

    
        
          Miss Highsmith's Adventure at Danford Hall

        

        
        
          The Bellinghan Boys, Volume 1.5

        

        
        
          Jeanne Johnson

        

        
          Published by Jeanne Johnson, 2024.

        

    



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

    
    

    
      MISS HIGHSMITH'S ADVENTURE AT DANFORD HALL

    

    
      First edition. May 17, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Jeanne Johnson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224998661

    

    
    
      Written by Jeanne Johnson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Jeanne Johnson

	    

      
	    
          
	      Falling Stars

          
        
          
	          Remake My Heart

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Bellinghan Boys

          
        
          
	          Miss Clayton's Highwayman

          
        
          
	          Miss Highsmith's Adventure at Danford Hall

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Jeanne Johnson

Miss Highsmith's Adventure at Danford Hall (The Bellinghan Boys, #1.5)

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Epilogue

Sign up for Jeanne Johnson's Mailing List


Miss Highsmith’s Adventure at Danford Hall

Lincolnshire, England, 1814
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Chapter 1


[image: ]


Emma Highsmith's Mama had been fussing all morning, but it wasn’t until the whole family sat down to luncheon did they discover the cause of her distress. It came as a surprise for Emma to learn that she was the reason for her mother's disquiet. She’d made a living of trying to be as invisible to her mother as possible, leaving her younger sisters to bear the brunt of her Mama's scrutiny. Her sisters still had the chance to bloom into beautiful flowers, whereas she had accepted that at 25 her blooming days were over. She’d soon be a forgotten ornament on a dusty shelf, a spinster, alone in the world forever, but at least she'd be able to study her music in peace. Once her sisters were out in society they would be the ones forced to attend soirees and she could stay home to tinker on the pianoforte. 

"An invitation!" Her mother flapped the crested paper aggressively at Emma, as if she had been responsible for penning it.

"To what Mama?"

"The Bellinghan summer ball, at Danford Hall!" 

The way her mother was looking at her made Emma feel guilty. It was nonsense of course, she was not at fault. Besides, an invitation of this gravitas would normally have been met with jubilation, not anger. Really, her mother should be thanking her for maintaining a girlhood friendship with Mrs Hannah Bellinghan (or Hannah Clayton, as Emma had known her), not scolding her. 

"I do not understand how this might cause such distress Mama. Surely it is a great honour to be remembered by such a well connected family?" 

She glanced at her father for support, he shrugged and continued to attack his lunch.

"An honour extended to only three of us. Papa, myself and you." 

Her mother placed particular venom on the word ‘you’, before sighing, "What about your sisters?" 

Ah, there it is. Why invite the spinster when the marriageable prospects stay at home? 

It hurt a little to know just how thoroughly her mother had given up on her. Emma bristled at the slight.

"Mrs Bellinghan was my particular friend as a girl," she offered, "perhaps she still thinks of Lucy and Catherine as children?"

At fifteen and sixteen years respectively, Emma also found it difficult to think of them any differently. Could she really have only been seventeen when she was first thrown to the marriage market? 

"It is still a great honour," she finished weakly.

"Greater still for you, my dear," her father interjected, "for Mrs Bellinghan has asked you to join her as her house guest before the festivities." 

That was a surprise, Emma and Hannah had not been in much contact for the past year.

"Me?" She squeaked at her mother. 

Her Mama's face was like thunder. It seemed that she had not intended to mention that last piece of information. 

"I've half a mind to refuse." Her mother huffed, "There’s all kinds of rumours about that family. Not to mention that business with the Claytons and the highway robbery last year. Ten days alone with that crowd might ruin your chances of marriage entirely"

Emma grew frustrated. Ten days away from home sounded like bliss.

"I thought you said at my age that ship had sailed already Mama?”

“Do not be vulgar Emma.” Her mother sniffed haughtily.

“If you do not believe the Bellinghans of Danford Hall to be worthy of our acquaintance, then you should refuse the invitation." 

Her mother looked stumped. The Bellinghans were the richest family in the county, they could introduce the Highsmiths into social circles that they could only dream of. Despite some of the rumours surrounding the family, it would still be social suicide to refuse such an invitation, they all knew it.

Her father's voice cut cleanly across the table.

"You're going Emma. Have a lovely time. Mrs Bellinghan is to arrange a chaperone for you, so she clearly does not believe you are too over the hill.”

“Mr Highsmith!” Her mother scolded, but he settled her down with a pat of his hand on hers. 

“Your Mother and I will travel down the evening before the ball to dine with the family as Mrs Bellinghan has so generously offered. That is the end of this discussion." He glanced at his wife briefly before returning to his lunch. Whatever words had been forming on her mother's lips were swallowed, and she nodded her head curtly. 

Emma smiled into her lap.

Over a week away from home and her Mama! A chance to reunite with Hannah, an opportunity for change...it was intoxicating! She desperately needed an escape from the monotonous timetable of her life. Although the ball was still several weeks away, Emma's excitement began to rise. It felt like the start of her own little adventure. 
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Chapter 2
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The weeks couldn’t pass soon enough. 

What had started as excitement had soon turned sour as Emma’s Mama fussed over outfits and etiquette. It seemed that her mother had no faith in her to behave in a ladylike manner. It was not as though she had never been out in company before, and yet her Mama seemed to think that without her careful scrutiny Emma would disgrace her whole family.

“You must sit up straight,” she’d nag, “smile and converse. Do not sit there silent all week.”

Emma would nod in appropriate places, but she had no intention of sitting quietly at Danford Hall. 

Though she found conversing with strangers very difficult, there was more than one way to make noise at a private party. She’d daydream of the grand pianofortes that the great house would surely have, and amused herself by imagining the reactions when everyone realised that the slightly awkward friend of the hostess did have talent. Emma loved to play, she loved even more to compose. She felt the notes in her soul, as real as her own heartbeat. She could convey more meaning in one piece of music than she ever could in words.

Unfortunately, her Mama had little patience for noise, and saw no value in Emma’s only talent. But she had no love of reading, horse riding or needlework. Her fingers itched to play, not to paint. When she was forbidden from touching the keys she found herself daydreaming melodies. The thousands of different combinations of sounds were as clear in her own mind as the endless chatter of her mother.

Hannah has written to say that there would only be her husband’s family in attendance. Mr Bellinghan had three brothers all married. There would be no escaping the fact that she would have to speak to them all throughout her time at Danford. She hoped after a couple of days her anxiety would subside and she’d be able to open up. At least there would be no unmarried men present, she’d found them the most difficult to traverse during her seasons on the marriage mart. Most of the time she could barely choke out three words together, and none of the young men she had been introduced to seemed to have anything interesting to say. Though spinsterhood was far from an ideal situation, it would protect her from having to bear anymore unwanted scrutiny. And, as a spinster, it would be acceptable for her to stay all night at the pianoforte without being forced to converse with anyone. She wouldn't have to dance, sing or attempt witty conversation. That, to Emma, sounded like bliss.

The day of departure finally arrived, and with it a crest emblazoned carriage and four horses. Emma had hoped to see Hannah disembark, but instead a footman and a ladies maid came forth. Both were bearing letters, one for her parents and one for her. Emma had torn into its contents greedily. Hannah had written to say that she was much engaged with the ball preparations and could not travel herself today. 

A stab of disappointment cut through her, though her Mama had sniffed like a snob at the news. Emma hardly felt slighted; her friend had sent four horses, two servants and the finest carriage Emma had ever seen. She was hardly roughing it. 

After a few brief farewells to her family Miss Highsmith was on her way to Danford Hall at last. Her Mama, desperate to have the final word, had left her with some advice, “Speak well of your sisters Emma, you may yet secure them an invitation.”

She had appeased her mother with a weak smile, but she had no intention of doing anything of the sort. This was her adventure afterall, and not theirs. 

Enclosed in the luxurious interior of the carriage, Emma forced herself to meet the eyes of her chaperone. It was refreshing to be accompanied by someone so young, even so it took a moment for her to feel brave enough to speak.

“Lovely to meet you," she managed with a croak, "I’m Miss Highsmith.” The words had formed incorrectly and sounded clunky to her ears, but she'd managed it at least.

The girl smiled back, seemingly unphased “Tilly, miss. I’m to be your dresser.”

Emma had not considered that she would be able to make her own decisions on dress and hair whilst she was at the Hall, another splendid surprise!

“Mrs Bellinghan told me to pass on ‘er apologies for not coming herself,'' continued Tilly, "she can hardly wait to see you again, she’s been talking about you coming for some time.” The girl thought for a second, “I think she wants a friend from home, to give ‘er some support.”

Emma frowned, at her questioning expression Tilly ploughed on.

“Don’t mix my words Miss, she’s doing a grand job. It’s been so nice to finally have a mistress at the Hall! The place needed a woman’s touch. Nah, she’s just worried about the ball. It’s a big job miss, sorting it all out. There’s a lot of pressure on ‘er to make it perfect.”

Emma nodded bemused. Tilly's words seemed to gush out of her like a torrent, desperate to fill the carriage with as many sounds as possible. She hoped the girl would not be too disappointed with her introspective silence. She enjoyed hearing her pleasant chatter about Danford's new mistress. Of course Emma knew that Hannah would excel at running a house as fine as Danford, though it was concerning to hear that she was putting too much pressure on herself  to make things perfect. Emma knew all too well that perfection was a dangerous thing to try and chase. She’d lost many hours to compositions while she’d tried to achieve that very same trait and knew it was an impossible feat. Nothing can be perfect. Perhaps Hannah felt pressure from other sources. Everyone knew that Mr Bellnghan’s family were far wealthier and more connected than Hannah’s had been. Many people considered his choice of bride odd, that he had marrying beneath his station.  Perhaps she just wanted to prove some of the naysayers wrong? Emma would gladly offer her friend support if her endeavours were to prove the neighbourhood gossip wrong. After all, she knew all about feeling like an imposter, she felt like one in her own family! Her sisters were beautiful, confident and assured. They would fare much better on the marriage mart than she had. No, if Hannah felt an imposter then she'd do whatever she could to allay those concerns. Her friend was born to be mistress of Danford Hall, Emma just knew it.

Not long into her musings Emma realised that things had gone quiet in the opposite seat. She’d glanced across the carriage to see Tilly quietly snoring. A spike of joy rushed through her and she surprised herself by laughing aloud. For the first time in weeks she felt relaxed. She was free of her Mama for ten whole days, she could rise when she wanted, dress how she chose and play as much music as she could get away with. She could not wait for her adventure to begin!

***
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HOURS LATER, EMMA CAUGHT her first glimpse of her friend’s new home. Danford Hall was just as impressive as the gossip had made out. It sat like a beacon of pale limestone amongst the dazzling green gardens. Stately and awe-inspiring as Emma had never seen so big a residence before, she couldn’t help but gawp.

Tilly woke with a snort as the horses pulled to a stop. “You ready Miss?” she asked, as though she had not been asleep for almost the entire journey.

Emma smiled nervously at her but nodded. She was glad that Tilly would be the one to take care of her for the next ten days. 

The footman opened the carriage door, Emma took his hand and gingerly stepped out. Her legs ached after several hours of confinement. As she approached, the grand doors of Danford were thrown open and out strolled Hannah on the arm of her very handsome husband. Emma was suddenly twisted up with nerves. She did not want to disgrace her friend in front of her influential husband. She tried to remember her mother’s advice, squared her shoulders and lifted her chin as she strode towards them in greeting.

“Emma,” Hannah beamed at her friend, “thank you so much for coming.”

Emma curtsied neatly, “Mrs Bellinghan, Mr Bellinghan. Thank you for your invitation.”

“Any friend of Hannah’s is welcome at Danford.” Mr William Bellinghan replied with a polite bow. “How wonderful it is to see you again Miss Highsmith.”

Emma had only met Mr Bellinghan a handful of times and felt the usual bite of discomfort when speaking to someone she hardly
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