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Introduction Book 1. Part 2.

Part one covered Tillydrone and Bieldside Cults, and part 2 covers Heathryfold onwards, as Donna’s move means a brighter future for them.

With George dead, Donna now possesses his legacy.

She, Mark, and Anne could start a new life; Anne especially would now begin to blossom in George’s absence.

Lottie shifted her focus, temporarily resolving Mark's love life issues.

Fate still threw the occasional spanner in the works; now a new one cropped up in the shape of Rachel.

She, like Lottie, was going to see Mark, and she, like Lottie, was going to fall in love with him over time. Once again testing Claire’s patience and Mark’s loyalty to her. The sea of love was still going to have its share of choppy waters.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapters:


[image: ]


1. The new house is Donna’s blank canvas.

2. Donna & Anne have a mother-daughter chat.

3. The settling in. 

4. Mark hears Dave & Sandra have split.

5. Lottie meets Raymond. 

6. Saturday, 3rd of November: Lottie & Raymond's first date.

7. Lottie confesses to Beth.

8. Thursday, 15th of November, Lottie & her parents head to Edinburgh. 

9. The journey home.

10. The four of them go bowling.

11. Claire fears Lottie’s time with Raymond means less time for her & Lottie.

12. Raymond visits Lottie’s again.

13. Mark & Claire have had another fallout.

14. Mark offers Claire an olive branch.

15. Saturday, 15th of December, Lottie & Raymond fall out.  

16. Sunday, 16th of December: Raymond gets arrested. 

17. Friday, 21st of December: the teens leave school. 

18. Monday, 24th of December, Christmas Eve. 

19. Charlie wakes up on Friday, the 28th of December. 

20. The lead-up to New Year.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1.


The new house is Donna’s blank canvas.
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As they were all deciding to head for the chipper, there was a knock on the door.

“Oh, I wonder who that is. Can it be a delivery already?” Donna headed to the door to answer it.

“Hi, sorry to bother you, but I saw you move in earlier. I’m Brenda from just right next door. Just thought I would pop in and say, Welcome to the neighbourhood.”

Donna smiled.

“Oh, thanks very much, Brenda. Aye, nae lang here so." They stood for a second slightly awkwardly.

“Oh, would you like a cuppa?” Brenda nodded.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A next-door neighbour welcomes them.
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“Oh, if you don’t mind, that is?” Donna smiled.

“No, in you come.”

They headed through to the kitchen.

“This is my loon Mark and my quine, Anne.” Brenda nodded.

“Hi, fit. Like, I was just saying to your ma, I’m right next door, so hello and welcome.”

Mark nodded. “Hi, Brenda," Anne smiled.

“Aye, fit like Brenda."

Brenda smiled.

“I’ve two kids as well; my oldest is a loon, Raymond, and my quine, she’s 14, a right bloody madam. Her name’s Rachel.” Donna nodded.

“Oh, aye, we met her the day we came to see the house; nice lassie.” Brenda laughed.

“Well, aye, she can be when she wants; she’s a bloody pain in the arse, though.” Donna laughed.

“Excuse the mess, Brenda, but we’re still sorting things out, so the cuppa – do you want tea or coffee?” She smiled.

“Oh, a cup of tea, thanks; milk, one sugar, please.”

Donna poured her tea, and they chatted.

Brenda told them she was 35, turning 36 in November, and that they had stayed next door since 1998.

Apart from two kids, she also had her husband Charlie, who was a bus driver.

She also told them she worked part-time at Aberdeen Royal Infirmary in the laundry department.

“I’m not at work that day; like, I had a doctor’s appointment for my knee – it’s a wee touch of the rooms and attics (rheumatics),” Donna winced.

“Oh, that’s not fine. "Is it sore?” Brenda sighed.

“It's twitchy in this cold weather just now, but the tablets I got are good.” Donna smiled.

“Well, who’s next door on the opposite side of me, then?” Brenda smiled.

“Oh, that’s Jenny and Sandy Buchan; they’re a nice couple. Ye ken Jenny’s a hairdresser.

Works in that fancy salon on Holborn Street, the Cosmo Style, I think.

Her man Sandy works offshore as a crane driver for Sparrow’s on a two-on, two-off rotation. They’re both in their early 30s, but no kids yet. Oh, a haircut or something, and she’ll get you the neighbour’s discount.” Brenda winked at Donna.

“You’ll like it here, Donna; it’s fine and quiet. Nobody bothers you; the neighbours are all good.

So, I take it you two are still at school?” Mark nodded.

“Yes, I leave at Christmas, as I am 16 today, the 19th of October.” Brenda smiled.

“Oh, well, happy birthday then, Mark.”

Donna and Anne both sat there thinking, Shit.

“Well, my Raymond, he’s 17, and he turns 18 on March 23rd next year.

He is into all these bloody computers and stuff.

He is at college just now doing his studies on them. Rachel is at Northfield Academy; she turns 15 on the 7th of March next year.

Although she acts like she’s bloody twenty most of the time.”

Anne smiled at the Northfield part, thinking. Oh, maybe she will show me how to get there and stuff.

Mark was thinking. Raymond, her son, is into computers, and Lottie is so knowledgeable with computers too, I wonder.

“So, Raymond’s into computing, is he?” Brenda nodded.

“Aye, Mark, apart from college, studying computers.

He spends bloody hours upstairs tinkering around with them as well; he can strip them and rebuild them and do things.

Me? I haven't got a bloody clue," Donna laughed.

“Aye, that’s me as well; nae idea.” They laughed.

“Rachel now, she is a typical girl, as I said, a right little madam. Most of the time it's boys this and boys that, music this and clothes. Ma, I need this. Ma, I need that.

They think your pockets are deep and filled with endless cash.”

Donna laughed. “Oh, now that sounds familiar, does it, pet?” Anne smiled.

“Ma, I’m not that bad.”

Donna and Brenda exchanged smiles as Anne was now intrigued, thinking. Rachel sounds OK; I need to meet her. She could introduce me to the local boys; she likes clothes and music.

When they did meet, they were destined to become as close as Claire and Lottie as friends.

Mark was still intrigued about Raymond, especially the computer aspect and thinking.

I know I love Lottie; I would hate to see her with somebody else. However, having her partner with similar interests would be better than carrying on as is until the shit hits the fan.

If Raymond does not look like a dog’s arse, then maybe, just maybe, Lottie will like him enough.

At least to see whether he is worth considering or not, it is at least worth a try.

Brenda broke Mark’s train of thought as she asked Donna.

“What’s your man up to, then? Never seen one arrive with you?” Donna sighed.

“Oh, he’s dead, Brenda, killed in an accident.” Brenda sighed aloud.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Donna. I’ve put my foot in it?”

Donna smiled.

“No, don’t be silly; that’s why I’m here: a new house and a new start.” Brenda smiled.
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“Oh, I see. Well, welcome again. Look, I won’t keep you anymore. I see you’ve got lots to do and items to gain. Oh, just one thing before I go: Charlie’s handy at DIY, so any wee jobs, etc., you need doing, don’t be afraid to ask.”

“Thanks, Brenda. I’ll keep that in mind. He might be busy shortly, though.”

Brenda laughed. “No bother; I can see we will get on just fine. Nice seeing you.”

Donna smiled. “Aye, you too; thanks again.” Brenda smiled.

“Oh, fine tea, by the way.” 

She went in next door, waved and closed the door.

Donna closed her door. Nice woman, she thought, not like Tilly. They were neighbours in the same flat as you; you never saw them most of the time, let alone spoke to them. Again, Donna and Brenda were going to become firm friends too.

It was now 16:30; Donna assumed the chippy would be open.

She turned to Mark. 

“Mark, listen a minute. With all that’s been going on lately, it’s your birthday the day.

It just went straight out of my head; I am sorry, pet.”

He shook his head and smiled.

“OK, Ma, I understand. Honestly, it’s fine.”

Donna kissed his head. “I’ll get you something in the morning, pet. Sorry.” He smiled.

Anne sighed. “Me too, bro. Sorry.”

He nodded. “Again, Sis, it’s OK; we have all been somewhat distracted by recent events.” Anne looked at him and nodded.

“OK, so does Claire know?” He nodded.

“She does, yes.”

‘After Brenda left', Donna said.

“Right, let’s have a walk over and see if the chipper is open; it should be.”

They headed over to Byron and saw what it was.

After a 20-minute wait in line, 10 more for their suppers, they headed home again. As they sat eating, Anne’s mobile rang.

“Hello.”

“Yes, hello, is that Mrs Anderson?” Anne shook her head. “Hold on.” 

She handed the phone to Donna. “Hello.”

“Mrs Anderson?”

“Yes, that’s me.” The man spoke to her for a moment, and Donna replied.

“Yes, OK, that’s great. Yes, there will be somebody here. It’s Howes Crescent, Heathryfold, Aberdeen. Yes, OK, thank you very much. Bye.” 

She handed Anne the phone back.

“Right, that was the bed store; they can deliver it this coming Monday, the 22nd, but can’t give a time.

So, one of you will have to stay in to wait on them for me, please.”

Mark and Anne shot each other a look.

Donna caught it, thinking. Little buggers are already working out how to get out of it.

“OK, Ma, I’ll stay in.” Mark smiled as Donna nodded. “That’s fine, thanks, Loon.” He nodded.

“OK, Ma, we’ll wait, knowing nice comfy beds are coming.” She nodded.

"Thanks; I love you both.” Mark and Anne replied.

“We love you as well, Ma.”

After supper, they gathered all the empty boxes and papers and put them out in the bin.

“Ma?”

“Yes, pet?”

“Where are my tablets?” Donna thought for a minute. “Oh, they’re in my bag, pet. Sorry.”

Donna took the small paper bag out and handed it to Anne.

“Thanks, Ma. I’ll stick them in my room.”

Anne then thought, Shit, where? Donna was thinking. Anne complained earlier it was cold; it is getting worse in here now.

“Mark, pet, have you spotted the boiler?” 

He had gone up to his room to search the bags for something he needed, and he was also thinking. The right bed will be here under the window, the wardrobe over there, the chest of drawers there – sorted.

“Mark!” He came to the top of the stairs.

“What, Ma?" Donna smiled.

“I asked you, have you seen the boiler?”

“Oh, aye, Ma, it’s under the stairs, that cupboard beside you.”

“OK, loon, thanks.”

Donna took the instructions and sat in the kitchen reading through them.

She then headed back to the boiler, switched it on and set the timings for the heating and the water. Thinking. OK, here goes nothing. She pressed the 'save to confirm' button, and the boiler sprang to life. It was a gas one; she felt a little apprehensive about that due to the cost of gas. Donna thought.

It is a 100% fucking rip-off by the suppliers, just to keep their parasite shareholders happy at the expense of people freezing to death. ‘Bastards,’ she thought to herself. I hope they choke on their next glass of champagne.

She put the manual back beside the boiler and closed the door. In the living room, she again looked at the space available, already thinking about where things would go.

As she stood there, it came to her that it had been just a few weeks to the day that George had been killed.

In addition, as she looked at the time, it was approaching the moment when the two police officers came and told her the news of his death.

Thinking. George, without your only unselfish act of keeping your insurance and pension investment payments up, I would be in deep shit right now.

For what it’s worth, my love, thank you, and I do hope you have found the peace you so sadly lacked in life. Mark walked in, saw the look on Donna’s face and left her in her moment of thought.

Instead, he went to the kitchen and stood looking out into the back garden.

Thinking. For the first time in my life, I can go outside and sit there without the whole of bloody Tilly being able to share it with me. Anne came up behind him.

“Fit are ye looking at?”

He smiled. “Nothing, just the fact it’s our back garden, not shared with the rest of the flats or Tilly.”

“Aye, it's great, isn't it, bro? Pity about the shit weather; we could have a Barbie now if we liked.”

He smiled.

“Even without the shit weather, Sis, it’s late in the year for that.”

“Aye, I know, but I’m just saying we could if we wanted; that’s all.” Donna came in.

“Have what, pet?” Anne smiled.

“A Barbie, Ma, in the summer, if we get one next year, that is,” Donna smiled.

“Well, we just have to wait and see, pet, won’t we?” Mark’s phone rang; he saw Claire’s name flashing as the caller. “Oh, looks like lover boy’s being paged.”

He smiled at Anne and answered his phone.

“Hello, Claire.”

“Oh, you have company there, have you?” Mark smiled. “Yes, what about you?”

"I'm in my room surfing; Lottie’s just gone home; we were in town most of the day.”

He thought. Why? I hope they are not arguing again.

“Oh, I thought maybe she’d be staying since we’re off.” She smiled.

“No, she’s going with her parents to her brother’s home in town this evening. Martin and his fiancée got engaged too. That’s him and Michael getting married in the spring now.” Claire heard him laughing.

“Well then, I’m hanging up on you. Bye.”

Claire thought, Oh, why? “Whatever for?”

“Well, it might be contagious, so bye.”

Mark laughed as Claire caught the jest.

“Mark, you are a silly boy, honestly.” She was laughing now.

“Well, you never know; there might be something in the air, perhaps.”

“I take it the move is over; you are all now settled into the new house?”

“Yes, we’re all here, but settled? No, we have nothing to sit on, sleep on, cook on, or sit and watch, so I suppose ‘in the house’ is about it.”

Claire was laughing again.

“Oh, poor boy, here I am sitting all by myself on this large, comfy bed. You are not here to sit by me.”

He laughed.

“Oh, I see. Rub it in, why don’t you? You’re a teasing bitch.” He heard her giggling.

“Oh, rubbing it is something I do have in mind, but you’re not here, are you?” He smiled.

“Claire, stop teasing the rooster, please.” Claire laughed.

“Oh, very inventive, I must say.” Donna and Anne headed back to the living room.

Anne jokingly blew kisses at Mark while hugging herself with her arms over her shoulders.

He laughed at her. “What’s amusing you now? I heard you stifle a giggle.”

He smiled. “Oh, just Anne being a funny bugger, that’s all.”

“Oh, what’s she doing?”

“She’s taking the piss as usual.” Claire laughed.

“Well, sisters are apt to do that with brothers, are they? It’s, as Dad would say, 'par for the course, dear.’ He laughed.

“I know Anne often tells me that too; she has to piss me off in her books, it’s mandatory.” 

Claire giggled.

“Right, then, tomorrow being Saturday, what’s happening?”

“I don’t know yet, what with the move and such. Have you thought of something?”

“Well, as usual, I will not be home until noon. I have not seen the weather yet either, so be a dear and come out. Lottie and I want to see you.”

He nodded, thinking.

They got me something in town today; that is why.

“OK, I’ll be there for, say, 13:35, give or take.

Is that OK? Will you be all spruced up and ready?

Oh, I still must find out about the bus from here, so maybe I'm a little erratic with times.

So, I apologise in advance if I’m held up or late because of anything.”

She nodded her head. “Oh, yes, I forgot about that, as the 19 is no longer available from there.”

“No, I’ll find out tomorrow which one it is and let you know.”

“Right, and if you’re late, don’t fret; I’ll know why now.” Mark smiled.

“Well, I’ll see you tomorrow then. Love you, bye.”

“Yes, until tomorrow. Love you too. Bye. Oh, lover, a happy birthday, dear boy.”

“Thanks, Claire. Yes, 16 and never been kissed.”

She laughed.

“Oh, you little liar; see you tomorrow, dear. Bye, love you, bye.” He smiled.

“Love you more.” They hung up, and he smiled as he put his phone away.

He entered the living room to see Anne sitting on the floor and Donna on one of the old seats from the kitchen.

“Well, this looks like fun, doesn’t it? May I join in? Which part of the floor is mine, Sis?”

Anne and Donna both laughed.

“Mark, it’s only temporary; we’ll have things in soon.” He smiled.

“I know, Ma, but it will be a long weekend lying on the floor or sitting on those bloody seats. A nice comfy bed is something I’m looking forward to coming on Monday.”

Anne smiled. “What about Claire’s one, then?” He laughed.

“Oh, yes, Sis dear, I’ll run that past June.

Hi, sorry, June, I don’t have a bed just now, but I’ll just sleep with Claire for the next few days.

Is that OK with you?”

Donna smiled as Anne huffed.

“Ma, he’s being sarcastic again; tell him.”

Donna shook her head, thinking.

They are always playing off each other, little buggers. However, Mark’s right; I do not suppose June would entertain that idea.

The evening passed, and they all laid out their makeshift beds as best they could, and at half past ten, they all got into these and fell asleep.
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Saturday, 20th of October.
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It was Saturday morning, and Mark sat up from his makeshift bed and felt the stiffness in his muscles.

He stood, headed for the toilet, knowing Donna was up, as he could hear her radio on in the kitchen downstairs. As he tried the door, he heard the shower going and thought.

Shit, the bugger beat me to it, and she will be there till bloody Christmas. He sighed, headed back into his room and got dressed, then headed downstairs.

“Morning, Ma.”

“Aye, morning, pet, and again, sorry about your birthday, Mark.” He smiled.

“It’s OK, Ma; my best present would be at least getting a piss in the morning." Donna laughed.

“Aye, a little bugger she is, but she’s a teen lassie, Mark; you’ll just have to live with it as I do.”

He sighed.

“I’m not going to ask if you slept well because I bloody didn’t; I just hope those beds come Monday as they said.” He nodded as Donna looked around the empty kitchen.

“Sorry, there’s nothing else, pet, just toast and coffee until I get the cooker and stuff delivered." They also said they’d be here during this coming week.”

Anne shouted from the top of the stairs.

“Ma, I need a towel, please!” Donna sighed.

“You would think she’d check she had a towel before getting in the shower, wouldn’t you?”

Mark smiled. “OK, pet, hold on a minute.”

She got up and rummaged around in the still-unemptied boxes, pulling out two bath towels. Headed upstairs and handed them to Anne.

She thanked her and closed the door again.

On return to the kitchen.

“Well, sorry, son, I know what will happen now, as does Madam upstairs. She will spend hours in that bloody bathroom in the mornings.”

“Oh, tell me about it; it was bad enough at Tilly without a bloody shower. I too wanted a shower this morning. Plus, the fact I could not get in to even have a leak either.”

“Well, pet, she will only get worse as she gets older, believe me; I was the same.

First shower, then blow-dry hair, then makeup, lipstick, and mascara, then get dressed and brush hair once it’s dry.” Mark sighed.

“Oh, good, one bathroom which will become Buggerlug’s second home from today onwards, I presume.” Donna laughed.

“Well, pet, that’s girls for you. I’m sure Claire’s the same in the morning, the same from start to finish.”

He nodded.

“Aye, she has her routine off to a tee, Ma, but still an average of twenty minutes with her as well.”

Donna laughed as Anne came in, tidying her hair and smiling.

"What? Fit are ye laughing at?” He turned to her.

“Look what the cat’s dragged in; all right for some, all nice and spruced up," Anne huffed.

“Zip it, sarky?”

He smiled and got his phone out.

Hi gorgeous, I need 2 catch 2 buses now, so I must time it. xx.

OK, fine. I have just over hour yet 2 so I will C U later. Xx.

OK, bye, xx.

Yes, bye, xx.

Mark put his phone in his pocket and checked the time: 10:36.

“Well, I take it you’ll be off soon?” He nodded.

“Aye, Ma, but I don’t know which bus is here; some say 12, others say 13. " Plus, I have no idea where they go.” Donna smiled.

“Well, I know it stops just at the end of the road, pet, and I have seen it’s the 12. Where it goes after that, sorry, pet.” He sighed.

“Well, I’ll find out today.” Donna nodded.

“What time are you going?”

“As I have no idea how long it will take, I am leaving now. From Tilly, the 19 was roughly 40 minutes tops.

I have now got to time it from here.”

She nodded.

“Brenda will tell ye.” Mark looked at Donna.

“Who?” She smiled.

“Next door, Brenda, her man’s a bus driver; if anyone knows about the bus times, then you would think he would.” Mark remembered. “Ma, as I always said, you’re a genius.”

She smiled. “Away with ye, bugger that ye are.” 

He smiled and headed next door; he rang the bell, and Brenda answered.

“Oh, hi, Mark. What can I do for you?” Mark smiled.

“Good morning, Brenda. As you know, we recently moved in. Therefore, I was wondering which bus I catch at the end of the road and where it goes from here.”

She nodded.

“Hold on a second, Loon; Charlie, come here a minute!” He came to the door.

“Oh, hi, sir. I was just asking your lovely wife Brenda here about the bus service. I thought maybe you’d tell me how I get to Cults from here.”

“Cults Bieldside, is that where you’re headed?” Mark nodded.

“OK, the 12 at the end of the road there takes you into Union Terrace; get off at the junction of Union Street. Then cross over and catch the 19 from there.”

Mark nodded.

“That’s great, thank you. How long does it take?”

“Oh, you’re looking at 35-45 minutes depending on traffic.”

Mark thought. Oh, roughly the same time, then.

“OK, thanks again, both of you. I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

Brenda smiled. “Oh, it's no bother, son; just ask.” Mark nodded.

“Right, thank you both.” Mark went back inside as Brenda closed the door.

“Well, he seems like a nice laddie, well-spoken for somebody from Tilly.”

Charlie nodded. “Aye, he does, Bren, but he looks familiar. I can’t say where from, but he does. Now that’s going to bug me until it comes.” Rachel walked up behind them.

“Who’s a nice laddie, Ma?”

“The laddie that’s just moved in next door, he’s a nice laddie, polite and good-looking as well.”

Rachel smiled.

“Oh, is that right? "Good-looking, is he?” Brenda smiled.

“Rachel, I think he has a girlfriend already.”

Rachel smiled, thinking. So, that has not stopped me from making it known I am interested.

“Well, Ma, I will only say hello to him, will I?” Brenda smiled.

“OK, Quine, but ‘hello’ is most likely what you’ll get back; young loons that good-looking are never free.”

As Mark came back, he saw Anne sitting and texting on her phone.

Next door, Rachel was now curious about this new boy who moved in.

For the next few years for her, it was going to be a bittersweet experience. 

It was her growing love for him that was to ruffle Claire’s feathers and test her patience. It was also going to test Mark to the limit too, as Rachel tried every trick in the book to make him hers.

Hi Vonnie. Well, we’ve moved; it's great: a garden and a power shower in the bathroom.

Oh, OK, snob, so you've moved up in the world, have you? B like Claire next, lol.

Lol, going shopping with Ma & Gran today, more stuff for the house. Call you later, OK? xx.

Aye, OK then. C U 4 now. xx.

Lol xx.

It was at 10:53 that the familiar blue Beamer pulled up at the door as Linda came into the house.

“Hi, only me," Anne smiled. “Hi, Granny"

Anne and Mark both replied. Linda smiled.

"Hi, children. Oh, sorry, you’re not anymore, are you? Sorry?”

They smiled as Mark replied.

“It’s OK, Gran; we know what you meant.” 

Donna met Linda at the kitchen door.

“Hi, Linda, thanks again for this.” Linda smiled.

“It’s no bother, Donna; we’re family now, are we?”

“OK, maybe we are, but here, take this.”

Donna handed Linda £50.00.

“What’s this for, Donna?” Donna gestured for Linda to put it away in her bag.

“Petrol for all the running about, for me.” Linda smiled and went to hand it back.

“No, it’s OK. Don’t be daft, Donna; here, take it back.” Donna refused.

“No, Linda, family or not, I know cars don’t run on fresh air; petrol’s not cheap these days, so please take it.” Linda sighed.

“Oh, OK, if you insist, but I’ll get the coffee and cakes, OK?” Donna smiled.

“OK, deal," Anne smiled. “Right, already?” Anne nodded. “Yes, Gran.”

“OK, let’s go, Mark. What about you? Do you want a lift into town?” Mark hesitated a second.

“Yes and no, Linda. Yes, it would be fine, but I need to take the bus and get used to where it goes and the timing it takes.” She nodded.

“Oh, OK, I understand. So, you don’t keep Claire waiting too long, is that it?” 

She smiled at him. 

“OK, then, Mark, see you later. Bye.”

“Yes, bye Gran, and thanks anyway.”

He smiled and watched them get in the car and drive off. Thinking. Time for me to make tracks too; it is almost 11:00, as Charlie just said. 

There are two buses to get on now.

He looked around him and then headed off, locking the door behind him.

Rachel watched from her window. Thinking. Yes, that must be him; from the glance I just got, he is a handsome devil, right enough.

Well, let’s see if he likes me once I say hello after all. Just next door, is he?
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At Cults.
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Mark was on route timing buses; Claire, as usual, had finished work at 12 and now waited patiently for June to arrive. She heard the toot of the horn 6 minutes past and headed out to meet her.

Saying her goodbyes to Judith and the rest of the girls.

“Busy, dear?” Claire nodded.

“Yes, Mum, with the owners taking over soon, Mandy and I had all the horses made ready for the winter break. In addition, there was a Blue Cross inspection this morning too.”

June nodded. “Oh, what were their findings, dear?”

“Well, the stables and conditions are all fine; the horses are all in excellent health, but they found one mare was slightly lame. So, she can’t be out riding until a vet checks her over.”

“Oh, that’s a shame, dear; I hope it’s nothing serious.”

“A sprained tendon, they think, but better to be safe, they said.” June nodded.

“I take it Mark's coming out today, dear?”

“Yes, Mum, he is, but he now has two buses to catch, so he needs to time his journey again.

I think he should be here for around a quarter to two.” June smiled.

“Ah yes, they’ve moved, so he no longer has the previous bus taken and available to him.”

Claire nodded.

“Yes, Mum, although he did say the 19 was still part of his route here.”

“Well, you will have the house all to yourselves, dear, as Dad and I are headed into town.”

“Oh, what’s the occasion, Mum?” June smiled.

“Oh, nothing of an occasion, dear, although your dad going anywhere except to a golf course might be considered something of one. No, I'm headed into town to get Michael, Elaine, Martin, and Josephine their engagement presents.”

“Also, I need to do a wee bit of shopping too; it shouldn’t take more than, say, 3 hours, but we may also have lunch too, Dad's treat, dear.”

Claire looked at her, thinking. Oh, is she giving Mark and me carte blanche to do as we please here?

“OK, Mum, thanks. As it was, it was Mark’s sixteenth yesterday. Lottie and I got his gifts earlier this week.

I got him a laptop, and Lottie has got him a new mobile phone.”

June smiled. “Yes, as you reminded me of that, dear. Your dad and I will get Mark something today in town too.” Claire smiled.

“Thank you, Mum; he will be appreciative of that.”

“No problem, dear; he’s a nice lad.”

Claire smiled.

“Changed your tune, Mum, have you?” June laughed.

“Oh, you are a cheeky madam.”

They arrived at the house and headed inside. Claire went to the utility room, took her work overalls off and dumped them on the floor next to the washing machine.

She then headed upstairs to shower and change.

June smiled, thinking.

She always does that; little madam she is. She then picked them up, put them in the machine, and turned it on.
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Lottie’s house.
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Earlier, when Lottie was pottering around in her room, she looked at the clock at 10:49 when she heard the door flap go in the letterbox. Beth then collected the mail and headed to the kitchen with it, as usual, seeing that one was addressed to Charlotte.

“Charlotte, dear, there’s a letter for you! Lottie thought. Oh, I wonder what that is.

“Oh, I wasn’t expecting anything. Is it from RGU?” Beth checked the sender.

“No, dear, it’s from the Scottish Parliament building!” Lottie again looked puzzled.

“Oh, I wonder what that is. "I'm coming down, Mum!” She headed for the kitchen. Beth handed her the letter; she opened it and read it.
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Dear Miss Charlotte Lesley Phillips,
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It gives me the greatest pleasure to invite you, on behalf of the people of Scotland, to attend Edinburgh’s Holyrood Palace on Friday the 16th of November 2012 at 10:00.

This invite is to present you with the courage award. This award is presented by a representative of royalty at Holyrood Palace.

After which there will be a special function dinner with an opportunity to talk to other guests. Once again, congratulations on this reward for your courage and steadfastness in adversity and for being an inspiration to others; Scotland can be proud of you.

Albert Salmson, MSP, Scottish First Minister.

Albert Salmson.

Lottie handed the letter to Beth, who read it too.

“Oh, my Charlotte, this is, oh my."

Beth hugged her. “Mum, I knew I had been put forward for something, but now it’s confirmed. I can’t believe it.” She got her phone out and texted Claire.

Hi, girlfriend. You are never going to believe this.

Claire did not answer; then Lottie remembered.

Oh, I forgot; she is working. It is only 11:10 now.

Claire heard her mobile ping as she was carting a wheelbarrow of horse dung out to the compost heap.

Thinking. Sorry, whoever you are, but I cannot answer just now; I need to wash horse dung off my hands first. These gloves I have on are past their best.

Lottie thought.

Well, I will take it over to her when she has returned home.

Lottie gets a surprise letter. Mark meets two of Claire’s friends. Claire finished her shower whilst drying herself down and looked at her phone to see from whom she had missed a text.

Smiling as she saw it was Lottie, she then thought. Oh, hold on; Lottie knows I am working at that time, so I wonder why she is texting me.

Hi, girlfriend. What’s up?

Hi Claire, I forgot earlier; I must show U something.

Oh, what?

You need 2 C it.

OK, come over. Mark on route 2 should B here soon.

OK, he needs 2 C it 2.

OK, U have me curious now.

Lol, C U soon xx.

OK, xx.

They hung up; she put her phone down, dried herself off, and tossed the damp towels in her laundry bin. Thinking. I wonder what Lottie must show us.
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Mark.
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Earlier Mark got off at Union Terrace; as instructed, he then walked over to the 19-bus stop across Union Street as he approached, thinking.

This is the stop back in April, the one where Claire and her friends got on that Friday.

A small event, but boy, what has changed since then?

The 19 arrived 12 minutes later; as he boarded, he walked up, finding that same seat vacant, and sat in it. Looking over to where Claire had sat that day, his mind went back to that very minute she turned and smiled at him.

Thinking. I remember it as if it were yesterday that that smile changed my whole life. He then sat back and watched the familiar route pass by the window.

As Mark made his way to her, Claire was now in the kitchen with June, sipping her latte and eating a Dutch pastry with raisins, which scattered crumbs everywhere.

June smiled at her. “Claire, dear, look at the mess!"

She smiled, still with a mouth full of pastry, and waited until she swallowed.

“Sorry, Mum, but you can’t bite one of these things and not make crumbs.” She smiled again.

“Once you’re finished, dear, you know where the cleaning products are?”

“Yes, Mum, I know.”

Back at Lottie’s. “Charlotte, you’ve made your old mum very proud of you; I love you so much.”

Lottie smiled at her.

“Thanks, Mum, but for Claire, I’d do it again in a heartbeat.” Beth smiled.

“I know, dear; there’s no doubt in my mind she’d do the same thing for you.” Lottie sighed.

“I know, Mum; she would, as there’s nothing Claire and I won’t do for each other.” Beth nodded.

“Well, I’ll call your dad on the rig and let him know he needs to be home for that if he can arrange it.”

“Thanks, Mum. Give him my love, please. I’m heading off to Claire’s now, so I’ll see you later.”

“OK, will you be home for tea?”

She thought for a second.

“I don’t know, Mum, but I will call you if not.”

She kissed and hugged Beth and left; taking the letter with her, she headed up the road to Claire’s, reaching there within three minutes.

Meanwhile, the bus seemed to catch every red light as it made its way out.

He sighed, thinking. I would be bloody quicker walking, and now I am feeling peckish, having just had a slice of toast and a coffee earlier.

Then he remembered he had a Twix in his pocket; he took it out, thinking.

I hope it has not gone and bloody melted in there.

He did not notice the two girls that got on a few stops back, and they now sat looking at him.

He sat eating his snack and then was surprised to hear his name called out. He looked around the bus, seeing two girls giggling.

“Yes, Mark, we called you; may we come to sit by you?”

He nodded, thinking.

OK, what is going on? Why do they know me? He noticed they were well-dressed and thought they must be friends of Claire. They came over and sat beside him at the back.

“Hi, Mark. Are you on your way to see Claire?”

He nodded.

“Yes, I am. Look, sorry, girls, forgive my ignorance, but have we met?”

They laughed and smiled at him.

“Yes and no, Mark; we were on the bus the day Claire met you. However, later when you met again, it was Rachel and Rebecca that time.”

He nodded.

“I see. I thought you looked familiar, but I wasn’t sure just where it was from.”

“I’m Mandy, and this is Susan. Pleased to meet you.”

He smiled.

“Likewise, but how did you recognise me?”

They giggled.

“It was easy, as Claire has your photos on her phone; in fact, she has several.”

They giggled again. “We have all seen you from this source, plus she has you on her FB site too.” He blushed, and Mandy said,

“There, Susan, just as Claire said, it’s one of his endearing attributes.” They both giggled again.

“I’m not sure, but do you two also work along with Claire on Saturdays?” They nodded.

“Well, yes, normally we do; this was a dramatic morning. We do it every second Saturday.”

“Oh, I see," the girls smiled again.

“Claire was right. You’re as handsome as she says you are.” He blushed again.

“She talks about me to you and shows you all her photos?”

“Yes, she does; we’re all friends of hers, Mark.

She doesn’t share the juicy parts, though. Well, maybe with Charlotte, but not with us. Well, not much.”

Both girls giggled again; Mark reddened slightly more.

“Well, just what has Claire shared with you both and others, I take it?”

“Oh, Mark, now that would be telling. Let’s say she enjoys no longer being a girl now.”

He reddened even more to the delight of the two girls.

“Well, Mark, we fed one horse last Saturday; it had an erection, so we all came to stare at the size of it.

Claire hinted that she was enjoying her stallion and did not need to be excited by the horse’s one.”

Both girls giggled again and looked at his crutch.

“So, is that true, Mark? Has Claire got herself a stud?”

He fidgeted in his seat, making them giggle again.

“I don’t know; you’d have to ask her opinion on that, not mine.”

Mandy turned to Susan.

“Modest and good-looking, Claire has landed lucky, has she?” Susan replied.

“Well, if you and Claire ever part, we will be glad to help you get over her, won’t we, Mandy?” Mandy smiled. “Oh, yes, we’ll comfort you in any way you like, singly or together if you want to?”

Both girls giggled again as he coughed, smiling at them.

“That’s very nice to know, girls; I’ll keep that in mind should the occasion ever merit it."

The two girls stood up.

“Well, as much as we loved our little chat, Mark, this is our stop, handsome. Will you tell Claire we were asking for her?”

They blew him a kiss as they got off. He watched them from the window as they walked along the road; again, both waved to him as they crossed.

He gave them a wave back and saw them both laughing as he did. He then got off at his stop and walked up Baillieswells Road, reaching her door, rang the bell and opened the door as both met him as he did.

“Hi, Mark, in you come.”

Lottie smiled. “Hi, Mark, dear.” They hugged, kissed and headed back to the kitchen.

Mark was about to sit down on his self-allocated stool, but Claire stopped him. She hugged him and kissed his lips; on parting, she spoke.

“Happy birthday, my handsome young man.” He smiled.

“Why, thank you, sweetness, my angel.” 

Lottie now gestured to him, arms open; they hugged, and she, too, kissed his lips. “Happy birthday, Mark.”

“Lottie, thank you too, my other angel.” 

The girls smiled, and they sat down.

“So, Mark, now 16, a milestone for you, now considered to be a young adult.”

“Yes, Lottie, and as a young adult, I have my eyes firmly fixed on the future. I can’t wait to leave school behind me and start the things in life I want to achieve.”

Claire nodded.

“Well, I’m still classed as a child until December, that is, but yes, I too am looking at getting started on those future ambitions.”

“Well, Claire dear, we both are starting university the same way we started school, together.”

“Yes, we are, and I’m so happy that’s the outcome, Lottie.”

“Right, Mark, I’ll make some coffee, then we have a few things to go over.” He nodded.

“Such as?” She smiled.

“Wait, dear, until we are all settled.”

He nodded again. “OK, where are your parents?”

“Out downtown, they’ll be away for ages.”

He looked at them both as Claire put the coffee down.

“OK, Mark, as it was your 16th yesterday, Lottie and I went and got you your gifts.

That’s one thing we must chat over; the next item on the agenda is Lottie has something she’d like to show you too.” He turned to her.

“What’s that, Lottie, apart from everything else you’ve shown me so far?”

She smiled. “Mark, honestly, it’s this, dear.” She handed him the letter; he sat reading it.

He then stood and gestured to her, and she came to him. He lifted her off the floor and twisted around with her, kissing her on the lips.

“Congratulations, Lottie, I’m so very pleased for you, I am. Thanks to you, I have a girlfriend who could have been even more seriously hurt but was not.

Thanks to you and your determination to protect her at any cost, which shows true friendship, and I, for one, admire that and love you for it.”

She smiled and replied.

“Thanks, Mark; however, when it comes to Claire, I would have done it 1000 times more to protect her.” Claire hugged her, and they kissed.

“Thanks, Lottie. Thank you from the bottom of my heart; I love you so much.”

They stood hugging. “I love you too; you mean the world to me.” He smiled at them.

They all sat down again, and Claire turned to him.

“Right, Mark, how are you now? Settling in at your new abode, have any of the items ordered arrived yet?”

Mark smiled.

“Well, my girlfriends.” 

They laughed at that.

“I’m fine, but the house is a little on the sparse side just now; however, Ma and Anne are out at this moment with my gran Linda. I think Ma is buying half of Aberdeen to rectify that as we speak.

Nothing has arrived yet, but at some point, I or Anne will have to man the fort, so to speak, to await it coming.” Claire smiled.

“Oh, so a big shopping spree, then? I take it Donna wants all new?”

He nodded. “Yes, Claire, I shall be happy with a bed to start with, and those are meant to be delivered on Monday.” The two girls giggled.

“What happened to your bed in Tillydrone?” He sighed.

“Ma ditched it; yes, to your question, Claire, she wanted nothing from there to come with us apart from a few odds and sods. The clothes I wear – so until everything arrives, it’s a bit chaotic just now.”

The girls both nodded. “I suppose for Donna a fresh start means exactly that: fresh.” He nodded.

“Yes, sweetness, as I said, she ditched everything from the flat; she wanted none of it to follow her.”

“So, for me, it’s two rolled-up duvets and a pillow as my bed.

My clothes are still in black bags, and Anne has discovered a new holiday haven in the power shower too. She was bad enough hogging the bathroom in Tilly; now I must get there well before she does or forget it.” The girls sat laughing.

“Oh dear, yes, we females, I must admit, we do tend to take our time on things.”

Lottie smiled. “Yes, we do.” He smiled.

“Well, Anne abuses the privilege; if I don’t get in after she comes out, Ma then disappears in there for her break.”

“Oh, dear Mark, that’s a shame.” He laughed.

“Claire, sometimes you can be a right bitch.” The girls again sat laughing.

“Well, as I said, dear, I have a very comfy bed and my toilet to myself too.” He looked at her.

“Oh, go on, lap it up, why don’t you?” Lotte smiled at him.

“Well, Mark dear, I’m sure Donna has it all in hand; you’ll be nice and snug in your bed soon enough come Monday.”

“I hope so; sleeping on the bloody floor – 'uncomfortable' is an understatement. Oh, I forgot to say, on my way here I was chatted up by a couple of females on the bus.”

Claire smiled.

“I see. Did they give you their names and mobile numbers?”

“Well, no, but they did proposition me with a nice offer should I decide to accept it.

They would separately or both together, be rather adventurous with me.”

Claire looked at Lottie and smiled.

“I see, and those two females' names would not happen to be Susan and Mandy, would they?”

He nodded.

“Yep, I knew they were winding me up; they said to say hi.”

“Yes, their drama class was this morning, so that’s why they were on the bus back here.”

“Yes, we had an interesting chat about your letting little secrets out at the stables, one being you were not impressed by a horse, shall we say, showing it was pleased to see you all.”

Claire burst out laughing. “Oh, dear, those two. Just wait until I see them.”

“Oh, but that’s not all, Missy; my blushing is an endearing attribute, and there are a few more little things you girls seem to enjoy sharing gossip about.”

Lottie and Claire sat laughing.

“I bet, knowing who I was, making me that offer, they were testing me out. See if I jumped at it, and then report that back to you at the earliest opportunity.”

Claire nodded. “They would have, yes, had you shown interest in participating.”

He smiled. “There was a time, Claire; had they been serious, I would not have hesitated to.”

“I know; just ask Belinda on that note.”

“Yes, OK, that was me being a randy little shit; I admitted that.” The girls smiled.

“Right, let’s go upstairs, you randy little shit.” He laughed, and they headed there.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

In town earlier, Donna Anne and Linda bump into June and Gordon.
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As Mark was leaving the fold, Donna and Anne had waited for Linda to arrive, which she did, and they headed into town.

Donna was looking at several shops for what she still needed.

Curtains, carpets, cutlery, plates, and cups – in fact, all the items she still needed to make her new house a home. ' After an hour and a half,' Linda said.

“I don’t know about you two, but I need a coffee break; my feet are killing me.” Donna smiled.

“Good idea, Linda. Where do you suggest?”

“There are several to pick from in Union Square, so I suppose the nearest will do – anywhere we can sit.”

They found the nearest, ordered their choices and sat down.

“Jesus, Donna, you have shopped for Scotland today.” Donna laughed.

“I need everything, Linda, so I might as well have it all coming at once.” Linda laughed.

They heard a voice saying it. “Well, well, hello there. Fancy meeting you three here.”

They looked to see June and Gordon sitting a couple of tables away.

Donna smiled at them. “Hi, you two. What a nice surprise! Please come join us.” June smiled.

“If you don’t mind, thank you; we’d be happy to.”

They moved tables.

“I take it now that you’ve moved home, you’re getting items for your new one?”

“Yes, we got in yesterday, but as I was just saying to Linda, I need everything. So today I’m tracking items I need.”

June smiled. “Hi, Linda. Hi Anne, dear. How are you both?”

Linda smiled. “I’m fine, June. So, how are you and Gordon?” She smiled. “Oh, can’t complain.”

Anne smiled. “Hi, June. Hi, Gordon.” Gordon nodded.

“Anne, dear, hi, I’m happy to meet you again. Are you feeling better these days?”

“Yes, thanks. After June gave me the note to get those tablets, I’m great now, as I have no dizzy spells or feelings of faintness. I am not so tired all the time either now.” He nodded.

“Yes, it’s amazing what a simple dose of iron will do for you. You are, what, 15?”

Anne nodded. “Yes, not long ago.”

“I see. So, what are your plans when you leave school next year now?” Anne thought a moment.

“To be honest, at first I didn’t have a clue, but now that I have seen the workings, so to speak, I want to become a mental health nurse.”

He smiled and nodded. “Well, that is an admirable profession, Anne; I’m sure you’ll do well in it.”

She nodded.

“Thanks, Gordon. Just as Claire has inspired Mark, Linda, my gran here, has inspired me too.”

The waitress came over with fresh coffee and put it, along with more cakes, on the table.

“I hope you don’t mind. I ordered you both fresh coffee and a little treat.”

June smiled. “Oh, Donna dear, you shouldn’t have, but thank you.”

Donna smiled. “It is OK. 'I know how you both like your coffees,' Mark told me. He also told me you like those cakes too.” June smiled.

“Ah yes, Mark is a very resourceful boy. I have grown fond of him; he’s a wee charmer too.”

“Thanks, June. I’m sure he’d appreciate that.

Yes, his father was a charmer; it must be where he gets it from.”

June sipped her coffee.

“Ah yes, a cappuccino with chocolate. Mark’s bang on the nose, thank you, Donna.”

Donna smiled as Gordon sipped his and nodded.

“Same here, Donna. Thank you.” Donna nodded.

“You are welcome, both.”

“So, Mark was 16 yesterday – a milestone for him?” Donna nodded.

“Yes, June, he is itching to get on with college; he has his heart set on becoming an engineer.”

June and Gordon nodded.

“Yes, we know, and Graham has promised him he will also help out too.” Donna smiled.

“He told me that. Please tell your son, ‘Thank you very much for that; Mark was very touched by it, as am I.” Gordon nodded.

“We have every faith Mark will go on to do what he wants, and Anne, the same for you too.”

She smiled and nodded. “Yes, thank you both.” Gordon turned to Anne again.

“Well, young lady, do you have a handsome young man wining and dining you?” Anne shook her head.

“No, not such luck yet.” He smiled.

“Oh, well, I don’t believe that for a minute – a beautiful young lady like you. They should be lining up around the block. If not just for the privilege of looking into those beautiful hazel eyes of yours, if nothing else.”

Anne blushed and smiled.

“Thanks, Gordon.”

“All I can say is that now you’re in Heathryfold; if the boys don’t come calling soon, they must all be blind.

To have such beauty in their midst and ignore it – that’s a sin.”

Anne smiled again as June added.

“Anne, as Gordon just said, you’re a beautiful young lady; I’m sure there will be somebody soon.”

Anne blushed. “June”.

“Yes, dear," Anne smiled. 

“I asked Mark to do this, but since you’re here, I would like to say it personally. Thank you for the help at the crematorium and the note to my doctor.

I said to Gordon earlier. Since getting the tablets, I feel much better mentally and physically.” June nodded. “Well, dear, the thank you is appreciated. If the medical issues have been addressed and you’re better for it, then that’s what matters.” Anne smiled.

“June, can I give you a hug, please?” June smiled.

“Yes, dear, of course, and thank you.”

Anne leaned over, and they hugged.

Donna added. “Yes, thanks, June; she’s like a different person since she started her treatment.”

A man had come in and was about to sit at a table several tables away.

He changed his mind, got up, and walked over to where Donna and the rest sat.

“Well, well, I thought it was you, old rogue Gordon Simpson. "How are you, my old friend?” Gordon stood and shook his hand.

“Well, hi, if it’s not Gerald Taylor; it’s been, what, 15 years?” Gerald smiled.

“Oh, that and give or take a few, more like 20, I’d say. June, you look as radiant as ever, my dear.”

June smiled.

“Gerald, you were always the charmer, were you?”

“Well, everyone, this is Gerald, an old friend of mine from before I even met you, dear.”

'They all replied they were pleased to meet him,' Gordon continued.

“Gerald is also a doctor and a surgeon.” Gerald looked at Anne.

“Well, young lady, 15 or 16?” Anne smiled and replied. “I’m 15.”

“Ah, the age of exploration, when everything is open to sod the consequences; the world is just waiting to be taken by the neck and shaken.” 

Anne smiled again.

“Now you see that, my dear; you have such a beautiful smile. You will be a heartbreaker, young lady, I can tell. Like the moths to the flame, they’ll come dancing to your light.”

He then looked at Donna and Linda.

“Don’t tell me, your mum, right?” Donna nodded.

“Her grandmother, am I right?” Linda nodded.

“Well, I can see the beauty gene runs deep in the family, then.” Linda and Donna both smiled too as Gordon asked them.

"Well, Gerald, what brings you to Aberdeen?”

“Oh, dear boy, this and that, but I had two
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