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for my parents


MOLE CREEK, TASMANIA, 2002

The Great Western Tiers are blue-grey in the late afternoon light, their steep sides striated with vertical columns. To Kip, they look like massive Gothic cathedrals rising out of the wilderness. He parks his four-wheel drive on a remote logging road and zips the keys into his backpack. From this distance the tiers’ uneven ridge seems lined with gargoyles, each one bent forwards, watching.

He looks at his boots as he starts to hike, not along the tourist road but up through the scrub. He watches carefully. Strange to think the land beneath his feet is hollow, pitted with vast cave systems and hidden entrances. One false step and he could disappear. People have.

He keeps walking, steeper now, and feels his heart rate climb. It has taken him fifty years to return. His legs find their rhythm and carry him forwards. He focuses on each stride, his body strong from years of fieldwork in all corners of the world. A movement off to the left catches his eye — the vanishing tail of a snake, a copperhead or tiger snake, he isn’t sure.

Blackberries are thicker on the ground; the white gums towering above him are taller than when he was a boy.

In under an hour he reaches the empty carpark and the small, vacant tourist booth. He goes to the cave mouth and feels the cool breath of it on his face, smells the cave’s ancient, earthy scent. He is again a nine-year-old boy standing here with Tommy, his heart beating fast as they decide how best to go in. Kip remembers running back to the farm without his brother. He has only told one person the truth about what happened that day.

He looks down from the hill to the luminous pastures of the dairy town where he grew up. He sees the white farmhouse, the orchard, the milking shed and the separate farmhand’s cottage. It appears innocent enough. Peaceful. All apple pie and fresh cream. An idyllic place to be a child. Except that it wasn’t.

He sees Mole Creek, a slithering stream that starts up here in the foothills of the Great Western Tiers, then dips and dives through the green paddocks below like a burrowing mole, searching. What he can’t see, what no one can see when they look down from the ring of hills that encircle the picturesque dairy town, is the underworld. A parallel universe that is vast and deep and dark. For it is not just this rise that is empty inside. It’s the whole valley. In places the veneer of farm soil is so thin it collapses into the caves, taking with it whatever it can — grass, trees, cattle.

It occurs to him that he is just like this town. On the surface: successful, fine, happy even, but just underneath there is a great gaping hole.

He looks again into the cave mouth, a small opening that belies the size of the caverns and labyrinth below. He begins to shake. He squats and his overalls, worn thin, tear at the knees. He rests his fingertips on the damp soil to stop himself from falling.

His childhood secret weighs heavily. He stares into the blackness. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he says.

He thinks of his gentle mother in the farmhouse kitchen, smells the soap on her skin and the talcum powder she used. He feels the crush of her sun-dried cotton dress against his face, remembers brushing her light brown hair even as it turned prematurely grey. He senses the approaching footfall of his father — the town’s towering war hero — returning, heavy and hateful, from the milking shed.

Kip takes a rock and throws it through the steel grid covering the cave entrance and listens for the sound. He remembers Tommy casting a stone here, an expression of awe on his face over how long it took for the stone to land. Back then there was no grate. No one else even knew the place existed.

He supposes all children find or invent other worlds in which to lose themselves — a house in a tree, a corner of forest, a blanket thrown over chairs in a living room — the imagined places of daydreams and nightmares. Kip shakes his head. His and Tommy’s secret place was a world apart from such childish haunts. They’d thought they were lucky to find it.

The leaf litter about him is dense with insects. He names them by phylum, class, order, family, genus, species. The act of classification calms him. He pushes his hair back from his eyes, remembers how much his father hated long hair on a man, or a boy, and looks again into the cave mouth’s grin, filled with pointed rocks that resemble jagged teeth.

He has told no one of his decision to return. Not his wife, Ilse, nor their son, Ruben, back in Holland to visit Ilse’s sick father.

It’s not wise to go in alone. There are kilometres of tunnels, caverns the size of soccer fields. There’s an underground river that swells in flood. He will be no good to Ilse or Ruben dead. He is no good to them like this either.

Ruben — dark haired, dark eyed, lithe — is eleven years old now, the same age Tommy was when it happened. People say he has Kip’s smile, but whenever Kip looks at his son he can only see Tommy.

This has to end.

It starts to rain. Kip stands and shakes the feeling back into his legs. He flicks up the collar of his overalls and looks again at the snaking stream that disappears underground when it has had enough of life in the sun. Mole Creek. The town was named after it. He thinks he sees movement down at the dairy. Squid, the old farmhand, is out by the woodheap. It’s a comforting sight.

The rain grows heavier. The caves will be happy, Kip thinks. More than 300 have been discovered here so far. When it rains, the caves grow, building their formations drop by drop with dissolved limestone rock. He pictures water cutting through limestone, hollowing it out.

Kip looks back in the direction of the family farm and recalls the promise he made to his mother all those years ago. As much as he has tried to push it away, the promise has cemented itself in his mind. It’s why he is here.

Maybe, after this is done, he will do as Ilse wanted and take over management of the property. He could apply the farming methods he has been espousing to others for so long. Apply them with his own hands. His own heart. Perhaps it is not too late.

Kip imagines Ilse in the garden, tending flowers grown for market — tulips to remind her of her own home. ‘Are you happy?’ he’d ask. ‘Now that we’ve become farmers?’ And Ilse would reply with a kiss. Ruben would be there too, and Kip would look at him and smile.
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Down at the dairy, Squid splits a load of wood, his broad shoulders still powerful after working on the farm most of his adult life. Before then he lived with his parents on the east coast. He’d helped his dad fish. Yes. For squid. The name stuck and he never introduced himself as anything else. Jess laughed when they met at the farmhouse door, her young sons at her side. She’d looked at his strapping, square frame and said he wasn’t anything like a squid.

He swings the axe again and it splits the log in two on the first strike. It has taken him a few hours but he’s nearly through the load he hauled here when an old white gum fell last summer. Now the weather is cooling again, he’ll be grateful for the firewood. When a southerly hits, the seasons can change overnight.

He looks up at the surrounding foothills and the dramatic backdrop of the tiers. Wild country that. And beyond it, even more so. He loves the wilderness and the names it has been given: the Walls of Jerusalem, Solomon’s Throne, the Temple, Devil’s Gullet. It’s rare for him to get out amongst it now, but he likes the fact it’s still there. For its own sake. Maybe within it somewhere there is even still a tiger. He laughs at himself, an old romantic, then looks off to his right to the place where he and Jess used to lie together under the stars, sheltered from the wind by the woodheap. He leans on his axe.

It starts to rain and he throws the last logs on the pile and makes for his cottage, looking back over his shoulder again at the approaching weather. Not a bad storm, just good solid rain.

He puts the kettle on and rubs his upper arms. They’ll be sore tomorrow.

That night, under two woollen blankets, hands clasped over his heart, he thinks how it would have been better if Harold had died in the war. It would have spared his family the misery of living under the same roof. They all paid a price for Harold’s war years: Jess and the two boys. Squid can’t blame Kip for drifting away. For never looking back.

The thought unsettles him and he knows he won’t sleep for a while yet. He switches on the bedside lamp and reaches his freckled hand, sown with a greying crop of red hairs, into the drawer beneath. He locates the letter that explains so much. The boys never knew the truth. Maybe that’s why he’s kept it — for Kip, should he ever return home. The lad deserves to know, and the letter would serve as proof.



PART   1

And all who heard should see them there, And all should cry, Beware! Beware!

- Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Kubla Khan


KIP

The summer of 1952 was the hottest on record. Kip and Tommy, slick with sweat, were helping their father in the milking shed. Outside, the normally lush pasture was tinder dry. A northerly wind buffeted the farm building in gusts that threatened to peel open the tin roof like the lid off a can.

Kip squinted against the glare of the sun, shooting in dazzling beams through the top of the vast doorway. It was almost dusk, but 100 degrees Fahrenheit according to the mercury thermometer that hung on the wall. Tasmania was strange like that. In a heatwave, the temperature crept up and up, reaching its giddy height just before the sun went down. Kip had watched the silver poison rising in the thermometer’s glass vein all afternoon, building like a temper.

He held up his hand to block the worst of the sun and looked out to the nearest hilltop, hoping the sight of the cool forest might bring some relief, but it refused. The eucalypts fanned themselves in the wind and released their flammable vapours to the sky. Separated from the dairy by a narrow stream, the hill rose up against him. Kip thought of a dragon about to breathe fire.

‘God help us if someone lights a match,’ his father said, raising a chipped tea cup of tepid water to his sunburnt lips. His gaze lurched from the hill’s mass of dry trees to a neigh-bouring limestone rise, then another. Behind the foothills were the mountains proper, the Great Western Tiers.

‘She’d go up like a bloody bomb.’

Kip saw his father’s face wince at the last word.

The war, the unspoken memory of it, loomed large around them. To Kip, it seemed strange that a conflict on the other side of the world could reach all the way to Australia and its far-flung southern isle, Tasmania, a place so remote and of apparently such little significance it was often entirely left off maps. Forgotten. But it did find them. War had a long, long reach. Even after it had ended.

Kip rarely saw his parents touch one another. According to his mother, Harold had returned from the battlefield a changed man. ‘In a sense,’ she once said, ‘he didn’t return at all.’ That observation, spoken aloud, had seemed a revelation to her, too.

Harold saved his tempers for his family. They alone were privy to his brooding silences, his explosive moods. To everyone else in town, he was a war hero: the lone survivor of a squad of six men annihilated in New Guinea by the ‘Japs’. But Kip knew his family was far from unique. Sure, he’d heard there were men who came through war well enough, men who counted their blessings and didn’t look over their shoulders, but he had not met these other men. In Kip’s experience, men who survived the war became fathers with short fuses. They ranted through the night and were silent in the day, bar frightening outbursts that shot their unruly families back into line.

Harold regularly woke in the night, shouting for his cousin Rex. Kip had often tried imagining them together: dusty and heroic in Syria, muddy and marching ever onwards through the jungles of New Guinea, Rex dying from gangrene, Harold braving that last battle that cost the rest of his squad their lives. But he didn’t have much to go on. Just the accounts he’d heard other people in town tell. He’d stared into the reflections on the polished brass ornaments Harold had brought home from the Middle East and asked them for stories. When they hadn’t come, he’d made them up. He’d imagined his dad smiling and jovial, big-hearted. Loving.

But the truth was Harold never spoke of the war. Of who he’d killed, or who had tried to kill him. He just stormed around like the campaign hadn’t yet ended, and made the farm he’d inherited from Rex’s father his new battleground.

Jess said not to take his father’s moods to heart. She said the war had taken his legs out from under him. It was an image Kip could relate to. He’d seen a runaway calf knock his father from behind once when Harold had let his guard slip. Seeing Harold lying there in the mud, winded and hurt, Kip had glimpsed a man at battle; felt a flash of sympathy. He had tried to lift him up, but his father had batted him away with the back of his rough-skinned hand.

‘He’s trying to help you, Harold,’ Jess had called out from the orchard. ‘Give him a chance.’

She’d beckoned Kip to her side and hooked an arm around his shoulders. ‘Give him some space,’ she’d said, steering him indoors. ‘He can’t help himself.’ She showed him a photograph of Harold and Rex, smiling in their army uniforms. The two tall, dark-haired, dark-eyed Aussies, arms about each other’s shoulders and a cigarette in the corner of their mouths, could have been brothers. She pointed at Rex. ‘This place should have been his.’ She stared into the photograph. ‘It must have been hard for your father to watch his cousin die.’

Kip blinked and remembered where he was. In the shed. The heat. The cows brayed and leaked milk. They kicked out, restless. Streams of liquid manure made a slurry of the floor. Harold almost slipped, but caught himself on a wooden rail.

‘Shit!’ he said, and Tommy laughed.

Harold spun around and, seeing it was Tommy, smiled. If Kip had been the one laughing, he’d have been in for it.

‘Be a bloody help if Squid showed up occasionally,’ Harold said, eyeing the number of cows still to be milked.

‘She’ll be right, Dad,’ Tommy said. He kept talking. Blathering about how fine the cows were looking despite the dry weather.

Kip watched Tommy and his father wash the cows’ udders and attach the milking machines. The white liquid ran. It seemed a miracle that the cows could make so much fluid on such a day.

Even over the sound of the machines and the cattle, Kip heard the tin roof cracking and popping with the heat. He imagined some creature, or creatures, up there walking about, looking down through the holes where the screws had fallen out. He imagined the view they’d have: his father, all six feet of him, broad bodied, red faced and sweating through his blue singlet, brown hair wet under his armpits; Tommy, also tall but skinny and strong in the sinewy way of farming kids; and himself, nine years old, two years younger than Tommy, slightly fairer, shorter, and not half as quick on his feet.

Kip’s sole job was to unbolt the ends of the stalls after the milking machines were taken off the cows. It was something Squid normally did, that and moving the cattle through after he’d helped the others detach the cups. But the bolts were stiff and Kip wasn’t keeping up. Tommy and Harold had increased their speed to a cracking pace. Kip saw his father smile at Tommy as they raced one another.

‘You can go faster than that,’ Harold teased the older boy.

Tommy tried even harder, gabbing now about the running contests he had with the boys at school and how he was still the fastest.

Kip watched him work. He was transfixed and wondered if he would ever be as skillful as his brother. He forced his attention to his own job, but how could he concentrate in the staggering heat? He struggled with the bolts.

‘We need some oil on these, Dad.’

‘Do we now?’ Harold laughed.

How Kip wished for winter’s frigid winds, the Roaring Forties that swept up from Antarctica. On the Central Plateau, not far away, ancient trees were so accustomed to cold winds that they grew horizontally instead of standing tall.

‘Kip! Stop dreamin’! Get a move on!’ Harold yelled. His face turned red. Veins rose in his neck. ‘Let her out!’ Harold’s favourite cow, the one he called the Queen Mother, was in the stall. ‘Shhh,’ Harold said, his hand on the animal’s back. He spoke more lovingly to that creature than he ever spoke to his youngest son.

Why did their father love Tommy so much more? Kip imagined the heart-shaped island at the end of the Earth cracking. The place where Tasmania would split first, the dip between the two sides of the heart, that place was their town, Mole Creek, near enough.

Kip fumbled with the bolt, jammed his thumb between wood and metal. The Queen Mother backed up and kicked Tommy in the shoulder as the older boy leaned down to attach the milking machine to the next cow. She hit him hard. A couple of inches closer and it would have been his head.

‘You’re bloody useless,’ Harold raged. ‘Could’ve killed him!’ He threw his fist at Kip’s face and the world went black.
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Later, in the farmhouse, Kip wondered if his nose was broken. It bled. He couldn’t touch the bridge for pain. His left eye stung. When his mother reached out to him from the couch, a look of panic in her green eyes, Kip couldn’t stop himself from crying. Until then he’d held it together.

‘He’s fine, Jess,’ Harold barked without looking at her. ‘Copped a kick from the Queen Mother. Wasn’t fast enough releasing her.’

Kip swallowed hard and squeezed his eyes shut to stem the flow of tears.

‘What d’you mean, fine? Look at him!’ Jess carefully drew her youngest son close. Kip turned his head to the side. He normally smelled talcum powder and soap when his mother held him, but he could only smell blood. Jess kept the couch covered with a floral bed sheet and Kip tried to focus on the pattern of roses. A notepad and pen sat beside them and Kip could make out the start of a poem. He read the word ‘love’, and clung to it for dear life. He was too scared to argue against his father’s lie.

If Tommy had seen Harold throw the punch, he didn’t say. He just slumped on the other end of the couch. He pulled a cushion in front of him to rest his arm and take the weight off his shoulder.

Harold moved past his wife to the medicine cabinet. He opened the door and a bottle of iodine smashed onto the bare wooden floorboards.

‘Who left that so close to the damn edge?’ he roared, swearing again as he swept the red-brown mess aside with his manured boot. Normally he’d have taken his shoes off at the door. Jess would have insisted.

‘That cow’s dangerous,’ Jess said. ‘You need to retire her.’

‘It’s not her fault! Stupid Kip was too slow.’ Harold stopped himself, aware now of Jess’s disparaging gaze. He turned to Kip.

‘I’m sorry you got hurt.’

How could he say that? Did he mean it? He’d thrown the punch that did this. Kip’s hand went to his broken nose. He wanted to hide.

Harold pointed to the older boy, who was nursing his shoulder. ‘Tommy’s injured, too! Or haven’t you noticed?’ He turned back to the cabinet. ‘Used to be a sling in here.’

‘Tommy, love. Come here.’ Jess moved the notepad onto the armrest and Tommy shuffled over. She took him under her other arm, pulled back the collar of his shirt and looked underneath. Kip presumed there was little in the way of a mark because her attention returned quickly to him. She kissed his forehead.

‘How…?’ she began again. ‘Both of them. I don’t understand.’ She looked at her husband. ‘Get some ice, Harold.’

With a handkerchief she dabbed at the blood on Kip’s face. She stood up and moved him under the light so she could better inspect the damage. He whimpered and drew his head back, but she held him firmly by the shoulders for several seconds. She narrowed her eyes at him.

‘You’ll be okay,’ she said finally, and relaxed her grip. ‘But you’ll have a crooked nose from now on.’ She winked.

Harold returned from the ice-box and stood beside the older boy.

‘Kip’s dangerous in the shed,’ he said. He tore a worn dish rag in two and divided up the ice.

‘Thanks,’ Tommy mumbled, taking his share.

Harold turned back to the medicine cabinet and scrutinised the door handle, which Jess had recently fixed after it had been loose for months.

‘You were bloody lucky, Tommy,’ he said. He looked at Kip. ‘So was Kip. Next time it could be worse.’

Jess planted another long, soft kiss on Kip’s forehead. She reached across Tommy for the cloth containing the remainder of the ice and held it to Kip’s broken nose and bruised eye. Kip trembled with pain and fear. He could see his father, off to the side, thunderous, like the churning, dark clouds that gathered around the tiers before a storm, threatening and unpredictable.

Kip wanted to tell his mother the truth of what Harold had done, but he couldn’t.

He looked out through the window in the direction of the nearest hill, which they called ‘the mountain’. The sunburnt sky turned blue-grey, then black.

The next day, Jess spent more time than usual over lunch. She roasted a chicken, which normally they only had on special occasions.

‘Smells good, doesn’t it?’ she said, smiling. She loaded the four plates with baked potatoes, each the size of a man’s fist, and salty-skinned meat that oozed golden fat into the surrounding apple sauce.

‘I can’t smell it,’ Kip said. He touched his painful nose, and noticed again its skewed central line.

His mother looked at him. She gently took hold of his chin and studied his face. Kip looked into her eyes and wondered if she could read his mind: My father did this.

‘It’s the swelling,’ she said.

The lunch table was starved of conversation. Even Tommy was quiet. He was good at reading their father’s moods. He knew what to say when, and sometimes that meant saying nothing at all. Harold mechanically shovelled food into his mouth. He ground more salt over the top. More pepper.

Kip sat swollen in silence. The chicken breast tasted like paper. The potato was thick and stuck in his throat. Without finishing his meal, he asked if he could go outside for a walk.

Harold looked up, angry at the food still on Kip’s plate. ‘Damn waste.’

Jess nodded at Kip. ‘Of course, love,’ she said with a smile. ‘Be careful.’

Kip slid his chair back.

‘You’ll ruin the floorboards like that,’ Harold spat. ‘Take some care.’

Kip lifted the heavy wooden chair and placed it closer to the table.

‘You serve him too much,’ his father said, spearing Kip’s potato with his knife and taking it.

Kip caught his mother’s eye, and the flick of her head towards the door. She winked and something in her false calmness upset him even more than his father’s wrath.

He sat at the back doorstep and pulled his boots, an old pair of Tommy’s, towards him. He slid his feet inside, blotted his eyes on the worn cloth of his trousers and stayed sitting, not doing anything.

Kip felt his father’s heavy footsteps approaching. Harold’s knees cracked, stock-whip loud, as he crouched low beside him. Kip anticipated a gust of sweat-soaked air, then remembered his sense of smell was dead.

Harold lay a hand on his shoulder but Kip was too afraid to look up. Perhaps this was the moment his father was going to finally draw him into his broad chest and hold him there. Maybe he would even apologise, properly this time. Sorry for hurting you, he could say. I love you.

Harold leaned in close and whispered in Kip’s ear, ‘If you ever tell your mother I hit you,’ he held Kip under the chin and turned the boy’s bruised, round face in the direction of the garden shed, ‘see that shovel over there? I’ll dig a hole and you’ll be in it.’ Harold’s big hand was a vice.

Kip’s chest seized. He stared at the ground. At a line of ants making their way out of the house.

‘You hearin’ me?’

Kip nodded. As Harold rose to stand, he leaned heavily on the boy’s shoulder.

Jess appeared behind them and Harold patted his son on the back.

‘Good lad,’ he said. He looked at Jess. Gave her a smile.

‘Everything okay?’ she asked him.

‘Fine.’

Kip watched his father make for the milking shed. Then Kip ran. Down the back paddock to the creek. His vision blurred. He brushed his sleeve across his eyes.

Tommy must have seen him leave because he came after him.

‘Where ya goin’?’ he shouted, sounding like his friend Charlie.

‘For a walk.’

‘You’re runnin’.’ Tommy laughed and Kip flashed him a glare. ‘Yuck, your eye’s gettin’ even uglier. It’s oozin’ stuff.’

Kip stopped by the shallow creek that separated the dairy from the slope of the nearest hill. Normally the narrow water-course ran waist deep. He cupped the cold water in his hands and used it to wipe the tears and stickiness from his eye. The frigid water soothed his aching nose and the pain in his head. He leaned down and took another handful, then bathed his whole face. With his eyes open underwater, he blew out a long stream of bubbles until there was nothing left in his chest. He stayed like that for a few long moments. Empty. Clear headed. Finally, he sat up and drew breath. Tommy was staring at him.

‘Does it hurt?’

‘A bit.’ Kip studied his brother. ‘D’you see what happened?’

‘Nup. It must’ve hit you hard though.’ Tommy’s face winced with imagined pain.

So, he didn’t know. It made it a bit easier. If Tommy had seen their father punch him and stayed silent, Kip might have had to hate him and he didn’t want to do that. Kip considered telling his brother the truth but remembered Harold’s threat.

Out of habit, he looked downstream to the mystery place, just fifty yards away, where the narrow watercourse disappeared underground. Further downstream the creek reappeared in the neighbour’s paddock before diving again. It continued like this, running and tunnelling, for miles.

Kip thought about the other world he’d heard lay beneath the pasture. A world of vast caves and passages, underground rivers and pools. A cool, quiet place that was strictly forbidden should they ever find a way in.

‘Race ya to the top!’ Tommy said.

In three leaps, they were across the stream. Didn’t even bother to rock hop. Kip ran faster than he remembered running before. Still, Tommy overtook him. Maybe that was why their father loved him more. Whatever they did, Tommy was better at it.

The brothers dragged their way uphill, yanking on the tree ferns and dry grasses. Where blackberries had overrun the native plants they dodged as best they could to avoid scratches. Tommy leapt over the trunk of a large, newly fallen eucalypt, its tangle of roots tipped vertical. He stopped and like a shying horse reared back. A snake?

Kip cautiously looked over the snarl of tree roots and soil. Instead of a snake, there was a pitch-black puncture wound in the earth itself. The opening was the width of a 44-gallon drum pressed into a shape more rectangular than round.

‘Jesus,’ Tommy said. He threw a stone inside. They waited but didn’t hear it land.

Kip climbed over the log.

Tommy told him to lie on his stomach and put his ear to the hole. He dropped in a second stone.

Kip listened carefully and counted to himself. He got to three when he heard the rock land. There was a strange wind coming from deep underground, and an eerie sound. Almost a cry.

Tommy leaned down, put his mouth to the opening and called out, ‘Cooee!’ His voice travelled down the long shaft and echoed around what seemed to be a massive chamber.

‘Jesus,’ Tommy said again. ‘Glad we didn’t fall in there.’ He laughed but sounded nervous. It was the same laugh he gave when their father set him a challenge and he didn’t know if he was up to it. Tommy never admitted to feeling scared.

All the kids at school dreamed of finding a secret cave, an entrance to the world beneath that hadn’t been blocked off by a gate and a warning sign. But this was more than any of them could have imagined.

The wind that gusted from within the mountain was cold. Tommy said it smelled of something really old, but Kip still couldn’t smell a thing.

‘What, rotten?’

‘No,’ Tommy said and laughed. ‘Dusty, like the back of the bookshop.’

Kip thought of the Baumhursts’ store in town — the new books at the front and the towering boxes of second-hand volumes in the sandstone backroom where a set of rickety steps descended to a dug-out cellar, and more books. He closed his eyes and let the wind soothe his aching face, still wet with sweat from the steep climb.

The cave’s breath hummed now, reverberating in Kip’s ears and chest, unlike anything he’d ever heard. More of a feeling than a sound. When the hum stopped, Kip opened his eyes. Tommy had moved forwards and was blocking the cave’s narrow mouth and the wind’s escape.

‘Get a load of this,’ Tommy said.

‘What?’

‘Come closer. Lean in.’

Kip did as Tommy said.

‘You’ve gotta let your eyes get used to the dark,’ Tommy added.

The deep hole was just like a mouth with huge fangs of rock that hung from the roof. Each triangular block of stone was the size of a boy: of Tommy or him. Inside, it was darker than anything he knew. Not the deep grey of night with its moving shadows, but pure, dense, terrifying black. Kip forgot about everything else: his broken nose, his father. He pulled himself back from the edge.

‘We’ve gotta get a rope,’ Tommy announced, his cheeks flushed red. His black fringe stuck in damp strings to his forehead.

Kip stared at his brother.

‘Ya scared?’ Tommy asked.

Kip shook his head.

They ran home and gathered what they needed from the small machinery shed beside the farmhand’s cottage. Unseen, they tore back up the hill with the rope, matches, candles and a kerosene lantern, which Tommy lit and held over the opening. In the meagre light, Kip could see nothing beyond the overhanging fangs of rock but rust-coloured walls and a throat of black. He dreaded making the descent. He was to follow Tommy. Tommy would follow his nose. These were the rules.

Tommy knotted the rope at intervals.

‘Stay there till I call,’ he said.

He handed the lantern to Kip and tied the rope to the fallen tree trunk. Holding the line with one hand at his waist and the other behind his back, he slowly lowered himself inside. It was a difficult descent, yet Tommy was as surefooted as the cave spiders that clung to the walls.

‘Oh my god,’ Kip heard him saying. Tommy had lit a candle and had turned to face the void. ‘Jesus, Murphy.’ It was an expression their father used, more so when he’d been drinking, and it sounded strange coming from Tommy’s mouth. ‘It’s huge! Bigger than I thought. And shiny. Really shiny. Come on! There’s a ledge. Climb down! See for yourself! I’m keeping going. I still can’t see the bottom. Jesus… bloody…Murphy!’

Kip turned out the lamp and strapped it to his back before clasping a long, lit candle between his teeth the way Tommy was doing, like a dog with a lopsided bone. His candle was shorter than Tommy’s, though. He could feel the heat of the flickering flame on his cheek. Facing the cave wall, but unable to match Tommy’s technique, Kip straddled the rope. He began the descent and slipped a few feet before catching himself. He tried again, his legs still astride but further forwards. It worked. He walked down the wall. Took a shaky breath. Sucked in as much air through his swollen nose and around the candle in his mouth as he could.

The flowstone shone as bright as morning frost. An impossible distance below, Tommy dislodged a rock and Kip heard it strike ground. Kip tightened his grip on the rope, his small hands one above the other. Wax shavings floated in the pool of saliva building in his mouth.

‘I’ve made it to another ledge,’ Tommy yelled. ‘But it goes deeper. We’ll need a second rope.’ His exasperated voice lost its way within the mountain before returning. He swore. ‘We’re late anyway. Have to come back tomorrow.’ He shot a ripple of movement up the line. ‘Go back up. Go on!’

Kip’s legs were shaking from the descent but he hauled himself up the rope to the entrance. He didn’t want to be late home.

At the top, Tommy emerged red faced and wide eyed.

‘Did ya see ’em?’ he asked.

‘What?’

‘Those huge rocks coming down from the roof ?’ He pointed deep inside.

Kip shook his head, wishing he’d also laid eyes on the stalactites.

‘You’re kiddin’!’ Tommy laughed, shaking his head the same way their father did.

You didn’t let me get down to the ledge, Kip wanted to say but didn’t. Besides, his eyes had been watering from the heat of the candle. He’d been barely able to breathe.

But Tommy had already forgotten about him. He was dragging the rope back up, coiling it in giant loops, which he slung over his shoulder. He untied the end from the tree and looked again at his watch.

‘Goddamn!’ he swore, dragging a branch thick with foliage across the cave mouth.

Kip piled more leaves and bark on top. He hid the matches and candles under the log where Tommy had said to put them. Hoped no one would notice them missing.

‘Race ya!’ Tommy yelled again, bolting for home, the lantern stuffed under his jacket for safekeeping.

There were no tracks through the thick bush and much of the undergrowth was over Kip’s head. He carried his arms crossed in front of his face to protect his eyes and aching nose from the sharp branches that flung off Tommy’s body to whip him with double force.

Tommy returned the lantern and rope to the machinery shed and pulled Kip close. ‘Swear you won’t say a word,’ he said.

Kip nodded.

‘Swear!’

‘I swear.’

Then Tommy pushed Kip into the stalls, towards their father.

‘You’re late,’ Harold hissed.

‘Been hunting,’ Tommy said. ‘Kip’s a lousy shot.’ He shook his head, grinning falsely. ‘Hit a rabbit but didn’t kill it.’ Kip, wounded by the lie, looked at his mud-stained boots. Tommy continued. ‘We chased after it but it got away.’

‘Enough!’ Harold yelled. ‘Get a move on. Stop yakking. I told you yesterday — Squid’s buggered off again.’

All Kip remembered of the day before was the look his father had in his eye when he failed to release the Queen Mother early enough and Tommy got kicked. But Squid missing work was nothing unusual. He was eighteen, although often mistaken for someone as much as a decade older, and got easily bored on the farm. On a whim he’d take off shearing or stay overnight at a neighbour’s party or go walking in the nearby Walls of Jerusalem or up Mount Ossa. The farm work often fell to the brothers. In that way Kip supposed the farm-hand suited his name. He was slippery like something hauled in from the sea. Unreliable. When Squid didn’t show, Tommy was given the hard jobs and told he was up to it, even if he wasn’t. Kip got the shit work. His father and Tommy called it that, like raking manure was a family joke shared between just the two of them.

Squid stayed away the whole of the following week. The rains came suddenly. Hard and heavy. When they weren’t in the dairy, Kip and Tommy were stuck in the house playing knuckles. Kip’s hands were still too small to balance more than two of the lamb bones at a time, but, for once, he didn’t care that his brother won every game. All he could think of were Tommy’s stories about the huge stalactites, and when he might see them for himself.
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The boys’ hunger to explore more of the underworld grew into something larger than either of them knew how to handle. Tommy’s impatience turned him meaner than usual. He used the cave as a bargaining chip. He said he wouldn’t take Kip back there if he didn’t do as he said.

‘Kip doesn’t want his dessert,’ he announced at the dinner table, the rain a din on the tin roof. He frowned at Kip behind their mother’s back and kicked him hard in the shins. ‘He told me he doesn’t like baked apple. Do ya?’

‘You,’ Jess corrected. ‘Not ya. That friend of yours is a bad influence.’

‘Do you?’

‘No,’ Kip lied. ‘I don’t.’

Jess looked confused.

‘You’ve always liked them before. I don’t know what’s with you two at the moment.’

The meal had been smaller than usual, just an egg and a few vegies. Harold had said he’d kill for a rabbit. Kip watched Tommy steal his plate and lick the cream and baked apples from his lips as his own mouth filled with saliva.

‘Is everything all right at school?’ Jess asked. ‘With the other boys?’ She looked at her youngest son.

He nodded and Jess looked to Tommy for confirmation. Kip knew she was talking again of Charlie, who she thought was a bully. She’d said if she wasn’t friends with his mother she wouldn’t have the boy over.

‘Yep,’ Tommy said. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’

They never said a word about the cave. If there was one rule their parents had drummed into them — one rule that all parents in Mole Creek drummed into their children — it was that the caves were out of bounds.

Tommy and Kip made their preparations while the rain rang out its warning.

‘Can you read me that poem about the Chinese Emperor’s palace?’ Kip asked his mother.

‘“Kubla Khan”? You like that one, don’t you?’

Kip nodded.

They’d inherited an impressive library with the house and the book of Coleridge’s poetry had pride of place on the shelf beside the worn lounge suite.
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