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Chapter 1  A Family Affair
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'Oh, why did we ever come to Australia?' moaned Mrs. Bennet, as she looked down the dusty main street. 'Here we are, in this little bush town, with five daughters to marry successfully, and not a single eligible man in sight. We should never have come here!'

Stan Bennet ignored his wife's complaints, just as he always did. Most of his daughters also ignored her. Only the eldest, Jane, sought to comfort her mother.

'Cheer up, Mum,' she said brightly, as she untied the apron she always wore while housekeeping. 'Remember, Lizzie has just married Bill Darcy, and he will inherit his father's cattle station, some time in the future. He was certainly eligible.'

Elizabeth Bennet and William Darcy had first met in primary school, when Lizzie was just six years old, while Billy was 3 years older. When she was teased for her English accent, he stood up for her, and deflected the teasing. And the behaviour which started during her first weeks at school continued during the following months and years. By the time Lizzie reached 18, and completed her years in the secondary school in nearby Mulga, it was obvious to everyone they would eventually marry.

'But what about the rest of you? That nice vet surgeon you worked for -—what was his name? You could have married him, but he has left the district. And who will marry Mary or Kitty or Lydia?' Her mother's wispy grey hair surrounded her flushed face.

Jane reddened a little, as her mother always blamed her for not marrying the vet. 'Rob. Rob Harville,' she said patiently. 'But he was already engaged to someone else when I went to work for him. Anyway, I didn't like him very much.'

'And then there was the manager on the station where you were a governess. How foolish of you, not to catch him?' Mrs. Bennet grumbled.

This time Jane did blush, as she had been really fond of George Wickham. But the owners of the station had dismissed him, when they discovered he had girlfriends on several other properties, all while he was making up to Jane as well. She did not really believe their report, and still regretted his departure.

'George Wickham was told to leave;  he didn't really want to go.' Her voice was a little bitter. 'It was his choice not to see me again, not mine.' She thought back to the advice her father had given her at the time.

'I just don't like George Wickham,' Stan said. 'He's too arrogant, and struts in here as if he owns the pub. Of course, he doesn't have enough money to buy it, or the cattle stations where he works. Treats me and your mother like slaves. Don't marry him; he will never be satisfied with one woman.’

But Mrs. Bennet, like Jane, had been impressed by his height and commanding manner. Now she continued to complain. Eventually, Jane left her to go on sharing her worries with Kitty, who had just returned from a visit to the town's small shops. Kitty had not gone to buy anything, just to chat to the staff at the grocery store, and the pharmacy, as they idled away their time between rare customers.

Jane walked out the back door of the hotel where she lived.

The Kurrajong Hotel was built of wood, was 2 stories high, and had a metal roof; it still looked much as it had during the last 100 years. It now had indoor plumbing, had electricity throughout the building, and was connected to the internet. Outside, little had changed.

The Bennet family lived on the upper floor, with rooms opening onto the front balcony, which projected over the paved footpath at the front of the building. A door on the left of the ground floor opened from the footpath, directly into the Front Bar. The dining room was on the right, with the original ladies' parlor behind it. The kitchen was behind the bar. 

In the backyard were  4 new motel units, built of brick, and with tiled roofs. There were a few rooms available for visitors in the original building, as well as the motel units. There were sheds for the laundry, and vehicle parking. A big overhanging pepperina tree provided deep shade. The back gate opened onto a street, and there was a bushland park across the road.

Jane was the housekeeper, responsible for cleaning the visitors' rooms, changing and washing sheets, and other similar tasks. Now was her free time, and she did not spend it talking to shop assistants. Instead, she followed a path leading through native bushland surrounding the small town. Here she relaxed and found peace. Sitting quietly, she listened to the birds darting through the trees, and smelled the rich scent of eucalyptus drifting down from the leaves above her. Jane could not remember living anywhere but the Australian outback, nor imagine a life in a place where the bush was not just outside her back door.

Stan Bennet had brought his wife Amelia, and their two small daughters, to Queensland, in the year 1999. Jane was then 5, and Elizabeth was barely three years old. Stan had experience working in hotels in England, and was glad to be offered the chance to manage a hotel, even if it was in a very small bush town. Amelia Bennet was never happy with the change, but really had no choice but to follow her husband. Her only consolation was the presence in a nearby town, of her sister, Belinda, now Mrs. Musgrove. In the years ahead, she bore three more daughters. The children grew up, healthy and strong, attending the local small school, and then being bussed to the secondary school in nearby Mulga, where their Aunt Musgrove lived.

When the girls were old enough to leave school, both Elizabeth and Jane stayed in Kurrajong. Lizzie worked in the hotel, taking over the management of the rooms available for visitors, while her mother still coped with cooking for family and guests. Stan managed the hotel bar. Lizzie and Bill Darcy were already sweethearts, and within a few years, were married. 

But Jane wanted to be independent of her parents and the hotel. Her first job was working for the local vet, Rob Harville. She enjoyed helping him work with small animals like dogs and cats, and also kept the accounts for his clients. Sometimes she accompanied him on visits to neighbouring cattle stations, while he worked with larger animals. Those tasks were less pleasant. But they often drove for hours, deep into the countryside, and Jane found she loved the sights and sounds around her. Her love of the Australian bush deepened. 

Then, when Rob closed his practice, and moved to the city, Jane found work as a governess on Bottle Tree Station. There, Jane was happy to live surrounded by the Australian bush. The family had 3 small children, aged between 6 and 10 years old. They received lessons by post each week, and it was her job to help them complete the tasks set by the distant teachers. Then the lessons were returned by post. After a couple of years, a school bus began to run past the station gate, and the children were now old enough to travel on it, to a distant school. Jane was no longer needed. She came back to Kurrajong, to replace Lizzie as the accommodation manager at the hotel. 

Kitty and Lydia were still attending high school, but showed no sign of wanting to find employment in the years ahead, while Mary, at 18, was still deciding what life she would follow.
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Chapter 2 .. Back at the Pub
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Jane's best friend at school, Stella, still lived in the small town. She too had married a school sweetheart, Jason Green, who had inherited the local butcher shop from his father. Stella and Jason worked side by side to make the business a success, sometimes with a baby asleep in a basket on the floor behind the counter. Jason's mother often worked in the shop as well, and her positive outlook was a welcome change from Mrs. Bennet's continual complaints. Jane visited the family as often as she could.

‘Oh, you darling,’ whispered Jane one evening, as she cuddled baby Simon. ‘And what a good baby you are, sleeping through the night already. You are spoiling your mother.’ Stella laughed, as she put down a mug of coffee within Jane's reach, and gathered up her son. 

‘He has only just begun to sleep through, you know. The little monster, he spent the last three months waking me up every night for a feed and a cuddle. He didn't spoil me then.’ She put the baby into his cot, then returned to sit beside Jane. ‘What have you been doing with yourself, lately?’ she asked curiously.

Jane shook her head. ‘I've been trying to get Mary to help with the housekeeping,’ she said despondently. ‘Unless I can convince her to take over from me, I will just have to stay at the hotel.’ She sipped her coffee. ‘I'd like to find another job as a governess, but Mum can't manage everything on her own, and Lydia and Kitty are no help at all.’

‘Why won't Mary help?’

‘She says housekeeping is too demeaning a job for someone with the good results she managed at school. She wants to do something involving using her brain, not her hands. Of course, she never remembers my results were quite as good as hers. She just thinks she is so much better than everyone else.’

Stella sniffed. ‘What brain work does she think she will find in Kurrajong?’

Jane laughed. ‘I asked the same thing, and she had no real answer. But she said something about studying accountancy over the internet, then being employed to do the bookkeeping for all the shops in town. I suggested they could not afford to pay someone to do it for them, as they already did it themselves. But she wouldn't listen.’

‘Jason's Mum does ours,’ Stella told her, ‘and she is teaching me, so I can take over while she has a holiday. So we wouldn't employ Mary. I can't imagine who would.’

‘ I really think Mary would like to go to the city,’ Jane continued. ‘But Dad would never let her go, unless she had accommodation and a job already lined up. And I can't see it happening anytime soon. But in the meantime, I am still stuck here.’

‘I know it's hard for you,’ Stella commiserated, ‘but I, for one, am glad you are here. I would miss you so much. There isn't another soul in
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