
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


LOVE BLOOMS AT DARCY MANOR

Clean Regency Romance

Pride & Prejudice Inspired

by Dee Vandorn

2025

©Dee van Dorn



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LOVE BLOOMS AT DARCY MANOR: DARCY & BENNETS,  PRIDE & PREJUDICE INSPIRED,

    

    
      First edition. December 21, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Dee Vandorn.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232624620

    

    
    
      Written by Dee Vandorn.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1. New Faces
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1823, Autumn, Darcy Manor

Libby Darcy sank onto the parlour sofa, a rebellious expression on her still-girlish face.

“Aunt Sarah, how will I ever find a husband if Papa refuses to let me attend the London ball season?”

“How indeed,” sighed her aunt, looking up from her watercolour. “I’ve tried to reason with him. I’ve often said: ‘Lawrence, she’s considered every eligible gentleman in our circle and found none suitable. What do you propose we do?’”

Libby promptly repeated her father’s usual reply: “‘She’s too young.’” And then, with an exaggerated sigh, said, “I’m already twenty! And, of course, he always has to add that he couldn’t care less about the ball season.” She sniffed in disdain. “How am I to plan my future if I don’t meet any new young men? But I do want to stay close to you, Aunt.”

Sarah shook her head with a gentle smile. “Darling, put that notion out of your mind. If your husband has a house or an estate, you’ll live there—wherever there is.”

Libby looked concerned. “Then you should get married too.”

“Ha! With the surplus of women these days, no one is waiting for elderly spinsters like me. Though, I must say, I have received two proposals recently.”

They both burst into laughter.

“Yes, those were memorable moments,” said Libby, still giggling. “Old Sir Isaac attempting to court you, and then that wealthy Mr. Richards. You could have accepted him. He was almost handsome, and very kind.”

Sarah shook her head. “Not my type. I prefer men who look intellectual—just like yourself. Besides, I won’t marry until you do. And at this rate, that could take years.”

“If papa has his way, it certainly will,” Libby muttered. “I just want to live my own life. Ideally, I’d support my husband in his work. But instead, I’m stuck here with merely idle pursuits.”

“Come now, you’re always busy crocheting and sewing blankets for the Robert & Lilian School in London.”

“Yes, but my mind needs something more! I’d love to visit the school again—or better yet, visit the pupils in their homes. I want to understand the conditions they live in.”

“Very unhealthy conditions,” Sarah said firmly. “Not suitable for you. It wouldn’t be long before you’d catch diphtheria or consumption. Your father couldn’t bear to lose you too.”

“No, poor papa,” Libby said gently. “He’s already endured so much sorrow over Mama... He’s a man of very deep feelings, but he hardly ever shows them.”

Sarah nodded, her eyes soft. “He only ever revealed them to your mother—and she’s gone now, poor dear.” She continued sketching their home: Darcy Manor, surrounded by the park and the pond.

Libby stared dreamily into space, imagining her future husband. He didn’t need to be handsome, just pleasant to look at, but he had to be intelligent, and gallant. Was that too much to hope for?

“What was it like to attend the Almack’s balls when you were young, Aunt?” she asked.

“Dull,” Sarah replied, with a sigh. “I was asked to dance now and then. Apparently, my sense of humour was not appreciated. Still, young men back then were more gentlemanly than they are now. These days, they all seem to be seducers, drinkers, or gamblers. You’re not missing much... Although,” she mused, “if we stayed in London, we could at least enjoy theatre, museums, and garden parties. A change of scenery would be nice. It’s getting a bit dull here in Wheatley—apart from the balls.”

“Honestly, I find those dull too,” Libby admitted. “After a few dances, I find myself thinking I wish I’d brought my book.”

Sarah burst out laughing. “Picture it—you, engrossed in The Life of the Butterfly, four men waiting to dance, and you saying, ‘Mm? Just a moment, this part’s fascinating.’ Then turning the page while they slink away.”

Libby smiled. “That does sound like me. I don’t even know how to attract or hold a man’s attention. Fiona says I should flirt and bat my eyelashes. I practised in the mirror once—it looked ridiculous. And flirting? I haven’t the faintest idea how to do it.” She threw her hands up in exasperation. “Fiona says you’re meant to pretend to like someone. Like laughing at their stupid jokes. Isn’t that just silly?”

“Fiona’s clever, but she listens too much to her older sister when it comes to men,” Sarah said wryly.

“Exactly. And why? Her sister is twenty-five and not even engaged yet.”

Sarah laughed. “Quite right.”

Libby sighed, stood up and began to pace. “Still, I don’t want to leave Darcy Manor. I love everything here. Today, I just want to walk along the woods, where the trees are starting to turn.”

“Child, you’ll be blown off the path in this wind.”

“That’s the fun of it! I’m going.”

Sarah looked up, concerned. “Don’t go alone. The wind’s strong enough to knock you over.”

Libby was about to argue, but just then, the door opened. Her father entered, reading glasses perched on his nose and a letter in one hand.

“Well, ladies... I’ve received a letter. Care to guess from whom?”

“Uncle Fitzwilliam? Are we going to Pemberley?” Libby asked hopefully.

“Sadly not. We were there only three months ago.” His sharp, light-blue eyes twinkled. “Sarah, any guesses?”

“One of your old university friends?” she replied, not looking up from her sketch.

“No. It’s from my esteemed successor—Robert Darcy.”

“Oh, Bob the Calf,” Libby said with a groan, collapsing back onto the sofa. “What nonsense has he committed now?”

“He wants to visit. With his tutor.”

Libby grimaced. “No, papa. Please. He’s so clumsy. And not at all cultured.”

“He’s had a private tutor for five years. He may have improved.”

“Honestly, how is a woman meant to work in peace?” Sarah asked, exasperated. “And how old is this tutor? Another young pup?” 

“About your age, I believe. They’ve toured England, studying its culture and natural beauty. They want to finish their journey here in Oxford. Robert’s uncle Willinghouse passed away, so we’re now his next of kin.”

“Hurrah,” Libby muttered. “And did they invite themselves, or are they merely hinting?”

“They asked for a recommendation for an inn in Wheatley.”

“So now you have to invite them,” Sarah said, with a sigh. “Libby and I were just wishing for new faces—and here they come.”

“Not quite the faces we were hoping for,” Libby murmured.

“Thank you, ladies,” Lord Darcy said dryly and gave a mock bow. “When they arrive, you can practise your manners—which are clearly in need of it.” And with that, he exited the room.

Libby turned to her aunt, worried. “Do you think he meant that?”

“We were being a bit unladylike,” Sarah admitted. “Who knows? Perhaps the calf has grown into a man—and his tutor might be as handsome as a Greek god.”

“You wish,” Libby muttered. “Still, maybe I can practise flirting. The calf won’t notice. And if he thinks I am attracted to him, well—he is a simpleton.”

“He is the future Lord Darcy, Libby. You can’t treat him however you please. Show him some respect.” Sarah gave her niece a pointed look while she rose.

Libby reacted sheepishly: “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going for a walk—with you.” She took her niece’s hand and pulled her up. Together, they headed for the cloakroom.

“Bob and his tutor may have all sorts of stories about their travels,” Sarah surmised as she fastened her cloak. “Don’t you think so?”

“Indeed,” Libby replied flatly, “I don’t think so.”
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Chapter 2. Bob and his Tutor Arrive
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A week later, the Darcys sat together in the drawing room. Their cook had gone to great lengths to prepare a festive afternoon tea, and they now waited for their guests to arrive. Libby sat with a book in hand, though her thoughts flitted elsewhere. How did the calf—no, she mustn’t call him that anymore, not even in her mind. His name was Bob, or rather, Robert. Tall, broad-shouldered, and full of chatter. Always cheerful. At the sound of voices in the hallway, all three stood to greet the visitors.

Bob, indeed, was still tall, still broad. Or perhaps just muscular? The calf had grown into a bull, Libby thought mischievously. She extended her hand and made a polite curtsey.

“Welcome to Darcy Manor, Robert.”

His jovial smile widened. “Thank you, Libby. It already feels like home.”

She stiffened, biting back a retort. How dare he say such a thing? Did her second cousin imagine that, along with the title, he would inherit the estate as well? She made a mental note to ask her father about that.

“And this gentleman,” Bob declared, gesturing with enthusiasm, “is Mr. Tillman, my tutor. The finest tutor in England.” He laughed good-naturedly. “He even managed to teach me something, so that’s saying a lot.”

“Indeed,” Libby replied curtly. Her Aunt Sarah discreetly nudged her arm as a warning. When her father finished greeting Robert’s tutor, Libby curtsied to Mr. Tillman.

He was slender, with finely chiselled features and an intellectual air. Good heavens, Libby thought. He looks exactly like my ideal man. She smiled at him.

“Miss Darcy, it’s an honour to meet you,” he said, his voice refined.

“Likewise. And this is my dear aunt, who has been like a mother to me for the past fifteen years: Miss Darcy. That’s why I’m usually called Miss Libby, to avoid the confusion of two Miss Darcys.”

“Still unmarried, Aunt Sarah?” Bob interjected, smiling. “How is that even possible?”

Libby covered her face with her hand. The oaf!

“I couldn’t tell you, Robert. Perhaps I blind men with my beauty. Wouldn’t you agree?” Sarah arched a brow, then turned to Mr. Tillman with a curtsey.

Bob guffawed. “Sharp as ever, Aunt Sarah. You’ve still got your sense of humour. And Uncle Lawrence, do you still have the same cook? That’s what I remember most fondly about Darcy Manor.”

“Apart from your relatives, I assume,” Mr. Tillman corrected gently.

“Our cook is indeed the same,” said Lord Darcy, rescuing the moment. “I suggest we move to the dining room and satisfy your hunger. Travel always whets the appetite. And you can tell us all about your journey.”

During tea, Robert devoured the sandwiches, cakes, and other treats with gusto. Meanwhile, Mr. Tillman briefly described their travels across England in his polished voice. “It’s been a true celebration of culture and nature,” he concluded.

“Papa, why don’t we undertake something like that?” Libby exclaimed, with sudden enthusiasm. “I adore history, nature, and culture—it would be perfect for me.”

“I thought you wanted to attend the London Season?” her father asked, with raised eyebrows.

“On second thought, I fear I’d find it just as dull as the local balls.”

“Don’t you enjoy a bit of dancing, Libby?” Robert teased good-naturedly. “It can be fun at times. Although, I must admit, I’m not much of a dancer myself. That’s the one thing Mr. Tillman hasn’t been able to teach me.” He chuckled, and his tutor flushed slightly.

The blush made Mr. Tillman all the more endearing, Libby thought. Poor man, saddled with a pupil like Bob the calf. Private tutors likely had few options for employment and were grateful for room, board, and payment.

“What are your plans now that you’re settling here, Mr. Tillman?” she asked.

“I, um, intend to write a book about some prominent men who studied at Oxford. I might also take on students. Fortunately, I recently inherited an annuity, so I don’t truly need to, but the variety and interaction would be stimulating.”

“Yes,” Libby sighed. “We struggle with lack of variety here too. Men have so many more opportunities to be active, while we women are left to merely wait for something to happen.”

“Is there something you’d particularly like to see in London, Libby?” Bob asked. “We started our journey there and spent a month exploring as many buildings as we could, both inside and out.”

“It was indeed fascinating,” Mr. Tillman agreed. “Do you visit London often, Miss Darcy?”

When Sarah didn’t immediately reply, Libby sent her a quizzical glance. 

Sarah’s voice was a little trembly when she finally answered with, “Occasionally. But never alone, of course. I enjoy the parks and museums.”

He smiled at her, and Libby’s heart fluttered. He grew even more handsome when he smiled. He might be older than her, but not by much. Certainly not older than Aunt Sarah—perhaps around forty? And with such a youthful appearance. “Few responsibilities,” her father would say. “That keeps people young.”

“During our travels, we collected guidebooks and sketches from every place we visited. And Mr. Tillman is an excellent watercolourist—he captured the most wonderful spots on paper.”

“I’d love to see them,” said Sarah, her voice steady again.

“My aunt paints watercolours as well,” Libby added eagerly. “She’s been documenting everything around Darcy Manor.”

The tutor looked at Sarah with genuine interest, but she avoided his gaze, saying, “I’m just an amateur. They’re hardly worth showing.”

“Nonsense, Aunt Sarah! Your portraits are very good! But I would indeed like to see the sketches, Mr. Tillman, and hear the stories about your journey too.”

“That would brighten our long autumn evenings,” Lord Darcy agreed. “Wouldn’t it?”

“We’d be delighted, Uncle Lawrence. Everything is still fresh in our minds. Mr. Tillman has a travel journal, so he can refer back if needed.”

“That journal was only meant for me,” the tutor protested quickly, blushing again. “I wouldn’t dream of reading from it.”

He’s shy, Libby thought. How adorable. But why was Aunt Sarah acting so reserved? She seemed almost disapproving. Libby resolved to ask her about it later.

After she had dressed for dinner Sarah looked in the mirror. Sir Isaac had called her a beauty. But the man was so much older than she was. Mr. Richards, however, was her own age and had called her beautiful. Two compliments she had never received before. Perhaps, in her case, beauty came with age. She had always been rather bony, like her brother, but was now finally starting to develop some curves. Suddenly, she laughed at the humour of it all. Forty—she was already middle-aged and now all of a sudden attracting men’s attention. Could she also catch Mr. Tillman’s eye?

When he stood before her and they were introduced, she was completely overwhelmed by the feelings he evoked in her. A warm wave seemed to rise within her. And all at first sight! That was odd. But he was the kind of man whom anyone could see was dependable and trustworthy. An intellectual and a modest soul. With such a handsome face and such wise, gentle eyes. When he looked at her, it was as if she sank a little into the ground. She had nearly grabbed hold of him. Love at first sight? Could it be that? Not for her—she was far too down-to-earth for that. She would take her time to judge him properly. It was just difficult that his presence was so captivating that each question took her a while to process. She had already noticed Libby glancing at her. Nervously, she smoothed down her evening gown.

“Thank you, Suzy,” she said to the maid. She opened her bedroom door and stepped outside. Her niece was already waiting for her.

“Aunt, you look lovely!”

“You too, Libby,” she replied with a smile. One of Libby’s good qualities was that she wasn’t vain. Although she was pretty in her own natural way, she considered herself an average-looking girl and had no interest in spending long hours “fussing in front of the mirror,” as she called it.

“Do you think so?” Libby asked with surprising uncertainty. “I tried on three dresses and still couldn’t decide.” She linked her arm with her aunt’s. “Tell me, Aunt, don’t you think Mr. Tillman is a dream of a man?”

Sarah laughed briefly. It couldn’t be true, could it? Libby falling for a man twice her age? The very man who had completely disarmed her aunt? This was ridiculous.

“I don’t believe in male dreams,” she dryly replied. “But he is kind and intelligent, that much is true.”

“Ah, good. You were unusually quiet, and I thought perhaps you disapproved of him. If so, I’d like to know why,” Libby whispered, as they walked down the stairs. “I’ve decided that he pleases me very much, and I want to get to know him better to see if he’s my dream man.”

“Libby, the man is at least forty,” Sarah began.

“What does that matter? Papa and Mama were almost the same age, and yet Papa’s been a widower for years. Grandpa and Grandma had ten years between them. Ten years or twenty years—they’re just numbers.”

“I don’t think so, but you’d best find that out for yourself.” Sarah squeezed her niece’s arm and then let go to grab the banister. Good heavens, did she just promote him to another woman? Everything inside her murmured, “I want him, I want him.” But that was as absurd as Libby’s wish.

During dinner, Mr. Tillman sat beside her. Libby and Bob were across from them, and Lord Darcy, as always, at the head of the table. Sarah and Lawrence’s mother, Lady Darcy, was seated on the other side. Bob was speaking, as he usually did, recounting stories about helping out on the farm as a young boy.

“Oh yes, your uncle had a farm, didn’t he?” Libby remarked off-handedly.

Sarah clenched her teeth. Her niece sounded condescending, as if she were a spoiled sixteen-year-old. 

Bob, ever calm, replied, “Several farms actually, Libby. Willinghouse Manor is a vast estate, with a number of tenant farms and a manor house that somewhat resembles Darcy Manor, though much larger.”

“Larger?” Libby repeated, slightly miffed.

“Libby finds Darcy Manor enormous, Bob,” Lord Darcy said, with a wink. “If you think of Shotover House or Blenheim Palace, Libby, you’ll realize we don’t live in excessive splendour.”

“A bit strange for a nobleman,” Libby muttered, still sounding irritable.

“Your grandparents decided to spend their money differently,” Sarah said. “Do you remember?”

“Oh yes, of course. The money went to the school in London rather than to Darcy Manor,” Libby replied, as she bent over her soup. “Which I fully support.”

“Thank you, Libby. I’m glad it meets with your approval,” croaked the elder Lady Darcy, Libby’s grandmother.

Sarah smiled when she saw Libby startle at the tone of that remark. Her mother had been unusually quiet this evening, but it seemed likely her throat was bothering her. Lady Darcy didn’t join them at the table every evening, as she had her own quarters at Darcy Manor. But when she did so, she made her presence felt.

Libby must have sensed she needed to make amends, as she said, “I love Darcy Manor just as it is. You know that, Grandma. It doesn’t need to be bigger or more luxurious for me.”

Sarah’s heart softened again toward her niece. “When you were little, you always wanted to live in a tower, remember?” she reminded her.

Libby’s face grew dreamy. “Yes, that tower we used to pass sometimes... I thought it was such a romantic building. It was a kind of gatehouse with a moat and a large overgrown garden around it. What was it called again?”
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