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CLEMENTINE and her STALKER 

 



Chapter One 

 


I was leaning on the
railings when I first saw her. Just idly watching the ducks paddle
down the stream. Nothing on my mind, really, and perhaps that’s why
my attention became so transfixed on her as she sauntered across
the meadows. Perhaps. She wasn’t alone. I was soon to discover that
she was rarely alone, she with the ringlets of corn-coloured hair
that tumbled around and over her shoulders, seemingly
reflecting the sunlight as she laughed and giggled with
two friends that flanked her. 

And then from all of
thirty metres away, she suddenly looked over and caught me
staring at her, and right there, right then on that sunny June
morning on Stamford meadows, my world
changed. 

Thirty metres became ten,
and I realised with an accelerating heartbeat that
she was making directly for me. She exchanged words with
her friends, perhaps a joke at my expense, who
knew. 

And then she spoke, her
voice slightly mocking, but smooth, confident,
cultured. 

“Penny, for
your thoughts.” 

“Pardon?”
What I should have said was, Only a
penny? Because she was pretty,
exceptionally so, and my embarrassment must have shown for I felt
the heat in my cheeks, and it wasn’t the warmth of the day
that was causing it. 

She cocked her head to one
side, the wind fanning her hair out in gold, streaky ribbons. Her
sky-blue eyes fixed on me, she crossed her arms and said, “Well,
it’s taken us a good couple of minutes to walk across
here, and you haven’t taken your eyes off me
once.” 

I
thought to respond with, Well,
how would you know unless you were doing the same
thing? But she must have read my
thoughts because she added, “According to my
friends.” 

I shrugged, appearing to
seem nonchalant, but aware that I was failing dismally. “I’m not
some kind of creepy stalker if that’s what you’re
thinking.” 

Her fair eyebrows arched.
“Maybe. I had a stalker once, but not for long.” She raised a
finger to me from the other side of the stream. “So, be warned.”
But her lips curved into a smile as she spoke, and I fought to
resist returning it. 

“Oh, what
happened?” 

“Let’s just
say he regretted it.” She shared a glance with her two friends and
then returned that spellbinding gaze to me. 

“We should
go.” It was the girl on her left that spoke; tall, willowy. “Old
Richards has warned us before about …” 

“About being
late back from break, well, that’s a cardinal sin,” she said with a
mischievous glance at me. 

I looked down at her
blazer and then saw the badge of the girls’ public
school. 

“Ah
…” 

“Final year,
anyway,” she said dismissively before I could speak. “Do we
care?” 

Her friends looked like
they did care, but she just stood there, her gaze locked on mine
teasingly. 

I knew I had to say
something, she was goading me to do it, and anyway, my fascination
for her was escalating, and if I didn’t act fast, she’d be off with
her mates. 

“What’s your
name,” I blurted out. 

She laughed, threw her
head back, sending that luxurious hair streaming behind
her. 

“Oh, that’s
novel. Not one for sophisticated intros, are you?” She
turned sideways at the willowy girl’s more aggressive
action, this time more of a thrust to hurry her
up. 

“Clem, and
you?” 

“Clem?” 

“That’s what
I said.” 

“Tony,” I
offered as she finally swung away. 

“Well, Tony,
looks like I’d better be going before Mary-Anne here dislocates my
shoulder.” 

“Wait
…” 

She swung her blonde head
towards me but carried on walking, and I wished that the bridge
across the stream wasn’t a hundred
metres away. 

“Can we meet
sometime?” The desperate words rushed from my
lips. Preferably without your
friends. 

“Maybe.” But tantalisingly, she left it at that and
tracked back across the meadows the way she had come. And then, as
I turned to go, she turned towards me in the distance, and I
could just make out a smile. 

*** 

I had no further lectures
or pressing assignments in my BA creative writing course, and it
was just as well for the encounter with Clem had stretched my mind
to its limits. Call it infatuation, perhaps, but if it were
possible, my skull would have swollen to twice its size by thoughts
of her alone. 

But now I was stuck. Being
engulfed by thoughts of the girl was one thing but doing something
about it was quite another. ‘Maybe’ – she’d said to my request to
meet up with her – but that only left me in no man’s
land. 

My head
being fuzzled, I decided to walk into town for some
refreshment. 

Walking up from the
meadows, I made my way into the Crown Hotel. I bought a pint
and ordered a sandwich from the bar menu. It struck me as I sat
down at a table in the corner that in a small, compact town like
Stamford, the chances of meeting up with Clem again had to be good.
Strange, though, that I hadn’t encountered her before, I would
surely have remembered. 

But what were the chances
of another encounter on the meadows? Was this something the girls
regularly did? I thought it was well worth finding out, and so,
having consumed my pint and sandwich, I set off for my less than
luxurious lodgings with my intentions firmly set on a return to the
meadows tomorrow. 

Disappointingly, the
following day it poured, so any hopes of a repeat rendezvous with
Clem were dashed from the outset, though I did brave the elements
in the forlorn hope that maybe she’d do likewise. 

Of course, she didn’t, so
I wandered back to college and prepared for my afternoon
lecture. 

With the following week
being mid-term break, I’d practically written off seeing her then,
but my luck turned, or at least I thought it had because crossing
Red Lion Square on a bright Wednesday morning was a tall, slender
girl in a pale, yellow dress who turned out to be none other than
Mary-Anne, Clem’s schoolmate. 

I’m sure she saw me
crossing towards her from the slight turn of the head in my
direction, but be that or not, she hurried off towards the bus
station.  

I wasn’t giving up,
though; lengthening my stride, I cut across to her before she
reached the narrow lane leading to the bus
station. 

“Hey,” I
called out. “Remember me? The guy from the
meadows.” 

She stopped and sighed,
obviously unhappy that I’d inhibited her progress to the bus
station. “I won’t keep you a minute … I was hoping to catch up with
Clem again …” 

“She’s gone
home for the break,” Mary-Anne replied, her dark eyes glaring at
me. 

“Ah, I
see.” I was going to ask where ‘home’ was but
held back, and then suddenly I had a flash of
inspiration. “Look, I’m going to leave a note. Can I impose on you
to hand it to her?” 

Her eyes bore
into me, giving every indication that she thought it wasn’t a good
idea, but then she nodded, and reaching into my back pocket, I
drew my notebook from its home and scribbled out a note.
Nice meeting you the other day, if only
briefly. Care to meet up sometime? I
scribbled my phone number and name and thrust it into Mary-Anne’s
hand. And then with hardly a word spoken, the willowy girl headed
towards the bus station at an increased pace, whether it was
fear of missing her bus or putting distance between us, I had
no idea. 

But at least it was a
breakthrough of sorts. So wondering what Clem would make
of my note when she got to read it, I headed back to my room,
intending to concentrate on my college revision. 

Little did I know that the
fate of my note had already been sealed. 

 


*** 

 


A week went by, and
gradually my hopes and spirits drained away. There’d been no
reply – nothing. Each time my mobile illuminated, I felt that stir
of excitement inside, but it quickly faded. Not that I didn’t
appreciate calls from my mates or parents, but they failed to
provide the same adrenaline surge. I chastised myself that it was
foolish and juvenile to harbour such feelings for someone I
didn’t even know. But like that did any good— 

I returned to my parents’
home in Melton Mowbray at the end of that week for a
short weekend break – it was good to see them, of course, and to
spend a couple of nights out with my mates, Ryan and Harry, but
unbeknown to me, they’d met a couple of girls during my time away
and established relationships. It made me feel like a third wheel
when they turned up with the girls. I thought that they might have
warned me, although the only effect it achieved was to turn my mind
back to Clem again and keep my eyes magnetised to my mobile in the
increasingly unlikely event that it would flash with a message from
her – or better still, a call. 

Of course, nothing
happened, and despite my fascination for the girl, my mind began to
level out, to return to normal as I gradually accepted Clem had no
desire to see me again and that I was behaving in typical
love-struck teenager fashion.  

Return to normal, that
was, until one breezy afternoon when I was picking up some
stationery supplies in Stamford’s St Mary’s Street. I collected my
debit card from the machine, slipped the stationery into my
holdall, slung it over my shoulder, ambled straight out of the
shop and into the path of the girl with the tumbling golden
hair. 

“Well,” she
said, “if it isn’t my little meadow stalker.” 

I was gobsmacked, but my
rapidly rising adrenaline was partially obstructed by how Clem had
addressed me. I felt immediately degraded by her words, but
Clem was nothing if not astute. She pinched my cheek and laughed.
“Don’t take it to heart, joke, okay?” 

I sighed, feeling
embarrassed in her presence, turning full on to face her, thereby
relieving myself of the glaring gaze of Mary-Anne, who, of course,
was accompanying her. 

I said, “Well,
okay, but when you didn’t reply to my note, I
thought—” 

Clem frowned, her long
fair eyelashes meeting as she looked to Mary-Anne.
“Note?” 

“Yes,” she
said, looking sheepish. “He gave it to me, but I forgot to
give it …” Her delivery was hardly convincing, but then in a
flash, her expression changed as she quickly shook her head.
“No, I didn’t forget it. You need to remember who you are. I’m
tired of getting you out of fixes, and so must your minders
be.”  

I scratched my head,
looked from Mary-Anne to Clem, “What’s this all
about?” 

Mary-Anne snorted through
her long nose, her face reddening with irritation. “This here is
Lady Clementine St Lodes, daughter of the Earl of Hamborough,”
she rasped with her arms crossed, rapping her fingers furiously on
her forearms. 

“That may
be,” Clem fired back, her flawless features now flushed with anger.
“But I still maintain the right to make my own decisions. You
should have passed his note to me, so where is
it?” 

“I threw it
in the bin,” Mary-Anne snarled, a nasty curl to her thin lips. “And
as you know, making your own decisions tends to land you in all
sorts of trouble.” Glaring at both of us, she added, “I’ll wait for
you by the church; don’t be long.” 

So Clem was nobility.
I’d thought there was something about her, but I hadn’t put it
down to that. Thinking about it, though, her accent was
ultra-sophisticated, not the sort you could easily put on, and of
course, that name. 

“So how do I
address you, Your Ladyship … Your Poshness?” 

Her brow furrowed, well,
as much as Clem’s brow could furrow, “Try to be smart, and you
won’t be addressing me at all.” But then her features
softened, and her gorgeous blue eyes settled on me. Clem was
quite tall and able to look me directly in the eyes, only
barely raising her head. 

“She sees
herself as my minder, or one of them, and in a way she is.” Clem
turned her fair head in Mary-Anne’s direction, “Though not of my
choosing.” 

I frowned. “Beg
pardon?” 

“Never mind.”
Clem swung back, fixed those startling eyes on me. “So that note
that I never got to read—what did it say.” 

“Just my
contact details,” I replied as casually as I could, “and wondering
whether we could meet up.” 

“Hmmm, I
see.” Clem made a great play out of musing with her palm
beneath her chin, her bright eyes wandering over me. “You
are kind of sweet in a way.” 

“In a way?” I
asked, wondering what that meant. 

“Plus, I’d
need to give my minders the slip,” she said, ignoring my
question, and with a quick turn of her head in Marry-Anne’s
direction, “including her.” 

“Minders?” I
repeated, and this time she slammed her hands on her hips. “Are you
going to keep repeating everything I say?” 

“No, but
…” 

“But nothing.
Now look …” She produced a wallet from her shoulder bag. “Call me
Friday evening; put this number into your phone.” She rattled
off her mobile number, and I barely caught all the digits. And with
that, she was gone, ringlets of golden hair sweeping around her
face and shoulders in the wind. A fleeting look back to see if I
was still watching, and of course, I was, embarrassment at being
caught out flooding my features.   


Chapter Two 

 


I returned to my lodgings,
head spinning. Surprise, and yes, elation after literally bumping
into Clem, her cheeky remark about me being a stalker, and then
finding out who she really was – daughter of the Earl
of Hamborough, but Hamborough was over a hundred
miles away down south. So what was she doing in public
school here? 

And what about all the
stuff about her minders and Mary-Anne acting like a chaperone? Such
thoughts kept my mind occupied that evening when it ought to have
centred on my forthcoming writing assignment. 

It made me wonder if
making this phone call was a good idea, and by making it, what
would I be getting myself into?  

An earl’s daughter, no
less, far from my tiny social station. Out of curiosity, I
googled Hamborough Hall, and back came this huge stately
home in acres of grounds surrounded by woodland. But then amongst
the links to Hamborough Hall and the earl was one
carrying a newspaper report involving Lady Clementine St
Lodes. 

I clicked on the link; it
was not recent, some three years back, but what I read filled me
with consternation. It focused on the New Year’s celebrations and
the fact that the only daughter of the Earl of Hamborough had
been arrested for climbing naked
onto Hamborough’s guildhall roof, creating a scene likely
to cause an affray. Apparently, the ensuing court case resulted in
only a caution, but I couldn’t help wondering whether the fact that
Clem was an earl’s daughter counted in the court’s
decision. 

But as well as that, there
were one or two other incidents, mainly wild parties where she had
been a notable attendee, although no charges appeared to have been
brought. 

What am I
getting myself into? Again that
warning voice in my head. But was it enough to deter me from making
that phone call at 7.30 p.m. on Friday? 

I guess that you’ve
probably concluded that it wasn’t. 

And you’d be
right. 

 


*** 

 

I called Clem on Friday
evening, a few minutes later than seven-thirty. I didn’t want to
appear overly keen, to be honest, but guess what? Yep, no reply.
Not that it surprised me, with the track record this girl seemed to
have. I think I’d have been more shocked if she’d
answered. 

I tried once more a few
minutes later and left it at that. Some of my friends were holding
a Friday evening get together in a pub in Stamford centre, so I set
off to join them feeling a little dejected, it has to be
said. 

I was passing through one
of the narrow passages that typify Stamford, though, when my phone
vibrated in my pocket. 

Fishing it out of my jeans
and holding it to my ear, I heard, “Is that you,
Stalker?” 

The cultured voice was
unmistakable, and although I sighed, I couldn’t prevent my lips
from curling into a smile. 

“You could
try calling me Tony,” I said, not half as niggled as I tried to
sound. “It’s a little less …” 

“Fun,” she
jumped in. And then straight after, “So where are
you?” 

“St Mary’s
Passage,” I said, glancing at the nameplate for confirmation,
though I knew full well where I was. 

“Cool, loiter
there for a few minutes. You shouldn’t have much trouble with
that, and I’ll join you in a jiffy.” 

“Oh – kay …”
but before I could add to that, she rang off only to appear almost
immediately at the far end of the passage wearing flared white
trousers, plain black top, and of course, sporting her trademark
long curly blonde hair. 

“You hang out
in all the best places,” she called out on approach, the spring in
her step emphasising what I had begun to realise was a stunning
figure. 

“I try to,” I
said, unsure of how to take her remark. 

“There’s a
coffee shop further down that’s half-decent …” 

“Out of
prying eyes?” I said curiously. 

“You could
say that.” 

I nodded. “Okay, but I’ve
a request to make before we do.” 

“Which is?”
Her sky blue eyes, almost on a level to mine, widened,
practically shining in the evening sunlight, and I had trouble
keeping my composure.  

“That you
desist in calling me Stalker – it’s rather
embarrassing.” 

“Perhaps,”
was all she said as she pushed the shop door open, and we settled
at a table away from the window. 

We ordered a couple of
lattes, nothing more than that. 

“So,” I said
quietly, even though the coffee shop was practically empty, “How is
the daughter of an earl finding Stamford?” 

She fixed those lovely
eyes on me, threw her head back, raked a hand through her
ringlets of curls. ‘“The daughter of an earl’, as you say, hasn’t
had long to form an opinion.” She sighed, “Not that much different
from my home town, I suppose.” Clem took a sip of her coffee.
“And when all said and done, my time here is limited; come end of
term, school life is over for me, and I’ll be
off.” 

I stirred my coffee,
questions raring to escape my lips. “So what brought you here
in the first place? Minders and Mary-Anne and all … and where are
they, and why must you have them?” 

“Tut tut, so many questions.” A faint smile spread across
her lips before the coffee cup concealed it. 

“And what do
you intend specialising in when you leave here?” I continued,
plunging right in. “Wild parties and naked scenes on guildhall
roofs?” 

Suddenly those eyes seemed
to turn several shades darker, firing virtual daggers. “My, my –
you see you are a stalker,” she said, leaning towards me. “You’ve
been spying …” 

I threw my hands up.
“Simple male curiosity, no offence meant.” 

She sat back, chewed her
lip, not taking her eyes off mine. “Curiosity could get you into
all kinds of trouble.” 

“What’s that
supposed to mean?” I asked, not liking the way she’d said
that. 

She shrugged. “Just
speaking from experience. You finished? Kind of stuffy in here,
let’s take a walk.” 

I nodded and followed her
through the door; truth be told, I was indeed finding it
stuffy in there myself, although whether it was the temperature or
merely Clem’s presence, I wasn’t sure. 

“So, then,
what made you want to delve into my history like a part-time
private detective?” she asked once we were
outside. 

I was fascinated by her,
that was the short answer, but I was not going to own up to
that. So I searched my mind for an explanation that
didn’t seem too soppy. 

“I have an
inquisitive mind, that’s the main reason.” I winced at the
not-quite-complete explanation and hoped she didn’t notice. “After
what Mary-Anne said,” I continued, “I wondered why you’d need
minders and why you were here at all. And now, I guess I’m
beginning to get the picture.” 

I thought I’d gone too
far, delved a little too deep, been too nosy, and of course, that
was true. As we wandered down towards the meadows, Clem was quiet,
and it wasn’t until we reached a bench that she plopped down and
slapped the space beside her. 

Looking out across the
meadows towards the bridge where we’d first spoken, she said, “It’s
not all a bed of roses, you know, being an earl’s
daughter. I mean – only daughter, I might add. I have an older
brother, Simon, who’ll be the earl one day. He’s pompous
and annoys me – and I guess I’ve always been this irritating little
sister. Anyhow, I guess I rebelled at an early age, got myself a
bit of a reputation, much to the chagrin of my father, the earl,
who, by the way, is as stuffy as they come.” 

She leaned forward,
clenched her hands together. “That prank on the guildhall roof was
what did it for Father. He had me railroaded here to finish my
schooling, figured I couldn’t get up to much here,
particularly with a couple of ‘overseers’ as he calls them – a
couple of staff who’d be better employed on the grounds of the
estate – and of course, Mary-Anne, who I know for a fact keeps
regular contact with my father.” 

“So where are
they now?” I asked, leaning forward alongside her. 

She smiled. “Oh, I’ve been
pretty good during my short time here, not given them any reason to
get heavy-handed. Simply said I was going for a stroll, but I could
see the cogs working in Mary-Anne’s head. So you see,
I’ll have to get back shortly.” 

I nodded. Surprised she’d
been so open with me, but what came next surprised me even
more. 

“Will you be
my friend?” 

Friends? I must admit I
hadn’t seen that coming, but I wanted to be a whole lot more than
that, in truth. But what was the point? She was due to return home
after the next few weeks. 

“But you’ll
be going home, surely?” 

“Yes, but we
can be friends from a distance; besides, once I leave
school, I can chart my own course – don’t need anyone
controlling the way I act or think.” 

She grabbed my hand
firmly. “Say yes. I don’t have anyone I can genuinely
trust.” 

I looked into those
startling eyes again, saw a tinge of emotion there. I was
magnetised by them, couldn’t look away. 

“How do you
know you can trust me?” 

She shrugged, stared over
at the bridge again. “I sensed it the first time I saw
you.” 

I could concur with that.
I might not have ‘sensed’ something the first time I saw her
crossing the meadows, but I sure as heck felt it. 

“Okay,” I
said, smiling at her. 

“Deal,” she
said, finally releasing her grip on my hand. “What say we make
Friday evenings our meeting up time? Down here on the
meadows.” 

“Yes,” I
said, somewhat bewildered at the speed of this development. “I’d
like that.” 

“Good. Then
we shall.” Clem sprang to her feet. “I should be getting back,
don’t want to make anyone suspicious.” 

“We’re not
doing any harm,” I protested. 

“No, we’re
not. But I don’t want anyone encroaching,
understand?” 

I nodded. 

“We’ll walk
to where we met up, and then I’ll leave you. Same time, same place
down here next week, okay?” 

“Okay.” 

And with that, we
parted company in St Mary’s Passage. I watched her go, that same
bouncing stride of hers. And this time, when she looked back, I
didn’t feel the least embarrassed. 

But then, just as I was
turning away, who should appear at the top of the passage but
Mary-Anne, with a tall guy beside her. Instantly, even at that
distance, I felt Mary Anne’s piercing eyes sweep past Clem and down
towards me. I headed away with falling spirits. It was obvious to
me that Mary-Anne’s original suspicions had led to the search for
her, culminating at the top of the passage. 

Of course, school year was
almost at an end, and with that, Clem’s time in Stamford. I’d
little idea what she was going to do once she’d left, whether her
future had been mapped out, but from the impressions I had of Clem,
it didn’t seem likely that she could be kept in check for so
long. It seemed more like a desperate attempt by her father,
the earl, to set her right before it was too late to intervene.
Obviously, her previous activities had brought about the
surveillance she was under; she’d even admitted her
rebelliousness. 

But now, after feeling
Mary-Anne’s eyes on me, even at a distance, it seemed that our
developing friendship would be nipped in the bud. 

The time was barely nine
p.m., and by Friday terms, the evening was still young. I decided,
after all, that I’d drop in to the pub where my college friends
were getting together. On the way, I thought about how quickly Clem
had appeared at the top of the passage following her phone call and
how Mary-Anne and the presumed minder had come from the same
direction. It occurred to me then that the girls’ school lodgings
had to be close to the passageway. I filed that thought away to
memory. 

I walked into the Golden
Fleece, where a dozen or so from the college were congregated.
There was an amiable ambience, after all, college year was nearly
done, meaning I was halfway through my two-year
course. 

It was the short-haired
redhead, Elena, who hit the mark, though a little too forcefully
when she said, “Who was that girl I just saw you with?” She turned
to the others and said, “Pretty doesn’t sum her up …
cow!” 

I shook my head, feeling
myself reddening. “Oh, just someone I met recently … just friends,
nothing special.” 

“Not the way
I saw it.” Elena scoffed. “The way you two looked at each other.
Still, if you don’t want her to associate with us, that’s
fine.” 

I laughed it off, and then
Elena said, “What’s her name, anyway?” 

“Clementine,”
I whispered, and then repeated a little louder,
“Clementine.” 

“Oh, posh
girl,” came the remark from Ian in the corner. I obviously wasn’t
going to let on she was an earl’s daughter and had to suffer a
boisterous verse of “Oh, my darling Clementine.” I must have been
redder than a ripe apple by the time they’d
finished. 


Chapter Three 

 

All that weekend, I
couldn’t keep my mind off the passage scene of Clem being
intercepted – for that was what had happened. 

If they had sussed out
what had occurred – that Clem and I had met – no matter how
innocent such an event had been, it surely hadn’t been taken as
such by Mary-Anne and her companion. Just one distant look at
Mary-Anne’s sharp eyes told me that. 

It seemed the intention
was to eliminate the possibility of Clem forming a friendship with
anyone while she was in Stamford. It just reinforced my earlier
opinion that the earl realised he was in the last chance saloon now
when it came to rectifying his wayward daughter’s
behaviour. 

Given her age and apparent
attitude, his chances were zero in the end. I knew that, but it did
nothing to assist my already slim hopes of a closer association
with her. 

I was already resigned to
the likelihood of her not turning up on the meadows the following
Friday, and even though the sultry weather had broken down
into something unseasonably chilly, I wasn’t putting that down as
the reason for her absence. I sat on the same bench as we had on
the previous Friday, waited thirty minutes or so before giving up
and slowly trudging back up the passage. 

As previously stated, it
had appeared to me that Clem’s school lodgings had to be somewhere
nearby, and I hovered around the top of the passage, hoping that
she’d appear. There were several potential locations
across from the passage, but that only made it virtually impossible
to identify a definite one.  

I had Clem’s number, of
course, and I tried it several times over the following few days,
but it was turned off on each occasion. 

Initially, I worried about
her safety but gradually told myself that I was
being foolish and that the chances of an earl’s daughter coming to
harm and being unreported were virtually zero. I just had to assume
that she was well under the influence of her
‘minders’. 

 


*** 

 


One morning, about a week
later, I’d plonked myself down on a bench at the top of High Street
and was going through my college notes when, on the perimeter of my
eye, I caught the outline of a figure park itself a couple of feet
away. 

I was irritated and about
to move; after all, it wasn’t as if the benches were all
occupied. 

But then I heard that
voice. 

“Missed you,
Stalker.” 

Clementine! My mouth fell
open as I gazed at her. 

“You can stop
gawking anytime you want. There are enough goldfish in the school
fish tank.” 

I shook my head, smiled at
her. “Good to see you. Where have you been?” 

She leaned towards me,
flicked a rogue strand of my hair, and warmth flooded through
me. 

“Under
virtual lock and key, I’m afraid.  Literally shadowed by
Father’s guys and constantly accompanied by Mary-Anne …” she broke
off, levelling her sky-blue eyes at me, “… until
yesterday.” 

I frowned. “What happened
yesterday?” I could see from her expression that she was willing me
to ask. 

“Father
recalled his two staff – it’s a busy time on the estate now, and I
think he found himself short-handed. I guess with little over a
week to go, he felt that Mary-Anne’s watchful eye was all he
needed,” she paused, “except …” 

“Except?” 

“Mary-Anne
got called away, illness in her family – her mother. She was shaken
up and took off quite abruptly. It doesn’t seem that she’s told
Father.” 

“So that
leaves you …” 

“Yep,
licensed to roam.” She cocked her little finger like it was a
pistol and then playfully punched my arm.  “I’ve been
looking for you since yesterday.” 

“Could have
phoned.” 

She shook her head. “No,
bad move. Phones can be checked. No sense in taking
chances.” 

I thought about asking her
why she hadn’t come to the college and then realised that all she
knew was that I was studying creative writing, nothing
more. 

“So, I’ve
been thinking,” she said, laying a hand on my knee and sending my
temperature soaring. 

“Hmmmm?” I
answered, leaning towards her. 

“Well, this
is my last full week coming up. Next weekend, I’ll need to start
packing, and as this weekend is almost upon us …” She slapped her
hands and then held them under her chin. “I thought we might spend
Saturday in London.” 

“London?” 

“Yes, that
big place down south.” 

I didn’t know what to
think.  Clem looked thrilled at the prospect, and although I
had my doubts – huge doubts – I didn’t want to see her face
drop. 

“London is
expensive,” I put forward. 

She shook her head, made
those blonde ringlets swirl around it. “I have means. It’s not
as if I’ve had much chance to spend anything since I’ve
been here.” 

Springing to her feet, she
reached down for my hand. “Come on; let’s take a walk down to
the meadows. Run over some of the finer details.” 

Finer
details. She spoke as though everything was settled, and I
suppose it was. My head was reeling. Saturday in London with the
beautiful Clementine. The beautiful and unpredictable Clementine. I
couldn’t shake off the feeling that we’d be better off staying in
Stamford. 

“So this
is what I think we’ll do—” Clem swung her blonde head towards me,
the ringlets sweeping across her face for a second as the breeze
sprung up. 

“Go on,” I
prompted, somewhat disconcerted at how she’d immediately assumed
command – this hardly seemed like it was going to be a joint
venture. 

“Well,” she
continued, “change at Peterborough for King’s Cross, head for
Oxford Street and Regent Street – browse around Liberty’s and then
on to Covent Garden. Hit a few bars, clubs maybe, I know of one or
two.” 

I looked out across the
meadows, not liking how this was going – knowing of her previous
reputation and all – and yet despite my previous reservations, I
found myself going along with it. 

She poked my arm. “Speak
up, Stalker, what do you think?” 

Okay, at least she’d asked
me what I thought. “Fine,” I said, “providing you curb your more
questionable activities – and I do wish you’d stop calling me
Stalker.” 

But Clem had crossed her
arms over her chest, those lovely eyes showing offence. “That was
then,” she snapped. “I’ve transformed – I’ve changed,” and then a
mischievous smile drifted across her face. She raised her hand,
palm facing me, “Girl Guides’ honour.” 

Yeah, like I believed
that, judging by the look she was giving me. “Have you ever been a
Girl Guide?” 

“Well, no –
but that doesn’t mean …” 

I rolled my eyes, not
being able to imagine such a thing at all. Clem narrowed her
eyes, kept them on me until I turned towards her. 

“You don’t
believe I’ll be a good girl, do you?” 

“In a word,
no.” 

“Well, I’ll
prove you wrong,” she said, grabbing my hand and swinging it. “I
like a challenge.” 

“Great,” I
thought, apprehension cloaking me like a cloud at the thought of
what I might be getting myself into. Clem was barely old enough to
frequent bars and suchlike, even though her looks alone could tell
a different story. 

We stopped by the
brook where we’d first met – I slapped my hand on the
railings, eyes on the ducks below. “So then, what time do we
set out?” 

“The earlier,
the better, Stalker.” 

I rolled my eyes,
sighed. 

“What’s
up? You not an up with the lark kind of
guy?” 

“You know
what it is.” But despite my frustration, I had to
smile. 

“Nope, no
idea. School didn’t teach me mind reading.” 

“Oh, for
…” 

“Tut, tut,
temper, temper.” She gave a smile of angelic proportions, eyes
wide, and before I could react, said, “So then, bus station at
seven?” 

I shrugged. “How do we
know there’s a bus at seven?” 

“Who
mentioned buses?” 

I frowned, shook my head.
“Look, you just said …” 

“Bus station
at seven.” She thrust her hands on hips, narrowed her
brows, those blue eyes unblinking. “Taxi, dear boy. Try to use a
little of that creative writing imagination. Since I have no idea
where your lodgings are, it’s the simplest solution – and before
you say anything, I’m paying.” 

“You could
have just said the magic word, ‘taxi’ and I would have understood …
and no, I’m not entirely broke; we’ll split the bill,” I said. I
shook my head, gazed skyward, and then back at her.
“You’re hard work, know that?” 

Her eyebrows rose.
“Me, nuh cocker,
I ain’t that.” 

I had to laugh. “You’ll
have to work on that accent … it doesn’t quite come
off.” 

She tilted her head at me.
Not a lot; as I’ve said, Clem was almost my height. “Is that so?
Well, I’m going to prove to you I can do a cockney accent as well
as any Londoner. Just wait until tomorrow.” 

“I covered my
eyes with both hands, drew them slowly down my face. “You
wouldn’t.” 

“When in Rome
…” She gave me that breathtaking smile, but this time the
cheeky version. 

“Well, for
one thing, central Londoners don’t tend to speak cockney. Look, you
promised to behave yourself, and we haven’t even left Stamford
yet.” 

The breeze swept up from
the meadows, and she shivered. Whether it was involuntary, who
knew? There was no knowing with her, but I narrowly resisted the
temptation to curl my arm around her shoulders. What her reaction
would have been, who could tell? But the word ‘friend’ had lodged
itself in my brain, and the prospect of getting romantically
involved with an earl’s daughter was unthinkable, coupled
with the fact that she was as unpredictable as the ex-US
president on a bad morning. 

“Did you hear
me?” 

I blinked. I must have
been deep in thought; I hadn’t heard her. “What?” 

“I said I’d
behave, scout’s honour, and all that.” She gave the
salute. 

“You’re not a
scout,” I said, raising my eyes towards the heavens. “And you’re
not a girl guide either; we’ve established that, so your
undertaking doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.” 

She shrugged, sending her
golden ringlets dancing across her shoulders. “Oh, well, guess
you’ll just have to trust me,” and with that, she turned her
back and began walking away. “See you tomorrow, bright and
early.” 

“I can walk
you back,” I called after her, already having an idea of what the
answer might be. 

“No need.”
She gave a wave, albeit an aristocratic one, though even that may
have been contrived. “I’m a big girl. Bright and early,
remember?” 

How could I forget? I
raised a hand and walked away. The prospect of Clem going naked in
central London something I struggled to dispense
with. 

 

*** 

 

It wasn’t until I was up,
showered, and dressed the next morning that it struck me. Why on
earth were we taking a taxi to Peterborough when there was a
station right here in Stamford? 

Could Clem have overlooked
this, or could it be that she wasn’t aware of the station’s
existence, not being a local girl? 

But that was a bit hard to
believe when all said and done because, despite the presence of her
minders, she seemed pretty clued-up. 

Anyway, I didn’t have to
wait long to discover the answer to that, for as I reached the bus
station, a private hire was waiting there, and a swirl of golden
hair appeared from a rear window. 

“Just in
time,” she called out, “any longer, and I’d have gone without
you.” 

I placed my holdall on the
back seat, climbed in
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