
        
            
                
            
        

    
	At seventeen, Lucy chose August Herron over playing the lead in Queen of the May. Years later, August offers her a new role because he thinks she’s sensible, likeable, and dependable. But is she?

	 

	 

	At seventeen, Lucy Tan was offered the lead in the school musical Queen of the May. She turned it down in favour of working on set design with her beloved teacher, August Herron. Later, she wishes she hadn’t. As she grows older, Lucy realises her life calls for a lot of compromises. She works at her dream job, but since that means being off the grid and unavailable for half of every year, sustaining a romance is difficult. Catch and release is her solution, but that’s a compromise, too. What she needs is a man she can put in cold storage... or maybe one with an off switch.

	She doesn’t find one like that, but she does find Paris, who is sexy, gorgeous and devoted to her pleasure. She can’t exactly take him home to meet her parents, though. For one thing, he lives in fairyland, where he spends most of his time attending to the needs of lonely women. For another, he has a weird aversion to wearing clothes.

	But Lucy is determined. This is her life, and this time, she’s going to play the leading role.
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	Author’s Note:

	 

	 

	Ever since completing The Pear Tree, the love story of Nelis Winter and Xavier Partridge, I’ve wondered what became of Nelis’s sensible friend, Lucy Tan. I knew she was still working at the Ferris Island camp, but what else was going on in her life? Then there was Paris, whose mother was a water maid and whose father was human. He was devoted to his best friend, London, but now London was a family man... on the face of it, Lucy and Paris are an unlikely match, but as I wrote their story, I realised they were also a perfect match.

	 

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

	Queen of the May stands alone, but you may recognise some of the characters and settings.

	Lucy Tan, our heroine, appeared as the sensible friend of Nelis Winter in The Pear Tree. August Herron, Xavier “Bird Boy” Partridge, Otto Fairling, Diversity High, Ferris Island and the Pear Tree pub all appear in that book, too.

	Paris appears in a small part in Love Began at Christmas, and also, along with his friend London, in the Counterpoint books. His mother, Fee, appears in Calico Calypso, as well as in other stories, and the falls is a regular setting.

	Mama Tam and her family appear in Pisky Business, and in other stories.

	Asha is from Honey and the Harvest Hob.

	Lore Mor Arlodh and Xanthe are from Xanthe and the Seaman.

	Finally, Yvanne Skipton Peckerdale, and her husband, Quinn, who cameo right at the end of the story, featured in Love Began at Christmas.

	 


Part One: Diversity High School 2011-12

	 


Chapter One: Lucy’s Choice

	 

	 

	Lucy Tan, 2011, Diversity High

	 

	When she was sixteen, Lucy Tan tumbled into love with August Herron.

	In the classroom, she spent long dreamy periods learning every line of his face, watching his deft movements, and bathing in his air of sparkling enthusiasm.

	She learned to split her attention, so half of her was intelligent, studious Lucy, applying herself to projects and assignments, answering questions and volunteering well-formed opinions. The other half spent those same classes inventing scenarios where she helped him with something important, and he kissed her and then they—

	And then he’d be mortified because teachers aren’t allowed to kiss students.

	Okay, so she helped him, and he gave her a special smile.

	Class was ending. She was vaguely aware of Nelis Winter packing away her notes across the aisle.

	Someone rustled busily away behind her. She smelled a waft of marmalade.

	One of the fay... and probably a full blood.

	Special smile...

	God, Lucy, what are you? Nine? Special smile indeed.

	A long, slow meeting of eyes?

	God, Lucy, you’re so—

	She couldn’t think what she was.

	Desperate.

	“Lucy?”

	Oh God!

	He’d spoken to her, and she hadn’t heard. She cast her mind back, hoping some residual echo might tell her what he’d said.

	“Lucy?” August Herron gave her a quizzical smile. Her name sounded lovely in his soft voice, with the little upwards tilt.

	“I’m sorry, Mister Herron. I was thinking about something else.”

	I should say, Master Herron. That way you’d know I know what you are.

	Lu-cy, don’t be an idiot. He doesn’t care what you know. He barely even bothers to glamour his ears. A quarter of this class has at least one fairy in the family pot...

	Mercifully, he just smiled and repeated the question, coming down from his desk On High to stand beside her as the classroom emptied around them.

	Ohhhh, you smell so good! Broad bean flowers...

	“Are you up for the lead in Queen of the May?”

	She got up in an undignified scramble, feeling sweat forming between her shoulders.

	Don’t smile too broadly. It makes your eyes disappear.

	He wasn’t a tall man, but even standing, the top of her head was about level with his chin.

	“Why?” She knew she sounded wary, but she had to get this right. He didn’t teach drama, so what reason could he have for wanting to know?

	“If you are, then the best of luck. I think you’d nail it.”

	She blinked.

	“But if you’re not, or if you’re going for a smaller part, I’d like you to help me with set design.”

	“I’d love to.”

	“Great. Let me know as soon as you decide.”

	Lucy had already auditioned. She’d been singing and dancing since she was four, and she knew she was good. The musical was the story of a modern girl who found herself in Merrie England, where, over her protestations of sexism and exploitation, she was crowned Queen of the May and used her influence to improve the lot of the village maidens. It was fluffy and dated, but it had lots of parts, and Bess, the heroine, had some amusing solos. The finale, called Beat of My Own Drum, would really weed out the competition. Bess had to carry a strong melody line above a chorus of thirty singing a different tune.

	Despite her powerful singing voice, Lucy knew she had little hope of playing Bess, who spent one whole soliloquy pointing out that she stood taller than all the guys.

	She had run through the scene at the auditions to predictable jeers from boys, who said yes, if they were on their knees...

	It hurt. She wanted to be Bess.

	Grow up, Lucy. No matter how hard you work, you won’t grow a head taller and be big, blonde and beautiful. You’ll be cast as a village urchin... or maybe the comedy pedlar girl. Being passed over because you’re not a good-enough singer or actor is one thing, but being passed over because of your genes is worse. You can improve your skills, but if you’re short and mostly Chinese, you’re short... and mostly Chinese.

	Now, of course, she was glad she wouldn’t get the part. Helping Master August Herron with set design? Yes, please. She was dancing on air, and she wondered why she hadn’t said yes right away.

	Drama was the last class of the day. After the siren wailed, Jenny Shackleton said, “Lucy, a word.”

	“Yes, Ms Shackleton.” She stayed behind as Miffy and Melanie Smith, the ill-assorted cousins, clumped noisily past her.

	“You’re in for it now, Tan,” Melanie muttered, more in hope than from conviction.

	Lucy frowned. The teachers of Diversity High seldom told one off in public. They were much more likely to ask for help with a trifling task... and then unleash on the luckless student.

	But I can’t be in trouble. I haven’t done anything. Or am I in trouble for fibbing about the audition? I didn’t tell Mister Herron I hadn’t auditioned. I said...

	Her thoughts tangled.

	Ms Shackleton shooed out the cousins, who showed signs of hopeful lingering, and closed the door firmly behind them.

	“Am I in trouble, Ms Shackleton?”

	Jenny Shackleton smiled. “Not at all. I just wanted to give you the heads up before I finalise the cast list... I’d like you to play Bess.”

	For a moment, the words made no sense, and then Lucy felt a surge of astonished delight. Then she remembered lovely Mister Herron and the sets.

	She couldn’t do both. All sections of work on the Year Eleven musical occupied the same time-blocks.

	She gave herself a few seconds to envisage each scenario and came to the only decision she could countenance.

	“No, thanks, Ms Shackleton.”

	Jenny Shackleton’s face, which had been benevolent and smiling, blanked in amazement.

	A penny dropped with a small, almost audible, chink.

	Offering the part to me is some kind of policy statement.

	“I’m nothing like the way Bess describes herself in the songs.”

	Ms Shackleton relaxed. “Oh, I think we can get around that. Maybe we can put you up on a table when you sing stand taller, or you might sing smaller rather than taller? And intelligent and dutiful instead of big, blonde and beautiful. Yes, why not? We don’t want to emphasise the popular concept of physical beauty.”

	No, we don’t, do we. Even though the script clearly does it in an ironic way.

	You don’t truly believe I’m best for the part. You’re just making a point by casting a small, dark girl of Asian appearance as a Queen of the May and maybe sticking up two fingers at those idiotic boys with their down on their knees comments.

	Well, I’m no one’s point and no one’s poster person.

	She said, stiffly, “I don’t think so, thank you. There’s still the England’s Rose song, and I don’t think someone who looks the way I do would have been crowned as May Queen in Merrie England, do you? This reeks of positive discrimination to me.”

	Ms Shackleton flushed a deep, plum red and said, “That’s a very cynical view, Lucy. Here at Diversity, we believe in absolute equality.”

	“But we’re not equal, Ms Shackleton. Some of us are better than others.”

	She meant to expand on her theory about the need for the quintet of talent, dedication, genetic disposition, environment and desire, but Ms Shackleton was going all tight-jawed.

	“If that’s your attitude, I’ll withdraw the offer.”

	“I could fit in one of the smaller parts,” Lucy ventured.

	“They’re already cast.”

	“But you’ll have to upgrade someone... or...”

	“Thank you, Lucy. I don’t need any more of your condescension.”

	Lucy hurried out, cheeks stinging, pretending not to see Melanie and Miffy still lingering.

	The sting faded as she strode around the visual arts classroom.

	August Herron wasn’t there.

	Of course. He has appointments from three-thirty every day.

	As well as teaching visual arts and PD, Mister Herron was the school counsellor. It was only a few minutes after three, and the screen was still open in the little privacy alcove, so she went to tap on his office door.

	“Come in.”

	She opened the door.

	“You’re a bit early, but I’ll be with you in a minute. Help yourself to coffee—” He looked up with a professional smile from the papers he was sorting. “Oh, Lucy. I thought you were my three-thirty.” His smile turned genuine. “What can I do for you?”

	She glanced behind him at the wall full of cups and mugs. Flowers and cartoons, birds, slogans, dogs... she was tempted to take him up on the offer of coffee, but she didn’t want to get mixed up with his three-thirty.

	“I came to tell you I’ve decided. I’m not in the musical... well, not in a role.”

	I won’t even make the chorus, if Ms Shackleton can help it.

	“I hope you’re not too disappointed.”

	“Oh, no! I’d much rather help you.” She sought for something more grown-up. “I mean... realistically, I’m never going to make a career out of acting, but a set design project is good experience for a lot of jobs.”

	“You see yourself in this area of work, then?”

	She hadn’t, but now she did. Again, she sought for the best spin.

	“I haven’t decided yet, but I’d like broad experience in creation and innovation... maybe even teaching or organising projects.”

	He nodded. “That’s how I came to be in my position. My two positions. I’d love to discuss your options further with you. We’ll arrange a get-together appointment.”

	“But I don’t—”

	He laughed, making her skin tingle. “Not a counselling appointment, Lucy. You seem to have your life on-track already. I just meant some general brainstorming on career choices.”

	Someone tapped on the door.

	“Five minutes!” he called out. Then he said to Lucy, “For now, we’ll concentrate on the set design. Welcome aboard. Can you be here well before school on Thursday?”

	“Yes.”

	“By seven-thirty? We’ll make it a breakfast meeting. It’ll be a one-off. The rest of the design will double-deck with the drama classes.”

	“No problems.”

	Have to catch an early train.

	They smiled at one another, and he took her hand briefly.

	Mister Herron was anything but touchy-feelie, but unlike most of the teachers, he didn’t shy away from the occasional contact. His hand was warm, and Lucy had to force herself not to cling.

	“Tomorrow, Lucy,” he said, and it sounded like a promise.

	Lucy let herself out of the office. She didn’t look at the little alcove where August’s counselling students waited, but she knew the screen was drawn. She called softly, “Mister Herron is free now. I’m sure he’ll know how to help you.”

	A choked sob acknowledged her.

	Poor you, whoever you are.

	She hurried off, with Mister Herron’s voice ringing in her memory.

	You seem to have your life on-track already. Tomorrow, Lucy.

	 

	Lucy caught the six-thirty train on Thursday morning and arrived at the office door by twenty-past. Nelis Winter, Sierra Sinclair, and Toshi Kahn were there. A couple of minutes later, an odd, eager new boy, whose name was Xavier Partridge but whom everyone called Bird Boy, arrived with Mister Herron. They were carrying baskets of something that smelled good.

	Lucy realised, with a sinking feeling, that they were all here for the breakfast meeting.

	So much for the two of us working one-on-one. Maybe I should have said Yes to Ms Shackleton... I could have been Queen of the May.

	She put the thought away.

	Working alongside August Herron on a challenging project was wonderful anyway, even with all those others. It gave her a secret buzz that lasted right up to the end of the school year, but she never forgot she might have been Queen of the May.

	 



Chapter Two: Here We Go Again

	 

	 

	Lucy Tan, 2012, Diversity High

	 

	Lucy was still in love with August Herron when she started Year Twelve. She’d thought not seeing him for six weeks over the summer might have desensitised her, but her first sight of his familiar and beloved form in the PD classroom brought a bright rush of delight.

	Here we go again.

	The thought wasn’t painful. Having a secret love brought joy to her life.

	I love him! He’s lovely to everyone, but I’m the one who gets to love him.

	“This term we’re going to stretch ourselves and try some new techniques. You’ll be surprised at what you can achieve if you’re prepared to give it a go,” he said.

	Lucy felt he was speaking directly to her. This was the year they were going to have discussions about her future.

	“Now is the time to visualise what you want out of life. By the end of this year, most of you will officially be adults, with access to all kinds of new experiences.”

	It was testimony to how well-liked August was that no one made crude suggestions about what some of those experiences might be.

	“Just because you may, doesn’t mean you must, or even should partake in everything on offer. Choose your experience wisely. My best advice to you is to know yourselves. Know your moral compass. Think now about the person you want to be for the next sixty or so years, the kind of experiences you’ll remember with a smile, and the kind you might regret later.”

	That brought a few murmurs, and Nelis Winter came out of her habitual silence to say, “Have you any experiences to regret, Mister Herron?”

	“A very few... and no, I’m not going to tell you. What saved me is the advice I just handed on to you. It is thanks to my wise old grandad that I’m the wonderfully together person you see before you.” He bowed with a pantomime flourish.

	General laughter.

	He spread his arms as if to embrace them all. “Close your eyes and visualise a scene from your future. Then spend some time thinking about how to make it happen, or to prevent it from happening. If there are obstacles, come up with creative ways to solve them. We’re not going to share the results of these exercises. I won’t ask, and I hope none of you will press anyone else to tell. If anything comes up that troubles you, you know where my office is, and you all have the app app.”

	Lucy closed her eyes.

	We’re leaning over a design tablet, brainstorming together. You lean over and kiss me...

	Don’t be silly. He’s your teacher.

	Yes, but when I leave school... Maybe...

	When you leave school, you’ll never see him again.

	Eyes still closed, she frowned. It was so unfair. As a student, she could spend hours in his company, knowing he would never overstep the boundaries. Once she left school, the boundaries dissolved, but then she’d never be in his company.

	Obstacle. Right. Obviously, I need to train as a teacher.

	She knew it couldn’t work. It would take time to get her degree, and then she could be sent to any school in the country...

	But I’d be moving in the same circles. I can legitimately keep in touch. I can mention teaching when we have those career meetings...

	After the Queen of the May affair, she was resigned rather than disappointed to find out that at least half her visual arts class had career counselling appointments with Mister Herron. She was tempted to manufacture a personal problem and use the appointment app to schedule a counselling session.

	After hearing sobs from the small waiting alcove, she knew she could never do it. What could she say?

	I’m in love with my visual arts teacher...

	She laughed at herself.

	It’s not a problem. It’s something wonderful.

	Under his friendly gaze, she felt she was slowly coming into bloom.

	She knew she wasn’t special to him... or no more than his other students were special. But still...

	She hugged her truth in her heart.

	He’s special to me. I love him.

	And then, not long before she turned eighteen, August Herron invited her to his office for a meeting and everything changed.

	 


Chapter Three: The Proposition

	 

	 

	Lucy Tan, 2012, Diversity High

	 

	The appointment was on Saturday. No one else was present when she got to the school, except for the groundsman, Mister Miller, who was pruning the ornamental hawthorn in the grounds.

	Why? Why prune a tree when it’s in flower?

	“Good morning, Mister Miller.”

	He gave her a shy nod and a little smile. “Good morning, miss.”

	She almost laughed, but of course, he wouldn’t know her name.

	“I’m Lucy,” she said.

	She was going to see August Herron! The thought sent tingles of delight along her limbs, although she knew from experience that he’d doubtless invited others.

	“Lucy... full of light,” the man said, putting down the armful of flowering boughs.

	Is he quoting poetry?

	She mentally smacked her fingers. Who was she to assume a groundsman had no interest in poetry or plays or whatever he was riffing on?

	Being a groundsman isn’t what he is. It’s what he does.

	The light shone on his dark red hair. He had a smudge of paint on the thumb that operated the secateurs.

	“It’s a lovely tree,” she said.

	“Thorny.” He tapped a small scratch on his wrist and then added, “The flowers make it worthwhile, and then it gives us berries.”

	“That’s life,” she said.

	“Oh, believe it!” he responded.

	She went around to the back entry and then tapped for admission.

	Where is everyone? Am I the first one here?

	She listened for the tap of heels on the floor as Mister Crowther, the school secretary, came to unlock. Silence.

	The door opened, apparently by itself.

	Lucy raised her eyebrows. Of course, she knew Mister Herron could do that sort of thing, but he was generally circumspect about it.

	She stepped in, and the door closed quietly behind her.

	From that entrance, August Herron’s office was three doors down the corridor. She raised her hand to tap.

	The door opened.

	August wasn’t behind his desk. He was sitting in an armchair, relaxed and gorgeous in what looked to Lucy like a nineteenth-century costume of trousers, boots and a collarless shirt with a waistcoat. She almost shied back because it was just about the last thing she expected.

	He smiled at her across the small table positioned beside his chair. “Hello, Lucy. I’m glad you could make it.”

	“Did you think I wouldn’t?”

	“No. I thought you would.”

	“Why?”

	“Reliability and curiosity are two of your defining characteristics.”

	What about a healthy dose of unrequited love? She put that last in mental air quotes.

	“Choose a mug and sit down,” he said, waving his hand to a matching chair.

	Lucy walked over to the wall of mugs and cups and examined them. Then she glanced over her shoulder. “Mister Herron, is this some kind of test? Like those inkblot tests?”

	He laughed. “I use my collection for cues to personality and preferences sometimes, but today I’m just offering you a cup of tea or coffee. By the way, you can call me August, or Augie, today, if you like, since this isn’t official school business.”

	“It’s not?”

	“No. This is a meeting between two people. It happens to take place in a school, but it’s not school business. I’m sorry if I gave you the impression it was.”

	Lucy selected a green cup in eggshell porcelain, decorated with sprays of pink and white blossom that reminded her of Mister Miller and the hawthorn tree. It was delightful, and so much prettier than the other cups.

	He should have more lovely ones.

	As she turned away from the selection, she noticed a set of women’s clothing on a wooden hanger hooked into the picture rail.

	Her stomach twinged with excitement, and her heartbeat tripped.

	August waited until she was settled in the armchair before he picked up the pot that steamed on the table. He must have got it while she was choosing a cup.

	Nonsense. He conjured that. This really isn’t school business. He’s not your teacher today.

	“Tea? Coffee?”

	“Tea, please. What’s this all about?”

	He poured tea into her cup and his own, which was white, clunky and decorated with a large capital D.

	He should have a nicer one.

	And, why D? His initials are AH.

	AH, a softly exhaled sigh. An exclamation of inspiration.

	She wondered what he’d have done if she’d asked for coffee.

	He nodded towards a covered plate, which had also materialised while she examined the china. “Sandwiches, if you want something to eat.”

	Lucy lifted the cover. The bread looked home-made.

	“What’s this about, Mister—August?”

	He leaned forward and took a sandwich. “Nothing sinister, I promise you.”

	“No? Then why—” She tried to come up with a word that wasn’t secrecy.

	He watched her and asked, “Would you feel more comfortable if I call Mister Miller to join us? I think he’s still out in the grounds. Ms Shackleton lives just down the street, if you want some female company. We could go to a café, but that might be a little awkward.”

	Oh my yes, that would be very awkward. We’d end up on Guest-Who in no time.

	“It’s fine.” She picked up a sandwich. It was a solid rectangle, and when she bit off a crust, it crunched.

	“Do you remember a conversation we had when I asked you to join the design team for Queen of the May?”

	She nodded, not reminding him that he’d phrased it in a different way back then.

	“I said then that we’d discuss your future at some point.”

	“I remember.” She added deliberately, “It’s something you did with almost everyone in our year.”

	“Just about,” he agreed, unruffled. He leaned forward again, and she caught the fresh scent of bean flowers.

	Her stomach clenched.

	“Those group sessions were the preliminary rounds, if you like. Now it’s time for the talk I really had in mind. And before you ask, I don’t plan to have this one with your classmates. Not yet, at any rate.”

	She put down the sandwich.

	“No good?” he asked.

	“I’ll eat it when you tell me what’s going on.” She smiled faintly. “This is the point where I should tell you I know self-defence. My cousin Dequan taught me how to fell an ill-intentioned person with one sweep of my leg and an elbow in the soft parts.”

	August gave his delightful smile. “I remember a lad named Dequan... but he’s...”

	“Tall, blond surfer dude,” she said equably. “My uncle married a woman whose family came from Holland. I call her Tante Lotte. She’s fun. Hence, Dequan Qin’s eyes do not disappear when he laughs.”

	“I’m glad your cousin taught you to take care of yourself, but I assure you there’s no harm here. I mean, I’m not being wilfully mysterious or even wilfully creepy.”

	You so are.

	“I invited you here because I have a proposal for you to consider.”

	Her stomach clenched again, and she looked at him mutely.

	“It’s for a position... a job, if you like... starting in late December. I’ve got to know all you seniors pretty well over the years, and I think you especially would be well-suited to this kind of work. If you like the idea, of course, and if you have no set plans for the next few months.”

	“What kind of work?”

	“You could say it’s work a bit like mine. Only you don’t need formal qualifications. You get them on the job. You’d be working with me, initially.”

	“Set design?”

	“Project design, broadly, but dealing directly with clients. Mentoring. Facilitating. Being approachable, but knowing where the line is drawn. I believe you’d be good at it, and I think you’d find it interesting.”

	“What’s the catch?” At seventeen, Lucy had enough of her parents’ worldliness to look every gift horse in the mouth and to count its teeth. Her heart revved into a glad gallop. She discovered she didn’t care how many teeth this gift horse had.

	August said, “No catch, Lucy. Unless you call living on an isolated island with no mod cons for weeks on end a catch.”

	Living with you? Working with you?

	She breathed in deeply, catching the faint sweet scent of him again.

	“Reality TV? Scientific research?” She tried to sound cynical as she lifted the cup to sip her tea. It was a beautiful cup, and she curved her fingers around its cheeks.

	“Nothing like that. At least—it is like a reality TV set-up in a way, but there are no scripts, no cameras, and no viewers... ever.”

	“I don’t get it.”

	“I’m explaining this badly, but it’s all a bit fluid so far. We know how it will work in theory. We have yet to see if it will work in practice.”

	“Who is we?”

	He picked up a sheaf of papers and pushed one across the table. It was a sketch map, with a few points marked in ink.

	She put down her cup, untasted.

	“This is Ferris Island. It’s off the coast some considerable distance. There’s no commercial access, and no permanent buildings. If you decide to come to the island, you’ll be sailing there and back on Robinson Crusoe.” He tapped a brochure showing a sailing ship. “She’s a replica, made using traditional materials and craft. She belongs to the company whose project this is.”

	“Which company is this?”

	He lifted a folder and flipped it over to land in her lap. “The Vouch-Safe company, which purchased Ferris when it came up for sale. Vouch-Safe is run by a group of—”

	Lucy broke in, “I know about Vouch-Safe. My grandmother Qin bought a voucher for Mum and Dad’s anniversary.”

	“Where did they go?”

	Lucy shrugged. “Gran thought it would be fun to send Mum and Dad off to an unidentified destination in a situation they couldn’t control. They’re both control freaks. She’s rather wicked, but I think she meant well this time. I’m sure she’d have loved it in her hippy flower child period.”

	He nodded, eyes crinkling in amusement. “One person’s dream is someone else’s nightmare.”

	“She didn’t bank on them just sticking the
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