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      I had been dreading this day for weeks.

      Since the very moment my father had received Mr. Collins’ letter, Mama had not ceased in speaking about the gentleman who would soon be the master of Longbourn.

      It was not only that I despised any talk of Papa dying… I could not begin to understand my mother’s eagerness to trade away one of her daughters to this stranger who just so happened to be a distant relation. A mockery of fortune, to be sure.

      Papa, however, seemed to take it all in stride. I had no doubt that he would leave the entertainment of this Mr. Collins to Mama, Jane and I while he took refuge in his study.

      I would never speak the words aloud, but the unfairness of what loomed ahead was almost impossible to ignore.

      Seated at the breakfast table, I could not even look at my mother.

      “Now, girls, when Mr. Collins arrives,” she began, “we shall not impede him in any way. Any questions he might have about the house he may direct to Mr. Bennet, but in all else it is our duty to see that he is happy here!”

      “But, Mama,” Lydia whined. “What if he does not like dancing, or playing at skittles—what shall we do with him?”

      I glanced up to see our mother’s nose wrinkled slightly. I thought for a moment that she would chastize her youngest child, but I should have known better.

      “You shall leave him to Lizzy and Jane,” Mama said with the brightest of smiles. “Well, more correctly, to Lizzy.”

      “What?” I choked out as Kitty and Lydia giggled loudly.

      Mama straightened herself in her chair. “You heard me,” she said. “It is time that you did your part for this family, Lizzy.”

      My mouth dropped open.

      “Close your mouth, child,” Mama huffed. “You know very well that Jane is otherwise occupied with Mr. Bingley.”

      “So I am to be offered up in her stead?” I snapped.

      Jane focused on stirring her tea.

      Mama’s lips pressed into a thin line. “You will do as you are told,” she said sharply. “Mr. Collins will be the master of this house when your father is gone—”

      “But he is not gone,” I cried. “He is very well, indeed, and I should think he would like instead to see his daughters happily married and not traded away because—”

      I stopped myself before I said something cruel.

      My mother’s cheek was pale. I knew that she was frightened of what might happen to her when Papa died.

      At the table beside me, Mary blithely smeared some marmalade on her scone as though there was no strife occurring around her.

      “I believe it will be most intriguing to have Mr. Collins here,” Mary said.

      “You see,” Mama sniffed, “at least one of you has some gratitude for what I am trying to do.”

      Though she rarely received it, Mary seemed unaffected by our mother’s praise. I could not imagine how she might have surmised, from all that our father had said about Mr. Collins, and the letters he had read out to us had cemented him in my mind as a grasping sycophantic sort of man who deserved none of our deference and all of our scorn.

      But Papa was not here to defend us, and Mama was in charge.

      “When he arrives, I expect that you shall all do your part to make Mr. Collins feel very welcome here,” Mama asserted. “I will not be embarrassed by my own daughters. This is your future, Lizzy, and I shall not allow you to stand in its way!”

      I stared down at my cold tea and bit down on my tongue.

      I could say nothing lest I be chided once more.

      Mr. Collins was coming to Longbourn, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.
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      For three days an uneasy anticipation settled over the house.

      Mr. Collins’ most recent letter had included detailed descriptions of his prospective journey from Hunsford and the most approximate time that he would be expected and our mother had been in a heightened state the entire time.

      On the appointed day, I found myself pacing the parlor, flinching at every noise from the courtyard until, as the afternoon sun was waning, the sound of carriage wheels heralded Mr. Collins' arrival.

      I watched from the window as my mother, ablaze with expectation, hastened to the foyer with a swiftness unbecoming of her usual languor.

      My sisters and I exchanged wary glances before following her, each of us no doubt silently pondering the character and intent of our imminent guest.

      Mama waited in the courtyard as Mr. Collins stepped down from the carriage and I could not help but notice how his figure cast a long shadow that seemed to stretch with the same exaggerated length as his sense of self-importance that had filled his letters.

      He was attired in what he must have deemed the height of modest fashion, for even though it was black and severe as his profession demanded, it was obvious that every article of clothing—from his cravat to his breeches—was of fine material and meticulous tailoring. A detail that I could only assume was meant to draw attention to the care and condescension of his beloved patroness.

      Yet it was not his garments that drew one's attention so much as the manner in which he wore them: his chest puffed out like a peacock, his chin lifted to an angle that suggested he was perpetually surveying his domain from atop an invisible pulpit.

      "Oh, Mr. Collins! You are most welcome to Longbourn," my mother cried as she waved her lace handkerchief excitedly. "We are all very pleased to receive you."

      My father was in his study, and I had a feeling he would not be very pleased to welcome his cousin to the house.

      "Mrs. Bennet, the pleasure is all mine," Mr. Collins replied in a tone that was so steeped in formality that it was almost comical.

      A low bow accompanied his greeting, executed with such precision and flourish it could have been mistaken for a performance at court. As he straightened, his eyes swept across our assembled party with a scrutiny that implied we were subjects in his own private kingdom.

      "Ah, my dear cousins," Mr. Collins intoned, addressing us with a smile that managed to be at once obsequious and patronizing. “It is indeed a boon from Providence that brings me to such a charming abode, filled with the light of such amiable company."

      Mama prodded me with her fan and I straightened my shoulders slightly. "Mr. Collins," I said, "we hope your journey was not too taxing."

      "My dear cousin—”

      “Eliazabeth,” Mama interjected.

      “Miss Elizabeth," he said with a beatific smile, "the journey was swift, indeed. The roads themselves seemed to hasten my carriage towards the company of such esteemed relations."

      I forced myself to smile.

      "Your commendations are most generous," I answered. In truth, his grandiloquence left little room for genuine conversation, and I found myself anxious to return to the house lest we become ensnared in a web of platitudes and sermons.

      As Mr. Collins continued to hold court among us, exclaiming over the entrance and windows of Longbourn, but also in the same breath comparing it to that of Rosings Park. His posture remained rigidly upright, as if he bore the weight of his own consequence upon his shoulders—a burden he bore with ostentatious pride. His voice, carrying the timbre of practiced condescension, seemed to echo around us, bouncing off the walls like an unwanted guest who refuses to take his leave.

      "Shall we retire to the parlor?" Mama suggested, breaking through the tide of his monologue. "A cup of tea will surely refresh you after your travels."

      "Most agreeable, Mrs. Bennet," Mr. Collins acquiesced, following her lead while we trailed behind. Kitty and Lydia huddled together to whisper and giggle and I could not bring myself to silence them before I took a breath and entered the house once more.

      We were soon comfortably nestled in the parlor with Mr. Collins sipping tea from china that Mama had reserved for occasions she deemed of utmost importance.

      "Mr. Collins," she began, "it gladdens my heart to see you so well after your travels. A man of your station must be accustomed to the finest comforts—indeed, it is only fitting."

      "Madam, you are too kind," he replied, his cup pausing mid-air. "I am indeed most fortunate in my patronage and the comforts it affords me." His chest puffed out slightly with the admission, and he placed his cup back upon its saucer with practiced delicacy.

      "Indeed," Mama said, nodding vigorously, "and such comfort would be doubled when shared, do you not agree? A shared life is a blessed one, as they say."

      I could not help the tightening of my jaw. I had not expected her to approach this conversation so expediently, but it seemed that was to be the case.

      "Ah, Mrs. Bennet, how true your words ring!" Mr. Collins exclaimed, leaning forward as if drawn by the gravity of matrimonial considerations. "The sacred institution of marriage is one I hold in high esteem. It is a union ordained for the mutual benefit and edification of both parties."

      "Quite right, quite right," Mother affirmed, seizing the thread of conversation with the eagerness of a matchmaker spying a perfect union. "And my daughters, bless their hearts, have been raised with the very principles you so admire."

      With the subtlety of a playwright directing the final act of her drama, Mama cast a glance towards us, daughters lined up like exhibits at a fair. Mr. Collins followed her gaze, his expression that of a man appraising potential investments.

      "Now, I must tell you, Mrs. Bennet. The furnishings in the parlor—why they remind me of a very recent visit to Rosings Park. My benefactress, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, resides in a home that is a testament to the grace and splendor of noble living," he stated grandly, gesturing with a hand that seemed to paint the air with images of opulence. "The gardens alone are a marvel—a veritable Eden on earth, shaped by the hand of a master gardener who, if I may flatter myself, sometimes deigns to take my humble suggestions under his advisement.”

      Mother nodded along, her enthusiasm undiminished by the overt self-aggrandizement of his narrative. "How delightful it must be to dwell in such surroundings! And how much more delightful it will be for you to share such blessings with a companion of kindred sensibilities."

      "Indeed, Mrs. Bennet, the companionship of a genteel lady would be a balm to any gentleman's existence," Mr. Collins agreed, his eyes alighting once more upon our assembled party. “Lady Catherine herself has charged me to find a young lady who, if I may paraphrase her Ladyship’s words, is a useful sort of person. And I believe that I will be able to find just the young lady among my fair cousins.”

      I watched the scene unfold with a mixture of amusement and skepticism, aware that our mother’s designs were transparent as glass to anyone who cared to look. Mr. Collins, however, appeared blissfully ignorant of the web being spun around him, or perhaps he simply reveled in the prospect of being the center of attention, no matter how nefarious it might have been.

      "Indeed, I am most fortunate in my connections," Mr. Collins continued, drawing himself up with a pride that seemed to inflate his chest beyond its natural breadth. "Lady Catherine de Bourgh herself has commented on the propriety of my comportment and the distinction of my sermons."

      "Has she, indeed?" Mama breathed. “How wonderful to have such praise.”

      "Most assuredly," Mr. Collins replied. "Her Ladyship possesses discernment which, I daresay, is paralleled only by her benevolence. To be received into her drawing room is to bask in the light of aristocratic grace."

      "Ah! The very sun must pale in comparison," I quipped, unable to resist the urge to prod at Mr. Collins' inflated sense of importance. My eyes met Jane's across the room and she grimaced slightly, though Kitty hid her laughter behind her teacup.

      Mary, however, seemed drawn to the conversation taking place before us.

      "Quite so, Miss Elizabeth," he said, nodding vigorously. "And as her esteemed pastor, I am often the beneficiary of her wisdom. Why, just last fortnight, she asked for my opinion in the selection of a new chimney piece for the secondary parlor at Rosings Park—a matter of great consequence, you understand."

      Lydia and Kitty exchanged glances before dissolving into barely suppressed giggles, their hands pressed daintily against their lips to stifle the sound. Poor Mr. Collins seemed none the wiser as he interpreted their mirth as a symptom of girlish delight rather than derision.

      "Mr. Collins," Jane interjected softly, "it must be very gratifying to be held in such high esteem. Lady Catherine sounds like a remarkable woman."

      "Indeed she is," he affirmed, "and not without influence in matters of society and matrimony, I might add."

      "Matrimony?" Mama perked up at the word and leaned forward with renewed interest. "Pray tell, Mr. Collins, are there many eligible young ladies in the vicinity of Lady Catherine's estate?"

      "Several, Mrs. Bennet, several," Mr. Collins assured her. "Though none, I am certain, who possess the refined qualities of your charming daughters."

      Mary, her eyes wide behind her glasses sat up a little straighter in her chair. "And do these chimney pieces often come up in conversation at Rosings Park, Mr. Collins?"

      "Remarkably often, Miss Mary," Mr. Collins replied with a smile. "One would be astounded by the weight Lady Catherine places upon the proper maintenance and adornment of her residence."

      "Indeed, one is already astounded by many things this afternoon," I muttered.

      As Mr. Collins prattled on, expounding the virtues of grand fireplaces and the condescension of Lady Catherine and her daughter, I found myself caught between amusement and exasperation. His tireless self-aggrandizement was as relentless as it was transparent, and yet, within the walls of our modest home, it struck a disconcerting chord. For all his pompousness, Mr. Collins was a reminder of the precarious ledge upon which we all perched—a family of five daughters with futures tethered to the whims of inheritance and the graces of a distant cousin.

      As Mr. Collins turned his attention from the splendor of chimney pieces to matters of a more spiritual nature, my eyes inadvertently sought out Mary. She sat, as always, a portrait of contemplative repose amidst our lively drawing room, her hands neatly folded upon her lap.

      "Miss Mary," Mr. Collins began, with an air of solemnity that suggested the commencement of a sermon rather than polite conversation, "I have been told of your exceptional devotion to the betterment of one's soul through study and reflection. I must admit
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