
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Queenie’s new life is full of complications. Is three months in a converted church enough time to sort herself out? Her romance with Mitch is a mess, James has turned up again, and now there are bats in the belfry!

	 

	 

	Queenie knew starting a new romance in late September was a bad idea, but without Mitch Kingsolver, her fledgeling business, Queen of Tarts, would never have been so successful. When October comes, Queenie’s life is swallowed up in what she knows as the Caledonian Curse, when a cranky Scotswoman persona takes her over all the way to Halloween. Hiding away is the only way Queenie knows to deal with the Curse, but she had hoped Mitch would support her. Instead, Mitch has vanished, and Queenie has to deal with a not-quite-stranger. When she first met James Stuart, she thought he was her ideal man, but James and Mitch are inextricably entwined. It’s up to Queenie, burdened as she is, to get James to the Halloween Ball and hope she can unravel the mess. Dressed as the Queen of Tarts, Queenie has just one chance to make it work for them all.
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	A Fairy in the Bed
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	Lark Westerly

	 


 

	 

	Dedication

	 

	 

	For everyone who tries to be better—let’s all put more love in the world. It needs everything we can give.

	 


 

	 

	Author’s Note

	 

	 

	The Fairy in the Bed series features a sprawling cast of characters who wander in and out of one another’s stories.

	Queenie Hart is a new character, but you might recognise some of the supporting players from other books in the series.

	Queen of Tarts takes place in 2020 and 2021, but for the purposes of this story, the Covid 19 epidemic never happened. After all, it’s not quite our world.

	For more about this series, visit Lark’s website at https://larksinger.weebly.com

	 


Chapter One: Embroidery

	 

	 

	Jacaranda Fairling, October 25th, 2021

	 

	Jacaranda Fairling thought she probably shouldn’t have agreed to make a costume for the startling young woman who came into her shop, Fairings, speaking with a wildly inaccurate Scottish accent that ebbed and flowed erratically.

	The improbably named Queenie Hart wanted to attend a Halloween Ball in the persona of her luxury pastry business... the Queen of Tarts.

	Jacaranda’s friend and business partner, Lucida, had wanted Queenie to have her costume, and so it was agreed.

	There was a great deal of work on hand, and Jacaranda and Lucida had to work overtime to get the costume done.

	Without discussion, for they had worked together for twenty-five years, Jacaranda and Lu had launched into their respective specialities. Jacaranda took down bales of blueberry, raspberry red, and marmalade gold velvet brocade. Then she went to her treasure chest for remnants in royal blue, angelica green, and biscuit silk.

	She laid out her fabrics and cut out the pattern, with the skirt calf-length at the back and short at the front. She cut the deep bodice and handed each piece to her partner, who was already sorting her silks.

	“Do your magic, Lu,” she said.

	Lucida stretched a piece of fabric, seemingly at random, on her embroidery hoop and threaded up a needle with glittering floss.

	Jacaranda returned to her cutting and began to baste the pieces together on a dressmaker’s form.

	She glanced at Lucida’s work, and as always, she marvelled at the magical design growing under her partner’s clever fingers. Glowing tarts tumbled down the length of the skirt, and the front panel of the bodice glittered with an elaborate jewelled crown.

	Lucida took up another panel and began on a riot of twining flowers, possibly morning glories. A white stag peeped through the floral thicket, and a design of three linked hearts embraced the décolletage.

	More and more symbols and pictures appeared, and Jacaranda forced her mesmerised gaze back to her own work.

	With the cutting and the shaping completed, she turned her attention to six simple costumes for their own party—because, with Lucida in full flight, there was no way the ladies of Fairings were going to miss seeing the effect of the Queen of Tarts at the Fiddle Bay Halloween Ball.

	 


Chapter Two: Aide-mémoire

	 

	 

	Queenie Hart, Late September, 2021

	 

	Queenie Hart woke with a start and stretched out her hand. She was alone in the bed.

	She sat up, feeling bereft, and saw a breakfast tray on her nightstand. It bore brown bread and cheese, and a pink grapefruit with a silver spoon she didn’t recognise. An envelope was propped against a glass of apple juice with a strawberry slotted over the rim.

	Queenie opened it and found a printed photograph of a smiling young man in a dull green shirt. She frowned. He looked lovely, but she had no sense of knowing him.

	Don’t be daft, lassie. Ye ken fine who that must be.

	She woke her phone and looked at a photo in her gallery, comparing the two.

	The bus driver. The delivery man. The Fixer. Mitchell Kingsolver. My friend, and now my lover.

	Except that she paid him.

	But she hadn’t paid him for the last few times he’d driven her to and from the market stall at the festival.

	Or had she?

	Bedding the Queen of Tarts must be expensive.

	He’d said that, or something like it, as a joke, and he’d apologised after she’d unleashed a stream of what an admiring bystander had dubbed lassie haggis at him.

	And she did trade as the Queen of Tarts, with a steady stream of orders for her luxury tarts.

	But... Bedding the Queen of Tarts?

	I enjoyed it at least as much as he did. I invited him. And he said he was here because he wanted to be. He was lovely to me.

	The envelope had a ridge in it, so she slid her fingers in and pulled out his pen—a distinctive implement made of polished bamboo-like wood. It had a strip of paper wrapped around it in a spiral.

	Queenie unwound it and flattened it out.

	Not assuming anything, my love, but I suggest you write an aide-mémoire to remind you of who the photo represents. I wouldn’t want you to suppose you have photos of random men on your breakfast tray. By the way, it’s a portrait of me—Mitchell Kingsolver. I hope you’ll look at it often when I’m not able to be with you. XOX

	Queenie frowned.

	He could have written on it himself.

	She turned the photo face up and wrote across the pale shirt...

	Mitchell Kingsolver

	I should frame it and keep it by the bed. Or is that assuming too much?

	Why on earth she couldn’t remember his face when he wasn’t in front of her was a puzzle neither of them could solve. Mitch didn’t seem too troubled, but Queenie went through agonies about it. It was bad enough that she had to spend the month of October speaking cod Scottish and making herself unpopular, and worst of all, having to guard against spending her small nest egg on inappropriate Scottish luxuries and peculiar ethnic trifles.

	She’d lately learned that her affliction was probably a manifestation, or second self, a legacy from the small percentage of fay blood in her veins.

	Until the month before, she had known almost nothing about the fay, but her father’s half-fay cousin and his wife had explained some things to her. Her new landlords at Porthwellian Tredennick had explained more, and the housewarming present they had sent her, a set of books called Orders of the Fay and The Fay Companion, had proved a mine of information.

	Knowing what the Caledonian Curse probably was didn’t help her to solve its problems, however.

	She must tell Mitch about the Curse.

	She was amazed he hadn’t questioned her about it already. Normally, it hit on October the first. This year, it was getting in early.

	She ate her breakfast and showered.

	Mitch’s note had not mentioned if or when he was coming back to The Belfry, although the gift of the photograph and the affectionate closing line on his note implied he would see her soon, and often.

	She hoped so.

	Queenie, unwilling to wait in a lovelorn manner, employed herself by sorting out the aftermath of the Oakengrove Festival.

	She already had the new orders in sequence, so she went to inspect her stores.

	Time to start baking.

	She made a batch of Raspberry Relish for the remainder of Oliver Porthwellian’s order, and she added an extra-large Queen of Hearts as a sorry-present for being late. He could slice it up and eat a piece every now and again.

	Oliver was ninety-six. He was one of her landlords, and he lived in Victoria. Because he was a pisky man—the same order of fairy as her dad’s Cousin Branok and his wife—he was able to conjure items to and from his old home at The Belfry. He had startled Queenie very much when he’d conjured the lease agreement.

	His talent was useful when it came to delivering his orders for tarts. He had Queenie put them in a big tureen and leave them on a table at an agreed time.

	This morning, his tureen was waiting in the usual place, with a tart little note suggesting savouries were tasty but a man of his age enjoyed the sweeter things of life.

	Queenie wrote a note back to inform him she was about to experiment with currants, as he had suggested in one of his notes. She asked whether he meant the small, dried grapes usually sold as currants or true currants of the Ribes genus... and if so, whether he wanted red, black, or white. I wish to please, not to annoy, she added, and the Ribes tribe is not known for sweetness.

	The tureen remained where it was for a few hours and then vanished. It reappeared twenty minutes later with a new note from Oliver, written in his cultured hand with his dip pen.

	Surprise me.

	Queenie rolled her eyes.

	Men and their cryptic notes!

	She would make tarts using some of each.

	She didn’t have true currants to hand, and she doubted if the small independent supermarket, Fiddle-de-Dee, stocked them in any case.

	She telephoned the Fixer, who had helped her immeasurably already.

	“Fixer.”

	“It’s me, Queenie Hart. I’m in a fix.”

	“Another one?”

	She heard the smile in his voice, and, as she had the photograph in her hand, she could match a face to the voice.

	She wasn’t even trying to delude herself she’d called him for any reason other than to remind him of their night together and to entice him to return.

	“Aye. One of my customers wants currant tarts, and I don’t know where to source true currants.”

	“Fresh or dried?”

	“Either.”

	“Fresh might not be available so early in the season, but I know someone who grows and dries her own. I’m sure she’d be happy to supply you.”

	“How much?”

	“Would a kilogram of mixed ones do?”

	“No, ye randy haggis. I mean, how much do they cost.”

	“Randy haggis. That’s a new one. I like it. You be my Queen of Tarts forever, and I’ll be your Randy Haggis whenever I can.”

	He was flirting with her. She quite liked that.

	Some men dropped the flirting when they’d got what they presumably wanted. Mitch was going the other way around.

	He went on, “She doesn’t have much use for money, but she’ll consider herself well-recompensed when I explain who they’re for.”

	“Why? I assume she doesn’t know me?”

	“No, but she loves me dearly, and she will regard a favour for you as a gift for me.”

	Queenie was startled. If he meant what it sounded like, this was a long way beyond flirting. It was practically a declaration of intention.

	“It’s what I do,” he added.

	Oh. He needs to fix—to help—and this facilitates that.

	“This someone is your mother, I take it.”

	“Yes.” The love was very evident in his voice. “Danna Kingsolver is my mother, and the best a man could have.”

	“You’re her favourite son?”

	There was a small pause, as if she hadn’t made the quip, and then he continued, “How soon do you need the currants, love?”

	“When you can manage it.”

	“Say—nine o’clock, then?”

	“What—tonight?”

	“Yes, unless that’s too soon.”

	“Not too soon. You’re welcome to stay for supper—and for breakfast.”

	There, she’d said it.

	“I would love to more than I can say, but I can’t leave Ayesha overnight again so soon. She dislikes disruptions and she knows when one is coming.”

	Queenie felt snubbed. It could be true, but it could also be that his ice queen of a cat, Ayesha, if she existed at all, was a convenient distancing technique.

	“Raincheck?” he said.

	“If you want.” She tried to sound casual.

	“I want one, but it’s also about what you want, love.”

	“I want you to come for supper and bed when it’s convenient to you—and to Ayesha. Is that plain enough?”

	“Perfectly. I’m longing for it, and for you. If I could, I’d spend every night with you for as long as we live.”

	“You—”

	He’d hung up.

	Queenie growled.

	Every night wi’ me. If he could. What’s stopping him? A cat!

	Then, feeling out of sorts, she telephoned the only other person she could think of to annoy.

	 


Chapter Three: Advice

	 

	 

	Queenie Hart, Late September, 2021

	 

	“Greetings, Queenie Hart,” the cheerful voice answered her from a thousand kilometres away.

	Queenie frowned. “What happened to Porthwellian Tredennick. Androw Tredennick speaking?”

	“I put your number in the memory to save time,” the junior partner of the firm who were her landlords said. “What can I do for you? Is Oliver being obnoxious about the cheese tarts you sent him?”

	“No.”

	“Just as well, since the speed with which he ate them all means he has no right to criticise them. What’s wrong, then?”

	Queenie realised she wasn’t sure what to say. Nothing was wrong... well, nothing he could cure. She’d rung because she wanted someone to vent to and because Andy always answered the phone.

	Andy was waiting, so she pulled herself together. “You’re married.”

	“Entirely. Faithfully. Joyfully. Permanently.” His voice had cooled a shade.

	“But if you weren’t—when you weren’t—what would you be implying if you asked a woman for a raincheck?”

	“I never did that. Never had reason to.”

	“If you had.”

	“If my miss—my Dellion—had ever offered me anything I couldn’t accept that instant, I’d have asked for a raincheck and I’d have cashed it in as soon as I could, with a bunch of flowers for her trouble.”

	“What if you hadn’t wanted what was on offer, and were just being polite?”

	A scuffle heralded Dellion’s inevitable arrival. “Oh, he’d have wanted it, sweet. He always wants it.”

	“Wants what? What’s she talking about?” Andy asked sotto voce.

	“Whatever I have to offer is what you always want and always get. Shove over, Andy. In fact, go away. I want to talk to Queenie.”

	After a bit more scuffling Dellion said, “There, he’s gone. What’s going on, sweet? Who have you offered what to, and why did he ask for a raincheck?”

	Queenie said, “Do you know a man called Mitchell Kingsolver, Dellion?”

	“No. I’d remember a name like that. Is there any reason why I should know him?”

	“Probably not. He’s a bus driver. And a delivery man for the supermarket. And he fixes problems for people. He’s the one who brought me and my stuff to The Belfry when the moving companies wouldn’t help. They wanted me to wait for days and days. He came to me in a couple of hours.”

	“Oh. You mean he’s a fix-it pixie?”

	“A what?”

	“Is he a fix-it pixie?”

	“A—” It sounded like something from a children’s television program.

	In a fix, then Mitch’ll fix it...

	Dellion’s voice interrupted her mental jingle. “Read your housewarming present. Look under Pixies in volume four and you’ll find a sub-section about manifestations and oddities exclusive to that order. They have a few, including one or two they barely believe in themselves until they’re forced to.”

	“Oh. But aren’t pixies...”

	Little skippy beings, she was about to say, but that was nonsense. Fairies... the ones she had met... were people, with different skills, social mores, and better health than humans. She remembered how cranky her dad’s cousin, Branok St Ives, had been when she’d flippantly referred to green blood.

	He’d informed her sharply that his blood was red, and that he could so handle cold iron.

	Dellion giggled. “Pixies are similar to us piskies, sweetie, but most people say they’re a wee bit more user-friendly. Look them up in your book, but before you do that, tell me—what on earth did you offer yours that he didn’t grab with both hands? Pixies are as sexy as hell... nearly as hot as we are.”

	Queenie said, “On Saturday night, he brought me back from a festival at Oakengrove where I was selling tarts. He’d been driving people about all day, and we were both tired out. He stayed for supper and...”

	“And for horizontal dessert,” Dellion supplied.

	“There wasn’t any dessert. We slept.”

	“There was horizontalism, though. In proximity. In a bed.”

	“Yes.”

	“Was that the first time you’d got horizontal with him?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then if you were both tired, it’s a good thing there was no dessert, because you both might have been disappointed. Was he nice to you, otherwise? Or did he hog the bed and keep poking you as if he thought you might not be ripe? You can learn a lot about men from the way they act in bed.”

	“He stayed on his own side of the bed I expect. I was asleep. He brought me breakfast and a daffodil.”

	“Well-done-him. Obviously, he’s nice to look at. Pixies are. But which type is he? Green eyes? Brown? How olive? Does he rub up green?”

	Queenie, flummoxed by the flurry of questions she either couldn’t answer or didn’t understand, hurried to the bedroom and looked at the picture Mitch had left for her. She had one in her phone, but she didn’t want to risk poking about in the gallery while she was having a conversation in case she X-ed out of the call. “Yes,” she said.

	“Yes to what?”

	“Nice to look at. Lovely, in fact.”

	“That’s a given, but it took you long enough to decide.”

	“I had to check his photo. I can never remember his face when he’s not here in front of me.”

	Dellion whistled thoughtfully through her teeth. “Never heard of that one before. Sounds like a wish-gone-south to me. Does he smell nice?”

	“Yes. Like blue gums after rain.”

	“So what’s the problem with your raincheck? Whyever would he need a raincheck?”

	“I went to the festival again yesterday, and Mitch brought me back and he stayed for supper again.”

	“Supper and... and this time I’m guessing you got to have dessert.”

	“Yes.”

	“So I’m guessing you invited him for a rerun tonight, and he said he had a previous engagement.”

	“Yes. With a cat named Ayesha.”

	“But he still asked for a raincheck.”

	“Yes. And he’s coming to bring me some currants for my baking at nine tonight. Nine tonight. That sounded like a proposition to me, but when I tried to take him up on it, he started in with the raincheck, about how Ayesha hates to be disrupted and how she knows when a disruption is coming.”

	“Sounds unusually needy for a cat.”

	“Yes, especially as he previously said she generally didn’t care if he was there or not,” Queenie said sourly.

	“If he’s coming to visit you at nine, I suggest you ask him if he’d like to skip supper and go straight for dessert and then go home to Ayesha afterwards. If he lights up and says yes, then you’ll know he’s telling the literal truth. He almost certainly is. Pixies are fearfully honest.”

	“Aren’t piskies?”

	“Ye-es... but we believe in spin. Pixies don’t. And Queenie...”

	“Yes?”

	“When you’ve had it—had him—and you’ve got to the sleepy snuggling stage, make sure you get him up and send him home to Ayesha spit-spot. That way he’ll know you respect his wishes—and his cat’s needs—and you’re not trying to be subversive and manipulative and tempt him into staying. Unless you are trying to do that, naturally.”

	“I’m not. I’m just trying to work him out.”

	“Then ask him nicely if he’d like to enjoy you for dessert. And if he still says no, then you’ll have to respect that too. They say men are governed by their willies, and a lot of them are—go away Andy—I’m talking to Queenie. Where was I—yes, well, they are. It’s a biological urge, and it’s fun to tease them. But the best men, and I have one of those for my exclusive pleasure—Andy, I said to go—they can think of other things such as duty and promises and right-and-good behaviour even if they do have an insistent willy trying to rule the roost. If your Master Kingsolver is one of those good ones, then he’ll be ever so happy to have his tart and eat it too.”

	“What?”

	“I mean, when you show him he can have you for dessert and still attend to his obligation to his cat, he’ll be pleased. And now Andy’s trying to get hold of the phone, and I’d better let him, or I won’t get my dessert tonight.”

	Andy came back on the line. “My wife doesn’t know the meaning of the word appropriate, but I hope her advice was of some use.”

	“I think it was verra useful—but I need a bit more, from you.”

	“I hope it’s nothing to do with horizontal dessert, because I can’t, and I won’t, discuss that with you. Especially after that question about my little brother.”

	Queenie sighed. When she’d first met Andy, if holding conversations over the phone could be described as meeting, she’d asked him if he had an available, unmarried brother. It had slipped out because she liked him so much and had just discovered he was married. Andy had informed her that he did have a single brother, but that he was a child of nine.

	Queenie wished she’d kept her mouth shut.

	She said, “It’s nothing to do with that. It’s about the Caledonian Curse. The Halloween manifestation. It’s coming in early, and soon I’ll have to go into hermit mode to avoid ruining friendships or getting myself arrested or ostracised. I can manage the isolation, but if Mitch and I are—well, enjoying regular dessert—what will he think if I tell him I can’t see him for a month?”

	Andy didn’t answer immediately, and when he did, he didn’t rush in with assurances. Finally, he said, “Why not tell him about the manifestation and let him choose whether he can handle being called a—well, whatever—in the heat of the moment?”

	“I suppose I could, but the lassie haggis babble isn’t the half of it. I’m afraid I’ll spend my nest egg on something unsuitable or seduce a passing Scotsman...and from what Dellion said, that might not go down well with Mitch. I’m really not like that—except in October, or when I’m under unusual stress.”

	“I can’t save the Scotsman’s virtue, but I can help with the nest egg problem.”

	“Oh?”

	“Since you don’t need it for rent next month, why not put it into the hands of someone you trust for a few weeks? We could handle it here, but your cousin would be a better choice, since you know him and he’s in the same state. He also knows about your specific problem—in fact, he identified it, right?”

	Queenie found she was nodding slowly. It made sense. She probably should visit Branok and Gillan anyway, to thank them again for their help before the Caledonian Curse took her over. “I will. Thanks, Andy. And thank Dellion for me.”

	“Okay. By the way, what’s lassie haggis?”

	Queenie chuckled and explained.

	“Most apt,” Andy said dryly. “Nos da.” He hung up.

	Queenie telephoned Branok St Ives and made an appointment for the next day. Time was short, and she was glad he had agreed to see her in the morning. Then she returned to her baking.

	At seven-thirty, she tidied the kitchen and sat down with Volume 4 of Orders of the Fay which she read with one hand while eating supper with the other.

	It was enlightening, and she wished she’d read it thoroughly before. Despite what Dellion had said about pixies being user-friendly, it seemed there were several pitfalls for the unwary woman who loved one.

	When she heard the mini-bus pull up outside, she put aside the book and hurried to the door, holding Mitch’s photo in her hand.

	She opened the door quickly, swapped her gaze from the picture to his face and then put her arms around him, bringing his head down for a kiss.

	Something hard dug into her ribs for a few seconds and then vanished, and he put both arms around her in a fervent hug. One hand headed south and cupped her bottom in a possessive fashion.

	They kissed for a while longer and then he lifted his head and smiled down at her.

	“Love, that was the best greeting I’ve ever had.”

	“Aye, laddie, it was the best greeting I ever gave!” she said breathlessly. She went on, “I know you just came to drop off the currants, and I know you have to get back to Ayesha, but if you have half an hour to spare, I’d like to take you to bed.”

	He bent to kiss her again. “I have an hour and I can’t think of another way I’d rather spend it. Shall we?”

	“Aye!” She disengaged and took his hand. Then she gave him a puzzled look. “Did you bring the currants?”

	“They’re in your kitchen.”

	He hasn’t been in the kitchen yet.

	She laughed. “Of course they are. It’s what you do.”

	The explanation for his lightning speed was so simple now she’d followed Dellion’s directive and paid attention to her housewarming gift.

	She really should have worked it out before.

	Oliver Porthwellian was able to shift things according to his will because he was a fairy man—a pisky. It was now perfectly clear to Queenie that Mitch could load and unload his bus, shift groceries, fetch soup from his pied-a-terre in Borrowdale Junction and offer to provide forgotten ingredients because he was a fairy man too. His ears weren’t pointed because he wasn’t a pisky like the few fairy people whose order she knew for sure. He was a pixie with a fix-it manifest. He had a natural desire to fix things, and so he’d made a living and a vocation out of doing what he would have done anyway.

	He’d been telling her so from the start in an oblique kind of way.

	It followed that he’d understand about the Caledonian Curse... or at least he wouldn’t think it was as bizarre or as perverse as her ex-boyfriends and her parents, her neighbour, and her ex-employers had. She’d have to explain it to him soon. Tomorrow... Thursday at the very latest.

	Maybe—surely—he’d understand, and he’d know she couldn’t help it. When they reached the bedroom, Queenie dropped her gown to reveal what she had underneath... which was nothing.

	Mitch’s eyes lit up with a sparkle of desire.

	“Go on, get naked,” she said
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