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So, the first 6 months of 2014 had again been testing for them in life, love, and their friendships. 

They had struggled through fate's tests, and so far, battered and bruised by them, still clung on.

Now they looked forward to the summer break and hopefully some nice weather to go do things in.

Lottie back in March at last found her soulmate, the one destined to meet her.

Jason had finally replaced Mark in her life, and to everyone’s surprise, they fell instantly in love with Jason, even moving in with her too. 

They, like Mark and Claire, got engaged and looked forward to completing their studies and, in doing so, set a date to be married. Mark, as hard as it was for him, had to relinquish his feelings for Lottie and let her be free to love Jason as she should.

He was now with Claire, and Claire alone; there would be no further interaction of any kind as regards the involvement of Lottie.

However, Rachel still longed for him as hers and hers alone and would continue to throw every female temptation in the book at him.

Mark had lost his father; the year of 2013, when they met as often as they could, had seen them establish a relationship, but they had a lot to catch up on.

Now that was no longer possible, and Mark now feared his siblings would revert to not having him in their lives.

Mark was injured in an accident, and as a result, the summer break was going to be difficult for him to engage in trips and activities.

This was until he was fully recovered and his cast removed, just in time to go places for the rest of it.

So, the next 6 months were again going to see the waters muddied, the hand of fate testing them and their resilience as it kept up the pressure in this year of struggles.

The sea of love still had some stormy waters ahead before the calm returned.
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He looked at his phone, seeing Aileen was calling him, not Claire. Anne and Rachel had now left on their scooters; Donna was putting the kettle on.

“Is that Claire, pet?” 

He shook his head.

“No, Ma, it is Aileen.” She looked at him curiously.

“Oh, I wonder what she’s calling for.”

“Only one way to find out, Ma.” He answered it.

“Hello Aileen, how are you?”

He put his phone on speaker so Donna could also hear it.

“Hi Mark, I’m fine, considering. Look, the reason I’m calling is this: we would like to come to visit you, your mother and your sister this weekend if that’s OK. 

I have something that Allan wanted you to have. I would also like to tell Donna something too.”

He nodded. “OK, when will you be here, and where are you staying?”

“We’ll come up Friday, the 11th, by train and stay at the new hotel next to the station, the Jury’s Inn. 

I am not driving, so we will taxi up to where you live on Saturday morning at 10:30 if that is OK. 

I Googled your address and so know where to come. We’ll be headed back home on Sunday after lunch on the 13th.”
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Again, continuing to be set in and around real places and events in Aberdeen in 2014, this book is a work of fiction.

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

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

It is therefore not suitable reading for children under the age of at least 15 years. Again, any mentioned methods used by the police or any other institutions mentioned are all fiction.

The methods used by them in this book are not based on any facts or methods of working practice.

Again, the author takes no responsibility for this concerning either the methods used or those associated with the working practice of these groups.

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

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

The general meanings, I think, will be clear. In this book, the characters’ contents and the storyline are protected by copyright; any breach of this will be met by legal action from the author.
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Start of the summer break. It was Friday, the fourth of July, and Lottie was now taxiing service for Claire as she stopped outside her door and tooted her horn.

“That’s Lottie now, Mum. Bye, see you both tonight.” June nodded, and Gordon gave her a wave.

“Yes, bye, dear.”

“Bye, angel.” Claire smiled, hugged them both, and headed off to see Lottie smiling, window down, waiting.

“Hi, girlfriend. Well, last day until August; I hope it’s dry.”

Lottie nodded as Claire closed the door.

“As you know, Jason moves in this weekend. 

He says he’s only taking the last of his essentials and not just everything. He even said so, though he agreed. 

We're engaged now, and any sign we’re getting to the point we’re smothering each other, and he will move back to Ellon.”

“Lottie, far be it from me to say how your relationship should develop, but Jason’s right; moving in with you is a big step. I mean, you know as I do; I adore Mark, but sometimes he can be, shall we say, trying.

If I were 24/7 with him, one or both of us would be looking to leave before we killed each other.”

Lottie laughed.

“Yes, I know what you mean. Mark is a dear, isn't he? But yes, sometimes his direct manner and his little rough edges still irritate, because he can be so in your face.”
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Claire smiled. “Lottie, I know you love or indeed loved Mark; yes, I know him, as I do after what we have done over two years. 

All I am saying is Jason is new on the scene; the same intimacy you had with Mark and me has not been there as long. If there is friction, then perhaps Jason is right to back off and let things cool down. 

I mean, even we with Mark had our moments of tension.”

Lottie nodded. 

“I know any relationship is fraught with the unknown; if we argued just now, then he goes home. 

As you said, cool our heels; it's time to think.

If we argue at my house and then he goes to Martin’s old room, how are we to cool down under the same roof? Well, it is a risk we take, Claire; after all, it would be the same if we marry."

Claire nodded.

“I have been staying over at Mark’s a lot more, as you know, because he has been immobile, but even that has caused friction with us. ' Simply because Mark feels he needs to at least try coming out to me, he stops me from doing all the travelling,' he said.

It does not matter how many times I tell him it is OK; I do not mind. 

He seems to think it is his responsibility, at least to balance the books, whether he can or not.

It’s his general background that makes him feel he is bored doing something, or, in his case, nothing; then it stands to reason somebody else would be too.”

Lottie nodded. 

“Yes, Claire, I know. He feels he must share the load, which is one thing that’s constantly endearing about him. However, I can see why it causes friction because I know you don’t mind the travelling aspect, but as you said, he feels it’s becoming tedious for you?”

Claire sighed. 

“Men, they are so frustrating, aren't they? I mean, we bend over backwards to make things work; they find ways in which to ruin it.” 

Lottie laughed.

“Yes, Simpson, as cynical as ever, I see, but you’re right; they can be frustrating devils, dear. After all, they’re men, are they? Comes with the territory.”

Claire laughed.

“We’re here, so will I see you at lunch, or are you sitting by the Dee again if it’s nice?”

“I don’t know; it looks nice today, but as you know, come lunch, it could all change. I’ll text you.”

Claire nodded as Jason had also arrived and parked his car. He headed to the main door, waiting for the girls to arrive. He smiled as he saw them approaching. “Morning, you two. How are you both?”

The girls kissed his cheek. 

“Fine, dear. How’s home?”

“Hi, Jason.” Jason nodded at Claire.

“Mother is like a fussing hen just now; she has agreed to why I’m moving, but she was crying because I am.”

Lottie sighed. 

“Jason, Claire and I were just speaking about that in the car coming here. It’s a big step, I know, for you and me, our parents, but I’m sure it will work out.”

Jason nodded. “Yes, as we are both willing to make it work, as they say, the proof is in the pudding, Lottie?”

She nodded.

“Yes, and if it does not work, then it’s not because we didn’t try or that we don’t love each other; it means there was a fundamental flaw in our relationship we never anticipated.” He nodded.

“That’s why it irons out the kinks, Lottie; after all, when married, all those little issues would again be something we’d have to address then.” 

She nodded.

“Yes, you are right; if this works, we will have smoothed a path to married life. You are right.”

“Claire, we will see you again at lunchtime. 

As for us, dear, shall we?” 

He gestured for them to head off.

“Yes, OK, bye for now both; if not lunchtime, then back here at the end of the day.”

They nodded and waved, and Claire headed off for her first lecture of the day.

“She’s a lovely young woman, is she?” Lottie nodded.

“Yes, she is. I would die for her.”

Jason nodded. 

“Yes, I know. I have known that since day one, Lottie. 

I know Mark and I are somewhat obstructing your once-close bond together. 

I see from Mark’s point of view he never interferes if you want to go off and do whatever with Claire. 

Take it from me; I too will never interfere. 

Whenever you need to or whenever the need arises, go meet her; go have that close bond and time you need together; it’s fine.” Lottie stopped and looked at him.

“Jason, thank you. I mean it; thank you.”

He smiled. “Shall we?”

He gestured to the lecture room. “Yes, lover, we shall.” They entered and found their seats.
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Mark sat sipping his coffee as Donna listened to the news; Anne was getting ready to head off with Rachel.

“So that letter says you're getting that off. When was it again?”

He smiled. “Monday morning, Ma, at the fracture clinic, wherever that is.” She smiled.

“OK, I have taken the day off, so I will take you there and then home again.”

“Thanks, Ma.”

Anne opened a small black satchel she had, pulled out a tablet and switched it on. Began flicking her finger around on the screen. Mark looked at her and spoke. “Where did you get that from, Sis?”

“I got it at Curry’s; it is for the start of my nursing degree.” He sighed.

“I thought you had the iPad. What happened to that?”

She nodded. “I don't like it. No USB ports; I can’t exchange stuff with Windows, and it is too slow at opening things sometimes.”

Donna sighed. “You bloody pestered me for ages for that bloody iPad thingy; now it is fit, thrown in a drawer somewhere?”

Anne sighed. “No, as a matter of fact, Ma, I sold it on Gumtree and used that money plus a small sum from the bank to buy this little beauty.” Mark nodded.

“What about my laptop?” She laughed.

“Oh aye, carry a 17-inch bloody laptop aboot with me all day? I don't think so.” He gestured to her.

“See a look, then.”

She smiled and handed it over as Mark looked at it, saw it was the Nokia Lumia 2520 with the Qualcomm Snapdragon 800 chipset, the 6.7 MP camera with a Carl Zeiss lens, 32 GB of inbuilt storage, support for 4G connectivity, a 10.1-inch HD display, and a micro-SD card slot. Windows 8.1's latest edition with MS Office 2010 Student is loaded too. 

He nodded.

“Nice piece of kit, Sis, so how much did that set you back?” She smiled.

“They are £405, but I only put 200 of that towards it after I sold the iPad.” Donna looked at it.

“All bloody double Dutch to me; I will see you both tonight.”

“Aye, Ma, your cave in the Stone Age had tablets too, Ma, but they were also made of stone.” 

Donna shook her head and smiled.

“You're a cheeky little bugger, are you?” Anne giggled as Donna left.

“So where are you and Rachel headed today?”

“I don’t know yet; it’s a nice enough day, so we might head out to the beach. Just wait and see.”

It was ten minutes later; the door opened, and Rachel came in.

“Hi, just me.” Again, Rachel tempts Mark. 

Anne got her tablet back from him, switched it off, and put it back in its holder. Rachel smiled.

“Oh, showing off your new tablet, were you?”

Anne laughed. 

“No, just letting him see it; now I will put it upstairs again.” 

He stood and headed to the living room, followed by Rachel, as Anne headed to her room. 

He sat on the sofa, and Rachel sat next to him.

“So, get that off soon; I bet that’s a relief.”

He nodded. 

“Yep, it has been a long 8 bloody weeks.”

She smiled. “So, once it is off, what are you planning over the summer break?”

“Oh, we had a lot on the agenda, but most of that fell flat, with all that’s happened plus Lottie meeting Jason.”

She smiled. 

“It’s great we have the scooters now, as Anne and I can go wee runs anywhere we like now. We were thinking about Huntly tomorrow or maybe just Inverurie if it’s dry; have a bite to eat and a walk about.” 

He nodded.

“Aye, she was saying just the beach today, so boy hunting, are you?” She blushed slightly.

“Maybe; then again, I haven't met anyone that turns my head yet, not like you.” He smiled.

“Oh, there is no doubt with your figure, looks and brains; it will not be long before somebody is on your hook.”

“Mark, can I ask you something? Be straight with me.” He nodded. “Aye, OK, what?”

She looked at him.

“I know you’re committed to Claire and things, but you have often said if that were not the case, I would be your choice. Do you mean that, or are you saying it trying to please me by saying it?” He shook his head.

“No, Rachel, I mean it. If not for Claire, I would love to be with you. You’re nice looking, you have a great personality, and you have a cracking sense of humour. 

I mean, any guy would be glad to be your partner; 

I included in that.”

She smiled. 

“Thanks, Mark, can I ask you something else? If you say aye, I will never ask it again; it will be between us, I promise.”

He looked at her. “OK, ask me what?”

“Once you get that cast-off, I would, if we are alone, like to give you a blowjob.” 

He sat looking at her.

“Rachel, please, we have been through this before. I thought we agreed you would not use your sexual charms or temptations.”

She smiled. 

“Yes, I know, but who’s to say, Mark, all alone, just we two, and I get to blow you?” 

He smiled.

“I would, under normal circumstances, love that, Rachel, as well, you know. However, we are not under normal circumstances, are we? I am engaged to a woman I love; I cannot just ignore that fact no matter how tempting your offer is.”

She smiled, leaned over and kissed him.

“OK, I understand. I offered you to remain stubbornly faithful; nae probs.”

“Rachel, I like you; I’m not just saying it, and you’re a dear friend. I don’t want to ruin that by complicating matters.”

“I mean it; if not for Claire, then I would gladly have you as my partner. I would be more than honoured to be your lover.” Rachel laughed.

“Despite Charlotte, I know you like her a lot too.” 

Mark smiled.

“Yes, despite Lottie, Rachel, you’re a nice girl, one I’d be proud to be with if things were different, truth be told, maybe even before Lottie.” Rachel smiled.

“OK, can I ask you this then?”

Mark nodded. “OK, what?”

“Will you give me a cuddle then? Nothing else, just a big cuddle, no ulterior motive on my part.”

He smiled. “Sure, I will; come here.”

He put his arms around her and cuddled her as Rachel leaned against his chest and sighed.

“I like this; Claire is so lucky she gets them from you, Mark. I love you; I can’t help that.”

“Rachel, as I said, there’s a guy out there for you who will love and cuddle you as much as you want. 

Steve didn’t work out, but there’s always somebody who will.” She nodded into his chest.

“Thanks, Mark.” Anne walked in.

“Oh, aye, so I stop off for a pee, and this is what you two get up to.” Mark let her go.

“Rachel asked for a cuddle because she was feeling a wee bit down.” Anne looked at them and smiled.

“Aye, right, stop the bullshit. Hey, you tart, let’s go.” Rachel stood. “Thanks, Mark. I needed that.”

He smiled. “Go enjoy the fine weather; catch you later.” They headed off. 

“So, what was that about? Why are you down?”

“Oh, just exams and stuff. Now I must wait for ages to get the results. You know you’re headed to RGU; I don’t yet, so Mark just gave me a reassuring cuddle.” 

Anne looked at her.

“Rachel, I know how you feel about Mark, but you are treading on dangerous ground; he has Claire whether you like it or not.”

She nodded, put her helmet on and sat on her scooter; Anne did the same, and they headed off. 

Mark sat back on the sofa, thinking, the thought of what Rachel just offered him going through his mind.

Fuck me, Rachel, you do like pushing the boundaries; 

I thought Claire was bad enough. 

The day wore on; it was now home time for all except Mark.

The girls got in first; Anne took her helmet off, then her jacket, and sat down in the living room.
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“So, Lord Muck, how did you pass your day?” 

He smiled.

“Oh, this and that, you.” She smiled.

“We went to the beach, then across to the Torry Battery, then along South Deeside Road to Maryculter and then along from there back home.”

“Well, it sounds like you had a nice day then; for me, I watched a bit of tennis, a film, had a sleep, surfed a bit and now I'm waiting for Ma to come in.”

“How did Andy Murray get on?”

“He didn’t, considering he was knocked out on Wednesday.” She huffed.

“Well, I didn't know it, did I, smart arse. I am off to get changed.” “Where’s Rachel?” 

She stopped at the door.

“Next door for her supper, it’s a good job it was me who caught you and not Claire.”

He smiled. 

“Sis, it was a cuddle, nothing else.” She smiled.

“Aye, right, I heard what she offered you coming down the stairs; I’m nae bloody deef, ye ken. 

If Claire heard her ask you that, well.”

“I politely declined, Sis, as you most likely also heard whilst eavesdropping.”

He smiled at her as the door opened. Donna came in.

“What a bloody day it was, ken ess.”

“Hi, Ma, what happened?” She sighed.

“Oh, just nonstop, pet; my bloody feet are killing me. Now the kids are on holiday, well.”

Anne hugged her and headed upstairs as Donna sighed and followed her to change too.

When they returned, Mark was watching the news on channel four. 

“Fish and chips tonight, so I’ll get started on that.” 

Anne came in, picked the remote up, and flicked through the channels, he thought. I am not saying a thing, as she is just itching for me to protest.

She stopped at a documentary and pressed play, looking at him again for any form of protest, but got none. 

She too was thinking. OK, what is up with him? 

This usually merits a response, at least a sigh.

“Claire's staying over the weekend again, is she?”

He nodded. 

“Aye, I presume so, although she hasn’t called yet to confirm that; plus, as it’s nice weather, she might be off with Lottie and Jason somewhere.” 

She nodded.

“Well, Rachel and I were thinking of going out to Huntly in the morning.” He nodded.

“I know she told me; it’s a fair distance. Are you sure you are both confident enough yet?”

“Aye, but if we arrive in Inverurie, we might just stop there, depending.”

“Right then, you two, supper’s oot; come on through.”

They followed her to the kitchen.

“Ma, that tablet I showed you this morning can link up to the internet at hotspots.” 

Donna looked at her.

“Oh, fan, did you get tablets for hot spots? Did the doctor give them to you?” 

The teens burst out laughing.

“Ma ye ken ess, yer so funny. Nae tablets fae the doctor, my computer tablet, the one I showed you.”

Donna looked at them.

“How was I to bloody ken that?” Mark and Anne laughed again. 

“Oh, aye, bloody hilarious, is it, buggers?”

“Ma, you need to learn some of the gadgets that are on the go.”

She laughed. “Aye, sometimes, fan, I’m not working or bloody cooking then, which is never.” 

Mark laughed.

“Ma, you can find out about surfing and things, so just do it. Say, 10 minutes a night, and you’ll catch up.” Donna nodded.

“Aye, Sunday, when there’s bugger all else to do, I might.” Anne sat giggling.

“Shut up, bugger lugs; I’m not that past it.” 

Anne continued giggling. Supper over, they headed through to the living room as Mark’s phone rang.

“Your master’s voice, Bro.”

He smiled. 

“Hi, gorgeous, just thinking about you.” She smiled at her end.

“Hi, lover. Look, as it’s the start of the break, what if I come in this evening and stay over tonight and Saturday too?”

He smiled. “OK, if you want to, then yes, I am all for it.”

“Right, I’ll have tea with Mum and Dad first, then head in for, say, seven-thirty. How’s that?”

“That’s great; see you then, love, as always.”

“Yes, bye for now. Love you more.” 

They hung up, and he smiled, thinking, yes, Rachel’s offer was tempting, but no, the betrayal would have hurt me too.

“I take it that was Claire, was it? Your face lights up like a forty-watt bulb." He nodded.

“Aye, Ma, she’s coming to stay the night; she’ll be here for around half seven.” Donna smiled.

“OK, pet, I take it she’s having her supper first, is she?” He nodded. “Well, I am headed to the club for half seven. What about you, Madam?”

“Nithin, much, Ma. Going for a run the morn.” 

Donna nodded. “Well, far aboot?” 

“Huntly, Ma, if it’s a fine day.” 

“OK, but jist watch fit yer deein." Anne sighed.

“Yes, Ma, as we always do.”
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“Mum, I’m staying over at Mark’s tonight and tomorrow, OK, so I will leave after tea time.”

“Oh, OK, dear, so we’ll see you on Sunday, then?” 

She nodded.

“Yes, Mum, Mark gets his cast taken off on Monday morning, so that will mean he’ll be a lot more mobile.” June smiled.

“Yes, dear, I think he’ll be glad to see the back of it.

I hope the knee has healed well; they can be troublesome once they’re damaged.” Claire sighed.

“Yes, Mark said he’ll still have a walking stick until he can weight-bear properly and his muscles gain their strength again. Also, he’ll attend physio for three sessions too, for exercises to do to keep his knee supple.”

June nodded. 

“Yes, it’s because he’s been not using it for 8 weeks, dear; it will be stiff and probably still a little painful for him too once he walks on it.”

“Well, at least he’ll get out and about, Mum; he was driving everyone crazy moaning about being cooped up and bored.”

June laughed. “Yes, Mark, bless him, never one to just sit and bear it, is he? Let’s all know he’s not happy, dear. It must have been monotonous for him these past 8 weeks in the house alone.”

Claire nodded. 

“Yes, Mum, that and everything else that has happened too. It’s no wonder he was on edge.”

Gordon came in, took his jacket and shoes off, put on his slippers, and headed for the kitchen.

“Hi dear, how was your day?”

He sighed. “Oh, the usual, dear. I had the juniors do a lot of the ward work today; I was only in the theatre to supervise this afternoon. Hopefully, this promotion is finally paying off and I get more time away from callouts and weekends.”

June smiled. 

“Oh, that’s good and bad, dear. Good, you’ll be here more; bad, I never see you anyway. You are off chasing your ball about.”

He laughed. “June dear, let’s say I make you a promise that if I get more free time at weekends, we’ll go out more, spending some much-needed time together.” 

She looked at him.

“That would be nice, dear, but we’ll see.” He smiled.

"Angel, summer break then, so what’s planned?” 

She smiled.

“Hi Dad, we had a lot planned, but that was before Lottie met Jason and then Mark’s accident. So now we’ll just play it by ear and watch the forecast; if nice, then head off someplace.”

“Mark gets his plaster off. When is it again?”

“Monday morning, Dad.” He nodded.

“Ah yes, well, I dare say he’ll be pleased with that.”

Claire smiled. “Yes, Dad, he will be, and to be perfectly honest, so will I.”

“Tea’s almost ready, you two, so if you like, take your place at the table.” Gordon and Claire sat at the table as June checked the oven.

“Well, at least it’s good timing, dear, that Mark will be out and about as from Monday minus his cast. I bet he cannot wait to drive the new car either.”

“I will see it when he takes it out here at some point. You know, with all these new cars in the drive, dear, my Audi looks decisively old.” 

Claire laughed.

“Oh, thinking of a trade-in, Mum?” She smiled.

“Yes, maybe, dear; we’ll see.” Claire laughed.

“Mum, it’s meant to be middle-aged men who get the sports cars and go chasing after younger women.” 

June laughed.

“Well, dear, I think I can safely say I won’t be chasing anything, especially young women, but a sports car? Well, those sound tempting.” 

Claire laughed again.

“Mum, you’re such a tease, are you?” June winked.

“Angel, I think your mum may just surprise us if she gets a new car, a racy little soft top, I think.”

June smiled.

“Gordon, yes, I may do, but from here to work for all the driving I do, something sporty would not be beneficial." "No, just a nice wee runaround will suffice.”

“Mum, if you did trade in, what have you in mind?”

“Oh, there are a few I like, dear: the VW Golf or maybe another Audi; the A3 is nice. We’ll see.”

Tea over, Claire helped June load the dishes into the washer as Gordon went to catch the news and tennis results. “It’s fine, dear; I’ll finish up here. 

Don’t keep him waiting; I’m sure he’s now listening for your car stopping.”

Claire smiled. "Mum," June laughed.

“Well, he will be, knowing Mark, as you’re the same when he comes here, pacing around in front of the window.”

“OK, Mum, I have all I need again in my overnight. 

I will see you Sunday then.” 

“Yes, dear, give all my regards at Heathryfold.”

Claire nodded and headed to her car.

“See you Sunday, Dad!”

“Oh, OK, Angel, have fun.” 

Claire smiled and left as June closed the dishwasher door and switched it on, thinking. Well, if I do get a new car, let me see what I would fancy now – something nice but economical too.
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“I see on the news Rolf Harris was sentenced to over five years in prison.” Mark nodded.

“Aye, Ma, I think he’s just the tip of a large iceberg at that BBC; they’re all fucking scumbags. 

They arrest and charge him but give that Jim will fix it, bastard a knighthood, and he was ten times worse.”

“Aye, it’s been going on for years, pet; rotten to the core, the lot of them, as you said. Just look at that bastard Saville and who he hung around with.”

“I heard the bypass has started, Ma; they are demolishing houses out by Milltimber, and they hope to finish it by late 2018. Ironic; by the time it is finished, that would have solved Lottie and Jason’s travel issues.”

“Aye, pet, it’s only taken them over 50 fucking years of speaking about it so that bloody bypass finally gets going.”

The door opened. Rachel came in. 

“Hi, all. Where’s Anne?”

Donna smiled. “Oh, she’s disappeared upstairs, pet, in her room looking at some tablet thingy.”

Rachel nodded and smiled seductively at Mark.

“OK, see you.” 

With that, she headed upstairs as he looked at Donna smiling.

“Mark, ken ess, since the first day we moved here, Rachel has never hidden how she feels about you. 

She likes you; that poor lassie has had her torch burning for you since we got here, and even with Claire watching, she still flirts. 

Still gives you every indication she’d be by your side faster than you could say, come here, Rachel.

Claire has the patience of a bloody saint with her and you sometimes, ye bugger, because you’re just as guilty about flirting back.”

He smiled, nodding. 

“I know, Ma, I like Rachel a lot. She's a lovely young woman to be around, smart, with a great sense of humour and great looks. I mean, what’s not to like? However, she knows Claire and I are as we are; I even said to Rachel. If that changes, if Claire and I part with no chance of repairing the damage, I would turn to her.”

“Well, son, it wouldn’t take much asking. 

As a woman, I see how Rachel looks at you and thinks the sun shines out of your arse; she does. 

You're right. With Claire oot the way, Rachel would be in there like a bloody shot.” He smiled.

“Yes, Ma, as I said, Claire and I failed, and there was no way back; Rachel and I would be a couple, something Rachel is well aware of and has occasionally said so.”

She nodded. “I think you and Claire are solid now, pet; it would take a lot to destroy what you both have. 

Rachel is most likely aware of that as well, yet she still waits in the wings, poor lassie.”

“I know, Ma, I told her she’d find somebody; with her looks and things, well, it should be a walk in the park. What she has to offer any male that captures her heart is a lassie that he should be proud to have by him.” 

She smiled.

“Aye, Brenda thought Steve was long-term, but it seems Rachel quickly tired of him. I think, like Anne, Rachel’s a fussy bugger.”

He nodded. 

“Aye, she told me he was more interested in what his mates were up to and doing, rather than giving Rachel his time. I mean, what a prick; it's his loss. 

As I just said, Ma, any male that overlooks Rachel and what she has to offer them is a complete idiot.”

“Aye, but some young loons are just so immature, son; seventeen he may have been, but he acted more like he was twelve. 

Brenda said that Rachel has always thought and acted above her years.”

“Aye, Rachel is savvy, Ma; she’s quick-witted, smart and has a wicked sense of humour. 

I think that coupled with the fact she is a wee stunner these days, Steve could not cope. 

He’d rather muck about with his mates than have an intelligent and nice-looking lassie with him; as I said, his loss. Rachel is better off without that arsehole. 

Any arsehole that can’t see her for what she is, Ma, he is not worth her effort.”

The girls walked into the living room. 

Rachel looked at Mark.

“Mark, I heard that, and thanks very much; I appreciate that.”

She leaned over and kissed his cheek.

“It’s OK. Rachel, I meant it; if he is too bloody thick and too immature to appreciate what he had in you, then he’s an arsehole, simple as that.” 

She laughed.

“Thanks, Mark. I love you, as I have said, but I know you have Claire. It’s nice to know you think of me that way, so again, thanks.”

He nodded. “It’s OK, Rachel, you’re a dear friend, as I have said before too. Yes, I think you’re a young woman who has a lot to offer any man, me included; if circumstances differed, well...”

Anne looked at them and smiled.

“Well, excuse me for interrupting you two going over each other like a bloody rash.” They all laughed.

“Anne, mate, shut up, yer a bitch.”

Anne sat giggling as she heard the familiar Honda engine pull up outside. 

“That’s Claire now, Ma.” 

Donna smiled as she heard the door open; Claire came in.

“Hi, everyone, how are you all?” 

They all chorused back.

“Hi, Claire, fine, thanks.” Claire smiled, put her overnight bag down, and came over to Mark.

“Hi, lover.” She hugged and kissed him but stood back, looking at him for a second.

“What? What’s wrong?” Claire sniffed at him.

“You are. What’s that perfume I smell on you? Also, there are makeup smudges on your shoulder.”

Mark blushed and was about to reply when Rachel stepped forward. 

“Oh, that’s my fault, Claire, as earlier this morning I was upset about something, so Mark here gave me a hug of comfort. So, the perfume and the makeup are mine. Sorry.”

She smiled. 

“Oh, OK, Rachel, I’m sorry you’ve been upset about something.” She nodded.

“Aye, silly really, but Mark gave me a hug just as he is a friend; that’s all.” 

Claire smiled, and as Rachel was close to her, she could smell the same perfume from her too.

“Yes, well, I hope you’re OK now, then?” 

Rachel nodded.

“Aye, I am, thanks, Claire, but it was just a hug. 

Mark is still loyal to you; I can promise you that.” 

Claire smiled.

“OK, well, I am glad you are feeling better now, dear.” Anne added. “Aye, she’s just worried about her exam results and the wait. I walked in on that hug, Claire; that’s all it was.”

Claire smiled. “Oh, exam results, Rachel. Well, I can empathise there, dear. I think by the time Lottie and I got ours, we were going stark raving mad.”

They all laughed as he patted the sofa; Claire sat beside him. “It’s not been a nice day today; in fact, it’s now raining.” Anne and Rachel looked out the window, sighing.

“Well, there goes our wee outing, mate, if it's still like this the morn.” Rachel sighed again.

“Yep, bloody typical.”

“Have you girls checked the forecast?”

Anne shook her head. 

"No, Claire, but I suppose we can now. Coming?" Rachel nodded.

“Aye, OK, Claire, may I just say here that Mark gave me lovely compliments, and that makes me love him more. However, as I said, his loyalty to you is never in question, so that hug of comfort – I hope you don’t mind?” 

Claire stood and gestured to her, and they both hugged. “Rachel, as I have said to you so many times before, we can’t help how we feel or, indeed, who we feel that for either. If you need a wee comfort hug and Mark gives that, then fine, be my guest.”

Rachel nodded. 

“Thanks, Claire, you’re the best. I hope he appreciates that.” 

They headed upstairs. Donna looked at Mark.

“A wee run, she said. Huntly, but do you know where?” He nodded.

“Aye Ma, they mentioned Huntly, but I think Inverurie or thereabouts, Ma," Donna sighed.

“I just hope they watch fit they’re doing; I mean, if something hits that bloody scooter, they come off the worst.”

The door opened, and Brenda came in.

“Don, love, a quick word.” Donna nodded.

"Aye, Bren, fit?” 

“The club the night we changed it till the morn; Charlie and I are going over to see Doreen’s parents. 

See about this wedding coming up in September; so, is my Rachel here?”

“Aye, she’s upstairs.” Brenda nodded.

“That's fine; could you keep an eye on her till we get back, Don? Thanks.” Donna smiled. 

“Aye, nae bother, they’ll be up there till late on.”

Brenda smiled. 

“OK, see you later, Charlie, as usual, sitting in the bloody car, waiting.”

Donna laughed. “Aye, see ye.”

Brenda left, and Donna smiled. 

“Have you watched any tennis today?” He shook his head.

“Not much, no, Murray was put out on Wednesday, so I lost interest after that. 

An argument with his girlfriend just before the game started made him lose his edge, he says.”

She nodded. 

“Even the most ardent of lovers can argue; I mean, we do. It’s only natural to have disagreements now and then, for example, bloody parking tickets.”

He laughed. 

“Aye, suppose so, but Jason moves in with Lottie this weekend. They haven’t argued yet, but if they do, they’re in the same house, well. 

Could be a recipe for disaster, Claire. 

I mean, we argue, yes, but you can bugger off home, and we have a breather. What if they do? Where are they meant to cool off?”

She smiled. “Yes, they know that is something they’ll face. Lottie and I discussed that very subject on the route to study this morning. 

Lottie said if they fall out, then it is something they must work around. Get back on track because when they marry, if they marry, they will be in the same house anyway, will they? 

So, this living together will be a testing ground for them being the same as man and wife?”

He nodded.

“Yes, I suppose there is that to take on board, but I would hate to see them part company simply because they end up smothering each other. 

I mean, we love each other more than we can say, right? However, as I said, we feel we are getting on each other’s nerves, and then we can make a run to separate homes; we can cool off.

As from tomorrow, if Jason decides to run back home after a fallout, then it could all go pear-shaped for them, as that means they can’t cool off.”

“They are aware of that issue, Mark.

They are prepared to work around that if they see that danger coming. 

They know what they are doing; they’re not going into this unaware of the risks.

As I said, the same applies to us; we marry and live together 24/7 and have that bust-up. We simply can’t run off and leave; that’s impractical. We’d need to solve it, would we?” He nodded. 

“Yes, I suppose we’d have to come to some form of compromise. Yes, running out on a marriage just because we argue about something?”

“Well, Lottie and Jason are the same; living under the same roof means they’ll do the same if that issue arises and find a solution.

He nodded. “OK, I hope nothing serious crops up.”
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“Mum, as you know, tomorrow Jason is moving the last of his clothes and things into Martin’s old room.

We have gone over several times the pros and cons of what we are doing and the possibility of a conflict of interest happening.

Do we try and settle that dispute here, or does he move back with his parents, and we then try and settle it?”

Beth looked at her.

“Charlotte, dear, your dad and I discussed that issue too, as we agreed to Jason moving here.

Yes, there could be differences of opinion; yes, those may lead to arguments about whatever that difference entails.

Engaged now, and from that, you may or may not take that next step further and marry.

This means you must meet issues arising head-on, dear, sort them, get them out in the open and move on.

If you both run to your separate corners and do nothing.

Then it is not just living together that’s the problem, dear. 

Any relationship takes effort on both sides.

It’s not enough that you just love each other; there is the hard work of maintaining that love. That’s when you know nothing will be too much to work on.”

“When you can argue and still be smiling afterwards. Your dad and I argued, some right serious ones too.

We still have differences of opinion; no relationship doesn’t. It means you work at things; Charlotte never takes it for granted.”

Lottie sat a moment and nodded.

“Yes, I see, Mum, this is a test of how Jason and I stand up to anything, the outcome being we either survive or not.” Beth nodded.

“Yes, dear, I mean, look at Claire and Mark.

How many times since they met has their relationship balanced on a knife edge, yet they are still together?

You and Jason are still relatively new in yours.

Him moving here should iron out any niggles.

Make approaching things a lot easier for you both.”

Lottie sat thinking.

Yes, we have only known each other since March; things have moved rapidly since then.

“Mum, honestly, as I know you will be, do you think we are rushing things, Jason and I?”

Beth smiled.

“Relationships, Charlotte, they don’t come with a 12-month guarantee or a reliable book of instructions to follow either.

Whether you have been together for days, weeks, months, or even years as a couple.

You still learn to accept the rough with the smooth and let the lessons learnt from each make you better for it.

Lottie nodded and smiled.

“It’s funny; Claire said she and Mark, even after over 2 years, still get into situations where they get on each other’s nerves.”

“She was glad she could go home because it let them cool off. From tomorrow Jason can retreat along the hallway to his room; that way I hope that’s all the space we need for us to cool down too.”

Beth nodded.

“Yes, dear, as I said, all relationships have their good and bad. Even now, your dad can still irritate the hell out of me sometimes; I guess the same applies to me for him.”

Lottie laughed.

“Well, Mum, thanks again for our wee chat; it has calmed some of my nerves down. Yes, we are starting a new venture, prepared. I hope to see the rough and smooth.”

“No problem, dear. I always said as a mum we’ve been there. Both June and I can guide you as much as we can. Because the same things you and Claire may seek answers for are sometimes the same issues, we have hopefully found a solution at your age.”

They hugged; Beth kissed her cheek.

“Are you going over to see Claire tonight, dear?”

She shook her head.

“No, Mum, Claire’s gone into Mark’s; she is staying with him till Sunday.” Beth smiled.

“June and I both agree, dear; there is no doubt that it would have to be something very serious happening that will stop them from getting married.

So, my advice, dear, is don’t go inviting her to any more parties. Or, indeed, Claire invites you to something which may result in a relationship disaster.”

Lottie laughed. “Well, Mum, a painful lesson was learnt from that for us all.” Beth smiled.

“Well, you’re young, man, when he moves in, dear.

It will test the waters, but remember, dear, you are now thinking as two and, as a result, need to be able to consider how that affects you both.”

Lottie nodded.

“Yes, I know, Mum. For over two years I was part of Claire’s and Mark’s relationship; I saw firsthand the hurdles they had to jump.

I joined in most of their activities, including the sex part too. With that hindsight, I think Jason and I will manage Mum. Because I now have the knowledge necessary to be prepared for issues and solve them, just as I watched Clare and Mark solve theirs.”

“Well, dear, yes, that grounding should help, but also remember, dear, your issues may not be the same and require a different approach from how Claire and Mark stayed on track.”

“I know, Mum, but I know Jason is for the long run; issues we’ll solve together, I know that too.”

“Well, if all goes well, dear, you start planning your wedding in, say, 4 years. I will be delighted to see that day come true.”

“Yes, Mum, I hope that’s the outcome, as does Claire with Mark.”

Beth nodded. “It will soon go by, dear; the next thing is you’ll be graduating. 

So, what I am saying is the same as June told Claire: three years left, dear. With a lot of effort, you and she need to put into both your studies and your relationships. It will be hard at times; you will hit snags, and you will have those arguments about things too.”

“Both you girls ride the horse and see where it takes you, and as I said, dear, if the day comes when marriage is still the choice you make, then fine, dear; I look forward to that icing on the cake.”

Beth and Lottie were unaware a rather large issue was in the not-too-distant future, one that was going to test Lottie's and Jason’s relationship to its very limits.

It was also something that, no matter how much they talked or compromised around it, was going to be an issue for years to come.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

At Heathryfold.

[image: ]


“I’ll stick the kettle on, so who’s for a cup?” 

The teens nodded. “Thanks, Ma.”

“OK.” 

She headed next door as Claire cuddled into him again, smelling Rachel’s perfume. 

Thinking. He must have had her close for him to smell so strongly, but I trust him; even with Rachel, I trust him. I know she likes him a lot.

“That was nice of you to comfort Rachel, but I don’t think she needs much encouragement to have that wee cuddle.” He smiled.

“I just comforted her because I remembered how stressed you were waiting on your results. 

Everything riding on the level of mark you achieved, Rachel, I think, is the same; she just wanted that crumb of comfort.” She sat up and looked at him.
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“Yes, I know she has either university or college riding on her results. However, I know she carries a large torch for you, dear; as I said, a cuddle in her books has ulterior motives too.” 

He smiled.

“As I have said before, Claire, I like her; I will not deny it nor lie to you about it either. She has teased me; she has promised me all sorts.

In fact, in the time since moving here, Rachel has tried everything in her arsenal to get me to come her way.

Do not get me wrong, Claire; there have been times it has taken me a great deal of self-restraint to politely turn her down.

So, if I cuddle her occasionally or give her a shoulder or a wee kiss. It is because, like Lottie, she is a friend I like. Nothing you should be alarmed about from that.”

“OK, I know. I like Rachel too; she is a nice young woman who has a wicked sense of humour. 

A lot of the things about her I find similar in my views and thinking too.”

Donna came in and put the tray down.

"Here, have some coffee and a packet of chocolate Hobnobs.”

The thumping of feet on the stairs meant the girls descending them entered the living room.

“Checked the weather for the next few days; tomorrow is the same as the day. Dull and cloudy with scattered showers; Sunday is slightly better.”

Mark sighed. “Typically, the start of a holiday and the weather’s shit.” Claire smiled. 

“It only starts on Monday, dear; with a bit of luck, the next seven weeks may see improvement.”

He nodded. “OK, but from Monday I am going to be less of this bloody thing, so raining or not, we will think of something.”

Rachel smiled at him.

“Are you still banned from the square, Mark?” 

He shook his head. 

“No, Rachel, that was only for three months. I think that must be up by now, surely?”

Donna looked at him.

“Well, pet, rather than risk it, check the dates. When did you get that warning?” He sat a moment.

“Let me see, it was around March just before Lottie met Jason, so about the eighth; that makes it, let me see. More than three months, so it’s fine; we can go there again, see a film, have a meal or whatever.”

Claire nodded. 

“Yes, we can, as Lottie is tied up this weekend.”

He nodded. 

“Ah yes, well, no doubt she will update you on that at some point. Either by call, text or coming over to chat.”

She smiled at him as Donna nodded. 

“Oh, aye, Jason is moving in with her. I remember George asked me to move in with him, or did he ask to move in with me? Anyway, I said no.

George was OK when he was coming and going. 

I think I would have ended up killing him if he stayed with me.

Mark and Anne were just bairns back then, but Mark, loon, you too, I think, would have found George staying with us permanently a bit hard to swallow.” 

He nodded.

“Yes, Ma, as you said, George was fine in very small doses on my part; he had his good points. 

Most of the time, sober, he was tolerable. 

Drunk? Well, he was a fucking arsehole; he pissed me off big time. Staying with us, Ma, especially when we found out what he had Anne doing, I would have killed the bastard.” 

Donna sat looking at the floor a moment and sighed.

She turned to Anne. 

“Aye, look, again, pet, I am sorry I missed that, something right in front of me.”

Anne hugged her.

“Ma, I am OK now; it's gone and sorted. Ma, you need to stop blaming yourself, OK? I love you; it was not your fault. I have laid that ghost to rest. I need you to do the same, Ma, please.”

Donna sighed. 

“Love you too; always have, always will, OK, pet, fine.”

They hugged again as Claire sighed.

“Sometimes, Donna, the obvious is the hardest thing to see, as they say, hidden in plain sight. 

I’m surmising here that the reason you missed it was because you were not looking for it and never wanted to believe that could be happening or could happen.” Donna sighed, nodding. 

“Aye, because although George had his faults, many of them, that was something I never thought he could be doing to anyone, let alone his daughter.” 

Claire nodded. “Perhaps in the end, his gift of funds left for you was his penance for all his mistakes.” Donna looked around her and nodded.

“Aye, pet, if not for that wee miracle, well.”
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