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1 Once Upon a Time...





In a certain village, a pretty little country girl called Roanna lived alone with her mother. Her father had died when she was young, her aunts and uncles were scattered across the land, and the only remaining nearby relative was her grandmother. The three women were all the family that each had in the world. Though they were very close in heart, they lived some distance apart.

Despite many pleas from her daughter, Roanna’s gran refused to move from the cottage where she had lived all her life. She was a strong-willed woman, and had passed her temperament on to her daughter, who had learned to support both her child and aging mother without a man’s help. Roanna visited her gran regularly, bringing her food and supplies. 

“Summer’s ending,” Roanna’s mother said as she wrapped a few pastries in a clean cloth and tucked them into the basket. “Take your cloak.”

Roanna took the cloak gladly from its peg by the door. It was the prettiest thing she owned, left at the stall where her mother sold pastries to travelers on the King’s Highway. No one ever claimed it, and now the thick red wool was Roanna’s to wear as she walked through the lanes and fields.

“I’ll be home before too late,” she said, kissing her mother’s cheek.

“If Gran gets to talking, you go ahead and stay with her,” her mother called after her. “No need to be traipsing about in the middle of the night.”

“Then I’ll be back early tomorrow to help at the stall.” Roanna blew her mother another kiss and set out down the lane, basket on her arm and scarlet cloak over her shoulders.

She was soon in the woods, following a broad footpath among the tall trees. She hadn’t gone far when a young man fell in step beside her.

“I thought the forest was on fire,” he said. “But then I realized it was just you.”

Roanna pushed back the hood of her cloak. “Don’t you recognize me by now, Shaw?”

“Let’s see.” Without shifting the woodcutter’s axe from his shoulder, he reached over to twist his fingers into her dark hair and tug at the curl.

Roanna scowled and slapped at him.

“Aye,” Shaw said, drawing back to avoid her hand with a grin. “That’s the girl I know.”

“I’m not a girl,” Roanna said. She tilted her chin upwards. “I’m a woman.”

“And who’s the man that’s made you a woman, then?” he asked slyly.

“Shaw!” Roanna squeaked in shock. She turned away to hide her blush and adjust the basket on her arm. At the same moment, a treacherous tree root caught at her foot and she stumbled.

Shaw caught her arm before she could fall, strong fingers warm even through the thick fabric of the cloak. For a moment, she leaned against him, heart thumping in her breast. His chest was as solid as a tree.

“Careful,” he said. “You almost took a tumble.”

“I’ll not tumble with you, if that’s what you’re thinking of.”

Shaw dropped her arm. “I’d as soon tumble my own sister,” he snapped.

Roanna glared at him, and he returned the gaze. They’d been friends since childhood, always teasing each other, but lately there had been an uncomfortable edge to their conversations.

The silence stretched out, and Roanna’s heartbeat had not slowed. The longer he stared at her, the hotter her cheeks felt. She could still feel the imprint of his fingers on her arm. Her next retort faded away, and she knelt to resettle the pastries in the basket. If only she had an excuse to pull up the hood on her cloak and hide her face, for it was surely as scarlet as the cloth.

They continued in silence as the road passed out of the wood and into the fields surrounding the neighboring village where Roanna’s gran lived. When they reached the turn to her gran’s cottage, Roanna hesitated at the corner. Shaw seemed intent on scraping a bit of hardened pitch off the handle of his axe while Roanna rocked on her heels and bit her lip. “Thank you for catching me,” she said finally.

“Never mind that,” Shaw said, twisting his mouth into a wry smile. “I couldn’t very well let you fall on your face.”

“Aye,” Roanna agreed. They stood for another moment of silence, not quite meeting each other’s eyes. Roanna found herself staring at the buttons on his breeches and blushed again. “Goodbye, then.” She tugged a wrinkle out of the cloth covering the pastries and stepped down the side path.

“Wait. I’ll walk with you a ways further.”

“Are you hoping my gran will give you a pastry?” Roanna asked lightly.

“My da’s been meaning to stop in and see if she needed any wood.”

The path was too narrow to walk side by side, and Roanna took the lead. To the left was a wide grassy field, turned golden and waiting for the mowers, while on the right a little stream burbled between gently sloped banks. Behind her, Roanna could hear Shaw pushing aside the fallen tufts of grass. “Was it Will?” he asked suddenly.

Roanna stopped and turned. Shaw had been looking down at his feet. His momentum carried him another step forward, and suddenly he was very close to her. She caught his scent of sweat and sawdust. 

“I know he’s been courting you,” Shaw continued.

Her heart fluttered in her breast, but she said, “What business is it of yours?” 

“A dusty stonemason, Ro?” He looked up to meet her gaze. His brown eyes were wide and sincere. “You’ll never be happy with him.”

Roanna leaned forward to pluck a stray wood shaving from his hair. “You’re dusty enough yourself. That’s the pot calling—”

Shaw kissed her.

His hands tangled in her hair, but gently now, holding her steady as he pressed his mouth to hers. Roanna heard the soft swish as his axe fell into the long grass. Her heart beat a fast staccato between her ribs and surprise parted her lips, giving admittance to his tongue. The surprise was quickly overcome by the warmth that spread through her body at his touch.

The world fell away, and there was only Shaw’s mouth on hers. Between their bodies, the basket she still clutched in one hand held them apart. Roanna gripped the handle until she felt each individual piece of wicker between her fingers, as unyielding as her body had become soft. Her other hand slid down his cheek to his chest.

Shaw released her and stepped back before either of them knew if Roanna was about to pull him closer or push him away. Now he was the one blushing red right up to the roots of his sandy hair. Before she could collect herself enough to say anything, Shaw scooped up his axe, turned on his heel, and strode away down the path. 

Roanna watched him until he had disappeared down the tree-lined lane that led to the village. Only then did she lift her hand and press it to her lips.

She wanted to dance, and for what? Because Shaw Addams, who had teased her, and argued and fought with her since they were both little children, had kissed her and then run away. 

If he hadn’t walked away—if she hadn’t been holding the silly basket—

She set it down and wrapped her arms around herself. She had let Will kiss her, but it hadn’t been like this. At the door he held his dusty cap in his hands and closed his eyes to kiss her clumsily with dry lips. But Shaw! She felt giddy, thinking of his hands in her hair, and his mouth hungry on hers.

These thoughts brought her blindly to her grandmother’s cottage. The old woman was sitting on her little porch in the afternoon sun, shelling peas. She looked up with a smile at her granddaughter. From its tether in the yard, the nanny goat bleated a greeting.

“How’s my honey girl today? I suppose you’ve brought me pastries from Jenny,” Gran said. “If you’ll pull a few carrots, you can take them back with you.”

Roanna went obediently to the little garden and knelt among the feathery fronds of the carrots. Her mother would be glad to add them to the filling of the next day’s pastries.

“Let me know if you find any odd ones,” Gran called. “I found one shaped like a man once, arms and legs and a knobby little nose.” She giggled girlishly. “And the nose wasn’t the only knob he had either. I asked the deacon what to do with a little carrot man like that. He told me I was a foolish woman, of course, but it didn’t seem right, to just eat him. I set him up above the stove for a bit, and he got as withered and wrinkled as your grandda. Then one day he disappeared. The carrot man, not your grandda—you know what happened with him. Probably a rat carried the carrot man away, but I like to think he got tired of sitting and went to explore the world.”

Roanna listened with half an ear as she moved down the row of carrots. Shaw had not left her mind, and she was thinking how unwithered and unwrinkled he was.

He’d been taller than Roanna for some time, but his chest had grown broader, and the corded muscles of his arms had swelled as he took on new woodcutting jobs with his father and older brother. He had caught her weight with one hand when she tripped; no doubt he could lift her up easily.

He had picked her up in the past, she remembered, threatening to throw her into a well. She tried to bring back the sensation of his arms around her, to imagine him flinging her not into the water, but into a soft pile of hay. Then he would lie down beside her on the red cloak and kiss her again—

“Roanna!” Her gran was calling her. “I’ve never seen a body in such a trance over carrots.” Roanna straightened sheepishly, looking at the bunch of carrots in her hand. In the basket she had already piled not one, but three days of carrot-filled pastries, at least. “Have a bite with me,” Gran said, “and then hurry home so you can help your mother in the morning.”
OPS/images/cover.jpg
AN ADpULT FAIRY TALE FROM

NICOLE DREADFUL





