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Author Note

A Hesitant Mediums Story


“Miss Preston’s Predicament” is a short story between novels. This story is a standalone referencing characters and events from the historical fantasy romance novel, HAUNTING MISS TRENTWOOD, the first in the Hesitant Mediums series.  




one
Marylebone, London

June 1887


It was a truth universally ignored, most principally by the dowager Dame Hartwell, that ghosts and gatherings did not mix.  
It was one of Dame Hartwell’s chief pleasures to host evening spectacles of mediums and spirits. Tonight was sure to be her crowning event, though not for the reasons her attendees might assume. Her steel-blue eyes gleamed with mischief above her ivory cheeks. She signed the last invitation, addressed to a Miss Tessa Preston, and uncle.
It had been a most pleasant surprise last week when Dame Hartwell’s informant located her long lost protégé. Five years had passed since Dame Hartwell had laid eyes upon Tessa Preston. She remembered Miss Preston and her uncanny Sense with fondness. At the time, Dame Hartwell had assumed the local Spiritualist Association would welcome them with fanfare. 
Unfortunately, Tessa never put stock into the Association, and, in fact, wanted nothing to do with it. Society’s wagging tongues delighting over her mixed parentage had been enough to manage: A love match between an Englishman and a Nigerian. It caused Tessa to have a warm terracotta complexion, which always drew eyes her way. 
Dame Hartwell never quite knew whether it was the love match or the dissimilar heritages which caused tongues to wag. She was of the mind Tessa should let Society stuff it. Society wouldn’t know quality if it hit them in the face, and Tessa was of the finest young ladies. Alas, Miss Preston paid her no mind.
Society had been happy to witness Miss Preston’s financial ruin thanks to last-minute modifications to her father’s will. Dame Hartwell had searched in vain to help the poor girl. Rather than suffering rumors, Miss Preston ensconced herself in the countryside. She soon left for the Continent with her bachelor uncle, with no assurances of returning.
Dame Hartwell had decided there was nothing to do about it. She focused instead on finding a new medium to sponsor, with very little success. Imagine her delight when her son discovered Mary Trentwood, whose father haunted her! And lo, Mary accepted her son’s marriage proposal with a veritable crowd of ghosts hovering about her!
Dame Hartwell’s delight was short-lived. Mary refused to perform for séances and continued to pretend she could not Sense the spirits. Disappointment gave way to concern when Dame Hartwell saw the ghosts had ill intent for Mary and her son. 
And so it was last week that Mary’s butler, Pomeroy, served afternoon tea with his usual aplomb. Pomeroy inclined his balding head toward Dame Hartwell’s silver one, winked, and slipped a piece of paper below her teacup. Such familiarity would have caused an uproar in other houses. For Dame Hartwell’s piece, Pomeroy’s efficiency was a pleasure.
Rumors claimed the Prestons had returned. The slip of paper containing their address was confirmation. Dame Hartwell felt more than a little wicked about inviting Miss Preston to her séance. But needs must, and Dame Hartwell wanted to protect her son and his fiancée from increasingly aggravated spirits. She made sure to include a detail she knew Tessa Preston couldn’t resist: the medium conducting the séance was the very same who had swiped her inheritance out from under her. 
Dame Hartwell folded the invitation and slipped it into the envelope. She allowed herself a small, delighted giggle.




two
And so it begins

Dame Hartwell's parlor


Miss Tessa Preston’s concerns were many when she entered the drawing room with her uncle. To receive an invitation for an “evening of quiet observations with the medium, Madam Sylvia” was shocking. To witness guests laughing at their flounces ruffled by impertinent spirits was ghastly. 
The cozy room, adorned in velvet and brocades, was set up for an intimate concert. All chairs and settees faced the center of the room. A handsome chaise stood in place of a piano or other such instrument. The garnet-dyed horsehair upholstery gleamed in the candlelight, making Tessa shiver. She was not one to put much weight into portents. Yet, experience taught her that particular shade of red never bade good tidings.
“Uncle Hubert,” Tessa said in a dismayed undertone as they found their seats, “tell me I’m imagining.”
Hubert Preston, her father’s brother, rubbed a tanned hand over the crown of his head, which was also tanned beyond his usual rosy white complexion. He gripped the top of his bone-inlaid cane, remaining silent. He was tall, and though balding, was otherwise at peak health for a man born the year of Queen Victoria’s accession. One might have thought his nonchalance all telling. It was the tension in his cane-wielding hand that revealed his thoughts of the situation to Tessa. 
Tessa tucked her thin upper lip into her full lower one, musing. She swatted away a naughty ghost pulling a ribbon from her bodice, causing raised eyebrows in her direction. She ignored their looks as she was wont to do. If it wasn’t her occasional flailing (an occupational hazard), it was her complexion, a warm brown with olive undertones that tanned golden beneath the Mediterranean sun. She strove to keep her hands in her lap to avoid attracting more interest or suspicion. Tessa wanted above all else to remain nameless until necessary. 
Luckily, five years out of Society had taken care of anonymity for her. 
Tessa knew she had hardly made waves upon her entry those years ago. Her exit from Society had been nothing more than a couple days’ news in the daily rags. Society’s short attention span now worked in her favor. They had returned to London with nary a footnote in the paper. In fact, they had been setting up a cozy rental when the invitation landed in her lap. Tessa knew the handwriting immediately. No doubt about it, she had to witness this medium for herself. 
Tessa was certain Madam Sylvia lifted monies and jewels rather than spirits. She doubted Madam Sylvia had any inkling of the Sense. It would take all her patience to assess the woman’s awareness of the Sense before revealing her as a fraud. 
Tessa did her best to ignore the ghost who picked at the posies tucked in the intricately arranged braids that structured her black, tight, corkscrew curls into the fashion of the day. Her mouth couldn’t help but make a moue of annoyance. The ghost flicked her pearl earrings and whispered inappropriate suggestions—of which he could do nothing about—into her ear.
Uncle Hubert, seeing Tessa’s increasing distress, stomped the foot of his bone-inlaid cane against the tiled floor thrice. He muttered the words Tessa had instructed him to for moments like these.
The ghost hovering over Tessa shuddered, hearing reverberations no human ear could discern. He lurched in the direction of another young lady who unfortunately lacked the Sense. She was ever so embarrassed when the ghost upended her reticule to the floor. Two gentlemen seeking her favor rushed to her aide. Their enthusiasm waned upon discovering her dance card was pre-filled with their names. The notes beside their names were hardly flattering.
The ghost, pleased with his antics, joined two spirits lurking in the far corner of the drawing room.
Tessa’s dark eyes danced as nodded her thanks to her uncle. Uncle Hubert winked and resumed his feigned nonchalance. No longer distracted, they scanned the room. It seemed they would not get a glimpse of the medium before the evening began.
“Do you think it’s the same woman?” Tessa murmured to Uncle Hubert.
Uncle Hubert harrumphed, unwilling to speculate with Dame Hartwell sweeping into the room.




three
Preparations afoot


Dame Hartwell knew as soon as she stepped into the room that Tessa had fallen for the bait. The looks thrown from her regular séance attendees gave her a point in the room upon which to focus. Tessa and her uncle sat in the second row of seats. They did not make small talk, keeping very much to themselves. Such a shame, because despite her pragmatic nature, Tessa was good at social niceties. Dame Hartwell remembered remarking upon Tessa’s impeccable manners once.  
Only later did it occur to her that they were necessary to combat the prejudices against Tessa. 
Tessa was, of course, as beautiful as ever. Her wide, dark eyes glowed in anticipating of the evening’s events. The pale-yellow gown she wore was a handsome complement to her mahogany complexion. She wore her black curls twisted and braided into an intricate pile atop her head. Posies accentuated the impressive coiffure. Dame Hartwell could tell with her own meager Sense skills that Tessa shimmered. She knew Tessa had heard many a life story over the years, from persons drawn to her despite their prejudices.
Having a heart open to ease pain made Tessa the ideal medium, both for the living and the departed. It was an innate skill, and one Dame Hartwell hoped she could align with her own needs.
Not wanting to seem as though she stared at the Prestons, Dame Hartwell continued her sweep of the room. She was able to Sense three ghosts in the corner, fewer than usual. 
A quick glance at the evening’s attendees explained why. Dame Hartwell’s son, Alex, had taken his fiancée Mary out to the theater to avoid the séance. It also meant the usual crowd of spirits had followed them instead of hanging about the house.
Dame Hartwell touched the lace cap perched atop her silver hair, ready to start the evening. She needed to know for certain that Tessa maintained her Sense if she wanted to hire her as a guard for Alex and Mary. She noted the color of Tessa’s dress and whispered it to Madam Sylvia, hiding out of view.
Oh, how she hoped this would all work out as planned.
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