She’s right though,” said James quickly. “Now we know there IS something there, whatever it is, and I still don’t think it’s done with us. We need to figure out what it is, and what the connection is to The Lab, or TAE, whatever they’re calling it now.”

Levi wrinkled his forehead, “As long as we stick together, and as long as Anna is there, I think we should be safe, and if we can get Mark to come and bring Becky, with all of us there we should be able to keep it from doing anything to us. Stevie, will you talk to him?”

“I think he’s off again Friday. I’ll talk to him and see if we can go then.”

Anna pursed her lips, “If there is a connection to TAE, it would be on the far side—across from where we’ve been going. And if anybody’s watching, they’ll expect us to come in from the same direction as before. I wonder if we can come in from the other side?”

James nodded, “I’ll check, Dad has this big book of maps Miss Weber’s always looking at. It’s real detailed and it might show a way to get to that side. If Mark can drive, it won’t matter if we have to go a little farther.” 

~ ~ ~
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Betty’s Diary, Monday, August 25

Dear Diary,

Well, I told Anna everything. It’s like we are sisters now. I live with her and her mom and also Georgie. When I told Anna about D (I don’t want to write it down even if I know you can keep secrets), she hugged me and held me while I cried and told me they will always take care of me. I cried for a long time Dear Diary then we talked some more. She said what D did is very wrong, even if he didn’t touch me. I told her Mom used to say Satan got in girls to tempt men. Anna said no matter what Mom says that is just not true and she got mad but not at me. We talked a lot about what Mom and D say about that kind of stuff. Anna says they are confused and wrong and D is a hypocrite < (I looked it up, it means somebody who says one thing then does the opposite and it is exactly the right word!). Maybe I will get up enough courage to talk to Anna’s mom, she is so smart and nice. I even talked to Anna about Levi and how he held my hand on the way home the last time we went to the valley. I was going to put my hand between his legs like Becky did Mark and that’s when he grabbed it and held it. I thought that meant he liked it, but Anna says I must never do that again and boy do I have a (bad word) lot to learn.

Anyways we had fun today and it took my mind off everything bad for a while. We are going BACK to the woods again because we all still think we have to figure out what’s going on. I still can’t pass a mirror without having to stare at it and look for wrinkles and all. I’m scared but I’m trying to learn to be brave. I think Anna is the bravest kid I know, and I’m glad she is my (kind of) sister now. And not just about stuff like going to the woods. She had to grow up with no father and poor and left alone a lot so that made her brave. Maybe I will get brave too now that I live here. And now I guess we are poor too real poor because D has all our money and house. Mom is staying with Mrs. Rose Woods Georgie’s mother. Mom always said Negroes were born with sin and we should not mix with them except for them to work for us and D says when they made the slaves free it was the worst thing that ever happened. I don’t think Mom thinks that any more well I hope not. Before she left to go there, Mom told me she and I were both going to have to learn a lot of new things, but especially her. Anyway, now I live here and so does Georgie. He sang for us today with no music and Dear Diary he has a voice like an Angel so I don’t know how he could be sinful, and after all he is only eight. Sometimes I think music is a form of prayer, maybe the truest kind. Georgie is cute and sweet and smart (super smart!) and polite not like D always said about Negroes.

Wow!! I wrote a lot I guess I had a lot on my mind so thanks for listening so patiently Dear Diary. And I know my grammar isn’t right sometimes but at least now I check my spelling (mostly). I will try to do better.

Good Night Dear Diary,

Still Mrs. Levi Stieglitz! I guess now I am Betty Lou Cook Stieglitz!!!

~ ~ ~
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Anna’s Journal, August 25, 1958

Things are crazy! Little Betty’s dad beat up his mom and made her (Betty) be naked in front of him! The poor kid thought it was all her fault because of all the stupid stuff her FLACKING father teaches them in the name of religion. She doesn’t know a thing about the birds and the bees. Like I said, poor kid. I guess I’m just lucky to have a mom who is smart and talks to me about sex stuff. It makes me embarrassed sometimes, but that’s a lot better than thinking the devil gets in you and tempts men. What a stinking load of BULL dookie! Her mother believes all that stuff too, or at least she did. Mom told me to be patient with her and with Betty. 

Mom is afraid Betty’s father will do something bad to her mom if he can find her. I told Mom they should call the police, but she smiled kind of funny and said the police wouldn’t get involved in a “domestic disturbance,” and the courts would just take the side of the man. I said that isn’t right and she just hugged me and said, “I know, Baby.” She hasn’t called me “Baby” in a long time. So, I’m trying real hard to be patient with Betty like Mom said and maybe I can get Betty to talk to Mom about the birds and the bees ‘cause I’m not the kid’s DAMN mother! 

Friday we’re going back to the valley. I know our parents are more convinced than ever that what happened to us was because the Lab was doing something with drugs, but we are unanimous in thinking it’s something else. The dreams and blackout periods are coming back – for all of us. 

There’s more to this than just a bunch of scientists fooling around with chemicals. There is NO WAY any chemicals could have blown all the way from The Lab to that valley. We’re gonna see if we can get Mark to take us to the side of the valley closest to The Lab (TAE) if we can find a way to get there. James thinks he knows how. Anyway, Friday his dad is back at work, Mom is working, and Jenny will be down at UT trying to sign up for some classes, so we can make good our escape!

Maybe The Lab is connected somehow, but there is something hidden in that valley—we all KNOW it. I don’t know how we know, but I’m gonna find out somehow. I’m scared, yeah, but I’m determined. 

Maybe I am Nancy DAMN Drew.

​
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Chapter 5 - Down in the Valley
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Down in the valley, the valley so low,

Hang your head over, hear the wind blow

Hear the wind blow dear, hear the wind blow

Hang your head over, hear the wind blow

—  Traditional Appalachian Courting Song

––––––––
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The five bicycles pulled into the Hatcher driveway ahead of Mark’s old Studebaker. Georgie was proudly riding on the luggage rack behind James, hanging on for dear life and wearing a grin that outshone the sun. 

The grass had turned a brittle and dusty brown from the August heat as Austin endured the dog days of summer, and wide cracks rendered the rain-starved lawn a minefield for little feet. All summer the relentless sun had sucked the moisture from the earth. Mornings no longer brought any relief from the misery, and the high humidity from the Gulf flow made the afternoons and evenings even more unbearable. 

Jenny was signing up for classes at UT, an all-day undertaking, and Rod was on a forty-eight-hour shift, so they had the house to themselves. 

They all gathered around the kitchen table, one of those slick chrome-trimmed jobs with a red laminated Formica top, where the Key Map was spread out and opened to the page Jenny had dogeared back in early June. She had circled The Lab with the road leading in and made a note of where the back entrance should have been. James marked where the valley would be in pencil. A line from the valley to The Lab would run east of north, so they decided to head to the northeast side, carefully charting the closest point Mark could park, how to get there, and the exact direction they would have to walk. The closest route would still leave them a considerable distance from the valley, and the map showed roads only, with no hint as to the topography or any walking trails. But James had an old Boy Scout compass and had learned how to take a bearing and plot a course during his one year as a Webelos Scout, so he felt confident he could find the right direction. He also had an aluminum Boy Scout canteen to carry water. Levi brought an aluminum canteen as well, one he had purchased from the army surplus store on The Trail. Becky carried a Girl Scout canteen made of plastic. These would hold all the water they could carry, about three quarts.

They wore old clothes, even Betty wore a pair of cut-off jeans that Anna had long since outgrown, along with an old T-shirt and a pair of sneakers, a little worn, but still fairly new, and far better than the pristine saddle shoes and penny loafers she had always preferred. 

She was beginning to think of her life as split into two phases, before and after the move to Anna’s. Her changing dress preferences reflected this transition, even to the point of replacing the pink ribbons and bows she used to tie up her ponytail with plain rubber bands. She thought about changing her hairstyle, perhaps to braids, but that would be copying Anna. Maybe a single braid, or she could let her hair hang down. She wondered which style Levi would prefer.

James and Mark spent considerable time working out the route. Mark struggled with all the squiggly lines on the map, as though the concept was foreign to him. After some time, he said he understood, but his furrowed brow indicated otherwise. A worried James decided they should take the map with them, something he would have preferred not to do in case Rod or Jenny got home before they returned and found it missing.

Maybellene was the proud recipient of a recent makeover that included new spark plugs and an oversized chrome gearshift knob. She was running considerably more smoothly, but the chrome knob was so heavy the shifter would drop straight down into third if Mark took his hand off after shifting into second. This forced him to keep his hands to himself but didn’t stop Becky’s hand from straying casually toward his crotch. 

Yeah, Georgie would never understand these white folks.

~ ~ ~
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The drive didn’t take long. They headed north on The Old Chisholm Trail to High View Drive and turned left. This route took them back towards the woods, but northeast of where they had gone before. High View eventually turned into a dirt road that they followed until it petered out into a weedy succession of ruts and brush.

James
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