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Milk
Sister


 


The little
girl sat alone on the curb, leaning back against a big oak tree.
The tree was overgrowing the power lines and was slated to be cut
down later in the week. Calls of “Mad, Mad, Madeline,” echoed from
down the street, followed by laughter. “Mad, Mad Maddy sitting in a
tree,” she heard. She pressed closer to the bark. “K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”
The children were getting farther away, pedaling on their bikes and
shrieking, but the girl could still hear them. “First comes love,”
called one voice. “With a tree!” howled another. “Then comes
marriage,” sang a third voice. Then all three children: “Then comes
baby in a baby carriage!” “A tree-baby!” they shrieked. Then they
were out of hearing range.

The little
girl sighed and turned her face to the bark. She’d only said it was
bad to cut down such a nice tree. One of the branches reached her
window and tapped the panes when it was windy. She’d seen tiny,
twiggy men capering among the leaves. They’d grab hold of a falling
leaf, and glide with it to the ground. They made her laugh.

She sniffed
now, and wiped her tears against the bark. There was a cleft in the
trunk just next to her cheek, not big enough to be a hollow. She
could just see inside if she turned her head just so.

A pair of eyes
reflected the light with a bright green glow, like a cat’s. “Hello,
little man,” she said softly.

A tiny brown
hand reached around the edge of the bark and caught at a bit of her
hair. “Pretty black hair,” a scratchy voice said, just loud enough
for the little girl’s hearing. “Pretty blue eyes. Play with
us.”

“You need to run away,” she said, and reached out one finger
to carefully brush against the little man’s hand. He felt just like
the tree. She’d never dared speak to the twig men before, let alone
touch one. She felt suddenly happy, never mind the cruelty of the
neighbourhood kids, or of the city council. “They’re going to cut
down your tree.”

The hand
holding her hair tugged sharply, much harder than its size said it
should be able to. “Bad humans,” the voice hissed. Another tug made
the girl cry out. She pushed at the little hand with her finger and
felt a sharp pain there. She pulled away from the tree and looked
at her hand. Her finger was bleeding from two neat punctures. The
little man was gone.

“It’s not me,” she said. “I want to stop them.” She put her
finger in her mouth and tried not to cry again. There was no one
she could tell about the little men who lived in the tree. Dad
would scold her for telling lies, and Granny would scold even more
because the story would sound too much like folktales. “Nonsense,”
Granny would say. “Pure nonsense.”

 



Chapter 1

 


“It doesn’t look like much,” said Maddy. The famous Fairy Flag
of Dunvegan castle was a ragged length of yellowed silk, nearly
brown with age. It looked as if it had had little pieces randomly
clipped out of it for years before it was framed and mounted on the
stone wall. There were faint decorative marks still visible on it,
but not enough to tell what the pattern was.

“It’s why your mother married me,” Dad said.

Maddy turned
away from contemplating the Flag and regarded her father. “What?”
she said. Dad didn’t talk about Mum much, but a lot of things had
changed recently. Like suddenly packing up and moving to Scotland.
Maybe this was just another one of those changes.

Dad grinned,
another surprise, as the few times he’d related stories about
Maddy’s mother he’d always spoken in a soft voice and looked like
he was blinking back tears. “It’s true.” He turned from Maddy and
stepped closer to the Flag. “Well, not this piece of fabric
specifically. The whole Macleod fairy connection.” He looked at
Maddy again. “Your mother was always going on about fairies. She
used to joke that she only married me because I’m a Macleod, and
the Macleods have fairy ancestors. One fairy ancestor, anyway.”

It was more
information than he’d ever given her about her mother in one go
before. All Maddy really knew about Mary Macleod, née Fletcher, was
that she’d had family in Scotland and had died giving birth to her
only child, Madeline Fletcher Macleod. Mary’s cousins were already
in Aberfoyle, readying the cottage that Dad and Mum had owned. Dad
still owned it, but it had been rented out for fourteen years,
while Dad raised Maddy in Canada.

“I always wondered why Granny used to call Mum ‘that fey girl
you married’,” Maddy said, looking thoughtfully at the
Flag.

“Granny didn’t approve much of your mum. She always thought I
could do better, whatever that means.”

“I wish I’d known her. Mum.” Maddy leaned against the wall
next to the flag and stared down at her feet. “At least I’d have
liked to know about her.”

“I know, Maddy girl. I should’ve told you things. Everything.
And I will. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

Maddy nodded,
but didn’t look up. Sometimes it was easier to pretend she’d never
had a mother, that she’d sprung full-formed from her father’s head
like Athena from Zeus. Other times, like when she saw her
schoolmates’ mothers taking them shopping at the mall or cheering
them on at volleyball games, she wished she had a mother like
everyone else she knew. A normal mother, who baked cookies and took
her daughter to the office on “take your kid to work day,” and who
scolded her for her lack of common sense. According to Granny,
though, Mary Macleod would not have been such a mother.

Maddy had
overheard her paternal grandmother talking quietly with her
father’s oldest sister one Christmas. She hadn’t meant to
eavesdrop, but she was walking by the bathroom where her relatives
were fixing their hair in preparation for a trip to the grocery
store for more butter to make shortbread. She heard her mother’s
name, and paused; no one talked about Mum when Maddy was around. It
was as if they thought Maddy would turn out as bad as her mother,
though what was wrong with Mum, Maddy never quite figured out.

“Sometimes I think it’s a good thing that Mary Fletcher passed
on,” Granny said. Granny would never call Maddy’s mother Mary
Macleod. That would mean she’d have to acknowledge that her son had
married the other woman.

“You think?” said aunt Susan. “Madeline might have been a more
. . . normal child, if she’d had a mother.”

“She’d have been worse than she is if Mary Fletcher’d had the
raising of her. That woman was a strange one, and no mistake. I
never did see what our Christopher saw in her.”

“Oh Mother,” said Aunt Susan. “She wasn’t all that bad. She
loved Chris, anyway, and he loved her.”

“All that talk of fairies. I hardly think that’s a fit topic
to teach a child. Nonsense, all of it, and she’d have had poor
Madeline believing every word. But Christopher will see to it she
never hears a fairy story.”

“He can’t bear to hear them, now. They remind him of poor
Mary.”

Maddy had
pressed back against the door, hardly able to move. They thought
she was abnormal? Her own Granny and Auntie Sue? Just because she
liked trees and tried to warn people that the environment was in
danger didn’t make her abnormal.

“Does she talk about seeing things any more?” asked Aunt
Susan.

“Oh no,” answered Granny, a strong tone of satisfaction in her
voice. “We trained her out of that early on. It only reminded
Christopher of the things Mary Fletcher used to say. I swear, every
time that child said she’d seen a ‘little man’ or a dead child or
some nonsense, he looked about to cry.”

“No,” said Aunt Susan, drawing the world out to emphasize her
disbelief. “Our Chris’s too much a proper man to cry.”

“He didn’t cry,” said Granny, annoyed. “I only said he looked
as if he could. I thought for sure Madeline would turn out fey like
her mother, but we scolded that nonsense out of her.”

Maddy had had
to force her breath to calm and quiet. Granny’s mention of ‘little
men’ had made her begin to remember things.

“You look lost,” Dad said, bringing Maddy back to the
present.

“Just thinking,” she said.

“What about, oh Princess of the Macleods?” Dad liked to give
her fanciful titles when he thought she needed cheering. She
wondered if he’d done the same for Mum.

“Why’d you never tell me stories about the fairies? About the
Macleods and all the things Mum liked?”

Dad didn’t
answer right away. It was his turn to look a little lost. He
cleared his throat and rubbed a hand through his hair. “Well,” he
said. “I guess it was just too hard to talk about the things your
mum liked, to talk about her.”

“For fourteen years?”

“It’s a long time to grieve,” he said. “I think I’m about
done. So I’ll tell you about the fairies now.”

“Granny wouldn’t like it,” Maddy said, absently.

Dad looked at
her funny, like he was about to ask her something, but then he just
said, “No, Granny Macleod wouldn’t like it. But Nanny Fletcher
would have me skinned if she were alive and knew I’d neglected your
education.”

Dad took
Maddy’s arm and they walked together through the castle. He
gestured back at the Flag as they left the room, and around them at
the castle. “There are several different stories about how the
Macleods of Dunvegan got the Fairy Flag, and not all of them
involve fairies.”

“So why ‘fairy’ flag, then?”

“Because, you imp, the most famous and most popular stories
have fairies, and the Macleods are said to have fairy ancestry,
Flag or no Flag.”

“Of course,” said Maddy, using her best “wise scholar”
voice.

“Long ago,” said Dad, “on this glorious and legendary Isle of
Skye, there lived the Macleods.”

“Macleods live here still,” Maddy pointed out.

“Hush, you, I’m trying to spin a tale. Long ago the Macleod of
Macleod fell in love with a beautiful woman, and she with him.
Turns out she was a fairy, though, so they couldn’t just marry and
get down to the business of producing a family. With fairies there
have to be contracts, because fairies are a tricksy folk. So they
set a limit for the marriage at twenty years. Beyond that, they
supposed, the Macleod would have aged too much and his fairy wife
not at all. For twenty years they were happy, but when the time was
up, they had to part.”

“If they were truly in love,” said Maddy, “would it matter
that he aged so much?”

“Would you want to be married to an old man when you were
still young and lovely?”

“Maybe. If he were my true love.”

“Well, maybe they weren’t that in love then.”

“Da-ad . . .”

“I don’t know Maddy-Mad. I didn’t make up the
story.”

“Couldn’t she have taken him to Faery with her?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you should ask the tour
guide.”

I think we
lost the tour guide.”

“Then we shall have to venture ‘round the castle on our
own.”

“Dad?”

“Yes, of apple of my eye?”

“Stop talking funny and finish the story.”

“Right. Story. Where was I?”

“The time was up and they had to part.”

“They were still in love, but the terms of the contract
specified twenty years—” Maddy snorted but Dad ignored her. “—so
they took a last walk together, and when they reached the Fairy
Bridge, which is not too far from this very castle, she went off to
Faery and he came home alone. But first she gave the Macleod the
silk scarf she always wore about her neck. ‘Take this,’ she said.
‘Wave it as a flag when you most need help. Three times this Flag
will save you, and thus you will know I love you and am always with
you.’ And then she crossed over the bridge and was gone. And the
Flag has twice saved the Macleods when they most needed
help.”

“Was the bridge called Fairy Bridge already, when they went
there to say goodbye?”

“I always thought it was named for her, but I really don’t
know,” said Dad.

Their slow
meander around the castle had brought them back to the entrance.
Maddy wanted to see the Flag again, so they climbed the stairs up
the “fairy tower” once more to regard the faded silk again.

“So it still was one more time left in it?” Maddy
said.

“So the story goes. Once more it will save the
Macleods.”

“It really doesn’t look like much,” Maddy said again. “But it
looks like a lot more now that I’ve heard the story.”

 



Chapter 2

 


That
afternoon, Dad stayed at the hotel to arrange for the pickup of
their household things that they’d had shipped from Canada and to
make sure everything was ready for their arrival in Aberfoyle later
in the week. He thought he’d need to spend the rest of the
afternoon on the phone, so Maddy was left to explore on her own.
Her first goal was to visit Fairy Bridge to see where the chief of
the Macleods had said farewell to his beloved fairy wife. It was a
good walk from Dunvegan village, along a little-used road. A few
tourists puttered along and a car passed now and then, but there
was little enough traffic that Maddy felt happily alone.

She passed two
graveyards when she left the village, one very, very old and the
other newer. A whole horde of little grey-brown birds flitted and
hopped among the ancient gravestones in the older cemetery.

“Hello little birds,” she said. She often talked to animals,
and even to plants and stones, when no one was around to hear. They
never answered back, of course, but it comforted her to think she
wasn’t alone. Several of the birds paused when she spoke, and three
even rose from the grass to light on a tombstone to see her better.
They cocked their heads at her to regard her from their shining
black eyes.

“Good day,” she said, and stuck her right leg out to give them
an elegant bow. They bobbed at her, almost like they were bowing in
return, and Maddy laughed. “It is a good day, isn’t it?” The
birds flew back to their business on the grass and Maddy continued
on her way.

The day had
turned misty by the time she reached the bridge, and there were
only a few sheep now, to share the road, and a brown hawk perched
on top of a telephone pole. The bridge itself was like many bridges
she’d seen so far in Scotland: old and stone and wonderful. It had
no railings, just a slightly raised kerb on each side. She left the
road to get a better view of the stone arch. Perfect for a
troll, she thought.

Back on the
bridge, she stood near the edge and looked down into the water. The
fog so muffled sound and the burn flowed so smoothly that she had
to listen carefully to pick out the trickle of the water. A sudden
voice saying, “Afternoon,” beside her made her jump and whirl
around.

“Sorry to startle you,” said the man who stood there. He was
dressed in a thick wool sweater and grey trousers and carried a
long stick. A shepherd, thought Maddy, and sure enough, a
black and white sheepdog appeared out of the mist to crouch by his
side.

“That’s okay,” said Maddy. “I was trying to hear the
water.”

“I thought maybe you saw the Washer down there,” he
chuckled.

“The Washer?”

“Aye, the Washer at the Ford. She that cleans the clothes of
the slain.” A smile crinkled the man’s weatherworn face.

“A spirit?” asked Maddy. “Do they see her here
often?”

“A spirit, maybe,” the shepherd said. “One of them for
sure. But no, she’s not seen here. At least I never heard so.” The
man pronounced the word “them” with extra significance, so Maddy
thought he didn’t mean she was one of the spirits for sure, but
something else, something more sinister, maybe. “It is a ford,
though. Beul-Ath nan Tri Allt, the Ford of the Three
Burns.”

“Why’s it called Fairy Bridge, do you know?” she
asked.

“Have you not heard yet that the Macleods have a fairy
ancestress?”

“Oh yes,” said Maddy. She held her hand out towards the dog.
“Is he friendly?”

“Aye,” said the man, ruffling his dog’s ears. “Once he knows
you. Trip—” he addressed the dog “—say hello to our new friend . .
.” he paused, waiting for Maddy to provide her name.

“Madeline Fletcher Macleod,” she said. “Maddy.”

“This is Trip,” the man said. “Trip, lad, this is Maddy. And
I’m Geordie MacChristopher.”

Maddy knelt
down to scratch Trip’s ears properly.

“So you’re a long-lost descendant of our isle’s Fairy Lady,”
said Geordie MacChristopher.

“I guess I am,” Maddy said. She stood up, and Trip sat back
down at his master’s feet. “I wondered if the bridge was named for
her, or if it already had that name when she and the Macleod came
here to say goodbye. Do you know, Mr MacChristopher?”

“Oh, no ‘Mr MacChristopher’ for me. Geordie’s my name. And I
can’t say for sure about the bridge, but I think everyone assumes
it was named for Macleod’s wife. Scotland’s lousy with the folk,
though, so it could have had that name all along.”

Just like when
he’d said “them,” the words “the folk” seemed to have an extra
weight. Maddy thought “the folk” must be the fairies, so maybe
they were the fairies, too. She turned back to the stream,
and peered down, wondering if there were any water fairies in
there. Mermaids maybe, or what did they call those green-haired
women? She couldn’t remember.

“Must be on my way,” Geordie said. “Trip’ll be bored solid if
I stay in one place too long. Needs sheep to look after, he
does.”

“Thanks, Mr MacChristopher. Geordie. Maybe I’ll see you again
before I go.”

“Maybe so,” said Geordie, and he whistled to Trip. Dog and man
faded slowly into the mist along the road.

Maddy stood
for a long time, just looking at the water and listening to it.
When she turned at last to go, she thought she saw something from
the corner of her eye. The Washer? She turned back quickly
and there was nothing there. Just as she was about to leave, she
saw a form in the mist. Not an old lady with a bundle of bloody
garments, but a youngish woman.

“Farewell, oh my love,” the woman said. Her voice was barely a
whisper in the muffling fog.

“I canna bear to watch you go,” said a man’s voice, equally
quiet. It sounded like he was right next to Maddy on the bridge,
but there was no one there.

“Farewell . . .” The woman faded away with her voice, until
Maddy was all alone on the bridge again.

Were they
ghosts? When Maddy was little she sometimes imagined she saw
ghosts. She’d had imaginary friends that were long dead, and some
that might have been the spirits of plants and trees. “Mad, Mad
Madeline,” the other kids had called her. She had stopped talking
about them ages ago, but it had been much longer before she stopped
seeing them. Not that long ago, really. But the kids at school
still called her “Mad Maddy” without remembering why.

She walked
quickly back to the hotel, and when she got there, Dad was making
tea with the little kettle and pot the hotel provided each
room.

“Want a cup?” he asked, as she shrugged out of her coat. “You
look a little chilled.”

“I think I might’ve seen a ghost,” Maddy said.

“Not ghosts again,” said Dad. But then he must have seen the
hurt look on Maddy’s face, because he added, “Now I sound like
Granny, don’t I?”

“A little,” Maddy said, smiling to show she wasn’t
angry.

“I guess if you’re going to see spirits, Scotland’s the place
to do it.”

 



Chapter 3

 


That evening
at dinner, Dad seemed willing, again, to talk about Mum. “So you’re
quite interested in all this fairy stuff,” he said. “I never knew
you liked folklore and myth and all that.”

“I wasn’t allowed to, remember?” said Maddy. “Granny always
gave me cook books and novels about girls and their ponies. She
made such a fuss whenever I said something about
ghosts.”

“It seems silly now, to try to force you away from the things
your mother loved, but I thought it made sense at the
time.”

“Oh well,” said Maddy, in a mock-breezy tone. “You know adults
don’t really know as much as they think they know.”

Dad snorted
and coughed. He’d been chewing a bite of lamb when Maddy’s comment
made him laugh.

“Once I heard Granny say something about how silly fairies
were, and the beliefs of people in the Old Country. I guess she
meant Scotland.” Maddy poked at a yellowy lump of food on her
plate.

“Rutabagas,” Dad said. “Try them, you might like them.” He
took a big forkful of his own yellow mush. “Mmmm.” When he’d
swallowed he said, “‘The Old Country’ usually refers to whatever
country someone came from originally, which they usually think is
better than wherever they’re living now, but to which they never
want to return. So Scotland it is for my old mother.”

“If she thinks Scotland’s so wonderful, why does she hate
folklore and stuff?” Maddy took a very small bite of the rutabaga.
It was hot and buttery, with just a little pepper. She took
another, bigger bite.

“She doesn’t hate it, she just thinks that anything she
doesn’t believe personally is nonsense. Some people are like
that.”

“After I heard her say that, I went to the library and out a
book on fairies and one on Scottish folklore.”

Dad laughed.
“I probably would have been angry if I’d known,” he said. “Afraid
that you were turning out to be like your mother, and it would be
too painful. But good for you, Maddy girl.”

“The folklore book was really hard to read. All academic. I
finally ended up skipping the parts that the author had written,
and just reading the stories he quoted. They were neat. Like
fantasy stories, only more real because people really believed they
happened. The fairy book turned out to be pretty silly. It was all
little people with butterfly wings and some totally fake-looking
photographs. But it was the only one they had at the library. I
found it next to the Sherlock Holmes books.”

“That must’ve been The Coming of the Fairies. Arthur
Conan Doyle, who wrote Sherlock Holmes, wrote that one, too. He was
a little odd.”

“Did Mum have that book?” Maddy set down her fork. She
couldn’t eat the overcooked green beans, but the lamb and potatoes
and rutabaga had been delicious and filling.

Dad looked
down at his plate, as if he were trying to decide whether or not to
tackle his own beans. He poked at them, then said, “I think she
did. She had a lot of books. ‘Plenty of goodness and just as much
crap,’ she used to say.”

“What did she mean?”

“Only that she collected books on fairies and folklore and
such. She’d buy a bad book – badly written or poorly researched –
just as soon as she’d buy a good one. They amused her, I
think.”

“What happened to all her books? Wouldn’t it be neat if we
could collect them all again. It would almost be like she lived
with us, only we never see her.”

Dad was quiet
for a long time, and Maddy wondered if she’d said the wrong thing.
He was usually quick to joke, or to rebuke if she’d overstepped. To
be silent was unusual for him. Silence was Maddy’s department. He
ate all his mushy green beans, one by one, chewed them carefully,
then set his fork and knife at a precise angle across his
plate.

“I packed up all your mother’s things when we left Scotland. I
didn’t want to see them again, so I gave everything to her cousins.
Maybe they still have some of it, but I don’t know if I want to
have it back. It still hurts, you know. To have lost
her.”

He spoke so
softly that Maddy sat very still in her chair. This voice seemed
even worse, somehow, than silence. It was a familiar voice, though
Maddy couldn’t remember him using it before. Maybe he’d spoken that
way when she was small, when Mum’s death was not so long past.

“I might like to have her things,” Maddy said at last, in a
voice just as quiet as Dad’s. “I never did get to know her. I can’t
picture her at all, except from photographs. Maybe I’d like to have
her books and all, just to give me something of hers.”

Dad looked up
sharply and Maddy bit the inside of her cheek. She’d long ago
learned not to even ask about her mother, and here she was
insisting that she had a right to waken old, painful memories.

“Let’s not be selfish, Maddy girl,” Dad said. His voice was
brittle. He pushed back his chair suddenly and stood. “I’m going to
start packing. Have dessert if you want but don’t be long. You
won’t have time to pack in the morning.” Then he strode out of the
dining room.

“No, let’s not be selfish,” Maddy whispered. She clenched her
teeth to hold back tears. I won’t cry, she thought fiercely.
I won’t. Dad was only hurt, she told herself, because she’d
pushed too far.

She got up
slowly and wandered out through the lobby of the hotel and outside.
With all the rush to explore Dunvegan Castle yesterday, and the
bustle of arriving the day before, she hadn’t had any time to
stroll around the village. That should keep her out of the hotel
room – and out of Dad’s way – until there was only just time to
pack her luggage before bed.

She found a
little shop full of odds and ends of Scottish crafts. Tucked in a
back corner was a shelf of books, mostly second-hand tourist
guides. Maddy picked up a thin little guidebook to Dunvegan castle,
thinking it might make a good souvenir, and the book next to it
fell off the shelf. Maddy retrieved it from the floor. It had no
dust jacket, just a tattered purple cloth cover. On the spine, in
worn silver-gilt lettering, it said “Skye: The Island and its
Legends.” The price tag showed she had just enough money in her
pocket to buy it, but then she wouldn’t be able to get any snacks
for the trip to Aberfoyle tomorrow. Dad would buy lunch, but junk
food was her own responsibility.

She flipped
the pages and the book opened at a spot where it seemed a previous
owner had often stopped. Maddy read:

At Fairy
Bridge they said their last goodbye and parted, the chief returning
to Dunvegan a lonely man.

Maddy smiled,
remembering the soft, sad voices she’d heard on the bridge. She
bought the book.

 



Chapter 4

 


The beautiful
landscape they passed through made the journey from Skye to
Aberfoyle pass far too quickly. Maddy reminded herself to ask Dad
later if they could take trips out from their new home once in a
while, to spend more time in the rest of Scotland. Maddy wanted to
know the whole country.

The new house
was a white cottage with a slate roof and dormer windows. The
bedrooms were in the attic, and Maddy’s had a small four-poster
bed, a dresser and a built-in window seat. Dad promised
bookshelves, though Maddy had been forced to leave many of her
books behind. Only the most important items were shipped from
Canada; everything else would be bought new.

“We’ll make a trip into Edinburgh one day soon,” Dad said.
“And you can get a few books, start replacing what you traded in
when we left.”

Maddy didn’t
have the heart to tell Dad that many of the books she’s lost were
the ones Granny had given her. They were sappy stories about girls
and ponies, girls and their silly best friends, girls and boarding
school. She’d kept some of the better ones – Marguerite Henry’s
horse books, the Black Stallion books and a few others. What she
coveted now were all the books she’d secretly borrowed from the
library, books Granny would never have approved of, books with
magic in them. She hadn’t even been allowed to buy a copy of
Alice
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