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Map of the British Isles
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(Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:United_Kingdom_labelled_map7_vector.svg)
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Glossary of Scottish slang
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Drookit – (Adjective) Soaking wet, as in “Ah'm pure drookit, like!”

Batter – (Verb) To beat up.

Peckish – (Adjective) Just a little bit hungry, not starving.

Knackered – (Adjective) Completely worn out!

Old banger – (Noun) Car that is past its prime.

Roll – (Noun) Like a hamburger bun, but more doughy and floury and tasty!

Buns – (Noun) Cakes and other baked desserts.

Sweets – (Noun) Candy.

Ciggies – (Noun) Cigarettes

Blether – (Verb) To go on and on about nothing much at all. (Noun) Someone who blethers.

Heilan coo – (Noun) Highland Cow, the shaggy orange kind with big pointy horns.

Daft – (Adjective) Silly, as in, “You're daft!” Or can also be a noun: “He's a right dafty!”

Cuppa – (Noun) Cup of tea.

Specs – (Noun) Glasses, short for “spectacles.”

Bickies – Cookies

Snog – (Verb) To kiss passionately (polite version!).
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Chapter One: Is it just me, or is it freezing here?
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The first thing I noticed about Scotland was the cold. As I stepped off the plane and walked down the enclosed passageway to Edinburgh Airport, the cold shot up my back, and I shuddered in surprise. Dad had warned me that June in Scotland wasn’t like June in North Carolina, but I hadn’t been prepared for the shock.

The second thing I noticed was that no other girls were wearing baggy jeans and sneakers and a baseball cap. The Scottish females – at least I guessed they were Scottish – wore proper leather shoes or sandals, and their pants were narrower and more stylish than mine. Some women wore button-up skirts or summer dresses, even though it felt like the Arctic to me.

I felt out of place and even more alone than when I’d first stepped onto the plane at Raleigh-Durham International Airport and waved hopefully at the airport windows, in case Dad could see me. But at least I’d be with Mum soon. She’d promised to meet me at baggage claim. I would know her, she said, by the pink ribbon in her hair. 

I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d seen her because I’d only been three when my parents split up. Dad had taken me home to North Carolina to live with him. Mum didn’t make enough money to support a child, Dad said, and they’d both agreed I’d be better off in the States where I had cousins, an uncle, and grandparents.

For a long time, I’d hated Mum for abandoning me. But as I got older, I figured that she must have really loved me to let me have a better life with Dad. Now at 13, I wasn’t sure what I felt.

My black suitcase weighed a ton as I heaved it off the conveyer belt. I felt a hand on my arm and jumped in surprise. 

“I knew that was you, Katy! Recognized you from your mum’s photos.”

A woman with spiked blond hair and a tight, pinched face that had seen better days stood next to me. She wore black leather pants and looked about 45, trying to be 25.

“Aunt Claire?”

“Aye, that’s me.” She grabbed my suitcase and plonked it onto an empty cart that I’m pretty sure a man standing nearby had been about to use. Aunt Claire jerked her head to the side to tell me to get moving, and I hurried behind her like a puppy who’s finally been picked up from the animal shelter. 

“Where's my mum?” I asked as we stepped outside the airport. The wind hit me like a jackhammer, and I seized up, pulling my shoulders to my ears to stop my neck from freezing.

“She had to teach a yoga class.” Aunt Claire led me toward a yellow sedan with dents in the sides, as though someone had rammed a shopping cart into it many times. She banged on the trunk until it creaked open. Then she threw my suitcase in.

I blinked. “A yoga class?”

“Someone was sick, so she had to take over for them.”

“Oh.” I felt sick. What about the promise she’d made me? Didn’t that count for anything? The wind whistled past my ears, and I felt like a hologram, wavering then disappearing, and only other people were real.

“Come on!” Aunt Claire nudged me in the ribs – hard.

“What did you do that for?” I wheezed.

“You had that look that means you’re in La La Land. I know that look all too well – Ewan does it whenever I start talking to him.”

“Who’s Ewan?”

But she had already jumped into the car and slammed the rusted door shut.
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Chapter Two: A hug that smells like dried flowers
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We drove past fields of bright yellow flowers and cottages with gravel front yards and little boxes parked on the street that looked like Lego cars. In the distance, waves of hills lay like lumpy blankets. Except for one that stuck out like a book lying on its side.

“That's Arthur's Seat,” Aunt Claire said, seeing me staring.

“Who's Arthur?”

“No idea.”

It felt weird sitting on the left side of the car and driving on the “wrong” side of the road. I started to hyperventilate as we sped around a roundabout, merging with cars and buses, all trying to get into the same lane. We squeezed past a bus, nearly losing a side mirror.

Storefronts began popping up. A man wearing a black turban stood in front of a fruit stand. (You don’t see turbans in Graham.) Girls in black and gray school uniforms trotted down the sidewalk in clunky black lace-up shoes. Summer vacation hadn't started here yet. We got stuck behind a red "double decker" bus on busy George Street for 20 minutes. I dozed off and didn't wake up until Aunt Claire jerked up the handbrake, nearly sending me crashing into the windshield.

"Here we are!" My aunt jumped out of the car and wacked the trunk open while I struggled to unfasten the rusted clasp on my seat belt.

"Wait!" I ran to catch up with her. We walked down the street, past a fish ‘n’ chip shop and a café, to a black door with brown scuff marks as though someone with big boots had tried to kick it open. I shuddered as another blast of wind shot through my hair, wondering what kind of place we were entering.

Inside felt cold and damp.  The only light trickled from a skylight high above the stone stairway.

"I'm on the top floor," Aunt Claire said, bumping my suitcase up the steps. Of course she was.

I followed her, panting, each stone step sending more agony up my thighs. When we got to the top, Aunt Claire unlocked the front door, and I followed her into a dark hallway that smelled of dust and burnt toast. Ancient rugs covered the wooden floorboards, which creaked horribly as we walked down the hall, my suitcase wheels making a loud rumbling sound.

We reached the end of the hall, and my aunt opened the door into a bright living room where a blond-haired man sat on the couch with his big orange work boots propped on the coffee table.

Aunt Claire didn’t seem like the type of person who’d put up with people sticking their dirty boots on her table, but she just said, “Katy, this is Ewan. Ewan, this is Katy.”

Ewan slithered his eyes to mine; they were the color of empty Coke bottles. He grunted, which I took to mean “hello,” and went back to watching T.V.

I followed Aunt Claire into a kitchen the size of our coat closet back home. She switched on an electric kettle and opened a tin box with a picture of Prince William and Princess Kate on it. She scooped two spoonsful of tea leaves into two cups with flowers on the sides and saucers. (They didn’t really go with her spiked-hair look.)

“You still use tea leaves?” I asked. Dad had told me that everyone in Scotland used tea bags these days.

My aunt gave a little sideways smile. “I read tea leaves,” she said. When I didn’t respond, she sighed and shook her head. “Don’t tell me you don’t read tea leaves in America!”

I shrugged. “Um...”

The kettle began to whistle, and Aunt Claire poured the boiling water into our cups. “Give me five minutes, and you’ll find out,” she said mysteriously. We sat down at the tiny wooden table by the kitchen window, our knees touching it was so small. I ate chocolate “digestive biscuits” and poured lots of milk into my tea to cool it down. Aunt Claire stirred sugar into her tea and then drank it smoothly, as though the boiling tea didn’t bother her one bit.
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