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“I don’t like the look of those clouds, Julia.  Do you really think we should go caving today?”  My petite bronzed wife ignored me, which was business as usual for her.  I shot another hasty glance upward, momentarily ignoring the other couple in our expedition.  The sky above us looked dark and ominous as thunderheads boiled across the overcast horizon.  There was an unmistakable texture to the air that shouted RAIN.  The nearby leaves of a hickory tree turned upwards in the hope of catching a spare drop or two, and I could almost taste the air’s dampness with every breath.  The air temperature was in the mid-forties, too warm to snow, but too cold to be comfortable.  At least the cave itself would be warmer.  But the temperature was the least of my concerns.

Even with my limited experience, I know it isn’t a good idea to go caving when there’s a danger of flooding in the area.  Small trickling streams have a way of quickly developing into rushing torrents of water when you enter the dark world.  My boots were already wet just from walking through the spongy soil we had crossed in order to get to the cave opening.  Walking through an open meadow to reach the foot of the mountain in front of us, I was already a little out of breath.  A littering of scrub trees caressed the seam of land around us, effectively shrouding the opening in their folds.  

I had lowered my voice as I spoke to Julia, but Frank Davenport managed to hear anyway.

“Come on, Bailey.  It’s not going to rain anymore.  Besides, we don’t even know if there’s any water inside the cave.  There’s only one way we’re ever going to find out.  Let’s go see.”  The cocky little rooster of a man had the air of a junior high school boy's challenge.

In a quiet, subdued voice, Frank’s statuesque wife Stacey said, “I don’t want to go, Frank.”

“Listen, we’re here and you’re going,” he snapped at her.  “Get that through your head.”

The ashen pallor of Stacey’s face tugged at my heart.  I regretted my spoken words of concern the second I saw her reaction.

I tried to reassure her.  One unhappy caver would ruin everyone’s time.  “It’s really a lot of fun, Stacey.  I haven’t been down a lot, but it’s like a whole different world down there.”

Stacey’s eyes never left her husband.  “How about if I take the Jeep Cherokee and go tour Linville Caverns while you three do your exploring.  I’d feel better having lights and a guide.”

Frank started to say something when I saw Julia give him a warning glance.  I recognized it instantly, and so did Frank.  Julia, calmer than I had ever heard her, said, “You’ve got a light on your helmet, and Frank and I have been caving for years.  It’ll be something you’ll never forget.  I promise you.”

Taking a deep gulp of air, Stacey said, “I guess I’m being silly.  Let’s go.”

For the first time that day, I looked closely at her outfit.  “No wool on?”  The rest of us were decked out in wool pants, heavy shirts and thick coveralls.  Stacey, in blue jeans and a flannel shirt, looked underdressed to me even though the cave figured to be warmer than the frosty air outside.

Stacey offered a dimpled grin.  “Wool makes me itchy.  Frank said this outfit will be all right.  You think so, don’t you, Eric?”

What I thought didn’t seem to matter.  Frank snapped, “You’re fine in that.  Now let’s go.”

The cave opening was a small pocket of darkness wedged between two large boulders that guarded the entrance.  The farmer who Frank had bribed had probably been happy for the extra income.  From the look of the surrounding land, it would be hard to raise much of anything on the terrain.  It looked like a great place to be, if you were a mountain climber.  But we weren’t there to see the landscape.  We were going to be under it.  

The rocks above the opening didn’t look very stable to me.  “How do you know this won’t collapse once we’re inside?”

Frank leered at me.  “Geez, you’re a regular bad weather friend, aren’t you?  It’s safe.  I’ve already checked it out.”

That gave me a thought.  “How did you find this cave, anyway?”

He grinned, and the image of an evil schoolboy popped into my head.  “I’ve been studying some geologic maps, and this looked like a likely spot for a strike.  Besides, with Linville Caverns being in the radius, I followed a hunch and started walking the land.  I haven’t worked a Friday in nine months, but it paid off.  Enough yapping.  I’ll lead, then Julia, then Stacey.  Eric, you bring up the rear.”

Before I could say a word, Frank got down on his hands and knees and crawled into the dark mouth of the opening.  Julia followed suit, but Stacey balked.  “It’s so dirty.  I’m not sure...”

I offered her my best grin.  “We’re going to be unrecognizable from the mud before we get out of here.  This is as good a place to start getting dirty as any.”

“I don’t mean that.  It just looks so tight.”

I tried to pat her hand, but she instinctively pulled it away.  “It’ll be all right.”

With a brave little smile, she flipped on the electric light mounted to her hardhat and followed Julia’s vanishing feet.

Before going in myself, I took my backpack off and started to push it through ahead of me.  With my size, there was no other way I was going to get through that opening.  If I didn’t know better, I’d have sworn Frank had narrowed the entrance just to make me look bad.

Great.  My pack wouldn’t fit.  I was always getting on Julia about over-packing.  After jamming two spare batteries for my headlight into one pocket of my coveralls and some food and a small space-age blanket in another cache, the backpack slipped through ahead of me, just barely.  

After crawling through a tight rocky tunnel for ten feet, I found myself standing with the others single file in a passageway about twenty inches wide and five and a half feet high.  Frank and Julia had to stoop a little, but Stacey and I, being much taller than our mates, were bending our knees.  Huge water droplets pelted us from the ceiling, and the passageway air had the heavy feel of high humidity.  There was a raw, musty scent that had been quite strong at the opening.  The scent quickly dissipated once we were all the way inside. 

Stacey turned back in a half profile, and she had a sickly grin on her face, like she had ridden a roller coaster right after a full meal.  I was going to pat her shoulder to give her a little reassurance when I remembered her reaction earlier.

Frank said, “It took you long enough.  Did you get stuck again, Eric?”

The only time I had been out with Frank before this trip, I had gotten myself wedged in a spot called Devil’s Caress at a cave in the Smoky Mountains.  It took two cavers pulling and one pushing to free me.  Frank had laughed the whole time.  When the other cavers tried to shush him, he claimed he was just trying to keep my spirits up.

I tried to keep from growling as I said, “I’m fine.  Let’s go.”

At our feet, we heard a scampering noise.  Our lights found a small rodent scuttling out the way we had come.

Stacey’s eyes grew wide.  “There are rats down here?  I hate rats.”

Julia said, “They’re just packrats.  They like the warmth.”  I could tell Stacey wasn’t convinced.

Frank started to go on when I asked him to wait a moment.  I held my gaze on a spot near the opening we had just traveled through.

There was a delicately spun web in my light, and two Cave Orb Spiders.  They looked like Black Widows, without the giveaway crimson hourglass.

Stacey said, “Those are huge.  Are they poisonous?”

Julia answered, “Just to insects.  They won’t bother you.”

I moved my light and scanned the walls for something in particular.  I felt like Stacey could use a little comic relief.  In a moment, I found what I was looking for.

“Stacey, have you ever seen Daddy Long Legs doing their morning workouts?”

She looked my way and spotted a group of the harvestmen bobbing up and down on their long thin legs.  “It looks just like my aerobics class,” she said with a giggle.

Frank spoke up.  “Enough chatter.  Let’s go see what’s ahead.”

A lot of the charm of spelunking for me was stopping to see the sights.  I wasn’t interested in racing through.  “For God’s sake, Frank, it’s her first time.  There’s no rush, is there?”

He was getting ready to say something when Julia cleared her throat.  Peacemaker was a new role for her.

She said, “We’re all excited about the cave, Frank.  But there’s no big hurry, is there?”

Frank asked, “You’re not getting cold feet, are you?”

I was following the conversation with my headlamp, and I could see Julia’s face go white for a moment before she got control of her emotions again.  With a half-hearted laugh, she grinned and said, “No, I’ve got my thermal socks on.  How about you?”

“I never back down.  You know that.”

Stacey and I stood in the awkward silence that followed.  There was a level of tension between our spouses we didn’t understand, but neither of us was willing to push it.  Finally, Frank turned his back and led us deeper into the cavern.  

Curious, I called out, “So, have you come up with a name for your cavern yet?”  It was customary for a cave’s discoverer to name it.  My words echoed in the darkness ahead.

Frank said, “We’re right below Heartache Ridge, so I figured that would be a good name for it.  Heartache Caverns.  Got a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

Julia stopped the procession by calling us all to a halt.  She had her lamp pointed straight up at the cavern’s glossy roof.

A pretty pink cave moth reflected the light from her lamp.  You could see the drops of dew on the moth’s back glistening in the beam of her light.

Stacey said, “That’s absolutely beautiful.  Is somebody going to take a picture?”

Frank’s voice was impatient when he said, “We’ll get it when we come back.  It’s not going anywhere.”

The passageway narrowed, and I found myself concentrating on getting through the constricting rocks when Frank called out, “It’s fantastic.  I can’t believe it.”

I got stopped in the passage, but even from where I stood I could see that our way had opened into a large expanse.  There was only room for two people to stand at the narrow ledge leading to the view, and Frank and Julia were looking down at something.

“What is it?” I asked.

Frank said, “You’ve got to see this to believe it.  It’s fantastic.”

“Well, move out of the way so Stacey and I can see.”  Frank, as usual, was hogging the lead position.

As he and Julia stepped back, my wife said, “I’m hungry.  Hand me a few of those Snickers Bars.”
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