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PROLOGUE
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“In morals, what begins in fear usually ends in wickedness; in religion, what begins as fear usually ends in fanaticism. Fear, either as a principle or a motive, is the beginning of all evil.”  Mrs. Jameson

Fear is such a crippling thing. However his denial about being afraid wasn’t cutting it any longer. Although there were many valid excuses to not go back to that horrid place, he found himself trapped since fear was foreign to his self-image and left him feeling nothing more than a coward.

Accepting the invitation to accompany these men on this outing was a point of contention even within his mind. What had he been thinking? Yet it was there, in that dark and lonely place, where his personal demons waited to be exercised. And it was there where he had personified the place into an evil entity those many months ago.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Andrew awoke with a jarring start. It was as if he had fallen awake as opposed to falling asleep. He experienced a panicky moment. He swung his feet slowly to the floor, which in turn was icy cold. In that moment his surroundings were foreign, unfamiliar. The bed was too hard, too narrow while the room was too cool and much too dark. He was disorientated and a bit afraid as his mind raced through horrible scenarios. But that all faded in one nanosecond as he focused onto the reality of where he was.

He was in the basement. Why, because last night he had been banished from their comfortable bed by his wife. Damn her!

He reached out, searched for the table lamp switch and after some fumbling, managed to turn the light on. With the illumination came a loud ‘pop’ that made him jump. Sudden brightness brought a tinge of pain to his blinking eyes.

Yeah, he was here because Sheila had blown up at him. And he was a tad ashamed that he’d allowed her to bully him once more. After all, wasn’t a wife supposed to be supportive of her husband?

He shuffled to the door of the small bathroom and flipped on the light, relieved himself and then turned the hot water tap on in the shower. It would take a while before the warm water reached here from the heater upstairs. He lathered up, scraped at his face with a dull old safety razor.

He glanced at his reflection in the mirror and foolishly asked, “What the hell are you doing?”

Since the face mirrored there gave no reply, he turned aside, unwrapped a chunky oatmeal cookie he’d swiped from the kitchen last night and prepared a cup of instant coffee; forced to use faucet water to heat the bitter, brown crystals. Next he showered and toweled. Already four o’clock. He was late. He brushed, gargled and spewed out the tepid tap water before running a comb through his thick brown hair.

Flipping off the bathroom light, he rushed back into the spare bedroom and dressed. That done, he gathered his stuff and as an afterthought, he unlocked a tall metal tool cabinet and took out an object and carefully wrapped it in a thin plastic bag before adding it to his second pack.

To no one in particular he asked, “Why in the world am I doing this?” The empty room provided no answers. But Andrew Kolar knew. His plan was to face down a fear created by a set of events that had happened in a gypsum cavern named The Clown. He needed to return there and face his demons if he was to ever be free of them.

Sadly, it was his putting this off for the past two years that allowed plenty of time for his imagination to fester. Worse yet, it enabled his spouse to further personify this cavern, even to the point of giving it a face. Didn’t his wife understand, as an ex-marine, such a legacy couldn’t follow him to his grave?

The mere thought of being afraid of anything as elusive as this imaginary entity that had gnawed at him for these past months. This was why he’d jumped at this opportunity to return to The Clown Cave. When the cave club called to invite him along on a mapping trip, he had no doubt that this was what he really needed to do. But now, at this point, there were doubts. Yet it was too late to chicken out. He was committed.

Glancing at his watch, he saw it was time for them to pick him up. Actually, it was well past time. He slipped into his jacket and pulled on his backpack, then reached down to pick up his hardhat and the smaller pack in his left hand.

Passing through the unlit garage, he exited by the side door. Halfway up the drive, he paused to glance at the sky. A slight haze and the dull glow from city lights obscured the fainter stars. Andrew shivered and was glad he’d chosen his heavier jacket because it was cooler than he had figured. Again he paused as he reached the street. Turning, he looked up at a darkened window. He should be up there right now, warm and safe, asleep in his own bed, snuggled close to his lovely wife. Hadn’t his absence from the cave club these past couple of years established an apparent disinterest in caving? But if that was true, why had he so quickly accepted this unexpected invitation?

The sound of an approaching vehicle broke the silence. There should be nobody out on a Saturday at four in the morning. As they say in the Marine Corps, only burglars and jarheads got up this early. He listened as the vehicle turned onto 57th Street. Headlights glowed like angry eyes as the car approached from about two blocks away.

Sighing deeply, he resigned himself to his fate with more than his usual dread of doing something unpleasant or new. A knot gripped the pit of his belly and he felt strangely abandoned and alone. Why couldn’t Sheila have been more comforting? Did she not understand his pain, his fear and humiliation? Damn her anyhow!

Impatiently, he waited for the arrival of the approaching car. Very shortly it swerved to the end of his drive and squealed to a stop. It was a large Jeep Wagoneer, just like the model he’d wanted to buy early last year. But heck no! His wife said they couldn’t afford it and she saw no need for such a vehicle. But then, she really wanted a Volvo wagon instead.

“Hop in! Toss your gear into the back,” a deep baritone voice bellowed. Andrew determined this voice belonged to the driver.

“Sorry we are late, forgot to gas up last night. Hi! I’m Tom Barrett, spelunker extraordinaire. I’ll be your chauffeur during these next few hours. Next to me is Bob Dalbrook. I think you’ve met ole’ Mac sitting there by the window. In back, you’ll be sharing space with little Donny Ayers, who will most likely sleep most of the way,” the driver stated in a bored tone.

It was one of those things. Immediately Andrew disliked the man’s boorish arrogance. His voice and attitude were irritating. One of Andrew’s faults was making snap judgments about people and he knew it. So he’d have to cut this dude a little slack, maybe?

Andy leaned in and nodded to the group. He shoved his bags over the back of the rear seat. Right now he was concerned about the noise these folks were making. Such commotion might wake his wife and kids or even the neighbors. Carefully, he eased in and softly closed the door.

Abruptly the car jerked into motion and roared forward much faster than Andy felt was really necessary. Tom drove like a madman. It was a good thing there was no traffic. Even on the freeway, they switched lanes and traveled at speeds far more excessively than Andy would ever consider. There are still posted speed limits, even if this Tom character liked it or not.

“A nice wagon,” Andrew commented after a few minutes. He hoped to engage the men in some small talk to help pass away the time, for it was going to be a long drive.

“Yeah,” Tom snarled. “It’s a year old. I’m waiting for the seventy models. They come with a 360 V-8 engine.”

Odd, thought Andy, why in the devil the man assumed anybody could care what size engine a 70 model might have in it? It was still 1968 for crying out loud! Instantly it hit him. He didn’t really want to talk to this guy. It would be way too easy to get involved in some useless argument with a jerk like Tom, since it was Tommy Boy’s vehicle that might not be the smartest thing to do, especially this early on.

And the damned cave was still waiting for them.

It wasn’t a good morning. For starters, it began far too damned early. Then there was another issue, out of the four occupants of the Jeep, Andrew only knew the older guy, Mac. And even with that, it was a rather vague relationship and besides, they hadn’t spoken but once in more than two years. That was last week when Mac called to invite him along.

The young man sitting beside him had to be Pete Ayer’s son. The kid had been one of many that populated the grotto back then and Andrew had never given them much notice during that time. And honestly, Andrew could barely remember the famous caver, Pete Ayers. They’d never caved together as far as he could recall.

Sleeping in the garage last night didn’t make this any easier and he was already tired. He’d hoped to start off feeling fresh and be much more social. In a maze of dark foreboding and bored by the lack of conversation, he pondered about the rationale of even being here? What did he expect to accomplish?

Leaving Interstate 40, they headed south on a very sorry excuse for a highway. It was a path of crumbling pavement and nasty potholes and the ride was often jarring and for what seemed hours, nobody spoke. Twice, he almost broke the silence. But it wasn’t his place to break this pattern. After all, these four were friends, and however he rationalized the situation, he was more or less an intruder on this expedition.

And of course, the damned cave still waited for them.

“What in the world have I done now?” echoed through his mind over the drone of the engine and the rumble of four tires being tortured by the rough pavement.

As he stared out the window, the occasional shadowy outline of a deserted farmhouse appeared here and there. The auto whipped past the harsh landscape of remote southwestern Oklahoma as dark cedars and scrub oak zipped by, only adding to the overall gloom enveloping him. Caught in the brief flashes of the headlights before dissolving back into the inky blackness, these rare glimpses of things passing in the night became almost surreal. How many people had this rugged land conquered and buried during the past few decades?  Fewer and fewer farmsteads remained. For those folks that the dust bowl hadn’t run off, low prices, drought and acquisitions by large corporations had been a challenge.

Foreclosure and bankruptcy sank many hardy souls and currently there was only a scattering of individual farms left. Parity was a misnomer to family farmers. Many ranches and farms were used solely as tax write-offs for other and more lucrative businesses by large corporations.

Helping to dispel his doldrums, the cheerful aroma of coffee arrived to bring hope. He reminded himself that dawn was minutes away. New acquaintances, a new day and new adventures lay ahead. Sighing silently, he tried to hang onto that thought as Bob, the guy with the slightly stooped shoulders and who occupied the middle position of the front seat, turned and spoke with a twang that was both southern and western.

“Care for some coffee, Andrew?”

“Yes, please.” Andy took the cup from Bob’s hand cautiously and politely uttered, “Thanks.”  He could use a caffeine jolt to wake up his senses.

What he got was another kind of jolt. The tin cup had a metal handle that within scant seconds, was unpleasant to touch as heat spread from the hot liquid.

Andrew silently cussed to himself. What kind of a fool would give a man a tin cup brimful of hot coffee on a rough assed road like this? Maybe it wasn’t foolishness? Maybe it was just plain out and out contrariness on this Bob’s part?

Upon trying to drink from the hot container, Andrew nearly scalded his lip and tongue. Desperately he finagled the cup to the floor and locked it into place between the soles of his shoes. Mad as hell, he was ready to unleash on Bob, but somehow reigned in his flaring temper. After all, none of the others appeared to be having trouble with their coffee, just he, the outsider.

“What about me?” Queried the young man next to Andrew.  “I’d like a cup.”

Don was a lanky kid that Andrew figured to be sixteen or so. It was too dark to make out the features of the youngster. Still, Andrew noted he wore shorts, a tank top and had long hair. Andy hated hippie types. Might just be a generality, but he had heard most hippies were sloppy, unsanitary, useless and held a disregard to all authority. Truthfully, he hadn’t actually met such a person on a one-to-one basis. Much of what he knew of longhaired types came from television and little bits and pieces relayed to him by people at the Country Club or at work.

Unfortunately, Sheila equated cavers to people of this ilk. That was one reason she disapproved of his being a spelunker. Little did it matter that the cave club, a.k.a. the grotto, had college professors and enterprising college students for members along with loads of good people like the Baxters, the Lassiters, the Ayers and other families. Sure, some were rugged individuals. Just because speleology wasn’t her cup of tea, she shouldn’t put it or cavers down the way she did. His wife could be such a snob at times. Women in general confused him. He hadn’t a clue of how or why his wife thought about things or people? Still, it would have been nice to have her be more supportive, particularly on this matter of his revisiting Clown Cave.

It was straightforward. A group of cavers in New Mexico had recently finished mapping a gypsum cave and were claiming it as America’s longest. Since John Lassiter and he had mapped nearly the same distance in Clown Cave before their unfortunate experiences, this bunch of local spelunkers wanted to tack on several hundred more yards to the map of The Clown so that Oklahoma could brag of having the longest gyp cave system. Of course, Mac expected Andrew to direct them to the right place to recommence mapping and save the grotto a lot of work. Andrew was invited merely as a guide, a shortcut, to their competition. Which meant they needed him, well, sort of he figured? And if the truth was to be told, he guessed he would need them if he were to survive the cave again.

“Hey Teach, can I have another cup?” young Don asked Bob after a few minutes passed.

“Hell boy,” came a drawn out reply from the man in the front seat. “You ain’t hardly old enough to guzzle down this here brew. It’s stronger than cow piss and hotter than hell.”

The others snickered. Don handed his cup over to Bob and said something so softly that only Andy could make it out. “Would you believe I gotta put up with this turd two hours every day? He teaches math and science. Ain’t that a corker?”

“You say something, Junior?” somebody challenged from the front seat.

“I said it might be all of that but then it is free, ain’t it?” Don smarted off, referring to the coffee.

The boy appeared less of a hippie than Andrew had first thought and by now he had nice vibes toward the lad. At the moment, it was Bob that Andrew had doubts about, especially since the earlier coffee cup incident.

“There you go again, using that ain’t word.” Bob handed Don back his cup before motioning to Andrew. “Care for a warm up?”

Handing him the empty cup, Andrew answered with a cheerful, “Please. About a half cup if you don’t mind. Thanks.”

When he accepted the hot liquid this time, he immediately placed it on the floor. Steam wisped from the metal cup and swirled up to his nose. It smelled quite good. He locked the cup between his heels and waited for it to cool while he glanced out the side window.

A blue-black sky with diamond like stars was brightening as daylight approached. It was the end of a cool, clear and moonless night. He tried to remember another October so chilly. All he’d seen on TV lately had concerned the coming elections and how Richard Nixon was expected to carry the state. Honestly, he really hadn’t paid much attention to the weather and it was simply dumb luck that he had grabbed the right weight jacket for this chilly night.

Andrew Kolar looked at the vastness of stars and planets. Was another being out there gazing at other stars and asking the same lame question? Probably so, he chided himself, probably so. Did that far away planet have problems like Earth?  Here it was always politics. Even in this car of strangers, it boiled down to politics. He was here as a convenience to the grotto and its mission.

Mac was the only one that he remotely knew. He’d helped introduce Andy to the world of Caving. Andrew had been active through 1965 and quit late in 1966 after just two years of caving. A lot of people had been involved in the cave club back then. Their images flashed past the windows of his mind as quickly as the shadowy images of things outside zipped past the windows of this vehicle.

Big John and his son, Ray, had joined with Andrew to map a gypsum cavern known as The Clown. They recorded more than two miles in several months of exploration before the ‘troubles’ began. In 1966, nobody else seemed interested in caves in southwestern Oklahoma. That was the politics of that time. Everybody else wanted to cave over in the limestone karsts near the Arkansas border. But that was history. Today, the politics of competition was swinging attention toward this area and specifically, Clown Cave. Nearby Jester Cave hadn’t been fully explored either and it too, showed great promise as far as Oklahoma gypsum caves went. Why the sudden interest? Texas and New Mexico folks had issued a silent challenge about having the longest gypsum cave system in the states. With all the documented leads recorded, it was very possible that this gyp cave could have the most miles of passage.

These four would be watching him. He accepted that. They would question why he’d quit? Was he tough enough? And another nagging facet might emerge. Was he brave enough? For fear was easily detected. But then, perhaps they knew that answer already and he was just fooling himself. Still, others had given up on the cave long before Andrew had and maybe this group might appreciate that fact and give due respect to this dangerous place.

Andrew caught himself feeling more than a bit antisocial. Yet apprehension dominated over his normally cheerful and outgoing personality. In the average course of a normal day, he would try to draw out details of each of his new acquaintances’ lives. However, here he found himself mute and sullen. He hated being this way. What the crap was wrong with him anyhow?

In an accent a little over the top, Bob twanged out in his best cowboy imitation, “Mac, you ancient old toad.” Here he paused for effect, “You been so dang quiet this here morning that I began to suspect you might have died or something.” This brought a faint chuckle from the others.

“Oh hell, Bobby Boy, why start out the day bullshitting?” Mac’s words were in a volley that had the cadence of a machine gun. “Particularly at a time when I’ve nearly finished shifting through my immense vocabulary in order to select some simple words for future discourse with you, Bob. That way you can endeavor to comprehend my directions without overtaxing that semi-intelligent excuse of a brain you seem to possess, at least to the extent and degree that you can still exercise some control over your hands and feet. After all, you do serve as a pack animal and aren’t totally worthless like Tom and Don.”

Tom let out a snort before whining in an overly sarcastic tone, “Holy shit! You’ve gone and done it, Bob. Never be able to get the old fart to shut up now.”

Leaning over to Andrew, Don whispered, “Mac can rattle on like that all day long.”

Odd how some things never change, Andy realized. He recalled how wordy Mac had been back when they had caved together. The man did spew words with such velocity that it became an assault of major proportions on one’s eardrums at times. Mac’s head bobbed up and down when he spoke. Andrew didn’t recall noticing that before. But then, it had been some time ago.

“Listen up,” Mac began. “You fellows know we’d still be sitting back in the city if it wasn’t for me. I mean, didn’t I have to verbally instruct Tom on where to insert the ignition key in this here junker, huh?”

“And didn’t he tell you where to insert the key if you didn’t pipe down, Mac?” Don sounded off gleefully, his adolescent voice breaking slightly. Laughter followed and even Andy felt a grin tug at his rigid mouth. At this point, he definitely knew that he liked this young lad regardless of his appearance.

So far, he got bad vibes from no one other than Tom. However, the jury was still out on Bob. For that first cup of hot coffee had tainted his impression somewhat. He gazed out the window and listened for a continuation of their chatter but conversation ceased almost as quickly as it had started.

He sat back, his mind wandering while the miles streamed by. Abruptly his attention was jarred back to reality by a bright flash of yellow. The driver, Tom Barrett, struck a match to light a cigarette. Mac faked a cough and Bob made gasping sounds. Mac rolled down the window a crack and crisp cold air swept into the back of the Jeep. Although a bit cooler than Andy wished, it was fresh and welcomed because second hand smoke always irritated Andrew’s eyes.

“Hell, what a bunch of sissies, you friggin’ nonsmokers,” Tom grumbled.

Some laughter, yet the window remained cracked. Whirling air roared through the small opening and filled the silence as communication again evaporated into the darkness of the wagon’s interior. As before, this lack of conversation allowed Andrew’s mind to wander.

He thought about last night. In preparation for this trip, he had serious reservations and questioned his true motives for accepting the grotto’s invitation. Had he done so to face his fears or had he done it just to spite his wife?

“This is just so much macho mumble-jumble,” was her voiced opinion. He’d listened as Sheila again questioned why he wished to return to this horrid cave. To her, his decision was a great personal affront. He’d smiled at her for a reply and that had really set her off. In retrospect, she had been close to convincing him that he had no business returning to this place. What if she was right?

He snapped his focus forward and bumped those memories behind him and glanced up at the sky hoping to catch the first faint hint of daylight on the horizon. Ever so slowly a glimmer of a faint glow was creeping into the distant sky, reminding him of those many other mornings he’d been on this same desolate stretch of road. How many times? Too many times! Here he was once more, heading to the very cave that had brought him such pain, such fear.

He blinked at that word, fear. Nevertheless, he had to admit he was afraid. There was a numbing terror at the prospect of returning to Clown Cave. If a tangible reason existed for this fear then he would be able to respect and even understand it. Somehow, this cave had become his personal demon. In his heart he knew he wasn’t afraid of caves, only this cave. Yet such fear was incompatible to his psyche. He was an ex-marine, damn it!

The smell of cigarette smoke, spent carbide, dust and musty cave mud mingled about and he thought of how those once neat piles of cave gear and packs, stacked behind the seat, by now had been bounced around for several hours and would end up a total mess. They would soon be jostled about even more before reaching the cave entrance. He smiled at that, knowing things would be in complete disarray. Should be no trouble retrieving his stuff. He was particularly interested in one item in his smaller pack. It was something he hoped to keep hidden from the others.

There was the familiar curving hill with its old collapsed farm shed and this he recognized. They were near the turnoff. These landmarks he knew all too well. Quickly he gulped down the last dregs of the now bitter tasting coffee and cleared his throat.

“Better ease up, Tom. The road drops off and ends rather shortly,” he advised.

He waited. Tom didn’t decrease speed. They topped the rise and up ahead appeared a stop sign. The road dipped. Their momentum was more than expected and Tom hurriedly down shifted and locked the brakes as the reflecting stop sign glared at them. Gravel and dust flew as the Jeep crunched sideways to a skidding stop, ending smack dab in the middle of the bisecting intersection.

“Dang it, Tom,” Mac grumbled. “Don’t you ever listen? He told you the road ended and to slow down.”

“We stopped didn’t we?” Tom replied cantankerously.

“Yeah, in the middle of the other highway.” Bob laughed. But Andrew saw nothing funny in Tom’s actions. It simply added to his overall growing contempt for the burly driver. The man was proving to be a total asshole and assholes usually stank!

Directly before them was the gate to the sprawling Washington Ranch. Here they would find dirt paths leading to many of The Clown’s entrances. The ranch’s surface consisted of rolling semi-barren hills Andrew suspected that underneath there had to be at least four miles of connecting cave passages with two or more entrances per every square mile. The ranch had long since been over grazed by cattle and generally lay dormant. Except for a small section on the far southern end, there was no longer anything productive about this huge expanse of land.

“Where to now?” Tom asked.

Amazed at the man’s incompetence, Andrew pointed out the way and fell backward as the vehicle lurched forward. “Beyond the gate,” he directed, which seemed almost pointless since there was no other place to go. But then, he had to make allowances for somebody like Tom.

“Boy!” Mac barked at Don as Tom braked to a stop. Dutifully, the lad opened the car door to set about swinging the wire gate out of the way.

Tom eased the Jeep forward and paused, waiting for the boy to close the gate and hop inside the unit. Caught in the brief glow of the dome light, Don flashed a winning grin before settling back into the rear seat next to Andrew. In spite of himself, Andrew found himself returning the smile.

“Straight ahead?” Tom inquired again.

That too, was really silly, for there was only one way to go. Andrew wondered why Tom bothered to ask? But then, maybe he was giving the man far more credit for intelligence than he should. Maybe Tom was really a dumb butt? That certainly explained a lot. Somehow Andrew maintained calm and in a cordial tone said, “Yes, straight ahead. I’ll tell you when we reach the correct place to turn. I’d take it easy. It is one heck of a rough road.”

He leaned back, crossed his arms and was glad he didn’t still have a cup of hot coffee on this portion of the trip. They were tossed about roughly as Tom negotiated the big wagon at a speed beyond that which Andrew would caution. But hey, this was the man’s auto and if he broke an axle or jarred something loose, then that was his problem.

Tom finally shifted into four-wheel drive as the vehicle began to grind out its tilting, bucking way up a faint path. The headlight beams were much too high to be of any real benefit. The trail grew rougher as washed out ruts became exceedingly deeper, often hidden behind stands of sage and clumps of buffalo grass.

“Rough on the butt.” Bob called over his shoulder to Don.

In the dim reflection of the car’s interior lights, Andrew saw the boy’s jaw moving as Don tirelessly chomped on a big wad of gum. He expected an answer was coming and anticipated hearing a wise crack from the lad. He wasn’t disappointed.

“What’s that thing you always spout, Teach, rough on the ass but sure beats walking barefoot on hot coals or something equally as silly and dumb?”

Bob merely grunted. Andy was developing a real affinity toward this young man who certainly gave back as good as he got from the older guys. Yet Don did so with some deference to them as adults.

Ahead, backlit by a brightening sky, Andrew spotted a stand of marsh willows and a gentle rise with post oak trees lining the horizon. Below, on the left, was a small meadow filled with what looked like tiny white flowers. Immediately, he recognized where they were, or at least hoped he did. He leaned forward and gently tapped Tom on the shoulder.

“Slow down. Veer right at the next stand of mesquite, should be a trail up the hill right about here. Kinda hard to see in the dark,” Andrew was being very polite.

Tom Barrett grunted, and then expertly slid the bulky auto onto the almost invisible trail where it climbed up over a looming crest. They followed this twisting road until it ended at a grove of junipers and willows encircling an active spring. This placed them near a slight wash that served as drainage down the slope, back in the direction from which they had just came.

“We can park there. Should provide some shade later and protect us from the south wind,” Andrew calmly stated. However, inside he was both excited and relieved. If he hadn’t picked the right spot, then Tom would have a right to his obvious distrust and hostility. And while Tom was equally cynical in his attitude toward the others, when directed at Andrew, it was more serious. Truthfully, Andrew Kolar couldn’t set it aside and felt an emerging disdain for the burly driver. Picking out this particular spot, the first time out of the box, made him a bit more self-assured. After all, it was still dark and it had been a while since he was last here.

The Jeep coasted to a less than smooth stop. Tom failed to properly shift out of gear, causing the unit to jerk violently before coming to a dead stop. As the motor coughed the wagon quivered and fell motionless. Excitement engulfed Andrew. One final tilt of the vehicle and they all sighed with weary relief. They were here!

There was just enough light to cast an eerie glow over the landscape. Everyone waited and Andrew Kolar couldn’t help but observe this strange ritual, for he knew it to be just that. All held back waiting for Mac to begin this new phase of their trip. He was the man that led these expeditions and it was up to him to make that first move. With deliberate slowness, Mac popped his door open to step out into the early morning cold. He stretched and yawned in a leisurely manner. As if on some silent signal, the others followed suit in the next few seconds. Yawning was contagious as dawn poised for its introduction.

Silently they assembled at the rear of the vehicle and waited as Tom lowered the tailgate. What a freaking mess! Everything was rearranged into a heap. All eyes turned back to Mac, whose glasses perched precariously on the tip of his short nose and who grinned before speaking, “Shit-fire Gang, lets gear up and do this thing!” then moved aside.

With an expertise baffling to Andrew, Tom tossed bags and gear to the others. It was even more amazing because of the fact that things had shuffled into one singular pile from all of those once neat little individual stacks and yet Tom never hesitated. He swung bag after bag out and managed to heave the right items at the correct party in a swift and flawless flurry. Everybody scrambled to catch whatever he threw and his aim was not always that perfect. Very quickly, it turned into a madhouse of cussing and laughter as the gang caught items.

Something else was on Andrew’s mind as a new dawn struggled to burst forth from a rather dismal night. Not appreciating the humor of the others’ antics, he moved around to open the door and sit in the Jeep. Very slowly he changed into his coveralls and boots. Ahead, this day would bring challenges. And the damned cave was waiting for them!

Andrew Kolar told himself that this was a new day with new acquaintances and he must be more upbeat, more positive about things. With five people, there was nothing The Clown could toss at them that they couldn’t handle. And it was just for a day. Should be a piece of cake?

Yet there still persisted a nagging feeling of wanting to not be here and now he regretted his hasty decision of accepting their invitation. Even Sheila knew he shouldn’t have come. Yet here he was, preparing himself to crawl back into the bowels of the earth where really bad things can happen. And these poor fools hadn’t a clue.

Backpacks, hip packs, boots, coveralls along with carbide lamps, flashlights and candles were readied. Two general bags, those large duffle types, held the club’s gear; gear consisting of ropes, jumars, ascenders, compasses and log books and belonging collectively to the club. In a short time, the doors of the wagon were draped unceremoniously with clothing as the others switched into cave gear.

Andrew tried to tune out the foolish chatter between these hardy souls. Instead, he turned his attention to the sounds of distant birds calling to even more distant birds. He’d always loved the early morning. A swirl of nearly undetectable wind hissed through nearby clumps of buffalo grass. Tiny white buds waved up at him as he looked downhill into the lower reaches of this panorama of grass, gray colored bush and chalky rock. As a reluctant morning dawned, he noticed the faint sparkle of light dew over the meadow grasses. Strange, he thought, that even during a drought, there could still be enough moisture in the air to form dew?

Overhead dark bluish clouds tinged with pink drifted where only hours before diamond stars and black velvet sky had been. Slowly, the edge of a glowing orange bulb peeked timidly out from behind a crimson ribbon of cloud in the far northeast. All of this loveliness and yet there was that smell of caving gear to remind him of what hardship might lay ahead.

Madam Sun continued to rise, her long fingers tracing ribbons of rosy light up and down the hillside. Warm rays started to paint the landscape, highlighting the white strata of exposed gypsum here and there. Andrew’s spirits lifted. Much of the dread and fear of this sinister place drained away and he almost, just almost, thought that it could be the beginning of a great day.

“Damn Kiddo! Are you going caving or do you plan to open up a store? I can’t believe all that crap you stuffed into that pack.” Mac snapped as Don finished adding more goods to his bulging pack.

Don flipped him off, but flashed a winning grin at the old man. The lad had light blue eyes and blond hair that spilled past his broad shoulders and framed his smooth tanned face. Don appeared totally at ease with these older guys. The youngster ran a hand through his unruly hair and defiantly offered to the group as a whole, “Don’t sweat it. I’m carrying this pack and you aren’t.”

Jokingly Bob observed, “If you consume all the junk you’ve packed, then it’ll take all four of us to lug your sorry hide out of the cave, Don.”

Smiling at Don, Bob stood by the rear of the car and for the first time, Andrew actually got a good look at the man. He was dressed in baggy fatigues that concealed his build. The man had a dark complexion and was hairy. He displayed a faint outline of a bristly beard and his eyes seemed black as coal. His facial features included a rather long and pointed nose that could be deemed bird like. A scar ran across his forehead from an ancient injury. Yet it was the intensity of his gaze that caught Andy’s attention.

“Gee Bob. He knew you never bring anything of your own so he had to tote enough to share,” casually suggested Mac, with a deadpan expression. Obviously this was a rather normal exchange between these two, which nobody took seriously. However, Don did have an enormous amount of food stuffed into the pack.

“Nah. that isn’t it, Mac,” Bob quipped. “It’s because he doesn’t wish to grow up to be a skinny little runt like you, right boy?”

“Whatever you say, Teach, like I told you, don’t sweat it.” With that, Don shouldered the enormous pack with a grimace and stood waiting.

“Yeah, Mac, he brung plenty of nourishment along so he could keep up with us real men and not have us rescue his scrawny tail from this here Clown Cave. Ain’t I right, KOLAR?”

Slowly turning to face the sneer on Tom’s arrogant puss, Andrew realized Tom meant his remark as some sort of an insult, not to Don, but to him. He started to respond, but was interrupted by Mac. “Cut the horse manure and let’s go get cracking. We have been here almost a half an hour and I haven’t seen any caving yet. Lead the way, Andy.”

Tom dropped his stare, and then hustled to lock up the wagon. It was a city-bred habit. Locking a vehicle out here made little practical sense. Andrew observed how some things never change, old habits in particular. Habits like Tom putting his car keys under a large rock. Habits like Andrew allowing others to take control. He sighed at that thought and wished he could shake his reluctance to be more assertive. This cave made him feel rather timid and unsure of himself.

With long and determined strides, he moved out hoping that the others would have trouble keeping pace. Childish perhaps, but he needed to prove he was, at least above ground, superior. At six-four, his height gave him the advantage of covering distance faster than any of these guys. However, young Don popped up right on his heels.

Andrew forced himself to concentrate solely on where he was headed. From somewhere, a wisp of doubt had crept into his thoughts. What if he miscalculated where the entrance was from the parking spot? It would be relatively easy to do, since he had to rely on memory and out here, there were few positive landmarks for a guide. Most often it had been Big John who guided them and in reality, Andrew had been here only one time without his friend. And on that trip, he had gotten turned around and missed the pit entrance. It had taken Andrew two attempts before locating it.

To dispel this daunting fear, he concentrated intently on his surroundings. The others straggled behind. These slopes were deceptively steep. It was a brisk pace he’d set and now Andrew enjoyed the sound of his brand new black leather boots swishing through the sparse strands of dew laden grass. Occasionally a startled cricket chirped as it frantically scrambled out of his path. Where sunlight struck the earth, little patches of steam gathered. While not actually a ground fog, it was similar in appearance. On the backside of this escarpment, deep shade reminded Andrew Kolar of where he was headed and why. He shivered. Winded, he trudged up and down over a series of rolling hills fearful that he might be headed in the wrong direction.

Thank God! He was right where he wanted to be. Before him, stretched a real long and steep rise. Here he paused to catch his breath and politely allowed the others a chance to catch up. He was pleased that even young Don was gasping in deep gulps of air. Soon as the others got there, Andrew let a smirk flash across his face before starting off again. However, this time he slowed the pace down considerably and they all managed to gather again before reaching a large flat plateau leading to that final uplift before the deep plunge down the valley to the Upside Down entrance.

Cresting that final rise, they were greeted by the sight of an enormous natural funnel created by the surrounding hills of white and tan gypsum rock covered by lush green fields of moist, glistening grass. Red and Eastern Juniper lined the lower portion of this valley. Many small washes drained the upper parts of the hills into this one massive bowl. From here, on top of the ridge, the pit looked like a black blot against the bare white layers of rock at the low end. Andrew had forgotten how magnificent this place appeared. It was like a crystal bowl with a black dot at its bottom. In reality, it was more of an illusion, for the opening was lined by the brightest of white gypsum strata around. All of which was presently shrouded with a mysterious cloud of fog so clear that it seemed almost translucent in its bluish sheen. The inky black pit defied comprehension at first.

“What a marvelous view!” Mac exclaimed, his head bobbing up and down.

“Look at that sinkhole. Never expected this from a gyp cave,” Tom commented excitedly.

Don moved forward and shook his head in disbelief. “Wow! I think I’ll kick butt here.”

Bob merely whistled as he stood and peered down at the scene.

For some odd reason, their reactions and comments struck a sour note with Andrew. What the hell had they expected, a damn commercial cave with lights and stairs or better yet, a guide and an elevator? He bit his lip, knowing that his rage wasn’t really at them. Nothing they had said should have angered him. It was merely a mental smokescreen to mask the hostility brought about by their enthusiasm at the prospect of exploring HIS cave while he experienced quite another emotion, one of pure fear. Damn it, he shouldn’t be afraid! It was a nice day, sunshiny and all. However, the damned cave still waited for them.

“Well gang. This is where it begins,” Andrew said, somewhat taken back by how his voice betrayed his bitterness. He hoped his curt attitude would be overlooked and that they wouldn’t realize that he was afraid of this stupid cave. Still, a little fear and respect from them would be appreciated, as far as he was concerned. For The Clown did have its detractors over the years. It was known as a ‘difficult’ system in spelunking circles. However, few folks had any idea just how difficult it could really be.

Bob gave him a patient smile. Bob’s brooding inquisitive gaze locked onto Andrew. The sheer intensity came very near to unnerving him. Damn it, he didn’t want pity and he thought he spotted a glint of sympathy in Bob’s demeanor. Andy tensed, pushed back his anger and frustration about his awkward behavior long enough to fake a smile back in Bob’s direction.

At this point he strolled down the steep embankment to the place where the darkness began, a darkness that practically shouted at him, “Come on into my grasp, Fool!” It was an open invitation to that place where Andrew’s dreadful demons waited and where his personal fears rested.

As with most people, he wanted to fit in. He hoped that these guys would, at least, come to accept him. Yet it seemed like everything he did or said, ran counter to that. He understood that he was making himself even more of an outsider by his standoffish ways. Yet he couldn’t seem to do otherwise. That knowledge left a hollow feeling inside.
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The fog had vanished into the pit by the time the others reached the gaping hole. Stepping near the edge, Andrew imagined what it must be like to stand on a white, fluffy cloud and peer down into the night. Shiny layers of bright white rock ringed the opening. This chalky rock had been polished smooth by hundreds of years of wind, water and fine granules of dirt flowing over them until the stone was transformed into alabaster. From soft crumbly gypsum, it had morphed into this hard, slick surface, both on top of the pit and down into the fluted walls. Although it wasn’t as hard as marble formed from limestone, it was equally as pretty.

The expression of awe on Don’s face reminded Andrew of how Big John’s son had reacted when they had first stumbled upon this spot. Yes, Andrew had been like these cavers once, full of hope, so energetic and unsuspecting. But that was before trouble struck!

The politics of the grotto wouldn’t acknowledge their discovery back then and it was John and Ray Lassiter who assisted Andrew in mapping Clown Cave while the grotto pursued other projects and completely ignored this area. Somehow, the trio hadn’t minded all that much. It allowed them a free rein in doing their own thing, which was more exploration than mapping or filing reports to the grotto.

Bob turned to him, his dark eyes watching intently as he asked, “How deep, Andrew?” They were waiting for him to answer. It was impossible to ignore their stares and attention.

“Twenty-two feet, eight-feet across at the top and eleven-feet wide at the bottom.” He wondered if they recognized how dangerous twenty plus vertical feet could be?

“Usually has about six to twelve inches of water at the bottom. Then you have to duck into a narrow slot in order to get to the main corridor, a big hall we named ‘The Boulevard’.”

He had started to ramble so he clammed up. Nerves made a person blabber and while he had more to say, he decided against it, while thinking, don’t let on you’re scared. Focus! Sternly, he ordered his mind. Focus!

He sauntered over to the opposite side of the yawning void and eased his frame down to rest his butt on hard cool rock. Situated here, he had a great view of the others and some welcomed space from them. He pulled out a pink plastic baby bottle and filled the brass bottom of his carbide lamp. He’d discovered that baby bottles held three refills of carbide pebbles and were easier to transport than those undependable plastic bags. He busied himself with this task while managing an occasional peek across the opening at his new companions.

“So this here is the place you named the Upside Down?” Bob’s western twang dominated with what Andrew considered to be more of a statement than an actual question.

Andrew gave a polite nod as his answer. He couldn’t quite trust his voice at the moment.

“Kind of an odd moniker to give a pit?” Bob continued.

Even without glancing, Andrew was aware of Bob’s intense stare. The teacher waited for some sort of reply, so Andy merely nodded his head for verification, then slipped his hand back into his backpack. It was hard to ignore the man. Even so, he tried to distract himself by activity. He knew Bob wanted answers, still searching for some clarification about the pit. Hell, let him wait! Let him find out the hard way about this gaping hole and Clown Cave. Better not look over at him though.

Shifting his pack carefully, he slowly laid out his hardhat and a small water bottle. With great deliberation he filled the top chamber of the lamp using the activity as a diversion from meeting Bob’s probing gaze. With the utmost care he checked the rubber casket between the top and bottom chambers of his trusty Justrite Lamp before gingerly squeezing the two plastic containers back into his pack. Then he snapped his gear bag shut.

The coldness of his stony berth was starting to feel uncomfortable on his skinny butt, so he swiveled to his side for a moment before effortlessly scrambling to his feet. With that same degree of deliberateness, he flipped the water lever and gave the lamp a hardy shake. Within seconds, gas spewed. He reset the lever back a couple of notches. Again, he paused. He counted to three before spinning the flint wheel with his thumb. The gas ignited with a soft ‘pop’. Bending slightly, he pushed the lamp into the sturdy metal prong brackets of his hardhat.

Darkness is a caver’s worst enemy. Adequate light is essential while underground. Andrew Kolar came well prepared. He carried more than enough carbide and water. Still, he checked over his spare lamp and the two sturdy flashlights meticulously. Darkness wasn’t only a caver’s constant enemy; Darkness kills.

By now Bob was occupied with his gear and had his back to Andy, but remained inquisitive. “You had rope trouble here, didn’t you?”

Andy sighed wearily and muttered, “Yeah, had to get out the hard way. No rope to climb. Our rope was cut.”

They would probably doubt that. He didn’t give a flip if they did or didn’t. Hell, he knew it to be true. There was a lot about The Clown that some people wouldn’t believe. Things he couldn’t or wouldn’t express. Things like having a bunch of odd little mishaps plague him as he worked to map the passages back then.

“Say, I recall hearing about that incident. You had several such, ah, accidents on this end of the cave, didn’t you?” A slight pause, then, “I seem to remember that from all of your reports,” Mac stated accusingly.

With enough bitterness echoing in his voice to close this discussion, Andrew replied curtly with a “Yeah!”

And thankfully, he was happy to have Mac let it go. It was something he just didn’t care to talk about.

Andrew studied the group across the pit. By now they had all fired up their lamps. He watched as they adjusted their chinstraps, moving almost as one. Next they hoisted their individual packs. Tom and Bob wore large hip packs. The other two had the more traditional backpacks - with one exception - being that Don’s was stuffed twice as full as necessary. As if on some undetected signal, the quartet turned to attack one of the larger duffle bags they had brought along.

Bob stood about five ten. Mac was a few inches shorter. Tom was at least six-feet tall with young Don very close to that. Bob and Mac appeared wiry. Don was rather rangy. Tom was chunky but not fat. However, because of his stance and posture, he appeared burly.

Guessing ages, Andy surmised Tom to be about thirty or younger. Bob seemed at least ten years older. And Mac was even older. Yet despite their differences in age, they worked together like a well-oiled machine as they sorted out ropes, nylon harnesses, climbing pegs, jumars, compasses, notebooks and other gear. Each seemed responsible for specific items. There was little hesitation as they prepared for going underground. For that reason alone, they reminded him of four robots; each programmed to do a set of specific chores. He realized he was glaring at them sullenly. And he had no reason to regard them in this manner. Why be mad at them? They had done nothing wrong.

Mac glanced over, catching Andrew off guard. Andy smiled meekly at the older gentleman and was glad Mac couldn’t read his mind. It was a sheepish smile at best, partly because he was truly embarrassed by his manifesting sense of hostility toward them. Then it registered. Andrew saw puzzlement in Mac’s eyes.

Noting the rope Mac held, Andrew swiftly caught the gist of the man’s puzzlement - what to tie the rope to? Andrew glanced around and then pointed out a stubby cedar stump some fifty feet up the southern slope. Mac nodded gratefully. The stump was hardly noticeable at first glance because of the clumps of buffalo grass and milkweed in front of it. Since Big John and he had used it more than once during their forays to this dreadful place, Andrew knew exactly where to look.

There was that mysterious and silent form of communication mountain climbers and spelunkers often develop. Andrew wished he could communicate that way with everybody. Even as an outsider to this group, he still knew about these little deals. Items such as secret little rituals and signals never displayed openly.

Slowly it dawned on him, a valid reason for some of his hostility and frustration. These people understood and used these signals automatically. They each had things to do that added to the overall effort. Andrew felt resentful because he had no such connection to them. That made sense. With that, he resolved to not be so damned critical about their actions. Well, except for Tom. He simply didn’t like the guy, so anything and everything that the guy did would still bug him.

Watching Mac drag one end of the rope up the slope, Andrew had to hand it to the wiry old goat. He moved with understated agility. One had to admire how fluid Mac’s tough little hands wrapped the rope around that stump to quickly fashion a perfect bowline knot, followed by a couple of half hitches and one final granny knot. The man certainly could handle a rope.

“Hey!” Chided an arrogant Tom, “Be damn sure you tie it up good and tight. I remember what happened last time.”

Mac shot him a go-to-hell look and briskly started back down the hill, letting the remaining rope slide through a gloved hand. He marched up to Tom and glared with a stern set in his aged jaw. In slow motion, he offered the rope to the burly man. “Bullshit! Last time, that rope was secure.” Mac growled.

Andrew watched intently, this robust exchange between the two, wary over all that was being said and done. He decided he would never like Tom. Not because he had known Mac before, as much as simply harboring an opinion that Tom wasn’t a very pleasant sort of chap.

“Besides it only slipped about an inch, you dumb crybaby. The knot slipped a mite around the tree trunk and that was all,” Mac scolded angrily.

Tom stubbornly refused the rope. “By god, that rope dropped me a foot or so. I damn near messed my pants, you ornery old poop. Can’t you ever admit to making a mistake?” Tom disrespectfully scratched his rear with both hands and left Mac standing there with the rope in his outstretched hand. His overly smug face and his nasty attitude grated on Andrew’s nerves.

Just as Andy started to jump in and take Mac’s side, Tom reached out, took the rope and gave it a couple of really hard tugs before handing it off to Bob, who smiled while Don snickered. Instantly it became clear to Andrew that this whole thing was merely another ritual among close friends. And if he’d butted in and said something in Mac’s defense, then he really would have looked the fool.

Focus! He reminded himself again. Don’t be distracted by a personality clash with Tommy Boy. Let these fellows do their chores and try to not interfere. Again he was aware he was still an outsider and an intruder to this close-knit group. He needed to accept their unique verbal barrage as routine banter between friends.

That was when he paused to recall how it had been when he was in the Marines. An insult was not always just that. Often it was merely a jest between comrades.

He sighed and watched as the pace quickened. Bob hooked up a nylon sling to the rope. Next he plopped the free end of the rope into the pit. In a flash, Bob whipped off his olive green military style jacket, stuffed it into his hip pack. The man had thick, hairy ape-like arms that rippled with well-defined muscle. His sweatshirt was one of those tie-dyed affairs, far too bright for Andrew’s taste. His overall physique impressed Andy. Bob hadn’t appeared that fit in his street clothes and for some reason, Andrew had suspected Bob to be a pale and anemic man that had picked teaching as an easy way to make a living. Obviously that wasn’t the case. Bob caught him looking, smiled briefly and turned away to plunge from sight into the pit.

That reminded Andy that the cave was still waiting! Tightness cramped the middle of Andrew Kolar’s gut. Even in the crisp morning air, beads of nervousness moistened the headband of his red hardhat. Reluctantly, he tugged on thick gloves and approached the yawning pit. The cave was waiting!

Frantically, he tried to fill his mind with his surroundings; the way sunshine reflected off the bare white rock or the charm of golden rays dancing in the waving grass on the opposite hillside. It wasn’t working. And he had to force his dread aside. Instead he watched as Mac prepared to descend the pit.

“You follow me, Andy.” The elder caver suggested, his eyes half-hidden behind his wire-rimmed glasses.

Andrew nodded and watched as the older caver eased past the lip of the gaping hole with ease. The zing of the rope broke the silence as Mac disappeared, eyeglasses fogging as he dropped deep into the pit - where only minutes before - the last wisps of a cloud of moisture had disappeared into.

Suddenly Andrew longed to be elsewhere.

Don and Tom hauled up the sling. Don motioned for him to approach the edge. His boots scraped across the shiny white stone as if they had a will of their own. Tom slipped the webbing about him, and Andrew noticed his sneer. If not so terrified at the prospects of once more entering this dreadful cave, he would have probably knocked that sneer right off the man’s mug. While it was obviously Tom sensed Andy’s fear, he probably mistook it as fear of rappelling, while in truth it was the fear of the dangers awaiting Andrew in the dark bowels of the earth.

“Feed the rope though the carabineers. Should be simple enough! Just remember to lean way back as you go over the edge. Lay into the rope, Mister Kolar,” young Don instructed.

Tom strapped the harness tight, with little regard to Andrew’s comfort and pulling roughly, guided him to the lip of the Upside Down.

As if in a stupor, Andy tried to scream out at his brain, “Focus!” But fear blocked his thoughts. He touched the edge of the pit with his heel and took a deep breath.

He tried to grasp what Don was saying. “They checked and there are no snakes along the walls. So kinda relax, Mister Kolar.”

Sure, he thought, relax huh? Not in this freakish hellhole. They might be confident, but he wasn’t. None of them had a clue how dangerous The Clown could be. Still, he envied their confidence. It wasn’t merely this long step into the cave that made his hands and knees tremble. It was that vague image of evil lurking below to do them all in, an invisible Clown intent to harm.

He jerked into action, realizing the others were waiting as Don and Tom stared quizzically at him as he hesitated there on the lip of the pit, lost temporarily in his own private hell.

“Lean back into the sling!” Tom yelled. Andy didn’t, and immediately suffered the consequences. His knees banged painfully against the glaring white wall. He dropped about three feet below the opening at this point and unfortunately he had stepped off the edge standing erect.

“Mister Kolar, feed the rope through. They are belaying you from below so don’t worry.” Came Don’s advice. Again the lad’s cheerful words were wasted.

Andy smashed into the wall once more, pain stabbing out from his bruised knees. Focus! He knew how to do this. He’d done this as a caver and he’d done this as a Marine. Chill damp air pressed up at him. Instinct took over pushing back physical pain and the nausea of his terror. He leaned back horizontally and bounced down the fluted walls of the pit almost expertly.

His mind thought on how odd for the upper portions of these walls to be bathed in such brightness while the lower section remained extremely dark. Long stabbing rays of sunlight peeked into the upper portion and the blinding glare off the white rock created a deep contrast against the dark shadow along the bottom.

Water splashed over the top of his boots. It was cold. Hands reached out to steady him while somebody unsnapped the sling and tugged on the rope. The harness flew back up, and even before Andrew’s vision adjusted to the darkness, down slid Don with a loud shout of glee. Mac helped the lad out of his sling and soon it was Tom splashing to the bottom to join them. A thin cloud of pale blue mist swirled down after Tom and it was hard to believe that was all that was left of the morning fog.

By now it was rather crowded in the bottom of the Upside Down Pit, so he moved slowly, treading his way through a narrow slot that led away from the pit. Andrew wondered if his lamp had gone out. He blinked several times, peered into the blackness of the long passage ahead of him. It took a moment or two before he could see. Grateful, he found that his lamp was working.

Now he spotted the flame of Bob’s carbide directly ahead and reined up short to avoid walking right into the man. Mac and the others were quickly closing in behind him.

“Say Andy,” Mac began. “You and John had your rope cut back at that pit, right?”

Was it a trick question? Hadn’t he already mentioned that? He grew uneasy and tried to fluff it off with a simple, “Yes.”

But with Bob blocking the way, the others squeezed in closely behind, he was trapped and a bit alarmed by how this was all playing out. “Tell us about it. Exactly what happened, Kolar?” Bob made it sound as if there was no choice but to comply.

Andrew wanted to avoid a fight with these men. However, he never cared to be bullied into anything. And right now, he was of the opinion he was being bullied. On top of everything else, Bob just called him Kolar instead of Andy or Andrew. It was a slight but significant difference.

Somebody uttered that magic word which calmed him down from a boiling rage. “Please?”

So they were being slightly too insistent. Perhaps they had a right to know?

“We mapped a side passage, a crawl way. Hadn’t rained in months, clear sky, all of a sudden here’s this flash flood. Water must have been dammed up behind leaves or something, tore us up fairly bad. When we retreated to the pit, we found our rope had been cut. Really serious deal since John’s son was hurt and unconscious.”

He gulped and took another deep breath, wishing this dialogue to be over.

“John tried to chimney out, almost made it too. A snake was nesting in a crack near the top. John dodged as it struck, lost his balance, fell and broke his elbow. I managed to climb up and haul them out. Took a long time, but I got them out. And that’s all there is to that.”

The following silence was depressive. In some strange way, he thought he’d feel relieved to have that out of the way. Still, he wished he hadn’t of had to tell them anything. But now perhaps they would begin to respect this cave. At least they ought to. He looked at Mac and waited. This guy was the trip leader, so however he reacted to this story would impact the others.

“Didn’t you have other troubles at this end?” The elder caver inquired. Why couldn’t Mac just leave it alone? Why keep pressing?

Andrew took in a deep breath and tried to decide if enough had already been said. He glanced at Bob who obliged by moving aside to allow Andrew to pass. Andrew eased forward into the subway-like passage, figuring it would be easier speaking over his shoulder.

“I guess you could say that,” he replied in a forced casual way. “I guess you could definitely say that.” Taking in the view before him, he carefully selected his next words. He didn’t want to come off sounding like a total nut case.

Fighting to control his voice, “We had our survey markers switched on more than one occasion. There were tires slashed. We had lots of other things go wrong. Sometimes it was due to something dumb we did. Maybe other things were just coincidence, maybe not?”

Having said this, he moved on out, pacing the hollowed hall at a comfortable speed. By now they were moving single-file behind him. He was surprised to see so much steam coming from his mouth. The dampness of this passage was heavier than he recalled. Funny, how time tends to dim one’s memory. Well, not necessarily funny, for he certainly wasn’t laughing. Actually there was one memory that time hadn’t dampened and that was the chilling high-pitched laughter he swore he’d heard on two occasions in the cave. And which sadly, was the same haunting laughter he’d heard in troubled dreams several times over the past couple of years.

Don chomped on a large object and Andrew guessed it to be another big wad of gum. He caught himself smiling as the lad asked the inevitable question. “How did you discover the markers being switched?”

“We used galvanized metal stakes. The ends were engraved with a number. So when we finished mapping a side passage or began mapping a new one, we placed a stake in front of the passage and noted it in our log book.” Even as he spoke, he was steadily moving forward.

They assaulted the silence of the cave with the cadence of their splashing footsteps as they marched in the constant sliver of a stream that ran through the middle of the corridor. Their footsteps echoed off walls which were about eight to nine feet apart and covered by a roof that reached anywhere from seven to ten feet overhead. Often he heard the steady drip of water pinging up and down the long hallway.
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