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Wet Season

Heavy raindrops pelted down, drenching the cattle huddled in the paddocks and turning the red dirt into a minefield of puddles. Kit pulled on her jacket and slipped her feet into a pair of gum boots, then waited for a break in the rain. When the downpour slowed, she walked over to the shed to find her husband and father. Will and Tom had spent the morning attempting to repair Tom’s old ute. He’d owned it since he was in his early thirties and wouldn’t dare part with it, even though rust had almost worn a hole in the front floor large enough to see the ground beneath. He’d told Kit once that he felt like he couldn’t abandon it after owning it for so long. He probably felt the same way about their farm on the outskirts of Sanderson Ridge. Tom and his late wife Kate had raised Kit on the property, where generations of Tom’s family had lived, rearing countless herds of cattle. Kit had learned to drive in the paddocks, sitting on a cushion and grinding the gears of the old ute that Tom was attempting to repair. 

Kit stepped inside the shed and shook the water off her jacket, letting her eyes adjust to the dim light. Will was sitting in the driver’s seat, waiting for Tom to give him the signal. He turned the key, and the engine spluttered for a moment, then fell silent. He tried again, and it sprang to life. Tom thumped his hand on the bonnet and let out a whoop.

‘See. I told you the old girl still had some life left in her,’ he said with a satisfied grin. ‘I’ll be able to pass it on to your little one.’ 

Kit rubbed her swollen stomach protectively. ‘Yeah, right, Dad. I’d prefer my child to drive something with more modern features, like a reliable engine, air conditioning, or even just a working stereo.’ 

Will laughed as he got out. ‘If this kid sings as much as you, it’s going to need a decent stereo,’ he said, giving her shoulders a quick squeeze. ‘Is lunch ready?’ he asked. Kit nodded. ‘Excellent. I’m starving.’

‘You’re always starving,’ Kit said, then pulled her jacket tighter before heading back to the homestead. It was only fifty metres from the shed, but the rain was so heavy that by the time they reached it, they all looked like drowned rats.

Cynthia, Tom’s girlfriend, was wiping the kitchen bench when the group walked in, shaking the water off themselves.

‘Look at you lot. I’ve got just the thing to warm you up,’ she said. Tom pecked her on the cheek as he took the plate from her. Kit smiled at their display of affection. Tom had been single for years after Kit’s mother died, and even though it was strange at first, Kit had been happy to see Tom reunite with his high school sweetheart. She took her plate and sat next to Will, who was already tucking into the meal. 

‘Shall we tell them?’ Tom said to Cynthia, nodding his head in Kit and Will’s direction. Kit’s brow furrowed as a bright smile spread across Cynthia’s face. They were up to something.

‘Tell us what?’ Kit asked, stiffening her spine. 

Tom cleared his throat with an air of importance. ‘You two are about to become a family. You’ll need more room. So, we were thinking that you should move in here. We’ll take the cottage.’ 

Kit sat in stunned silence, looking from her father to Cynthia. She hadn’t even entertained the thought of moving out of the cosy one-bedroom house on the edge of the farm that she and Will had lived in for a few years. It had been their private love nest while they were dating, and since they had married early last year, it had become their sanctuary from the world. It was the one place they could chill out and be themselves. Admittedly, it was small, but when the baby arrived, he or she could bunk in with them. The baby wouldn’t need its own room for a while. In contrast, the homestead had three bedrooms, an office, a large open-plan kitchen, dining and living room, and a wraparound verandah. It was a lovely house. But it was her parents’ house. 

‘We can’t do that,’ Kit said, shaking her head. She couldn’t make her dad move out of the family home. It wouldn’t feel right.

‘Of course you can. Like your father said, you’ll need the extra room when the baby comes. It’s just the two of us. We don’t need a big house like this. It makes perfect sense,’ Cynthia said.

‘That’s right,’ Tom said, nodding. ‘It’s the best option for everyone.’ Kit looked at Will, and he raised his hands in surrender.

‘It’s up to you, babe,’ he said. Kit’s eyes wandered around the room. Her amateur artwork from primary school was framed alongside pictures from her childhood, photos of her mum, and newer pictures of her and Will, and Tom and Cynthia.

‘Can I think about it?’ she asked. 

‘Sure, you can. But don’t leave it too long. You’ve got a deadline,’ Tom said, nodding toward her midsection. 

Beth’s was bustling with the chatter of customers and clinking of coffee cups. The café had been renovated in a retro theme and had become the go-to spot in Sanderson Ridge for catch-ups. Kit parked her car down the main street near the general store owned by her best friend Angela’s sister, Charlotte, and her husband, Kane. It was Charlotte who had completed the renovations, transforming the building from a run-of-the-mill bakery into the thriving café it was now. Spotting Angela and Charlotte standing on the footpath up ahead, Kit called out and jogged to catch up. The three women entered the café and sat at a recently vacated booth by the front window. Lara, the waitress, greeted them and took the empty cups and plates away. 

‘I’ll be back in a minute to take your order,’ she said, looking frazzled.

‘Take your time. No rush,’ Angela said with a smile. Once they were alone, Angela turned to Kit, her hand resting on her stomach. ‘So, has your morning sickness passed yet? Mine’s finally gone, I hope,’ she said, crossing her fingers. 

‘Yeah, I think so. Although it was more like morning, noon, and night sickness,’ Kit said. Angela nodded, lips pursed.

‘You two are so cute,’ Charlotte said. Angela gave her daggers, and she laughed. ‘I just mean it's cool that you were childhood besties and now you’re both pregnant at the same time. Your kids are going to grow up together and be besties too.’

‘Of course they will,’ Kit said, grinning. ‘Although I hope they don’t get up to quite as much as we did back in the day. Remember that day we tried to catch the bus to Gero and your mum caught us?’ 

Angela burst out laughing. ‘I’d forgotten about that. Good times,’ she said, still chuckling. ‘Speaking of parents, have you decided what to do about your dad’s offer?’ 

Kit and Will had talked about it many times over the last week. It made sense for them to have the bigger house. They were planning to have more than one child, after all. But Kit was still uneasy about it. ‘No. Not yet. It’ll feel weird to kick Dad out.’

‘You’re not kicking him out. He offered you the house. Besides, he’ll still be on the farm. It’s not like you’re making him move into town,’ Angela said.

‘He wouldn’t have offered if he hadn’t wanted to do it. You know your dad is as stubborn as you,’ Charlotte said. Lara came back to take their order and returned a few minutes later. As they ate, the conversation turned to Angela and Nate’s relationship.

‘So, do you think he’ll propose before the baby comes?’ Charlotte asked. 

Angela shrugged. ‘No idea. We’ve talked about it, but I told him it wasn’t important. We’ve got too much else to pay for at the moment. We couldn’t afford a wedding.’

‘It doesn’t have to cost much. I’ll do all the decorating for free. I’m sure Nate can use the footy clubrooms for free too since he’s on the team,’ Charlotte said. 

Angela shook her head. ‘It’s not the right time.’ 

‘Suit yourself,’ Charlotte said. Her phone buzzed with a reminder notification. ‘I’ve got to go. I’m doing a webinar in half an hour.’ Charlotte sculled her drink, waved goodbye, and was out the door before Kit had even finished her chocolate chip muffin. 

Driving back through Sanderson Ridge, Kit looked out the windscreen and thought about what Angela had said. She wasn’t making her dad move into town. He would have hated that. Nestled in the middle of Western Australia, Sanderson Ridge had a population of just over 2000. It was the major town in the shire and was growing every year. Besides the pub, general store, petrol station, council chambers, community resource centre, and Beth’s, the main street now boasted a bookstore packed with the latest releases and a small shop full of quirky decorative items. Ever since Angela and Nate started the station stay, tourism numbers had increased, and some of those tourists had decided to call Sanderson Ridge home. Kit couldn’t blame them. With the rocky ridge as a backdrop, the town was picturesque. It had been a great place to grow up. Kit and Angela had always managed to have fun. Whether it was dam swims, riding horses and motorbikes, or causing mischief at the Christmas Fair, growing up in the outback town had been a blast. And now, her own child would get to have the same experiences. Kit contemplated her decision. In her head, she knew it made sense to move into the homestead, but her heart was pulling her in different directions.

✪

Will rolled over and turned the alarm off before it woke Kit. He lay back on the pillow with one arm on his stomach and the other tucked under his head, letting out a soft sigh. With calving season approaching, he knew he was about to get slammed with work. Life on a cattle station was never dull, and an infinite list of tasks awaited Will and his father-in-law every day, but certain times of the year were busier than others. Before she got pregnant, Kit had been a big help, but as the pregnancy progressed, she’d started to take a step back. Some of the local lads helped them during busy months, and now and then, men passing through would work on farms to make some money before they continued their journey. That’s how Will had met Kit. He’d been travelling around Australia and had stopped at Sanderson Ridge to work on a farm on the other side of town. One night, not long after he’d arrived, he’d gone to the pub for dinner. He met Kit and fell hard. They’d been together ever since. Now with their first child on the way, Will felt like his life was as perfect as it could get. He felt the mattress shift as Kit snuggled closer to him, laying a hand on his chest. 

‘Morning, sweetheart,’ he said, bringing her hand to his lips. She greeted him and then ran her hand down his chest, stomach, and beyond. 

Afterwards, they walked hand in hand toward the paddock near the shed, where the heifers were waiting to give birth to their calves. As new mothers, they received extra attention to ensure everything went smoothly. The older, more experienced cows were in a paddock further away. Will pushed open the gate to let Kit through before closing it behind them. Kit made a beeline for the newborn calf standing near its mother, away from the rest of the herd. Will kept his eyes on the cow while Kit bent down to check on the calf.

‘This one looks healthy. The herd’s expanding rapidly this year,’ she said. 

‘We’ll have our work cut out for us. In more ways than one,’ Will said, a smile on his face. Kit stood and winced, putting a hand on her lower back. Will’s smile faded. ‘Are you alright?’ 

Kit waved him away. ‘I’m fine. I’ve still got a few more months before I’m useless around here.’

‘You’re never going to be useless. You can mend my clothes while you rest,’ he said with a wink. Kit laughed and stood on her tiptoes to kiss him. 

‘Geez, you’re a cheeky bugger, aren’t you?’

‘That’s why you love me,’ he said. She took his hand, and they walked around the paddock, checking the rest of the heifers. When they were done, Kit kissed him before heading back to their cottage. 

Will lifted his hat and wiped the droplets from his brow, wondering if he’d ever get used to the high humidity that often made him sweat so much his clothes had permanent stains under the armpits. That was something he’d not encountered until he started working up North. Being from the south coast of New South Wales, he hadn’t had to deal with it, but as he made his way around Australia, he’d experienced a range of working conditions and a wide variety of jobs. He’d tried working at a brewery in Margaret River, but the number of people who came through during the peak tourist season was enough to put him off hospitality for good. He’d enjoyed working on a dairy farm near Harvey. He liked the quiet little town, but after he’d visited all the local sights, it was time to move further north. He’d enjoyed working for a mechanic in Kalgoorlie for a while before making his way to Sanderson Ridge. Truth be told, if he hadn’t met Kit, he’d have moved on by now, but life often takes unexpected turns.

He jumped in the ute and headed out to check the paddocks on the east side of the property. Driving along the fence line, he turned up the radio and sang along, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. The sky had darkened, and rain threatened again. Something on the ground near the open gate caught his eye. Tom’s tool bag was lying on the ground. He knew Tom hadn’t been out this way for a few days. Will thought back to when he’d first started working on the farm. He’d bought himself a new tool bag and was showing it off to Tom. The older man shook his head and said, ‘Nothing beats something tried and tested like this one right here.’ He patted the worn leather tool bag and told Will about his dad, who had worked on the farm his entire life. Tom was always so careful with that bag. Why would he leave it out in the paddock, especially in weather like this?

Will slowed the ute to a stop. Looking around the paddock, there was no sign of any livestock. At least they hadn’t got through the opening. He closed and latched the gate, then put the tool bag on the ute tray and drove back towards the homestead. 

Tom was standing in the stables brushing one of the horses when Will pulled up outside. 

‘I found this out near the back paddock,’ Will said, holding the tool bag up for Tom to see. Tom’s face dropped for a moment before he recovered.

‘I was heading back out there today, so I thought I’d leave it,’ he said. There was something about his manner that Will couldn’t quite put his finger on. Maybe he was stressed about calving season. Will walked over to the bench along the wall. 

‘Well, I’ll just leave it here then,’ he said, setting the tool bag down. Tom went back to brushing the horse. Will waited, but Tom didn’t offer any further explanation or orders. ‘I might head into town and see Kane about those tags. We’ve had a few new calves today, and there’s plenty more on the way, so we’ll need them soon.’ As Will drove down the long gravel driveway, he couldn’t shake the sense of foreboding that had settled in his stomach. 

✪

Cynthia sprayed herself with her favourite perfume, then pulled on a black jacket and a green silk scarf. Checking herself in the mirror, she spotted Tom’s eyes on her from across the room. She blew him a kiss, then turned around to find him sitting on the bed, buttoning a clean checked shirt and tucking it into his jeans. 

‘I thought it was the woman who was meant to take a long time getting ready. If you don’t get a wriggle on, we’re going to be late,’ Cynthia teased. Tom stood and pulled her to him.

‘They can wait,’ he said, bending to kiss her on the forehead as he ran his hands through her short copper hair. Cynthia melted into him for a moment, then gently pushed his chest and took a step back.

‘Come on, birthday boy. Let’s go celebrate!’

The sandstone Imperial Hotel had brought people together since 1905, and it wasn’t slowing down with age. Every table in the restaurant at the side of the pub was full. The noise was an assault on the ears, but Cynthia relished it. She craved being around people. That’s why she jumped at the chance to take over the Community Resource Centre when Rose Higgins retired earlier in the year. Rose had found it hard to let go, and they’d clashed when Cynthia tried to put her own stamp on the place. Eventually, Rose caved. Cynthia knew she would. Getting her own way was one of her talents. 

As he moved around the table, Tom greeted the guests with a handshake or a hug. Cynthia made her way over to where the waitress stood. After making the arrangements, she sat next to Tom, who had taken his place at the head of the table. As the food made its way out of the kitchen and the drinks were topped up, the atmosphere grew livelier. Cynthia watched Will stagger to the men’s room.

‘Lucky he’s got a designated driver,’ she said to Kit. 

‘For now. As soon as this baby’s out, I’ll be making up for it,’ Kit replied. Cynthia laughed and held her wineglass up in salute before taking a sip.

‘So, have you given any more thought to your dad’s offer?’ Kit shook her head. Cynthia sighed, then looked up as Tom and Will returned to the table. She watched as Tom looked around the room for a moment, then spotted her and took his seat again. 

‘Everything alright, honey?’ 

‘All good,’ Tom replied. Cynthia noted Kit’s quizzical expression. 

‘Your father’s been a bit forgetful lately. Too much on his mind, I think.’ Tom shifted in his seat, then took a swig of beer, clearly uneasy with the topic of conversation.

‘Like leaving your tool bag in the back paddock,’ Will said with a chuckle. ‘I thought I was seeing things. Luckily, I picked it up before the big downpour.’ Tom remained silent. Kit caught Cynthia’s eye and pointed her thumb toward the door.

The sky was clear, and the stars were out. The outback night sky never ceased to amaze Cynthia. It was one of the most incredible things she’d ever seen—a million stars dotting the dark canvas like a painting. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment as Kit caught up with her. Opening her eyes, she found Kit leaning on the windowsill, her eyebrows knitted together and her mouth in a thin line.

‘What’s going on with Dad?’ Kit said. She never bothered with preamble, but Cynthia would have liked more time to consider how to deal with Kit’s probing.

‘He’s just been preoccupied lately, that’s all. I’ve been trying to convince him to make a doctor’s appointment, but you know what he’s like,’ Cynthia said, shrugging a shoulder. Like most men, especially country men, Tom didn’t like to dwell on any possible medical issues. She guessed the thinking behind it was that if they ignored the problem, it would go away.

‘You need to make it
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