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Now in 2015, Mark, as discussed with Claire, had acquired his passport, and they all knew Italy was their destination for the summer this year.

They had not selected where in Italy yet, but the girls were going to do their research about how to see as much as they could during the two weeks there. Especially Lottie, as she wanted to see as many of the local places of interest as possible.

Lottie loved all things Italian; Mark was right. 

With Lottie being fluent, they would have no issues with the language having her with them.

Although Claire too was fluent in Italian, she made way for Lottie to do all the communication for obvious reasons. Mark, yet unaware Claire spoke Italian too, therefore assumed Lottie would be their interpreter when required.

So, the places they had all touched on so far were Rome, maybe Venice or Naples, and Claire also put forward Milan or Turin.

It was a tough choice – so much to see – but that was where the sticking point was so far. So, having seen the New Year, they were clubbing the night away until they all headed home after half past three. 

They decided to have a think on Italy and group vote in March and, from that, pick the place mentioned most.

Mark was also aware that after the holiday was over, he sat his final exams in August to achieve his HND.

With everything riding on a pass for him to start as a trainee with Graham’s company. 

That company moved into spacious modern offices in Westhill at the end of September 2014.

Mark and Claire knew very well he would be working and earning a living, something that again changed the parameters of their relationship. 

As she will still be attending university until May 2017.

All are going to plan for her, attending her graduation ceremony in July 2017.

They both knew obtaining their goals meant another fundamental change they had to face.

As it meant their plans to marry were also based on that too.

However, for now, the year ahead was a new one dawning, and the holiday was the thing they were looking forward to. 

It would be their first one abroad together, and both couples were excited about the nice time they were set on having. At least, as Mark stated, they would be guaranteed the sun for those two weeks; that was a bonus.

Back in April Mark and Claire celebrated their third anniversary together on Monday, the 6th.

They had spent that weekend together, Friday the 3rd through to Sunday the 5th, down in the Lake District at a small B&B and loved it. Claire asked Lottie and Jason to come with her, but a problem with James meant Jason could not go.

He was down in Perth, so Lottie felt it better that she did not go herself, and reluctantly Claire agreed.

James had a touch of colic; it had worried Christina, so Lottie agreed Jason needed to be there as support.

Also, in April leading into May, Rachel had started the long-awaited driving lessons; she got on well and sat her test on the 12th of May. 

However, this did not end well for her as she failed; she was approaching a roundabout when another driver cut her up.

Rachel braked to avoid him, but in doing so, she stalled the car.

It was a busy street; other drivers became impatient with her, and she panicked, thus making several mistakes in the process.

After that, her nerves got the better of her, and she gave up. The examiner was sympathetic with her and had even considered still passing her until she gave up.

He could see after that incident she made too many errors and told her so.

In tears, she got that support Mark said he would give her; she cried on his chest as he held her close.

Telling her next time nothing could be so bad she could sail through it now.

It was five weeks later; she sat it again and passed.

Anne, as promised, added her to her insurance, and they went everywhere together.

Doreen was now heavily pregnant and was due in August. Brenda fussed over her every time they visited Raymond; he was looking forward to the birth of his son.

Donna settled into her new job as the manager of the Spar in Byron; the staff there, after their initial awkwardness at her arrival, also settled again, and they all got on.

Jack even popped in twice for a coffee, saying Donna was welcome back at George Street because so many people had wondered where she went.

Anne was now doing placements, which meant Rachel had to travel to RGU on her own during that.

However, after she passed her test, Anne handed her the money she got for her scooter.

Telling her it was to buy a wee runaround for herself.

Rachel was blown away by that, as were Brenda and Charlie. 

Aileen's offer was refused on the house in mind, as were two others in areas she liked.

However, her move to Aberdeen was still on; Heather had left school and applied to RGU and Aberdeen University in preparation for such.

John was leaving at the summer break, now looking at his future in the north.

Mark was pleased he could see and visit his siblings at any time, as they would be closer.

Claire and Lottie had already said Heather was welcome to come riding with them anytime she wished to.
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Claire turned to them as they got out of the taxi.

“Well, we’re here.”

The four friends then entered the foyer and looked around, then out through the large glass window to the courtyard and pool area at the rear of the hotel, also taking in the stunning scenery of the world-famous Lake Como.

As they stood waiting to be booked in, another taxi was waiting for a couple heading into Milan, just a quick 

1-hour minimum drive away down the coast of the lake, through the town of Como itself.

They could see the snow-capped mountains of the Alps on the border of Switzerland in the distance.

The pamphlets were lying on the desk, detailing trips to the small fashionable lakeside town of Como itself.

“It’s beautiful, Claire; I love it.” 

Claire smiled.

“Lottie, you have always loved all things Italian. 

Now you are in Italy; you are bound to love it.”

She smiled as she looked across at the lake, there towards a black and white painted tour boat, she thought, as it sailed past.

The people on board enjoyed their wine and snacks. Claire followed her gaze and smiled.

“We have just under a fortnight to take in quite a lot, girlfriend. I doubt very much we will see half of what we would like to.”

Mark nodded at her and then held a small booklet up towards her. “What’s this, Claire?” 

He had been looking at a brochure that had been lying on a small table at the entrance of the foyer of the hotel.

Claire took it from him; she looked at the picture he had asked about and smiled.

“That Mark is a picture of the Basilica of Sant'Abbondio, a notable church built in the 11th century in Romanesque style, and it’s in Milan.”

“I would like to see that it looks impressive, as are the rest of the photos in here.” 

She smiled as Lottie nodded. 

“Mark, we’ll try to get to as many of the best places as we can.”

Jason walked over to the large glass windows.

These give the guests a panoramic view of the lake at the rear of the hotel. He looked across at the same boat Lottie had seen; it was now nearer to them.

He turned to the others now waiting to check in as the hotel manager arrived at the desk.

“We can, if we want, see where that lake tour starts from and go on that if you like."

The rest nodded. “There’s so much to see and so much to do; it will be a great trip.”

Claire smiled. 

“Yes, Lottie, it will be, and with the company I love too.”

Lottie smiled as the manageress heard them speaking; she smiled at them. “It is not a tour boat you are looking at; it is the local ferry service. You can catch it at the pier just over there.” She pointed over to the side window next to the car park, and they all saw the boat hut she had shown them.

Lottie smiled at her. "Si, grazie." She nodded.

“Ah, you speak Italian? That’s good, although your accent gives away the fact that you’re not Italian, but you are good.” Lottie smiled.

“Thank you, yes, we are Scottish.” She nodded. 

“You’re welcome, from Scotland.”
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This book is the third in the series of Mark and Claire books. Although again set in and around real places plus events in both Aberdeen and elsewhere in 2015, this book is a work of fiction.

Therefore, any resemblance at all of any of the characters to anyone living or dead is purely coincidental, and the author takes no responsibility for this coincidence.

This book contains strong language and scenes of an adult nature.

It is therefore unsuitable reading for children under the age of at least 15 years of age.

Again, any depicted methods used by the likes of airport security and things are all fiction. The methods used by them in this book are based loosely on methods of working practice. Again, the author takes no responsibility for this concerning the methods used or associated with the working practice of these groups.

Again, as in my first books, I have tried not to use local colloquialisms too much.

The few words I have used repeatedly again highlight the difference in the social area modes of speech between the characters.

I think any readers who have read my first two books will know the general meanings, I think. In this book, the characters and contents of the storyline are protected by copyright; any breach of this will be met by legal action from the author.
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Chapter 1. 


The planning.
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The year so far had been just like last year without the drama. Study during the week and time spent together at the weekends.

Christina was true to her word most of the time; she did try to be friendlier and more open to Lottie.

James was coming on great; he had passed all his assessments as he progressed from newborn to almost a year old now. 

Jason visited as much as he could; if not, he had bought Christina a laptop with a webcam, and they used that to let Jason see James.

So now the four friends were looking forward to the beginning of the summer break, the holiday to Italy.

They had their meeting back in March but still could not agree on any one city.

It was a stalemate; they solved it by all opting for the Italian lake district, Lake Como.

So, it was set; the girls searched hundreds of hotels, as it was a popular area and a popular time of year.

They could not get anything near Como or in Como.

They settled for a small town up the lakeshore only 46 miles from the Swiss border. 

An hour to Milan and an hour and forty minutes to Turin.

That was by taxi, but there was also a local bus service too; this was longer in terms of time but cheaper. 

The summer break officially began on Monday, the 6th of July.

The four friends left the day after Tuesday the 8th, flying from Aberdeen.

It was now Tuesday, 23rd June. Mark woke and looked outside at the cold, grey dawn morning, which meant another day of poor summer weather ahead. Ever since April, it had been the same.

For every fine day, there was a week of rain and dull weather.

He sat thinking. I can’t wait to go on holiday now; I can’t wait to feel the sun on my body, because here it’s a hit and miss, as usual, a pathetic excuse for summer.

He sighed, went through his now well-established routine and headed downstairs.

“Morning, pet.”

“Morning, Ma.”

“Is that wee bugger up?” He smiled.

“I never heard her going about Ma or standing waiting to hog the bathroom, either.” She went to the foot of the stairs.

“Anne! Anne! Are you up? It’s five past bloody eight!” She opened her room door.

“Aye, Ma jist coming!” She smiled and headed back to the kitchen.

“Bugger she is; ever since she got that car of hers, she cuts it fine in the mornings now.”

He smiled. “She’ll get caught out by traffic one of these days; that’ll teach her.”

Anne wandered in yawning. “I was up and dressed OK, smart arse.” He smiled.

“Just saying, Sis, one broken-down car or an accident someplace means you know yourself it's bloody gridlock within minutes.” 

She nodded and sat down as Donna handed them their toast and picked her bag up. 

“I’ll see you both tonight then.”

With a quick hug to them both, she left.

“So nae lang now then?”

“Aye, a fortnight tomorrow we head off.” She sighed.

“Wish I was going abroad someplace – ah, right for some.” He smiled.

“October break, Sis. Why don't you and Rachel go for a long weekend someplace?”

She looked at him. “Oh, aye, far aboot, do you think Ma will love that? It’s bloody bad enough when we go a night in town on Friday; she can’t relax till we’re back.”

“Would you rather she didn’t care?” She shook her head. “Ye ken fine I don’t.”

“Sis, plenty of time is there. Besides, you're eighteen; soon you will have money to get abroad, will you?” She nodded.

“Aye, but I want to keep that, nae jist spending it for the sake of it; besides, it's limited access. I can only use up to five thousand of it. Ma has the rest frozen until I am 21.”

He nodded. “Just saying, you can if you want to go someplace next year; is five thousand not enough?” She nodded.

“Aye, but next year I’ll be on other placements; there is nae saying when my holidays will be. Rachel could be off, and I am still working on my placement while she is.”

––––––––
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"Sis, I am sure you’ll find out where and when your placements will be. As a result of that knowledge, see when the holidays from RGU correspond for both. Therefore, you and Rachel take it from there.”

She nodded.

“Aye, OK, Claire, I know it’s her that’s got you so bloody super-efficient these days.”

He laughed. “Sis, I need to be going, so see you later.” She nodded.

"Aye, I see ye, smart arse.” He kissed her forehead and left as Anne smiled to herself; ten minutes later, she too left.
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There was the toot of the horn outside; Claire smiled and turned to June.

“Bye, Mum, that’s Lottie and Jason, so I will see you tonight.” June nodded.

“Yes, dear, bye.” With a quick hug and kiss, Claire left and got in the back seat.

“Morning, GF.”

“Morning, Lottie. Morning, Jason.” He smiled. “Morning, Claire.” Lottie drove off.

“The weekend – any plans, dear?” Claire shook her head.

“Nothing yet, dear; I think we’re just saving ourselves for the off.”

Lottie nodded in her rearview. 

“Know what you mean; can’t wait now. The weather here has been, shall we say, less than summer, has it?” He nodded.

“Yep, one day of sun to three parts rain – typical Scottish ingredients.” The girls smiled.

“I think Mark and I will just do a spur-of-the-moment sort of thing. That’s if we go somewhere.”

“Jason and I are visiting Cove, are we, dear?”

“We are, but as always, my parents are flexible if required." 

Lottie smiled at him, knowing why he had said that; Claire too knew why.

“All depends on the weather too, does it, whether we do anything worth going there for.” Jason and Lottie nodded at Claire’s remark.

The week passed slowly at studies for all; it was now Friday, 26th June. The day again had started with dull skies and rain.

The forecast for Saturday is meant to be slightly better, with sunny periods and dryness.

It was Claire’s turn to stay over at Mark’s, as usual, having gone home to change first. She arrived just after seven and parked the Honda.
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At Heathryfold.
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Opening the door met the girls just heading out.

“Hi, Claire; bye, Claire.” She smiled.

“Yes, hi, Anne," Rachel followed.

“Hi, fit like ta-ta.”

“Hi, Rachel, and bye.” The girls got in Anne’s car and headed off. Mark met her as she came into the living room. “What are they in such a hurry for?”

He smiled.

“Oh, meeting some guys in town. Ever since Rachel passed her test too, they’ve never been in longer than an hour, those two.” She smiled.

“It's summer; they’re off doing whatever; it doesn’t get dark till late on.” He nodded as Donna came through from the kitchen.

“Hi, Pet thought it was you.” The two women hugged and kissed. “Hi, Donna.”

“Need not tell you these days, but make yourself at home, pet.” She smiled and sat by Mark.

“Coffee?” 

The teens nodded as Donna headed back to make it.

“Mark, as you know, we will soon be finishing on the 3rd for the summer break, which starts Monday, the 6th. Since the idea of the holiday came up, Lottie and I have been trying to get a place where we can dump our bags.

We also knew trying to get such a place anywhere near Como was impossible, as they were all booked solid.

So, as we agreed, the hotel in mind is on the lakeshore but means travel to Como and, from there, onwards to Turin or Milan.

The buses are cheap enough but take ages as they stop everywhere on the route; taxis are quicker but more expensive.”

“So, what are we looking at?” She sighed.

“A compromise as such; if we are going close to the hotel, then we can get the bus.

Milan is roughly 2 hours away; Turin would be more like 3 at least. To see as much as possible, we need to adjust our travel accordingly.”

“OK, so take an extra bit of spending funds to cope with that expenditure. I hear you.”

She smiled and nodded. “Yes, that’s what I was eventually leading to.” He smiled.

“OK, it is all booked accordingly; we just need to pay and get our holiday spending changed to euros.”

He nodded as Donna came in.

“Right, here we go – two coffees.” 
“Thanks, Ma.”
“Yes, thanks, Donna.” Donna sat down opposite them. “So, the place is all sorted, is it?” Claire nodded.
“Yes, Donna, just the finishing issues to get done, and that’s it.”

“Where are you all headed then?” 
“We are going to Lake Como, Donna, a hotel right on the shoreline, surrounded by large hills all around; with a view of the Swiss Alps to the north of there too, it will be a lovely break for us all.” Donna nodded.
“Sounds great; at least you will get the weather.” They both nodded.

“Yes, as the average temperature at this time of year is around 33c, that’s warm.”

Donna laughed. “Oh aye, too bloody warm for me, pet, so from there, what else have you in mind?”

“There is Como and the cities of Milan and Turin to go see, so we are looking at getting to them.” Donna nodded, smiling. “Well, you have a nice time; it sounds like you will.”

They nodded. “We will, Ma.”

“Lottie and I even worked out the bus trip to Switzerland, which is even closer than Turin from the hotel.” 

He nodded. “You and Lottie have fairly done your homework, have you?” She smiled.

“Lottie, as our guide, wants to see as much as we can cram in.” He nodded.

“Yes, all things Italian, and Lottie is as happy as a bee in nectar.” She smiled.

“That’s not what I expected you to say.” He laughed.

“So, have you a photo of this hotel you are all headed to?” Claire smiled.

“Yes, Donna, I have it on my phone; hold on a sec.”

She got her phone out and swiped to the page.

“Right here we are; it is called the Bellavista Hotel, and it is in Menaggio, as I said, right on the lakeshore.

Lottie and I booked it B&B, as that is all we need; there are plenty of places to eat at.”

She handed Donna her phone.

“Oh, that’s a lovely setting, pet, as you say, right on the water’s edge. Those views are gorgeous surrounded by those hills.” Claire nodded as Donna handed Mark the phone.

He sat looking at it. “Ma’s right, Claire, awesome.”

She smiled as he handed her the phone back.

“With Lottie able to do all the communication as well, that also helps.” She smiled.

“Yes, it does, and she loves speaking it too; that’s why I let her get on with it.”

"Flights, Claire?” She smiled.

“Ah yes, flights. When we first started looking, we anticipated either Edinburgh or Glasgow or, worse yet, that bloody place, Heathrow. However, we managed to find flights from Edinburgh to Milan via there. We need to taxi to the hotel, as we will have all our luggage to carry.” He nodded.

“OK, check-in. When is that?” She smiled.

“Ah yes, the check-in is at 10:15, and take-off is 11:40, so we need to travel by bus down to Edinburgh on the 8th, stay overnight, check in, and leave the next day.

I spoke to Aunty Mary; she’ll put us up overnight, and we are travelling to the airport from there.”
“OK, so when do we arrive in Italy if we take off here at twenty to twelve?” 
“All going well; it’s estimated we arrive at Malpensa in Milan at 21:10 their time and then get a taxi from there to the hotel.” He looked at her.

“We take off at twenty to twelve yet don’t arrive on the Italy side of things until ten past nine.

Why so long? That’s most of the bloody day.” Claire sighed.

“Because, Mark, we have to divert through Heathrow, so that’s the reason for the extra time.” He sighed.

“Sitting about fucking airports most of the day, then. Oh, great.”

“Mark, it’s July; the flights are all fully booked. That’s just how it is, I am afraid.”

“OK, so we see your aunt, uncle and the twins. What about coming back? Is that the same?”

“We leave Milan on the 22nd at 11:35, which gets us in Edinburgh for around three. After the quick check at customs to collect our luggage, we catch the bus back at 15:45.”

“OK, so there’s no other choice; we have to go through Heathrow?” Claire nodded.

“Yes, Lottie and I checked and double-checked, unless they change it on the day, well.”

“Well, loon, how are you paying for this holiday, as that 6 thousand you had must be all gone by now?” He nodded.

“Aye, Ma, I had a couple of hundred left and have been adding as much as I could to that since last year. I now have £845 set aside.”

Donna nodded. “Is that enough?”

He looked at Claire. “Is it?” She sighed.

“It’s a package deal, Mark, as Lottie and I got the hotel, flights, and transport to the airports all included.

It works out at £890.00 each, but then there is also spending money on top of this too.

We must convert that to euros before we go. For the time we are there, meals, transport, and getting into places of interest all need to be funded.”

“I don't have enough yet, plus I'm spending money too, shit.” Donna smiled.

“Listen, pet, I will give you the rest.” He looked at her.

“Ma, I could take it out of the 20 thousand you gave us.” Donna cut him short.

“No pet; that’s money you and Claire have for the future. It's fine; I will give you £1500, which covers everything added to what you have already.”

He looked at her.

“Ma, I, I..." She smiled.

“I know, pet; you just go have a nice time.” He nodded.

“Love you, Ma," Claire smiled.

“Thank you; as always, very generous of you," Donna smiled. “As I said, pet, have a nice time; you both deserve it. Last year was a bloody nightmare, at least this one you’ve something better to look forward to.” Claire hugged her.

“Donna. Thank you, right. I will take your money, Mark, for the amount necessary to pay for the holiday.

Lottie and I will head into town at some point to convert our spending into euros.

Jason, as you know, was doing the same as you, Mark, putting aside as much as he could; his parents gave him the rest.”

He nodded. “OK, I have that money upstairs. I will give you it when you leave. Ma, I take it you’ll need to get to the bank first?”

“Yes, Mark, I will take that out as soon as possible." He nodded. “Again, thanks, Ma.”

Claire got her phone out.

“Hi Lottie. Just to let you know, Mark got his funds ready.

So, he’s giving me his holiday payment, and I will pay it by card. Also, Donna has kindly funded his spending, so we are all set to go.”

“That’s fine. Jason gave me his, so I’ll pay both from my card too, so all we need now is to get our spending money changed.”

“Donna needs to get to the bank first, but we’ll get that organised as soon as we know it’s done.”

“Yes, OK, so what’s on then?”

“Not decided, dear; most likely nothing, as you know, not spending on things just now.”

Lottie laughed. “Yes, I know. OK, catch you later. Have a nice time, whatever you decide.”

Claire smiled. “Same to you both, dear. Bye, love you.” 
“Yes, bye. Love you more back.” They hung up.
“Seems Lottie has everything covered too, which I should have known would be the case.”

He smiled. “At least this time we’re going, as last time my spur-of-the-moment idea was sunk.” She smiled. “Mark, it was well-meaning; you forgot you had no passport. That’s all.”

He sat bolt upright. “Shit, my passport! Where did I put it, or did I even get it?”

She looked at him. “Mark, I know you are joking, as you showed me last year." He smiled as she play-punched his arm.

“Mark, that’s not funny; you’re a swine, so you are.” Donna laughed.

"Mark, ye ken ess," he sat laughing.

“It’s a nice evening out back; let’s sit out and catch the last of the day.” Claire nodded as they headed out back, taking two of the kitchen chairs with them.

“Mark, it’s nice we’re planning this and going even better. Lottie and Jason are too; we’ll enjoy it, I know we will.”

“I know you’ll have made sure we’re all covered for insurance and things, so I didn’t bother asking or saying.” She smiled at him.

“You just did, dear, but yes, we’re ATOL covered, and I have taken out a travel insurance policy too; it will be handy should the worst-case scenario happen.” 

He nodded.

“Yes, I thought you might.” She kissed him on the lips.

“Love you, Mark.”

“Love you more, so sweetness, a beer?” She nodded.

“Yes, OK, why not?” He stood, collected the beers and handed one to her.

“Oh, thanks, I like these now.” He nodded.

“They grow on you, do they?” She sipped hers and nodded. “Yes, after drinking wine for years, it makes a nice change.”

They sat enjoying the late afternoon sun as the door opened. It was the girls returning an hour after they met Claire arriving. The girls headed out back. Anne smiled at them.

“You two are off to Italy soon, you lucky buggers, are ye?”

“Care to join us, girls?” She gestured with her head to the doorstep for them to sit as Anne shook her head. “Thanks, Claire, but just in to collect something and then off again. See you later, bye.” Claire smiled.

“Oh, OK, bye both.” They waved at the closed back door. Claire and Mark heard Anne say something, then Rachel replied.

They both then spoke to Donna before they heard her car start again as they drove off. Donna then came out with a chair and sat down.

“It’s been another mixed bag for the weather today; it started to rain but now has cleared up fine. 

How hot does it get in Italy? I know you said the average was 33c?” Claire smiled.

“Yes, it’s fine just now.”

“Want another?” She nodded. “OK, why not?”

He rose to fetch two more beers as Claire replied.

“Yes, Donna, the average for July is the thirties, but it can get higher, although I think being in the north, not far from the Swiss Alps, I would say Como is around the high twenties into the thirties.”

Donna nodded. “Oh, now that would be hot enough for me, pet, as nae used to it here.”

Claire smiled. “Yes, I suppose so; the high twenties in Aberdeen, and everyone complains it’s too hot.”

Donna nodded. “Aye, we moan all winter it’s bloody cold, then come summer we moan if it’s hot, if it ever gets bloody hot, that is."

Claire smiled. 

“I remember the year Mark and I first met, 2012. 

It was a miserable summer, in fact, a miserable year. 

It rained for weeks on end sometimes; I can count on one hand the nice days we had.” Donna nodded.

“Aye, it was a wet bloody year.” Claire sighed.

“We wanted to see so much and go places but never did. Or if we did take advantage of a nice day, at some point that was ruined by it raining later.”

“Anne and Mark at the flat – Jesus, they bitched every day it was raining, Anne the worst.”

Mark nodded. 

“Yes, it was a miserable bloody year; the only consolation was meeting you, sweetness.” She laughed.

“Awe, hear that, Donna dear? How sweet.” Donna laughed.

As Mark looked at her. “Are you being sarcastic by any chance?” She smiled.

“Me, never, dear boy.”

He laughed. “Oh, I think you are.” Claire smiled at him.

“I remember when I was nine, we all went to Spain.

It was the second week in June; temperatures reached the mid-30s. Mum and Beth were never away from the pool, and Dad tried golfing but gave up, as it was just too hot to walk about the greens.

I got sunburnt on my arms; it was sore, even after Mum had used sunscreens.”

“Lottie, well, she loved the heat, but even she started to complain it was too hot. Bill, after it reached 35c, he and Dad propped up the bar most of the time.”

Donna nodded. “Aye, pet, we’re just not used to it. I, more than 27°C, would bloody melt, I think.”

The teens laughed.

“We’re all set to go then, Mark?” He nodded.

“Yes, my first time abroad, in fact, my first ever proper holiday. I know we had that weekend away sort of thing, but... She smiled.

“I know what you mean, Mark; this is leaving the country?” He nodded.

“Flying too; never did that either.” She smiled.

“Nothing much to it; all you see are clouds. 

It is take-off and landing; you see things, but not while flying.”

“OK, no point getting the window seat then?” She laughed.

“You can have it; you’re welcome to stare at nothing but white.” He smiled back at her.

“Well, for me, a nice day at the beach – I suppose that’s my holiday – or out at Linda’s to sit in her backyard.” 

He turned to Donna.

“Ma, it’s not as if you can’t go someplace; it’s up to you.” She smiled.

“Aye, pet, I know, but for me, I don’t miss what I have never had, pet. I am just happy you two are happy.

Anne, too, these days, is a vibrant young woman. Therefore, you two go and enjoy yerselves and I’ll work away here fine. After all, I have the car handy, so a wee trip here and there will do me if I want to.”

“OK, Ma, we will.” Donna nodded.

“I ken ye’ve got beers, but I’ll stick the kettle on anyway.

It’s no doubt bugger-lugs will be gone till dark; nae idea where they’ve headed off to. I asked and just got 'nae far' as an answer.”

She headed to the kitchen.

“Have Anne and Rachel met new boyfriends? You said earlier they’re meeting some males?” He shook his head.

“Not so much boyfriends; I think they’re testing the waters with some guys they met in a club or somewhere."

“Oh, I see. So, they’re making sure they like them before committing to anything?”

He nodded. “I suppose so; after all, they seem to be fussy buggers when it comes to males, although Anne did like that Mike from Bridge of Don.” 

Claire smiled as Donna came back out.

“Right, I got my cuppa; it suits me.” 

The teens smiled at her.

“It’s a fine evening.”

The teens both nodded as he looked at his watch, seeing it was 20:47.

“It’s almost nine; we’ve been blethering away for almost two hours, and yes, for this time of day, it’s still warm.” The females smiled.

“Yes, nice when you can just sit back and relax like this.” They smiled at Donna.

It was around twenty past nine when they decided to head inside to see if there was anything worth watching on TV. “I need a pee; those beers have gone right through.”

He nipped upstairs as Donna turned to Claire.

“He’s been like a bairn in a sweet shop since he knew you all were going on this holiday.”

Claire smiled. 

“I know, Donna. I know things are financially sound for you now, yes, granted tragic circumstances. However, that aside, Mark has become a young man I am glad to have met and happy to love.

He is a credit to you as his mother; he has come a long way since I first met him.” 
Donna nodded. 
“Aye, he has. I remember the first day he was meeting you; he was so nervous.

He paced the flat, back and forth, waiting for the phone to ring. When it did, Jesus, I thought he was about to have a heart attack. You and him, pet. I thought it would never get started, let alone be as is now.

“I mean nae disrespect to you, Claire, but talk aboot chalk and cheese. I was expecting him to come back that day. You having told him to jist bugger off.” 

She smiled.

“Yes, we were from not only different parts of the same city but from different worlds too.

However, there was something about Mark; when I looked beneath his shabby exterior, he had something about him that I liked. Something I knew, despite our differences, I could continue to like about him.” 

Donna smiled.

“Aye, he had his dark side, pet, as we all do, but aye, he is a nice loon when all is said and done. His father was a nice man despite what happened with us; I canna blame him looking back – he panicked.”

Claire sighed. “Yes, I suppose in hindsight we do see things clearer; however, by then it’s too late.” 

Donna nodded.

“Aye, I'm 17 and pregnant; he's 20 and nae working, nowhere to stay, and my parents are being rather hostile to the whole situation as well. Even Alan’s parents were sympathetic but still said we rushed into things far too young.”

“Where are Mark’s grandparents on Allan’s side these days?” 

Donna sighed.

“Oh, they both passed on, pet, like my parents, so Mark never knew them either.” Claire sighed.

“Such a shame, Donna, but we play our role, as Mark and I have often said; some things we are just never going to change.”

Donna sighed. 

“Aye, pet, life is a mystery at times; ye just make the best of it.”

“I love Mark, and becoming his wife, settling down and having children of my own with him, I think, is inevitable now. I cannot see it any other way; it is never set in stone, we know that, but we both agree that’s our goal.” Donna smiled.

“Nothing would make me happier, pet, than to see you two get married and to see my grandkids by you both.”

“Yes, Mark and I have had our differences; that’s true, but in the end, we always come around.”

“Come around to what?” She smiled at him as he walked into the living room.

“You, as in my way of thinking, dear; you agree.”

He laughed. “Oh, I see.” Donna smiled at them.

“I, for one, am glad you’re still together, and as I said, pet, I look forward to that.”

He looked at them. “Have I missed something here?” Claire shook her head.

“No, silly boy, come to sit by me.” He smiled.

“Oh, OK, so films – which one are we watching?” Donna looked down at the listing.

“Oh, I forgot. I’ll get the beers. Ma, do you want one?” She shook her head.

“No, yer OK, pet. I’ll finish my tea.” He nodded, headed to the kitchen, and selected two bottles, returning, handing one to Claire.

“Here, sweetness, that’s three now, so don’t you get drunk.” 

Claire took it, feeling the cold glass of the bottle as she did.

“Thanks, Mark, you cheeky swine.” The door opened.

“Aye, I’ll see ye the morn OK, and mind we’re going there at ten?” They heard Rachel reply.

“Aye, OK, I’ll see ye the morn. Ta-ta."

Anne smiled, closed the door, and headed into the living room.

“Hi all, oh, beers – Yer still drinking them. Mark, can I have one? Go on, please, jist one?”

He smiled. “Aye, OK, go get one then.” 

Donna smiled at Anne.

"Madam, far have you been all day?” Anne smiled.

"Oh, here and there, nithin special Ma, jist doing things.”

Donna nodded.

“Aye, ye bugger. Ye're nae telling me. Is that it?”

Anne laughed and headed to the kitchen as Claire smiled at Donna.

“Meeting boys, no doubt, as Mark said, checking out their potential?” Donna nodded as Anne returned clutching her bottle.

“Well?” Anne smiled. 

“Well fit, I jist said nithin much Ma, ken ess.” 

Donna looked at her.

“Aye, OK, then you please yourself, but mind?” 

Anne smiled.

“You two, nae lang now till yer off gallivanting aboot Italy, getting tanned and drunk?”

Claire nodded. 

“Yes, dear, not long.” Anne sighed.

“Rachel and I decided we’d like to go to see a few places. Now she’s been added to my insurance; we can take turns aboot driving.”

Donna looked at her. 

"Well, pet, you’ve nae had yer licence lang. Rachel’s even less, so whatever ye dee or wherever you go, jist watch fit yer deein OK, and nae silliness.” 

Anne sighed.

“Aye, Ma, just like with the scooters; anywhere we go, we are careful, so Ma, nae lecture needed.” 

Donna nodded.

“Fine by me, pet. I'm not trying to spoil yer fun; I’m jist making sure that’s how it stays – fun.” 

Claire smiled at Anne. “Aye, Ma, OK.”
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Anne surprises them all with her revelation.
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“So, Claire, what are the big attractions there, then, the place you said you were gan?”

Claire smiled.

“Milan is a very historic city. I think Lottie has been busy since we decided on Italy. She has been looking up the best restaurants that don’t cost a fortune to eat well at.

Also, the visitor attractions are for us to see. 

That’s why she took so long to narrow her choice, as there is just so much to see and do.” 

Anne nodded.

“So, Lottie’s going to be your tour guide then?” 

Claire smiled.

“I suppose you could say that, yes, Lottie loves all things Italian. She always has, and she speaks Italian fluently, which makes her the ideal candidate to guide us.

She has a knack for finding the best hidden gems, from quaint trattorias to stunning historic sites. I can't wait to see what she has planned for us!"

Anne nodded. 

“Wish I was going; I've never been abroad or anywhere else, come to think of it.”

“Well, pet, there’s plenty of time for you to do just that; you’re only 18 soon, and you have your whole life to make plans.”

Anne sighed. “Aye, I suppose so; still, it would be great to see it just now.”

“Anne, as Donna just said, perhaps with your lover, a holiday together isn’t that far off.”

Anne sighed again.

“Aye, but first find a lover and then, like you two, establish it’s fairly secure as a relationship and then see.” Donna nodded.

“These loons yer seeing lately, did any one of them take your fancy?” 

Anne sipped her beer and smiled at Donna.

“Ma yer a crafty bitch, are ye? You're determined to ken fit I’m up to?” 

Donna laughed.

“Hey, madam, jist curious as to what my daughter’s doing, you bloody cheeky bugger, ye.”

Anne laughed. 

“Aye, we’ve met up with two males lately; Rachel has been sussing out Karl, and I have been with Kevin. 

It’s still early days yet, but they seem OK.”

Donna looked at her. 

“Oh, so far diss this Kevin bide then?” Anne smiled.

“You would not believe me if I told you.” Donna smiled.

“Come on, young lady, spit it out. Far?"

Anne laughed.

“Cults”.

Claire looked at her in slight amazement.

“Oh, where?”

Anne turned to her. “Oh, it’s not a big funcy hoose like yours; it’s a second-floor flat in South Avenue.

His dad runs his own joinery company. It’s a nice flat inside, though, spacious and well decorated; the Scout hut is just down from his flat.” Claire nodded.

“Oh, I know where that is; what’s his second name, and how old is he?” She smiled.

“Jeffries, Kevin Jeffries, he’s 19.” Claire shook her head.

“No, sorry, I don’t know him.” Anne nodded.

“He went to Cults Academy; I met him because he joined my course just last month.

He was doing the radiography degree but decided to change to mental nursing.”

Donna had sat listening to this.

“So, madam, when did you intend to tell me all this?”

She smiled. 

“Ma, nothing is set in stone; we meet, chat, have a coffee and things, and then just see if we want to meet again. Rachel is the same; Karl is Kevin’s mate, but he goes to college, nae Uni.

He stays in Airyhall on Abbotshall Crescent, just at the start. They went to school together and have been mates for years.”

“I think, Anne, if I’m not mistaken, Abbotshall is in the Cults area and not Airyhall; the boundary is Bairds Brae, just past the Marcliffe hotel.” Anne nodded.

“Well, Lord Muck, it seems you're not the only one with a posh suitor.” He laughed.

“Sister dear, at least I can’t call him 'fancy knickers' or 'posh tart'. " Claire laughed.

“Really?” He nodded.

“Yes, when I first met you, Anne thought that is what you’d be.” Claire sat laughing.

“A posh tart, wearing fancy knickers, oh dear," Anne laughed.

“Claire, that’s back when I thought he was well out of his depth and had no chance of it going anywhere.” Donna nodded.

“As I said earlier, to be perfectly honest, pet, neither did I.” He smiled. "So, fit are ye deeming then?” Mark laughed.

“We were just about to start a film.” Anne nodded and sipped her beer. 

“Well then, what are ye waiting for, Christmas?” 

Donna smiled and pressed play.

“Yer a cheeky little bugger, ye ken.” 

Anne sat giggling.
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Saturday, 27th of June.
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Mark woke first and lay looking at the ceiling, thinking to himself.

I'll sit my exams when I go back; all going well, I'll pass these, and then I'll start to work with Graham in the office in September.

The company doctor ruled out offshore. 

Although healed, my knee will always be a weak spot, and they cannot take that risk. And my damaged lungs don’t help either; Graham was right.

He sighed but then thought. I would not like to miss Claire for two weeks anyway, so I suppose I am not bothered. 

She woke, seeing him deep in thought.

“Morning, handsome. What are you thinking about?”

“Morning, sweetness. Oh, just my exams. Hopefully the right outcome after I sit with them.”

She smiled. “I have every faith in you, Mark; I’m sure you’ll be fine. Besides, a holiday first, dear – worry about those later.” He nodded.
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“Yes, I hope so. It’s been a quick two years since I started the course; I promised all concerned I would not let them down. I think looking back, Claire, I have kept that promise.”

She smiled. “Yes, you have, but as I said, dear boy, a holiday to relax, recharge and then hit those exams afterwards, more focused.” 

He nodded and kissed her lips.

“Yes, you are right; the holiday is the thing I look forward to.” She smiled.

“Yes, as I said, relax; you won’t let anyone down because I have faith in you. As I have said many times, you need to have faith in yourself.”

“Thanks, sweetness.” She kissed him.

“Shall we?”

“OK, I suppose, as you say, needs must.”

She got up and sat on the edge of the bed, yawning and stretching. As he got out, the other side sat and did the same. The radio was on in the kitchen, meaning Donna was already down there, so Anne too could be up, he thought.

“Sweetness, are you showering?” She shook her head.

“No, I’ll just have a wash and freshen up; I’ll shower tonight.”

“Have you seen my trainers?” She sighed.

“Try under the bed where you kicked them off last night. Honestly, Mark, you’re not as bad as you were, but still.” He laughed.

“OK, little Miss Fussy Knickers." He looked under the bed and found them as he smiled to himself.

“Well?”

He nodded as she headed to the bathroom; he waited a moment and followed her through as she washed and tidied herself. 

He got his razor out as Claire moved and then started her makeup. This was his moment to step in to wash and shave as Claire sat applying her nail varnish on the edge of the bath.

It was a routine they had now perfected that meant they got ready together at the same time but kept out of each other’s way doing so.

As they moved through their morning rituals, a comfortable silence enveloped the bathroom, punctuated only by the soft sounds of running water and the occasional rustle of makeup brushes.

It was in these quiet moments that they found a sense of harmony, each lost in their own tasks yet connected by the shared space and the familiarity of their routine.

He dried his face as she sat blowing on her nails as they then headed back to get dressed.

Some twenty minutes later, they appeared in the kitchen ready for the day ahead.

“Morning, you two.” They both smiled at Donna. “Morning, Ma.”

“Morning, Donna.” Donna and Claire did a quick hug. Claire sat down.

“Is Anne still in bed?” Donna shook her head.

“No, she was up with the lark; she’s next door.” Claire smiled. “Meeting Kevin, is she?” Donna nodded.

“I think so, although she never said; the little bugger tells me very little these days.”

He laughed. “He’s from the Cults area. Well, that’s a mind bender.”

Claire looked at him smiling.

“Anne’s a very nice young woman; I’m sure he sees that, irrespective of where they’re both from.”

He looked at her; she had a wicked look in her eye. 

He raised an eyebrow, intrigued. 

“What are you plotting, Claire?” 

He asked playfully, sensing there was more to her expression than met the eye.

“What are you two up to the day, then, since Teeny Bugs has signed the state secrets act now?” 

He looked up from his coffee.

“Ma, I haven’t decided yet, obviously with the holiday coming up. We’re not going far or spending much doing so, Claire. Any ideas?”

She smiled at him. 

“Right enough, as Mark said, we need to save funds for our holiday; we could do something with Lottie and Jason.”

“OK then, go call her and see if they’re free to join us.” She smiled, reached in her bag, and took her phone out.

“Hi Lottie, listen, what are you two doing today?”

“Hi, GF. Well, as Jason said, dear, we’re meant to be visiting Jason’s parents, but he also said they would be flexible, did he? I suppose we could go tomorrow instead?”

Claire smiled. “OK, he did say that, did he? Will they mind the change?”

Lottie smiled on her end. “I don’t think so; they’re easy-going, so yes, I think Jason’s right; they will not mind.” Claire smiled.

“OK then, do you and Jason want to join us today?”

Lottie smiled. “Doing what?”

“Group vote: what time is it?” Claire looked at her watch, seeing it was five past ten.

“Lottie, can you head here for, say, eleven?”

“Sure, GF, see you there. Bye for now, love, as always.” Claire smiled.

“OK, love back. See you soon, bye.”

They hung up. “Well?” She nodded.

“They’ll be here for eleven, and then we’ll see from there.”

“Mark, are you using our car?” He looked at Claire.

“No, Donna, Lottie has hers; she’s on her way in. 

I have mine with me too, so if you need yours, I’m sure we’ll use either or.”

Donna smiled. “That’s fine, Claire, thanks.”

He looked at his watch. “A wee bit of time to kill until they get here.” She smiled.

“We’ll sit out back again, then?” He nodded. 

“Lead on, gorgeous.”
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“Jason, that was Claire. She asked if we’d like to join her and Mark for the day.”

“OK, doing what? I thought we were visiting Cove?”

“We said that yes, but we can always go tomorrow."

“OK, I suppose so; for something to do with Claire, I can’t argue, can I? Besides, I already told my parents things might change.”

She smiled and kissed his cheek.

“Thanks, lover, they’re waiting on us. I said we’d be there for eleven.” He looked at his watch.

“OK, I suppose we’re leaving now then?” She nodded as Beth came into the kitchen.

“You two off somewhere?”

“Yes, Mum, meeting Claire and Mark," Beth smiled.

“OK, have a nice time; I’ll see you both as and when. Dad and I are going over to Martin and Jacqueline’s.”

“OK, Mum, say hello for us, please.” 

Beth nodded, and after a hug and a kiss, the teens left.

“Where are they off to, Cove?”

“No, dear, meeting Claire and Mark, I think Cove has taken a back seat.” He smiled.

“Well, Jason’s parents are like us, only an afterthought.” Beth laughed.

“So, are you ready?” He nodded. “Yep, I am.”

Twenty minutes later, Lottie pulled up outside Donna’s house and switched off.

“Sounds like they’re here; that’s Lottie’s car.” He sat for a second listening.

“Yep, that’s them. I hear Lottie’s voice and Jason’s answer.” They came out the back as Donna led them through.

As always, the girls hugged and kissed for their greeting.

“Hi, GF.” 
“Hi, Lottie.” Mark smiled at Jason.
“Hi, mate.” He nodded. “Mark.”

“So, here we all are. What have you in mind, then?” Claire smiled at Lottie.

“I thought we’d put it to the vote; any ideas?” Lottie smiled.

“For a change, it’s a nice day – not great, but dry and sunny. That’s the main thing. What about a wee run and a nice meal outside somewhere?” Mark nodded.

“OK, what about Stonehaven, that one on the harbourfront?” Claire nodded.

“OK, that’s Mark’s suggestion, Jason, dear. What say you?”

“Oh, I am not fussed, Claire.” Lottie looked at him.

“Jason, honestly, you’re as bad as Mark; at least he said something.” Mark laughed as Jason shrugged.

"Stonehaven sounds OK then; as Mark said, we’ve been there before," Lottie smiled at him.

“I suppose Stonehaven it is for me too then.” Claire smiled.

“OK then, destination sorted. Right, next decision, dear, whose car?” Lottie looked at her.

“We can just take mine, dear; after all, it is parked at the door, so we might as well.”

Claire smiled. “OK, saves me taking mine out of the runway then, thanks, Lottie.”

“OK then, shall we?” Lottie smiled at Mark.

“Lead on, handsome.”

He nodded as Claire took his arm. Lottie took Jason’s. “Ma, we’re off. See you later, OK?” Donna did not answer; he went looking for her.

“She must be next door, having a blether with Brenda.” The others nodded as they headed out, got in over the Merc and headed off.

It was half an hour later. Lottie parked as close to the Marine Hotel and bar as she could, and they walked the short distance left. A waitress on entering met them.

“Good morning, is it a table for four?” Lottie nodded.

“OK.” She gestured to them. 

“If you follow me, please.” She led them to a table, waited until they sat down, and made themselves comfortable.

“Here are the menus?” They nodded.

“Give me a shout when you’re ready to order.” With that, she walked away and spoke to a couple two tables across from them.

“Claire, it’s nice here.” She smiled.

“Yes, it is. Mark and I have been here a few times; I thought you had?” Lottie smiled.

“We have, yes, a couple of times last year, haven't we, Jason, dear?”

“Yes, we have; it has a nice seafood choice, obviously, with it being on the harbourfront.”

They made their choice, and Claire caught the attention of the waitress.

“So, have you selected then?” They nodded and passed on their order.

“OK, fine. “15–20 minutes for that. Something to drink while you wait?”

They all opted for a glass of Diet Pepsi.

“After our holiday, you are completing college, Mark.” He nodded.

“Lottie, all going well, I will sit my exam and have my HND; this is what I need to then commence my interior training course with Graham’s company.”

“When would you begin that, Mark?”

“In September, Jason, it’s taking into consideration holidays and such, about 16 months before I again see if that ends well.” Lottie smiled at him.

“I’m sure, as Claire has already said, we have every confidence in you. Soon you’ll be a working man, Mark, a far cry from the boy we met, is it, Claire?”

She nodded. 

“Yes, Lottie, the one who didn’t think he had any future to look forward to at all.

Let alone be completing his HND and, by that, going on to receive a degree equivalent too.”

He smiled at them.

“All thanks to you two because your faith in me made me have faith in myself too.” 

The girls smiled at him.

“We guided you, yes; however, if you didn’t have that self-belief to begin with, then no amount of help from us would have helped you.”

He sighed. “Yes, Lottie, I suppose you’re right; deep down I knew I had to change or fall by the wayside and end up a nobody with nothing.” 

Claire put her hand on his cheek.

“I’m so proud of you, Mark, and so in love with you still.” He blushed slightly.

“Thanks, Claire, the feeling’s mutual; what you girls taught me has been a great experience.”

Lottie smiled at them. “Jason, unfortunately, we still have a few more months of studies before we earn.”

“We do, but it will soon pass, as so far it’s done so quickly.” Claire nodded.

“It has passed quickly until now, has it, since that first day at RGU?” Lottie laughed.

“It certainly has, dear, a lot of water under since then, a lot to remember and just as much to forget too.” Claire nodded.

“I think all of us have made errors in judgement, dear, but we learnt from those and came out better for it.”

They all nodded as the waitress came to them.

“Right then, here we go.”

She handed out the meals. “Thank you.” She nodded at Lottie and left.

"Now that we’re all together, I have been, as you know, looking at sights and things for our holiday. 

There are plenty of good restaurants, so food will not be a problem.

There are also plenty of things to do and see. 

I have made a list of the 10 places we must see when there. That’s just in Milan; I have heaps more to look out for in Turin too.”

The others nodded. “Lottie, you will be our guide in either, so we’ll leave it to you.”

She laughed. 

“A tour guide? OK, fine, suits me. I was also thinking that we may take a turnabout sort of thing.” 

The others looked at her.

“Turn about doing what, Lottie?”

She smiled at Mark. 

“We’re all going together, right? But what I was thinking is this. We do not want it to seem like we are tied to each other when there. Therefore, one day we can go out together, all four of us, and the next day we do something just with our partner. I think we’ll not feel obligated to always do things together; it gives us scope to go off on our own every second day.”

Claire looked at her. “I suppose so. OK, then that’s fine by me, although, oh, never mind.” The males looked at them.

“Claire, dear, it’s not a snub. What I mean is you might want, well, a wee bit of a romantic stroll or something with Mark. Have a coffee and a snack sort of thing together; Jason and I do the same. I did not mean we disappear all day by ourselves; just allow a bit of us time thrown in.”

“OK, Lottie, I hear you; yes, that’s fair enough.” 

The males nodded.

“OK fine, so most of the things we all do together, but where the hotel is local, we can go for a stroll, a coffee or something by ourselves.” Lottie nodded.

“Yes, Mark, exactly.”

He nodded. “Right, as Claire said, fine.” 

They all smiled.

“Thanks, Mark, so we’re all agreed then?”

They smiled at Lottie and nodded.

“Jason, it will soon be your son’s birthday.” He nodded.

“Yes, Claire, he’ll be one year old on the 19th of August, which, if memory serves me right, is a Wednesday.” Lottie nodded.

“Yes, it is. We return to university on the 17th, which is the Monday.”

“So, are you going to see him then?” Jason nodded.

“Yes, I’ll nip down on the 15th, stay the day and return later.” Claire nodded.

“He’s going alone.” Claire sighed.

“I’m sorry, Lottie; after all this time, she’s still being awkward with you, that is?”

Lottie nodded. “Yes and no, Claire; not as bad as before. Granted, she has been very open and willing to accept me as his partner. Then at other times, she’s back to resenting that fact, and again I get the cold shoulder.”

“So as before, if I just stay out of the way, she’s happy with that; Jason sees James, and so it’s an amicable settlement all around.”

“I know Lottie, but with you just accepting her game, she’s obviously playing on her attitude to you. 

Are you not just accepting that manipulation?”

Lottie sighed. 

“To be honest, Claire, Jason and I have what we have, and she cannot change that. My only concern is James sees Jason and Jason sees James. 

I mean, look what happened with Mark. 

So, if that continues as is fine, I am willing to stay out of it, whether she thinks she’s controlling things or not.”

Jason sighed loudly.

“As you said, not for lack of trying, but still, you’re right, Lottie. Christina is still fluctuating in her moods, which means we have to adjust our
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