
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Queenie had no idea why she suffered from the Caledonian Curse at Halloween. Maybe a move to a charming, remodelled church would help. Then she met the Fixer...

	 

	 

	Since her parents became grey nomads, Queenie Hart was just about alone in the world. Her strange obsession with all things Scottish in the weeks before Halloween was ruining her life. While in the grip of the Caledonian Curse, she insulted people and spent money she couldn’t afford on bagpipe serenades. She turned down a date with her perfect man, angered her employers, and pushed her landlady into giving her notice. She, and her little baking business Queen of Tarts, would soon be homeless.

	Queenie’s luck changed when her dad’s odd cousin found her a rent-free home for three months. The Belfry was a converted church, and Queenie was soon embroiled with the attractive but married landlord, and a man she knew as the Fixer. The Fixer helped her whenever she needed... but Halloween was coming, Caledonia was calling, and it was so the wrong time be starting on a new romance.
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	Queen of Tarts 1

	A Fairy in the Bed

	 

	 

	By

	 

	 

	Lark Westerly

	 


 

	 

	Dedication

	 

	 

	In loving memory of my grandmother, who made tarts and loved all things Scottish.

	 


 

	 

	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 the series, visit Lark’s website at https://larksinger.weebly.com

	 


Chapter One: Fairings

	 

	 

	Jacaranda Fairling, October 25th, 2021

	 

	Jacaranda Fairling was seldom surprised by what her clients wanted. Indeed, in her twenty-five years of trading in Lady Lane she thought she’d heard it all, from the awkward teenager who needed a green dress, now, for a social tonight, to a bride who wanted rainbows and a place to store her dog for half an hour.

	Come to think of it, those had been the same person, a decade or so apart.

	Then there’d been the woman who’d fancied a vintage party dress so she wouldn’t look like a mother-of-the-bride, even though she was...

	Jacaranda liked to think she was a good judge of what would suit a walk-in, but there was something off about this one.

	“You’re not twins, are you?” she asked abruptly.

	The would-be customer looked confused.

	Jacaranda answered herself. “No, of course you’re not.”

	“Only child,” the client said in a soft, low voice, speaking precisely as if auditioning for a part.

	“What do you think, Lu?” Jacaranda glanced at her partner, Lucida, who was fey as well as fay. Lucida, as usual, looked to be away with the fairies, but her soft startled doe’s eyes glanced sideways in a smile, and she gave a tiny nod. She approved of the idea, or possibly of the customer. It was difficult to be sure, with Lu.

	Oh, why not?

	Jacaranda faced her puzzling client. “I expect we could manage that. It would make a change from all the Wicked Wiles costumes I’ve been asked to make this month. There’s only so much one can do with black cloaks and tall hats, but I suppose it’s the obvious costume for Wicked Wiles-themed Halloween parties.”

	“Tarts and hearts aren’t wicked,” Lucida said, directly to the stranger.

	“Och, I know that, but you see—it’s advertising,” the client explained. She was a tall, full-figured young woman with a mass of wavy strawberry-blonde hair. Her Scottish accent came and went, so she sounded like a bad actor.

	That’s what it is. She’s acting some of the time. But which voice is real, and which is the act?

	Jacaranda said, “I’ll see you on Friday afternoon, then.”

	“That’s cutting it a wee bit fine.”

	“It’s the best I can do, Ms Hart. Until then I’ll be elbow-deep in black crepe. Of course, you could always pop around to Thrifty Buys.”

	“Lawks!” The client looked horrified. “I wouldnae be seen deid in junk from there.”

	Deid... What was this? Robbie Burns Night?

	Jacaranda raised her eyebrows. “I know a woman who got a fairy doll there for her Christmas tree a few years back. She paid a fiver for it.”

	“And it fell apart? Burst into flames? Said something verra inappropriate to a gueist?”

	Lucida laughed suddenly, then clapped her hands over her mouth. Her eyes, usually mournful and uncertain, danced with merriment.

	Jacaranda cleared her throat. “There were no guests involved, but I believe it—he—did say something inappropriate to Frances. But Frances has still got it. Him.”

	“Him?”

	“Fairies can be hims. And this one was.”

	It was decidedly a him, with every him attribute a betrayed and angry girl could want. That was if what Jacaranda had heard was true, and she had no reason to believe it wasn’t.

	“Obviously, fairies can be laddies,” the client said. She added, thoughtfully, having wrestled her accent into submission, “Speaking of hims... do you think this costume might—um—please a laddie? To keep the lang-leggedy beasties at bay on Halloween night?”

	“You can bank on it.” The words were out of Jacaranda’s mouth before she could hold them back.

	The customer looked pleased. “Namaste.” She put her palms together and bent her head for a moment.

	Then she went out under the tinkle of shop bells.

	Jacaranda said, under her breath, “Though whether one laddie is enough for you is another matter...”

	Why did I say that? Is it the feeling that she ought to be twins?

	“Namaste?” Lucida asked.

	“It means the same as greet you, more or less, only you can use it for goodbyes as well as hellos,” Jacaranda said. She frowned. “But you’re right. It doesn’t compute. Doesn’t go with all that Scotchness. Scotsness. Scottishness?”

	Lucida lifted a hand and used her forefinger to make a small circle in the air near her temple. In anyone else, Jacaranda would have considered this a vulgar and rude gesture, but Lucida Castleby was never vulgar or rude. She never raised her voice, and she was never unkind, despite all the unkindness that had once been done to her.

	Jacaranda looked at her business partner with affection. There was no use asking Lu what she meant by that odd gesture. She seldom replied to a direct question.

	“Maybe we’ll find out what it’s all about one day,” she said.

	Or maybe not.

	“Lu,” she said abruptly, “how would you feel about driving up the coast to a Halloween Ball? Would Lindon care to come?”

	Lucida tilted her head, as if listening to something far away. “I do love music. Maybe Lindon would like to dance.”

	Jacaranda thought Lindon Castleby would like anything to please his Lucida. She had never seen a husband more in love with his wife.

	“Ash and Jessie should come, too,” Lucida said, nodding.

	Jacaranda saw she’d need to consider costumes for a party of six.

	 


Chapter Two: The Caledonian Curse

	 

	 

	Queenie Hart, October 31st, 2021. Halloween

	 

	Queenie Hart hitched herself into her Halloween costume, one boob at a time, and glanced down at her impressive cleavage.

	She assessed her reflection in the tall looking glass, her gaze shifting from her Victorian button boots up her long legs to the top of her puffed up hair.

	“No’ a tartan in sight. Ye’ll do, lassie,” she remarked.

	She caught herself up and grimaced. That dastardly dialect always sneaked up on her at this time of the year. From November to September, she kept it at bay with no more than a tiny mental filter. The tartan tammy and the skirl of bagpipes, the waft of heather and the sudden desire for sporrans and laddies in kilts and a birch besom—she was familiar with them all—but it was a problem only in October. No one had been able to explain it fully to her, although she had a better understanding now than she’d had a year ago. Most people thought she was putting it on or doing it to annoy. It had got her two recommendations for therapy and one failed aptitude test and had probably cost her at least two jobs. Her only two semi-serious boyfriends had given up on her. She had tried self-managed aversion therapy with a rubber band, meditation, hibernation, and pretending it didn’t exist. Hibernation was the only treatment that sort of worked, but that wasn’t always practical.

	She called it the Caledonian Curse.

	Last year, the Curse had almost got her into serious trouble. This year it had pushed away someone whose good opinion she valued. Now, she was hoping her desperate measures might save her bacon. Or did she mean her scotch broth?

	Faint heart never won fair laddie...

	Though, to be sure, the laddie was hers for the asking. It was the other one, the one whose face was a mystery to her, that might cause her some problems.

	She touched the extravagantly lovely thistle pendant that dangled just so from its red gold chain.

	Should I hae accepted this? Och, but how could I hae disappointed him, again?

	This was going to be tricky, she knew, and she had just this one Halloween night to pull it off.

	 


Chapter Three: Living Statue

	 

	 

	Queenie Hart. October 30th, 2020.

	 

	A year and a day before hitching her boobs into her Halloween costume, Queenie was holed up in her unit in Mother Goose Lane writing a post for her baking blog, Queen of Tarts.

	Mother Goose Lane sounded an intriguing address, but the unit was far from the nursery rhyme cottage its name implied. It was one of four identical buildings. The landlady, Angel Petty, lived in one of them, one was rented to a FIFO worker, and the third was inhabited by a woman who knitted and made pizza. That was about all Queenie knew about her. She had never responded to any of Queenie’s tentative overtures.

	Possibly that had to do with the bagpipe serenade Queenie had accidentally arranged for herself the first Halloween of her tenure in Mother Goose Lane.

	Bagpipes aside, it was a quiet place to live.

	Halloween loomed again. Her latest boyfriend had drifted off some weeks ago, so Queenie was distracting herself with thoughts of food and revenue. It was four weeks since she’d been able to take a shift at any of the part time jobs she had. The annoyance her employers displayed when she refused October shifts was nothing to the way they’d react if she showed up and abused a customer in a flood of incomprehensible Gaelic or, worse, a cod Scotch broth of invective.

	It was bad enough dealing with the landlady, the sleekit auld besom.

	Och! One of these days ye’ll term her that to her heid.

	Despite her precautions, she lost focus on her recipes and drifted off to the place she termed Caledonia-on-my-mind.

	When she regained control of her brain, she was horrified to realise she was on the Fly Me Now website, in the act of purchasing a round trip ticket to Scotland. Book Now! shrieked the flashing advertisement.

	Her finger hovered a breath away from the key that would finalise the purchase. She had only to hit that enticing Book Now! and she’d be pledging over twenty-two hundred dollars for a trip to a place she’d never been and where, so far as she knew, she had no ties—and that was before she figured in accommodation and other expenses.

	The worst aspect was that she had the twenty-two hundred dollars in her rent fund, ready for automatic direct debit, so the payment would go through instantly...

	Och noo ye dinnae.

	She grabbed her right hand in her left and dragged it back, then hurriedly X-ed out of the site. “What the feck are ye doing, ye daft lassie?” she demanded of herself. Her voice was redolent of peat fires, tartan and stags-in-the-heather.

	She closed the laptop with a snap and scooted away from the desk. She shot out into the fresh air in case she was tempted again. On the way through the minute kitchen, she knocked over a sifter of flour and dropped her mobile on the kitchen draining board. Too bad if it skidded into the sink or choked on powdered wheat. She was out of here!

	Queenie caught a train to Circular Quay and went for a walk, taking in the scents and sights and sounds of a Sydney spring morning. She was desperate to avoid sliding back into Scottishness and falling victim to the Caledonian Curse.

	She drew in a big breath of relief as she watched gulls and heard the toot of a ferry.

	A living statue bowed to her, extending his hat in slow motion. Instead of the usual formal or clownish attire affected by these performers, this one wore drawstring linen pants, a hip-length top laced at the neck, and soft shoes. His cap was empty, without even seed money, so she dug in her pocket and tossed him a scatter of coins, which was all she had with her.

	She felt for anyone scraping by with part time work and ingenious enterprise. It was what she did herself.

	“Good luck,” she murmured.

	That was what she intended, anyhow. Unfortunately, it came out as, “Lang may yer lum reek,” in accents rich with rolling Rs.

	The statue slowly withdrew his cap, peeped in and then, as slowly, extended it again.

	“Hoots, mannie!” Queenie exclaimed. She closed her eyes and bit her lip.

	Stop it with the Scottishness!

	When she opened her eyes again, the coins were gone and there was a snip of tartan cloth in the hat.

	Queenie stared at it.

	The statue, whose face was painted an unlikely green, gave her a slow-motion nod and a smile.

	“For your kindness, bonnie lassie,” he whispered.

	Queenie took the cloth and unfolded it to reveal the embroidered words, One wish to make/ the road to take.

	She smiled. The statue was double-checking the no begging box. Her few coins were buying his performance and a physical item... to whit, a scrap of cloth.

	The point was... how did one make a wish in this case? If she returned the cloth to him with the wish written on it, then she would not have the physical item...

	Fash me! Sodding bylaws. Nyaff roasters.

	That aside, what did she have to wish for?

	To rid herself of the Caledonian Curse?

	To make her landlady, Angel Petty, less... petty?

	For a loving companion who would want her, Caledonia Calling and all?

	I could get a wee dog if that sleekit bitch hadnae forbid it.

	All her wishes were either impossible or too close to her heart, so she dropped a curtsy in slow motion.

	“That’s gey guid o’ ye, laddie, so I wish ye guid fortune and sweet dreams o’ the nicht an’ luck an’ loe to attend ye for aye. Aye, and here’s a wee bitty token to help ye on yer way.”

	She felt in her pocket for more coins, but she had none. Her fingers closed instead on one of her courtesy cards with her website address and she dropped it in his cap.

	Ask for a free sample—queen of tarts.

	He inched to examine the card and a thirty-second-long smile mesmerised her.

	He blew her a slow-motion kiss and then returned to his statue self.

	Queenie was heartened by the small interaction. It had reminded her that she wasn’t the only one for whom life could be a struggle.

	At least she had a place to live and a marketable skill, even though the two things seemed sometimes mutually exclusive.

	 


Chapter Four: James Stuart

	 

	 

	Queenie Hart. October 30th, 2020.

	 

	Queenie relaxed. She was a long way from the nearest website and nowhere near a physical travel agent. Her phone, her wallet, and her credit cards were back at the unit in Mother Goose Lane. Her three-six-five was on its lanyard around her neck, so her ride home was safe.

	As she exhaled, she caught a young man staring at her chest. He had red-brown hair tied back in a tail, grey eyes the colour of a loch in winter, an argyle sweater in blue and grey, and pale clear skin that suggested he came from somewhere colder than Sydney.

	He was exactly her type. Just the thing to warm her on those long October nights.

	“Aye?” She felt breathless as her knees turned to jelly and her insides liquified.

	He gestured towards her boobs.

	Queenie snapped out of it.

	He’s going to grope me? In broad daylight? In public?

	She gave him her most menacing glare as the Caledonian Curse flared to a fine blaze.

	“Lay one finger on these titties, ye mingin’ jimmy, and I’ll have yer baws in a jar and your wee willie for me haggis...”

	He flinched and withdrew his hand in a hurry. “I was just saying you’ve got flour on your—er—chest.”

	Lord, he had a Glaswegian accent.

	Given there were about a hundred and twenty thousand Scottish-born Australians in the country, the odds of meeting one at Circular Quay weren’t all that low, but Queenie shied away, hot with embarrassment.

	He smirked at her in confusion and held his hands up as if surrendering.

	They gazed at one another for a few seconds and then he reached slowly into his pocket and withdrew a white handkerchief.

	Who carries a handkerchief these days?

	He waved it gently—a makeshift flag of truce.

	She pulled her scattered wits together and she said, slowly, “I’m a pastrycook, laddie. Flour across the titties goes with the job.”

	His smirk deepened, and he offered the handkerchief. “Best brush it off, though. You’ll upset the gluten-free brigade if you pollute their airspace. Unless that’s potato flour or some other gluten-free option?”

	“Noo, it’s wheat.”

	“This is clean.” He flapped the handkerchief again.

	Queenie took it and brushed at herself, and a small cloud of flour sifted down.

	“That’s better,” the man said, reclaiming the cloth square. His smirk changed to a genuine smile. “If you thought I was being a bit too personal there, I apologise. Obviously, you won’t know my face. I’m James Stuart.”

	“The king or the actor?” she blurted.

	He tucked the handkerchief in his pocket. “Neither. I get that reaction a lot. Would it help if I wore a man bun and grew a bushy beard? Not that that would be too easy for me.”

	“My name’s Queenie,” she said, holding out her hand.

	He took it gently in his. “Queen of the May? Queen of my heart?”

	“Queen of Tarts. That’s my wee business, but my name really is Queenie. My parents were wishfu’ to honour my four great-grannies, Victoria, Elizabeth, Mary and Adelaide. They couldnae agree on the order of the names, so they went with the compromise and honoured the lot in one go.”

	He laughed. “Now we’re introduced, we could get a cold one or something. That’s what Aussies drink, right? Though you’re not an Aussie?”

	Maybe he saw the withdrawal in her expression, for he released her hand. “The O-Quay Café does great coffee. Maybe tea. Bitter lemon. Chai. Celery juice from a Berry-Berry-Nice Juice Bar. You choose. I’ll pay. Please say you’ll come.”

	She held up her hand to stop him. “Thanks, laddie, but I’m awa’—” She broke off. Awa’ hame would have sounded like an invitation. She’d love to take him home, but the Caledonian Curse would—well, she couldn’t risk it. One disgraceful outburst was more than enough.

	“Fine.” He sounded disappointed. “Maybe our planets will align next time I’m here. Lovely to know you, Queenie. Remember me until we do meet again.”

	“Fare thee well, James Stuart.”

	She hurried off, shaken and disappointed.

	I liked him. I might have really liked him. Nice hands. Nice voice. Eccentric mindset.

	If it hadn’t been so close to Halloween, if he hadn’t been Scottish, if she hadn’t almost bought an unintentional trip to Edinburgh, she would have said 
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