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With the events of 2012 over, their first months of their relationship had been sorely tested in that year.

In 2013 it was reasonably peaceful in comparison.

There had been issues, yes, but nothing as dramatic as fires, deaths and near deaths.

All of them had commenced their chosen studies.

Mark at college, Lottie and Claire at RGU. 

They established their routines of study during the week and weekends together.

Mark and Claire continued as is, with Lottie determined to find her promised soulmate by Dorothy, now out looking in what she thought were the appropriate venues.

Only occasionally having the sexual interaction of the threesome when she needed it most.

On visits to Heathryfold she was pleased to see Raymond’s relationship with Doreen continued to flourish. Although she did admit to Claire, she was annoyed Raymond had changed his attitude and his ways far too late for her with him.

At 17 now, she spends time away from Claire and Mark, meeting study mates in town.

Joined the student club and had nights out with other females she’d met at RGU.

She was at this time unaware that the locations she searched were the wrong places. He would come into her life where she least expected it to be.

Her outings and her going off on her own late into the night at weekends were also causing issues with her parents too; Beth knew that, single and somewhat still pining for Mark, Lottie was rebelling in her own way.

Doing what she felt relieved the pain in her heart from the failed relationship with Raymond.

And ignoring the many other suitors that tried in vain to catch her attention in those bars and clubs. 

Claire was sad at this, knowing Lottie was hurting, knowing she could not say or do anything to ease that pain.

The guilt of being, she thought, responsible for a lot of how Lottie was feeling.

A few times Claire had asked her if she’d come along; Lottie refused, reminding her that she had Mark and that it would also upset June too.

Charlotte admitted to her she was upsetting Beth and Bill; she didn’t want the same issues for Claire too.

Mark had also assured June.

Claire headed into town, staying out late into the next morning, accompanying Lottie. He’d be there with them both to ensure they were safe.

However, Donna made it plain to him she’d not support his nightlife antics till all hours.

He had studies; he had responsibilities, and he knew that was more important.

Mark relented, knowing he’d promised Donna he’d get where he wanted to; Claire also bowed to June’s wishes. This left Lottie to continue her rebel phase on her own, which lasted all of 2013.

Anne, in 2013, saw her leave school at Christmas, and now she too looked forward to commencing her college studies on her first rung of the ladder.

This upset Rachel, who saw Mark leave, and now Anne. It meant she and Anne were finished going to school together.

She now went alone until her leaving date this year arrived in summer. Between then and now her exams, the study, etc., that were entailed lay in her path.

Rachel was hoping to commence at RGU in September; if not, college was her backup.

After Anne commenced her studies, she successfully completed the first part.

The Level 4 Health & Social Care S.C.Q.F. course at Northeast College at the Gallowgate.

With that first step over, she now registered her course ambition with RGU.

The application for the degree in mental health nursing.

In 2013.

Mark completed all his first-level studies and now waited to see his efforts allow him to apply for the HNC.

Of course, passing that, he’d then go on to do the HND.

Success in gaining that meant commencing his training with Graham’s department, and this led to his final qualification.

Since his disaster with Lottie, Raymond’s fall from grace was painful.

He stopped attending college; he lost his job at the local club. 2013 started for him depressed and guilty about his actions leading to his father’s issues.

His only saving grace was Doreen stood by him.

She helped him through that dark period in his life.

His loyalty was to her, although every now and then.

Seeing Lottie head in next door tore at that loyalty.

Doreen again understood this emotional conflict of his. Also, she had spoken to Lottie on several occasions when she visited next door at Donna’s.

Lottie assured her that she had no intention of rekindling her and Raymond's relationship and that she was welcome to him warts and all.

2013 saw Charlie discharged from the hospital after he had a wee setback due to the catheter, catching a urinary infection, for which he was kept in and given high-dose, powerful antibiotics to help get rid of that.

Donna had paid for the downstairs cupboard to be converted into a wee shower room and WC for him.

Brenda and Charlie could not thank her enough; Charlie knew he could never manage the stairs in time to reach the toilet.

Once home, his recovery was slow and painful at times but continued in the right direction; the medical staff were all pleased with his progress.

Everyone knew it was a small miracle he was even alive.

Donna remained at the small supermarket on George Street; she liked it there as assistant manager.

Her lump sum she gained from George’s untimely death. was still acquiring interest in her account, and she used it wisely.

After her initial expensive splash-out on the house, she now spent only what she needed and as required.

She could not retire as such; her lump sum would not allow that avenue, but she continued to work the hours that suited her and her manager.

When Mark reached 17 in October 2013, he now used the driving lessons paid for by June and Gordon for his 16th birthday.

He passed his test on the first attempt and told June and Gordon he was determined to do so to pay back their generosity for them.

Gordon saw his year start in mid-January with a promotion to senior consultant in charge of the whole cardiac unit facilities. This meant he would now be in a more administrative role, leaving the four consultants under him to take up his theatre time.

Which pleased June, as it meant fewer callouts and more time for them too, although nice weather still meant June competing with his golf.

Now Mark had his licence; the girls were determined to address the balance.

Claire’s driving test was booked for Thursday, the 23rd of January.

Lottie would be sitting her driving test on Wednesday, the 15th of January.

They both took on the same driving school and had the same instructor too.

Linda and Gordon had both retired in 2013 and enjoyed their newfound time with family and friends alike.

Paddy continued to enjoy his new lease on life with his family too; since being reunited with Linda, he’d become the centre of family life.

Mark, having emailed Allan during the festive break of 2012 into 2013, had seen Allan’s reply.

So, during 2013, they met as much as possible to start getting to know each other.

It was Alan that travelled to Aberdeen and met Mark for a coffee and a chat as and when he could.

Mark also went down to Paisley on a few occasions too, meeting his siblings Heather and John and being introduced to Allan’s wife, Aileen.

Mark, although happy he’d discovered his father, was also aware of the fact Donna was the one who had prevented him from doing so.

She had forbidden Allan any access to come see Mark and forbade any contact with him as he grew up too.

Now they had made contact, Donna knew it was Mark’s choice, not hers.

Allan also pleaded with him not to hold it against his mother, as she had her reasons, and he understood them.

So, by January 2014, it was a year that would continue to see those events progress, but it also held the unknown issues too.

What fate lay in store? Would this year be a reasonable one, or would they again have hurdles to jump?

It turned out 2014 was going to be a year that tested every facet of their lives; it would be a year of struggling in their friendships, relationships, loyalties, studies, love, future and all they held dear.

So, as 2014 began, it was again the roll of the dice, now commencing 12 months of the play ahead, the lines written and the stage set, as nothing would be spared those bitter tests to come.

As with all the books in the Mark and Claire series, the characters interact with real places and real events. Pay for the meals and things at the cost charged at the time.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue.


[image: ]


Friday afternoon, having returned from university, Claire sat in her room battling with her conscience.

Her inner dilemma: go with Mark or Lottie? It was that simple, yet that difficult too.

Lottie, her lifelong friend, and Mark, her lover – which one did she think of?

Oh God, this is so frustrating. If I go with Mark, then things remain as they are with him.

However, Lottie may feel aggrieved that I did.

I go with her, and that lets Mark feel the same.

Oh Claire, what have you got yourself into, girl?

She heard the door open and sighed, thinking.

Mum is home and no doubt will be asking where Mark and I will be going tonight.

On top of everything else, I must go lie to her too; this could all blow up in our faces.

She headed downstairs.

“Oh, hi, dear.” They hugged.

“Hi Mum, don’t make me tea tonight.” She smiled and nodded.

“Oh, I see, leaving room for the nice meal you and Mark will be going to have somewhere.”

“Well, yes, Mum, so as I said, no tea for me.”

June nodded.

“Yes, OK, so has he said where you are going.

Claire inwardly cringed.

“No, Mum, I'm just meeting him in town for half past seven, and then he’ll take me there. In the meantime, I will nip over to Lottie’s mum. I will be getting the taxi from there.”

June looked at her and then nodded.

“Oh, OK, let me go freshen up, dear, and we can have a coffee before your dad gets in.”

Claire nodded.

“OK, Mum, I’ll go make them.”

June headed upstairs.

Claire put the machine on and prepared the cups, thinking. I am lying to Mum; I am going to be lying to Mark. This party had better be worth it, Lottie.

June came back down as Claire poured her coffee. “Their Mum.”

“Oh, thank you, dear. So, are you staying at Donna’s tonight or coming home, dear?”

“Mum, I am staying with Lottie tonight.”

June looked at her.

“Oh, why? I mean, it’s, well, Valentine’s, dear. Surely you will be staying with Mark?”

Claire blushed to know what her mum meant.
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Although again set in and around real places and events in Aberdeen in 2014, 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; 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 fact 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 modes 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.

I hope you again enjoy reading this book as much as I did in writing it.
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Chapter 1.
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Going back to the start of the year, the room was semi-lit through the thin, plain, light blue curtains on the window.

In the dim light available, Mark had woken up and for a second forgotten where he was.

Thinking to himself. What time is it? He checked the bedside radio alarm clock at 09:25.

Outside, a sunny, dry morning on the 1st of January was beginning to get lighter too.

A single crow outside the window broke the chilly silence of the morning as it cawed its dawn welcome from a tree branch.

He sat listening for any signs of movement in the house but heard none, smiling to himself.

He was thinking. Ah, now I remember where I am: Lottie’s guest room, where I saw the New Year in; the last one was at Claire’s house.

We planned to go to Stonehaven, as there was a great night of bands and entertainment laid on, but we could not get tickets, not for love or money.

When that fell through, we came back to Lottie’s house. It was a great night; we had a lot of fun despite the disappointment of not getting out.

The girls got drunk and headed to bed around half past three, I think it was; shortly after, at around four twenty, I think. Just before I went to bed, they all followed Graham and Tracy back to theirs.

I made my apologies; I was tired and a wee bit on the drunk side myself, if I admit it.

It was around half past seven when I heard Beth and Bill get back; they were merry, to say the least, when they did.

The lone crow outside gave another attempt at shattering the quiet of the morning with its throaty calls before flying off.

He lay in the silence of the room now, the house also eerily still, again smiling to himself, thinking.

I bet the girls are still sleeping, and I think they will be a bit worse for wear too this morning.

Everyone was letting his or her hair down, just having a great time, even June and Beth, who were also getting pissed.

The girls remain close as ever; we all do.

I have seen them together for almost two years now, and they are as close as you can get.

However, Claire has been slightly worried about Lottie going off with her study mates most weekends since around the end of June last year.

Lottie has also side-swerved some threesomes that Claire set up to keep her with us.

I miss Lottie with us too. I can understand why Claire is concerned; their closeness is something they both need.

Something they have always had, and now Claire especially thinks that is threatened.

I asked her to discuss it with Lottie and find that compromise, as they always could.

Lottie agreed she might be leaving us a lot but refused to accept that her and Claire’s friendship is threatened by it. Again, I tried to stay as neutral as I could be.

Being caught in the crossfire with those two is not something I feel does me any good.

The slightest hint I am taking any sides, and they both turn on me.

Despite their wee tiff over Lottie’s being off on her own time, I watched, amused, as they were both singing songs and dancing together, barefoot, around the floor.

It was by quarter past three, I think; that is when June and Beth decided they had had enough.

Letting their hair down or not, it was obvious they were now both drunk. They persuaded them to go to bed, and reluctantly they did, still singing as they climbed the stairs.

Claire had been at the Brandy again, while Lottie was drinking vodka and Irn-Bru.

This was on top of a couple of large glasses of wine they had to toast in the bells.

Yep, I reckon that this morning they will be feeling rather sorry for themselves.

It was just after ten to two when the other girls, Rachel, Rebecca, Susan, Mandy, and their boyfriends, decided to head off to Rebecca’s house.

It was funny, as Claire and Lottie were determined to follow, but June, bless her, put her foot down and said not. I watched as the mother-and-daughter power struggle between Claire and June went into overdrive once more.

Not as bad as it was before, but I have often witnessed it at times get rather obvious that the two females are testing each other's limits. He then recalled the conversation that took place.

“Mother, I’m going whether you like it or not!” June frowned, shaking her head.

“Young lady, you are certainly not going anywhere; you are staying right where I can keep an eye on you!”

Claire huffed.

“I will not; in case you have forgotten, Mother, I am not a child anymore!”

“I don’t care; you are not fit to go anywhere, so you will stay here. I mean it, Claire!”

“I am not drunk; how cheeky of you! You are, but I am fine!”

“Don’t you take that tone with me, Madam!”

Before World War Three started, I intervened.

“Claire, just sit down and be quiet; your mum’s right, you are not fit to go anywhere.”

Claire looked at me, then at June.

“Oh, I see it is like that, is it, Anderson?" She relented but added.

“You are a bloody crawler, Mark; you just sit there and kiss my mum’s arse, so you do!”

After saying that, she sat down rather clumsily and burped rather loudly too.

This set Lottie off in a fit of hysterics; I think Gordon, Bill, and Beth all stood trying to stop laughing too.

Everyone could see the look of horror on June’s face as she just stood looking at Claire, open-mouthed in amazement.

“Claire Simpson, that’s just, well, what do you say for that disgraceful behaviour?”

Claire started giggling.
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“Oh, I’m so sorry, Mother dear. I do beg your pardon.

I shall not do it again, not just now. I will not.” The girls sat giggling away as June shook her head.

“Claire, don’t you dare come moaning to me at some point tomorrow telling me you’re feeling ill.

I shall have no sympathy for you, do you hear me? None.

I have ignored this; it is a nice night, and we are all having a nice time. However, that now proves my point. I think enough is enough, don’t you?”

Claire nodded, smiling, before giggling again.

“Oh yes, Mother dear, I shall endeavour not to bother you tomorrow. As for being drunk, well, no, I’m perfectly sober, thank you. Now, where is my drink?” She then burped loudly again.

“Oh dear, little piggy, piggy, so I am. I’m sorry, everyone.”

They sat giggling more as June just looked at her. However, before they eventually all left for Graham and Tracy’s house, June also got drunk, along with Beth. They decided to start drinking malt whisky – 12-year-old Glenlivet, I think it was – expensive stuff, but they were enjoying it.

For me, I had some of Bill’s real ales, and that satisfied me; they were good beers, and I had at least six before I started feeling the effects of those.

Hence my decision to call it a night and go to bed.

Back at home, Anne texted me to say Ma went to Sunnybank; at one, she and Rachel headed to a party at Marchburn Terrace.

Ma gave her the usual ‘be careful’ speech and told her not to get legless and drunk.

Anne was meeting some guy called Richard, and Rachel was meeting Steven. Ma agreed because Anne reminded her it was only fair; she allowed the same as me.

This, again, a mother-and-daughter battle of wills, has been ongoing since Anne left school.

Headed to Linda’s on the third too. I know I’m invited, but I think even if I go home by then, I cannot be bothered, as I have been out here for days and I am tired.

Ma said to me as I left on the 29th.

“Well, pet, wish all at Cults a happy New Year from me. I’ll see you as and when I see you.

I’ll pass on your apologies to Linda if you are not back by the third.”

What is that noise? Somebody is out of bed now.

I wonder if it is Beth or Bill. There is somebody in the hallway; I can hear the floor creaking.

Outside his room door, Claire put her hand on the doorknob and turned it, opening the door slowly.

“Mark, are you awake? Mark?”

He smiled. “Yes, I am awake. Good morning, lover.” She giggled softly, then came in and closed the door gently as she did.

“Morning, I didn’t want to make a noise or wake anyone.”

“So gorgeous. How’s the head?” She giggled again as she cuddled close to him.

“Oh, I’m fine, not too bad, but I think Lottie’s suffering this morning; as I got up, she just moaned at me and rolled over. I think, poor dear, she may be hungover a bit.”

“Well, if you ask me, I think one too many Bacardi and Cokes has something to do with that, plus you both were getting drunk by three.”

“Well, we were merry, dear, I think.”

“Oh, it was more than merry, Claire; you argued with June, then you told me I just kissed her arse.”

She looked at him. “I didn’t, did I?” He laughed.

“Yep, you sure did, in front of everyone there.”

“Oh dear, Mum will not be happy about that then – lecture time as and when.”

Mark laughed. “Oh, I think June will not be fit to lecture you, as she and Beth were well gone by four.”

She looked at him.

“Mum drunk? You are joking, right?”

“Nope, they started drinking whisky, and by the time they headed to Graham’s, they were well on the way to being pissed.” She laughed.

“Oh, I see, so pot and kettle then, if she does start on me.” He sighed.

“Listen, Claire, don’t spend the day winding June up; let’s just have a quiet New Year.”

She laughed. “OK, I suppose so, but I will use that if she starts.”

“Right, it’s still early, so let’s get a wee bit more sleep.” She sighed.

“What about a wee bit of sex first, then sleep?”

He smiled at her.

“Beth and Bill are just inches from that wall, Claire.”

“Yes, I know I will be quiet; I promise.”

He smiled. “OK, but if you are not, kiss goodbye to me sleeping here again.” She laughed.

“They will not mind.”

They made love, with Claire having several orgasms, meaning she had to stifle her cries with the pillow while she did. They then fell asleep together; at 09:56, the room door opened.

“Oh, well, I see. So, this is where you disappeared to, little tart Simpson. I might have guessed. I turn my back for a second, and you’re off like a sex-mad bloody rabbit.”

Claire yawned, smiling at Lottie.

“Hello, girlfriend. Yes, sorry, but I..." Lottie cut her short.

“Oh, don’t you go apologising to me, my dear; I don’t mind, and no doubt Mark didn’t either. Mum and Dad are still not up yet, so I’m making the coffees. Want some?”

Claire smiled, thinking. I know Lottie would love to have joined us, but it's just too risky.

This, again, as Claire was unaware Beth knew of their threesome encounters.

“Yes, OK, thanks, Mark. Wake up, Mark!”

Claire gave him a nudge; he stirred.

“Oh, what? What’s up?” Lottie smiled as he yawned and rubbed his eyes.

“Good morning, handsome. I would ask if you slept well, but I think the madam here would know better.”

He smiled, looking at Lottie in her plain light blue tracksuit-style leggings and top, thinking.

Even looking hungover and rough, she looks as radiant as ever.

“Morning, Lottie. I slept fine, thanks. How are you, suffering?” She smiled.

“Oh, I’m fine, considering, so if you two are done shagging, coffee in ten, OK?” They laughed and nodded. “Yes, OK.” She turned, closed the door and headed downstairs. “Well, I suppose needs must.”

Mark nodded.

“Yep, I suppose so. After you, my dear.” She smiled at him.

They got up and dressed and headed downstairs too. They sat around the table as Lottie poured the coffees. Mark looked out the back window to see a bird feeder swaying gently in the breeze.

As it did, some great tits and blue tits were doing aerial acrobatics to access the nuts inside them.

“Anything to eat, you two?” Claire shook her head.

“No thanks, dear; I’m fine.”

Lottie looked at her. “Oh, feeling rough?” Claire smiled. “No, not really. Are you?” Lottie smiled.

“A wee bit, yes, but the coffee should help some.”

Mark smiled at them.

“You two certainly had fun, did you?” The girls laughed.

“It's New Year, Mark; we always have fun, don’t we, girlfriend, especially if it’s an occasion?”

Lottie smiled. “We sure do, ever since we were 10 and allowed to stay up all through.”

Claire laughed. “Yes, Lottie, remember the first time we drank 1 or 2 more wines than we should have?

It was only just after one in the morning; the mums were none too pleased, Mark.” Lottie laughed.

“Yes, dear, fun though it was, we have always had fun together, have we not? Even with you, Mark, dear, the fun has been great.”

“Glad I could oblige you both, although at times it was rather, shall we say, tense.” They laughed.

“Well, we have known each other a while now; for you two, it is the second anniversary in April.” Claire nodded.

“Two years – hard to believe it’s been that long; time has just flown by." Lottie sighed.

“Yep, sure has, and look at me, still little Miss Single.”

Mark sighed.

“Lottie, I think you are looking too hard; you go off on weekends desperate to find somebody. I think you are doing it all wrong. Yes, Raymond bit the dust, and that soured you; I know it did.

Then that guy Duncan, well, he had as much personality as wet lettuce; it is no wonder you dumped him.

Lottie, I am not having a go here or being patronising either; it is just that I think you are better than this.

Love will find you; just let it.”

She sighed and turned to Claire.

“We can always rely on him being as subtle as a brick to the head, can we?” Claire laughed.

“Lottie, I think he’s right; this rebel mood you have been in lately – you can’t deny it – has caused friction with us and your parents too.” She sighed.

“Well, as I said, I would please myself; nobody would ever humiliate me again, and I meant it.”

Claire sighed.

“Lottie, please, just rethink it. OK, I think Mark has hit the nail here; maybe your attitude is scaring off the promised lover you seek. The places you’ve looked in have proved fruitless too.”

Lottie looked at her and sighed.

“Maybe so, but how long has it been since I was told my Mark was on the horizon, Claire? I mean, come on, GF, remind me?”

Claire sighed. “Lottie, let’s not get angry with each other. All I am saying is this: perhaps he is already here, as Mark just said, and you are just searching in the wrong places.”

Lottie sipped her coffee and nodded.

“OK, fine, maybe I have been. It’s been over a year, Claire, and still nothing.”

“Well, despite our many pitfalls, I am happy that after 2 years we are as we promised to be, still close and still friends.” The girls nodded.

“Yes, Mark, as we swore to be that Sunday when you read us that lovely poem of yours.”

Lottie nodded.

“Yes, and even after it was somewhat tarnished by Raymond being arrested and everything else that snowballed from that too.”

“Oh, speaking of Raymond, dear, I see he’s still going strong with Doreen, the girl he was going to see when we returned from those Thai meals we went for, where this one here did the unspeakable next to me.”

Mark laughed. “Well, I forgot you were there.”

Lottie smiled at him.

“Ah, yes, that was after Raymond and I sort of made our peace simply because we’d meet at some point.

As and when I was over at yours, Mark, poor Doreen had stuck by him when most other women would have walked away. To be honest, I still have a soft spot for Raymond.”

“I think all was going well; we could have been good together even now. I had to reassure Doreen that I had no intention of taking Raymond back.”

Claire sighed. “I think the age gap was the major factor, Lottie; he wanted the excitement of the clubs and nightlife. You – well, you would have done so too but needed time to adjust; he didn’t give you it.” Lottie sighed.

“Yes, it was at that time well out of my comfort zone; now I would not hesitate a second.”

They sat sipping their coffees, contemplating those memories.

“What about that Duncan guy? Did he manage to get, well, laid?” Lottie laughed.

“Oh, Mark, dear, are you still jealous of other men I fuck, are you? The answer is no, he did not get the pleasure. He was OK to start with and then became more and more possessive and clingy, and I hate that.

So, I told him, politely of course, to fuck off; I will not let men dictate what I do.”

Claire laughed. “Oh dear, when I think of how you were compared to what you are now, Lottie, well, it’s, shall we say, eye-opening.”

“Ah yes, we are not those little goody-two-shoes virgins anymore, dear, are we?”

Claire sighed. “No, we are certainly not; sometimes, just sometimes, Lottie, I wish we still were.”

Both girls sighed. “Well, personally, you two are still virgins; it would have meant I especially missed so much with you both.” The girls laughed.

“Oh, shut up, you.”

He laughed as they saw Beth come into the kitchen.

“Well, good morning to you all. Sleep well?”

Lottie smiled at her mum.

“Good morning, Mum. Yes, thanks. How about you and Dad?” Beth yawned.

“Oh, sorry, dear, I’m fine; I slept like a baby, even though Dad was rather restless. Oh, is that fresh coffee, darling?” Lottie smiled.

“Yes, Mum, I’ll pour you some. So, Mum, whisky for you and June – that’s a first.” Beth laughed.

“Ah yes, dear, I’m blaming June, as she started me on it. I think we both needed to just let go of, well, certain inhibitions, shall we say? We saw you two at it, so we thought. Why not?”

Claire smiled. “Well, I’d like to see what Mum is like this morning, then. She had the cheek to tell us we’d had enough?” Beth laughed.

“She’s possibly the same as I am, dear – slightly green around the gills, as I expected you both to be too this morning.” The girls both laughed.

Beth smiled.

“Well, Mum, it’s New Year. It’s not as if we do it all the time; it’s not as if we do it at all.”

Beth smiled. “I know, dear, a good time was had by all. You, Mark, dear, I see you are bright as a button this morning.” Mark smiled.

“Morning, Beth. Yes, I had a nice night, thank you. I had a few real ales with Bill, but not too many, so it was a nice night, thanks.”

“Well, dear, also a nice morning, I bet?”

She looked at Claire, who blushed, thinking. Oh, dear, she and Bill heard us after all. Oh, that is embarrassing.

Beth smiled back knowingly as Claire blushed again. Lottie caught it and smiled at her.

“It’s OK, Claire dear; as Bill was fast asleep, he didn’t hear your unsuccessful efforts to stay quiet.”

Claire again blushed as Mark smiled at her, and Beth winked at him.
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It was 10:35 as Anne wandered into the kitchen, yawning loudly; Donna smiled at her.

“Hi pet, the kettle just boiled.” Anne smiled.

“Oh, thanks, Ma.”

Donna sat down, smiling at her daughter, thinking.

She has become such a stunner these days.

Her long dark auburn hair, golden brown eyes, and a figure to die for, just as I once had.

She has a boyfriend just now, but the other males around here also chase after her constantly.

Mark still has Claire; no doubt he will show his face at some point tomorrow, as he has texted me to say so.

Anne sat sipping her tea, deep in thought, and subconsciously sighed.

“Ah, that’s fine, Ma, hot and sweet.” Donna nodded.

“Where did you end up last night? You said something about a party in March."

“Rachel and I headed to Wendy’s first, Ma, just after the bells, about half past twelve or a quarter to one.

We stayed there for about an hour, then we went to Alison’s house at the far end; we met up with Shelly, Paula, Sarah, Lisa, Christine, Amanda, Debbie, Marie, Hannah, Rita, Lauren, Kirsty, and Jackie.”

“We were all crammed into the living room along with the neighbours and her ma and dad; it was a tight squeeze, but it was fun. We did have a party to go to at Marchburn; that is where we met the males.”

Donna smiled.

“Aye, Richard and Steven, so, what time did you get back here?” Anne sat a moment.

“Oh, it must have been around half past three or twenty to four, Ma. I only drank 3 pints of cider the whole night, and that was as halves.” Donna smiled.

“Aye, OK, at least I am not fetching your arse out of Queen Street this morning.” Anne laughed.

“Ma, there was a reason for that, plus I am a lot older now, nae so stupid.”

Donna smiled.

“Aye, OK, we’ll not go there, so fit about Tilly.

Did you text your chums down there?” Anne nodded.

“Aye, Ma, even though Rachel is now my best mate, that’s the only thing I do miss about Tilly, Yvonne, Sally and Lynda.”

Donna sighed. "Well, aye, pet; ye all grew up together and went to school together and shared things in each other’s houses.

That doesn’t just go away, pet; even after all this time you were all close.”

Anne sighed. “Aye, we were, Ma, but the texts, emails and FB messages are all starting to get fewer and fewer. I start college soon, Ma; that’s where I will be focused. Mark did it; so will I.” Donna smiled.

“Well aye, here’s hoping you achieve that dream, pet.” Anne put her cup down.

“I will, Ma. I’ll get my nursing degree, you’ll see. I am determined to get it.”

“Well, pet, I think you will now that you’re focused and, as you said, older and nae so silly these days.”

Anne smiled, and they heard the door open.

“Jist me!”

Rachel headed to the kitchen.

“Hi mate, how are you?” Rachel smiled as they hugged.

“Oh, I’m fine, although I could have used one less cider, not that I have a headache or anything; I just feel still tired a bit, that’s all.”

Donna looked at Anne, and Rachel thought.

‘Shit, just dropped Anne in it.’

“It’s OK, Donna, Anne wasn’t drinking; she stuck to Cokes or Irn Bru, honest.”

Donna laughed. “It’s OK, pet; you didn't need to cover for her; she already said she was drinking cider as well.” Rachel looked at them both and nodded.

“Oh, OK.” Anne smiled.

“Thanks, mate.” Donna laughed.

“You two ken less; honestly, nae think me and Brenda did the same as you and covered our mate’s back doing it." "So, as I said, pet, if you're sensible, then fine.”

The girls laughed.

“Aye, OK, Ma, so, fan's it, loverboy Lord Muck is coming home?”

“Says he’ll be home tomorrow afternoon at some point.” Rachel smiled.

“That's what, two years now? He’s still with Claire; I think they’ll be throwing rings at each other soon.” Donna laughed.

“Well, Rachel, I think they’ve both looked at finishing their studies first, but aye, you're right; stranger things have happened.”

Rachel thought. I still love Mark; that has just grown because he is right next door.

I told him I loved him last year when he turned seventeen. I think he expected it because it did not take him by surprise.

He replied that he likes me a lot and says I am fun to be with; however, he loves Claire.

I suppose, having told him and expecting him to sweep me off my feet and come to me, I was a tad over-expectant. Anne broke her chain of thought.

“Well, as it is only the first and everything is closed,

I suppose we make our entertainment today?”

Rachel nodded.

“Yep, I suppose so, as the males will be most likely still sleeping off their hangovers.”

“Well, mate, we haven’t been upstairs in a while; we just had a day of surfing and stuff, so?” Anne smiled.

“No, you’re right. Come on, then, let’s go.”

The two girls headed upstairs, leaving Donna smiling as they went, thinking.

It has been a quick year and a bit since we moved here.

I can see Anne is happy, and Mark, well, he has Claire and spends most, if not all, of his time with her.

I have Brenda on one side of me, Dorothy across the road, and Jenny on the other side.

Linda pops in with Paddy and occasionally Gordon, or we go out to hers, so overall, it's a good move, I think.

Heathryfold is OK, so I am glad I took this house.

Again, George, you had your faults, aye, but I again thank you for this.

The radio was on as usual. Original 106 was the station Donna always listened to; there was not much happening.

A woman badly injured by a stag in the Highlands was still in hospital, and a lassie hit by a car outside the college in Aberdeen was also still in hospital, but it was quiet.

In the main news, a man's body was found in a communal stairwell at 58 Charlotte Street.

Police stated there were no suspicious circumstances; they thought it looked like natural causes.

Donna sighed, thinking. Ah well, a new year, a new start, but a tragedy for that poor man and his family.
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June woke and looked at the now sunny, bright morning that was coming through the curtains.

The forecast had been for scattered showers and high winds, but it was dry for this time of year and mild too at 15°C. “Well, dear, are we getting up?” Gordon smiled.

“I suppose so. What time is it?”

June looked at the bedside clock. “It’s 10:30, dear.”

Gordon sighed.

“Oh, it’s still early considering it, but we might as well. I’m still tired but not feeling hungover, as I stuck to brandy.” June smiled.

“Are you joining me in the shower, dear? I need to freshen up, as my head feels like the Beethoven symphony is playing in there.”

Gordon smiled at her. “Yes, dear, you go in first; I’ll be there in a tick.

I did say to you that starting Whisky with Beth was fatal, did I?”

She nodded, headed for the shower, and switched it on, letting it get to temp before stepping in and closing the door.

“Ah, this feels great, dear. I never get that drunk, but hey, I let my hair down; I just felt like it.”

He rose, yawned and headed through as June continued.

“Well, dear, I don’t suppose Claire will show face until late today; she stayed the night with Charlotte and Mark over at Beth and Bill’s.” Gordon smiled.

“June, she’s a young woman now, dear; she will be 18 this year. I think if she continues as is, she’ll be looking to fly the nest soon, probably by the time she finishes university.”

June sighed.

“Well, hard as that might be on us, yes, she’ll spread her wings and leave, so we have two years to find our wee cottage.” He smiled.

“Yes, our wee butt and Ben for our retirement, as this house is just too big for us now.

Even with Claire with us, we have rooms lying empty; the boys are both away. Claire testing her wings, she does go; then we will get lost in that emptiness.”

June rinsed her hair and sighed.

“Yes, dear, I know leaving this house with the memories it contains will be hard, as we spoke of before.”

Gordon finished rinsing his razor, then opened the shower door and stepped in.

“Ah, this is nice, dear. Wash my back for me, please.”

He smiled, took the sponge from her and began wiping her down.

“OK, turn round, then I’ll rub you down slowly at the front too.” June giggled.

“Gordon, you are a cheeky sod. I like this; we should do it more often.”

He smiled and kissed her shoulder.

“Yes, we should, but with three children to raise, we never got much of an opportunity. Last year we took advantage of Claire over at Donna’s for the weekend, but even then, we had Graham and Tracy popping by.

Not to mention Mike and Elaine are now married and looking to start their family. They also came over to visit.”

“Yes, I know, but Claire’s now occupied all week at university, and even if she’s not over at Donna’s, they’re out somewhere most of the time. We can take advantage of that to have some much-needed time, dear.”

He nodded.

“Yes, and hopefully this year we get a half-decent summer. I will still go golfing, dear; I need that outlet. However, we will, I promise, go for meals and things too, ourselves or with Beth and Bill too.”

“I look forward to that, darling, thank you. I’m sure Beth and Bill will also love to join us.”

“Well, the other thing is most likely to occur soon enough; now that Mark has his licence, he’ll be looking at getting transport of his own.

This means as soon as the girls obtain theirs, they’ll be looking at the same remit. So, as I said, dear, a decent enough summer, and the teens will be off doing whatever because they can travel too.”

June smiled. “Yes, Donna did hint at the fact Mark is looking at having his car soon enough.

Has asked if she would consider funding it for him.”

“Yes, and with Claire starting lessons too, you know what that means – our bank balance will be slightly lighter when she looks at a car for herself.”

June laughed.

“Yes, dear, I do. You’re right; our bank account is going to be considerably lighter when she wants her car. Something that suits her personality as well as everything else.”

He laughed. “Yes, it will be, as no doubt she'll be looking for something at least £30,000.”

“Beth told me that Charlotte is already hinting about her car. If she passes the test, she wants a convertible BMW.”

Gordon smiled. “Oh, dear, and those two are so competitive they will want the same. Oh well, bankruptcy looms, my dear.”

June nodded. “Well, dear, 30 is a minimum, you’re right. Should we just sell up now?”

He laughed. “Yes, it will be, and yes, buy our tent now by the time Claire selects her top-of-the-range Mercedes E-Class or the like. Especially if Bill relents and does buy Charlotte her Beamer.”

They finished in the shower; having dried and dressed, they headed downstairs and entered the kitchen.

As Gordon put the lights on, June looked out at breakfast.

She shivered slightly. “Is the heating on, dear?”

He checked. “Yes, dear, the thermos is 20°C.”

June shivered again, thinking. It must be because I feel slightly rough this morning; I am feeling it more.”

“Graham and Tracy are expecting us over today, dear, around two or two thirty," they said.

Then, of course, Michael and Elaine too. They’ll want us to visit them tomorrow around the same time.”

Gordon sighed aloud.

“I know it’s only the first, dear, and that it’s the usual chain of events that we visit the boys on the 2nd and the 3rd.

It means taxis, dear; as you know, none of us drives for obvious reasons. This is the first time in ages I’ve not been on call; I would just like to sit and relax, dear.”

June smiled.

“Well, dear, I’ll easily do the same. I’ll call the boys and let them know; I’m sure they’ll understand.”

He smiled, thinking. She is feeling rough, or she would have put up more of a protest than that.

“At least this Christmas was not as dramatic as the last, what with Charlotte’s boyfriend and his dad having a heart attack.” June smiled.

“Oh, I think by then, dear, he was her former boyfriend, but I know what you mean; also, Claire and Mark have remained as is too. That is nice after what they went through together.

2012 was a real baptism of fire for them.

Last year was not as dramatic; they had a reasonable time of it.” He smiled.

“Well, dear, I think the way they feel for each other, I would not be surprised if Mark went on to propose to Claire.” June laughed.

"Funny you should say that, but I ran that very possibility by Claire myself; she said that they’ll complete their studies first.

If they are still going strong by then, you never know. She said she would not discard it if Mark asked; she would say yes. She loves Mark, and he just thinks his world revolves around her.”

Gordon smiled.

“Yes, April sees them reach two years together. Personally, unless something drastic happens, I really can’t see them as separate now, can you?”

She smiled.

“No, dear, just like Charlotte and Claire have always been close; you don’t see one without the other, so to speak. Now I think it’s become the same for Claire and Mark too.” Gordon smiled.

“Ah yes, Charlotte, poor girl. I think she still has her colours flying for Mark; they’re still close, all three of them. Did you know Mark told me he loved her, and from what I witnessed, it was obvious Charlotte felt the same for him?”

She nodded.

“Yes, I know, dear, back when Mark was in the hospital and we thought the worst outcome was going to happen. That’s when Charlotte confessed to me that she loved him and that she was never going to have the opportunity to tell him that.”

“Yes, but they seem to get on so well despite that emotional dilemma causing issues for them.”

She nodded. “Yes, Mark came close; it would have devastated both had he died. I think Claire would have been inconsolable.”

“I suppose, dear, that is why they are so close, as each learnt that day the importance of just how life can change in a moment.

Mark, I think, changed the most after that; he became mature overnight and stopped thinking of the usual petty normalities of being a teenager.”

He nodded. “Yes, Mark had a close call, and you’re right, dear, I think he did become more focused afterwards.”
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Brenda knocked on Raymond’s door at 11:28.

“Raymond, are you looking at getting up today or not? Doreen said she has been calling your mobile.”

He stirred.

“What time is it, Mother?”

She looked at her watch.

“It is 11:30. What time did you get back this morning?” He yawned as she opened his room door and stood on the threshold.

He blinked at the flood of light entering his room from the hallway.

“Mother, do you mind? Around five, I think, I got in a taxi from town someplace.” She smiled at him.

“Oh, I see. Were you pissed?”

He yawned again. “No, Mother. I was, shall we say, merry, but not pissed; Doreen was boozy, as was Francis, her mother. Her dad, Robert, was reasonably sober.”

“From her parents’ house, we headed to a party somewhere on Holburn Street, where we got the taxi from this morning.”

She nodded. “Well, if you’re rising then, I’ll see you downstairs. She’d appreciate you returning her call, she said. Bacon if you want a sandwich for your breakfast.”

He nodded.

“Aye, OK, Mother, will you please close the door till I get dressed?”

She nodded, closed the door and headed downstairs.

He thought. Sorry, Doreen, I will call you later; my mobile is on charge, and so am I.

He rolled over, bunched his pillow a bit and went back to sleep.

Downstairs Brenda was back in the kitchen as Charlie sat reading a paper.

“Well, Bren, was he pissed?”

She shook her head.

“He says he wasn’t; he didn’t look bad. I think now he’s got his licence back. He knows he must control his drinking. I think he’s telling me the truth; as I said, he didn’t look that bad.”

“Well, Bren, it's New Year and all; I think we can cut him some slack, can’t we? I know that since I gave up the drink and the greasy meals, I feel great.

Of course, along with the loss of two and a half stones, which helps as well.”

She laughed. “Aye, ye bugger, this time I didn’t have to spend the rest of my Christmas and New Year sitting by a bloody hospital bed either.” He laughed.

“So, far’s teeny bugs at?"

“Oh, come on, Charlie, need you ask?”

“I know she’s through at Donna’s; I take it?”

“Aye, the little bugger; since she and Anne became inseparable as chums, she spends most of her life through there at Donna’s now. If she’s not gallivanting about with Steve and Anne with Richard, they are all next door.”

He laughed.

“She’s happy; that’s the main thing. At least we know how far she is most of the time, do we?”

She laughed.

“Aye, that we do. I bet that bugger upstairs has gone back to sleep as well, even though I told him she had called.” Charlie laughed.

“New Year’s Day, Bren; he’ll not shift until he wants to, whether Doreen calls or not.”

“No, I suppose not, although as and when he does, he’ll head for Doreen’s, no doubt, at some time during the day.” Charlie smiled.

“Do you know Rachel was drinking yesterday?”

He nodded.

“Aye, Donna gave her half a cider. Why?” She laughed. “Little bugger came in this morning, and I would say she had more than just a half.”

He laughed. “Well, again, Bren, New Year, it is not as if she does that any other time; just leave her. At least she came back home and not legless.”

Brenda thought. Charlie’s right; she did not get drunk and could have, it being New Year and everybody else doing it, but she did not, so I suppose.

Rachel’s not stupid; that is one thing I can count on.

“Aye, OK, but as long as she doesn’t make a habit of it, then fine.”

He smiled. “Bren, love, she’s always been the level-headed one, our Rachel. If there’s one thing I can do, it is trust her to remain so.” Brenda smiled.

“Aye, you're right. Charlie she is, isn't she? A little bloody, madam, but aye, she’s got her head screwed on right. I suppose that is something we can both rely on.”

Charlie nodded.

“Aye, it is. Now go and stick the kettle on, my sweet; we’ll have a fresh brew.” Brenda smiled.
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Cults, Lottie’s house.
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“So, it’s the beginning of a new year, so let’s hope it’s a good one.” Lottie smiled.

“Yes, Mum, I can at least get my assessments in on time; that would be a bonus.”

Beth laughed. “That’s a discipline you’ll need to learn, isn’t it, besides going out at all hours partying and such? It’s a wonder you get any done at all.”

Lottie sighed. “Mum, let’s not go there, please.”

Beth looked at her. “OK, OK, fine, but Charlotte, it's... oh, never mind.”

Lottie sighed as Claire added.

“I think I was late with an important one last year, and that was his fault.” Claire nodded towards Mark, who laughed.

“What? Now wait just a minute here, missy. I didn’t force you to come to mine for the whole weekend, now, did I?”

She smiled at him, that smile that just made him weak at the knees.

“No, lover, you didn’t force me. However, having told you I needed to complete important paperwork, you never reminded me about that either, now did you?”

He looked at her smiling.

“Oh, no, it’s not suddenly my job to remind you of such; after all, it is your course of studies and not mine.”

“Oh, you are a swine. See what I must put up with?”

He laughed.

“Oh, I see what you’ve had to put up with.”

May I remind you, sweetness, it was your idea to stay with
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