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Jenny and Tom would never have found the cave if it hadn’t been for the big storm. Yet within twenty-four hours they both wished they had never set eyes on it.

The wind did most of the damage on the farm where they lived. It came shrieking in from the Southern Ocean at more than a hundred kilometres an hour, uprooting trees, flattening buildings and wrecking windmills. Shop verandahs were wrenched off at Beach-port and Millicent, houses were unroofed at Tantanoola and Glencoe, and powerlines were brought down as the weather front went roaring inland towards Kalangadoo and Penola. The broken wires writhed about like deadly adders.

At the height of the storm Jenny and Tom were huddling in the barn, gazing out through the open doorway at the flying debris in the yard. It wasn’t until they saw their father rush outside and drive the big tractor within a few centimetres of the kitchen window that they realised something was wrong.

‘Come on,’ Tom yelled. ‘Something’s happened.’

They were almost lifted off their feet by the force of the wind.

‘What’s up?’ Tom shouted above the noise as they reached the tractor.

‘The roof of the house,’ his father yelled back. ‘One corner of the iron is starting to lift. If the wind gets under it the whole lot’ll go.’ He was hastily coiling one end of a thick rope that he normally used for hauling logs. ‘I’ll try to throw this right over the ridge. See if you can grab it on the other side.’

The idea worked. The rope, carried forward by the wind, looped over the roof with a thwack. In an instant he had fastened one end of it to the axle of the tractor and come racing around the house to seize the other end. ‘We’ll tie it to the butt of the gum,’ he bellowed. ‘Quick, or we’ll be too late.’

The tree was a stocky redgum standing in the middle of the backyard. It provided shade for lunches and barbecues on lazy days. Their father wrapped the rope around the trunk three or four times and hauled it as taut as a guitar string. ‘That should hold for the time being,’ he shouted, ‘at least until I get some more ropes and weights from the barn.’

As he spoke the old chicken hutch beyond the shearing shed suddenly took to the air. It flew up, fell back to earth, and then came cartwheeling along like a big square juggernaut until it fell to pieces. Sheets of iron and broken pieces of timber began to fly about everywhere.

‘Inside, quick!’ their father yelled. ‘That stuff is lethal.’

For twenty or thirty minutes they cowered in the kitchen listening to the creaking and groaning of the roof. Their mother made a cup of tea to soothe their nerves, as she always did in times of crisis. But at last the wind began to subside and they were able to stand outside on the verandah again.

‘There are trees down everywhere,’ Tom said, ‘especially over in the scrub paddock.’

The others could see it too. The edge of the scrub was only a few hundred metres from where they stood, and the havoc could be seen plainly enough — five or six trees down and big branches splintered and torn all along the line of the boundary fence.

‘What a mess,’ their father said. ‘It’ll take us weeks to clean it up.’

‘And my poor chicken house,’ their mother added. ‘There’s not a trace of it left. Just as well there weren’t any broody hens in it.’

Jenny suddenly gasped and looked up quickly at her mother. ‘Oh no,’ she said, ‘I’ve just remembered. Moggsie had her kittens in there yesterday, three of them — little tortoiseshell ones. I meant to tell you last night.’

Moggsie was the farm cat. Her mother had been a feral from the bush so she was rather wild. She rarely came near the house.

’Poor thing,’ Jenny said. ‘She would have been terrified out of her wits when her shelter blew away.’

Their father was unconcerned. ‘She knows how to look after herself. She disappears for days at a time when it suits her.’

‘But what about her kittens?’

‘Don’t worry. She’ll find a place for them. I bet she’s carried them off already and bedded them down safely somewhere else.’

The next day was fine and clear. Jenny and Tom were out early helping to clear up the mess in the yard. Their father spent half an hour crawling about on the roof of the house and then announced that he had to drive to Mount Gambier to buy extra roofing nails, metal straps, expansion bolts and other odds and ends to repair the damage. Their mother decided to go with him to do some shopping, so Tom and Jenny were left at home on their own.

‘You can make yourselves useful while we’re away,’ their father said. ‘Check the fences, will you, and see that the lambs and calves are all okay.’

‘Sure, Dad.’

‘You can clear away the light branches, but don’t try to lift anything heavy.’ He looked at them sternly. ‘And don’t dare use the chain-saw. Do you hear?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

Tom was thirteen and Jenny twelve. They were both fair-haired, with round cheeks and lively blue eyes. Anybody could see they were brother and sister. They were strong for their age, but sometimes they tried to do too much. Their mother, who was always pleasant and even tempered, said they were just a bit adventurous, but their father was less generous. He said that most of the time they were a pair of headstrong twits.

‘Find yourselves some lunch,’ their mother said. ‘There’s cold meat in the fridge.’ The car began to move off. ‘We should be back by three or four this afternoon.’

‘Okay. Bring us something nice,’ Jenny called.

‘Like what?’

‘Like caramels or a block of chocolate.’

Their mother rolled her eyes as the car accelerated away.

Tom and Jenny stood watching for a moment and then turned to go.

‘Come on,’ Tom said. ‘Let’s clear the fences. If we hurry we can get it done before lunch and have the afternoon off.’

‘Joke, joke.’ Jenny was seldom impressed with his humour.

‘Come to think of it, you could probably manage on your own while I check the TV programmes.’ He expected a bite but she ignored the bait.

‘It would be better to cut across the scrub and start from the back fence,’ she suggested as they set off.

Tom was sensible at last. ‘Okay,’ he said.

A low ridge ran through the scrub paddock like a long rolling wave of the sea that had somehow been made rigid and turned into solid land. It was covered with trees. Their father claimed that there was no point in trying to clear it. The soil was nothing but limestone, and the trees were worth preserving as a shelter for stock and a home for native birds.

They were nearing the crest of the ridge when Tom stopped short and pointed. ‘Gosh, look at that.’

A big gum had been torn from the ground. It lay spreadeagled in the scrub, its huge trunk crushing some of the smaller trees. A great mass of roots and soil had been torn up with it and now lay on its edge like a circular disc two metres across. Bits of broken limestone were held fast in the web of roots, their white surfaces shining brightly in the sunlight.

‘It must have been a wild wind,’ Jenny said, ‘to do a thing like that.’

They both moved forward inquisitively.

‘Hey,’ Tom called. ‘Look at the hole it’s left in the ground.’

‘Jeepers.’

They approached cautiously and peered into the hole, steadying themselves by holding on to one of the split roots at the level of their shoulders.

‘It’s deep,’ Tom said.

Jenny craned forward. ‘You wouldn’t think a tree would leave anything as deep as that.’

‘No.’

‘It has though.’

’Doesn’t make sense.’

‘Careful,’ Jenny warned. ‘The ground is broken and crumbling.’

Tom lay down on his stomach, held on to one of the roots, and peered far over the edge. ‘Hey,’ he called again excitedly, ‘it goes way down. It wasn’t made by the tree at all.’

Jenny was confused. ‘I don’t get it,’ she said.

‘It was here all along, with just a thin bit of rock to cover it.’

‘And when the tree fell it broke the hole open?’

They looked at each other in amazement. Then the truth dawned on them both at exactly the same moment. ‘It’s a cave. We’ve found a cave.’

If they had stopped to think about it such a discovery was not really very surprising. The surrounding countryside consisted mostly of an ancient bed of limestone that was hundreds of metres thick in some places. For centuries it had been eroded slowly under the ground by water seeping down from above and dissolving the lime. There were caves at Tantanoola and Naracoorte, and underground sinkholes all over the place. Many of them were filled with water.
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