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Chapter Seven

“So…?” George pressed.

“So what?” Thera laughed, not even pausing as she continued with her morning kitchen chores. George stood leaning up against the counter top, trying to stay out of her way as they chatted. 
“So….what can you tell me about him?”

“And just why are you so suddenly interested in Mister Peter, sweetheart?” she asked while she loaded the clean dishes back into the cupboard.

George shrugged and avoided looking at the woman.  He was never very comfortable lying, which is why, as he reckoned it, he was so lousy at it. Instead, he settled for a half truth.  “Oh, I don’t know….we met him the other night, and he didn’t strike me as a very nice fella.  I just wanted to know what you thought of him is all.”
“Hmmm….” Thera shot him a wary glance.  “First, it’s questions about Miss Clare….now you’re asking me questions about her brother.  What are you doing, darlin’, writing a book in your spare time?”  

George caught her wry grin and shook his head self-consciously.  “Nah, just curious.”

Shutting the cupboards, Thera disappeared momentarily into the pantry, emerging seconds later carrying a broom and dustpan.  Pulling the broom across the floor, she continued the conversation.  “I will tell you this much, George….Mister Peter?  He’s not a man to be messin’ with.”

“How do you mean?” George asked guardedly.

With a sigh, she stopped sweeping and leaned on the broom.  “What I mean is that you are right….he is not a nice man, and more than that, he’s not a good man.  Ever since he came to Nassau from University, he’s been in with some bad folks, the kind of folks not above hurting people who get on their wrong side, and let’s just say, as far as that goes, Mister Peter is in good company.”

“Yer saying he’s hurt people?”

“Mmm-hmmm,” Thera confirmed direly before returning to her task.

George decided to drop the bombshell.  “Like the way he hurt Clare?”

The maid froze in place before slowly turning to face him, her expression filled with apprehension.  “Who told you that?”  

“Er, Belle…?”  George ventured.
Narrowing her eyes suspiciously, Thera asked, “Miss Isobel told you Miss Clare’s brother hurt her?”

“Well, she didn’t so much tell me as I sort of…well, er, read it.”

“Read it?  Where?”

“In some letters she’d written Clare.”

“Letters?”

Fidgeting with the edge of a placemat, George nodded nervously.

“From Miss Isobel to Miss Clare?”

“Yeah.”

“And just how did you come to read these letters?”

Taking an inordinate interest in the placemat before him, George went silent for a moment.  Remembering the maid’s adverse reaction days ago when he’d mentioned seeing a girl who looked just like Clare in her portrait, he certainly wasn’t looking forward to explaining how he was led to the box of letters hidden in her bedroom at High Tor.  “Someone sort of gave them to me.”  Well, that’s not exactly a lie, is it?

“Who?”

Shit.  “I-I can’t really say, Thera, sorry…but what I can tell you is that this person obviously wanted me to know what happened.”

Suspicion gave way to bewilderment.  “But why you, George?”

Bloody good question!  Gazing out the window toward the sea beyond, he slowly shook his head.  “I’m really not sure.”

Pulling a chair out from the kitchen table, Thera sat, puzzling over the question.  After a minute or so, she said, “I don’t understand what good it would do anyway, George….you learning about something that happened so long ago.  What could you – or anyone for that matter - possibly do about it now?”

Sliding into the chair opposite her, George explained, “Well, ya see, there’s the thing, Thera.  I don’t think it has so much to do with what happened while Clare was living at the Manor.  I think --” he checked himself just as he was about to say Clare’s name.  “I think this person wants me to suss out what happened – ya know – later.”

“Later?  What do you mean, sweetheart?”

“I think this person wants me to find out what happened to Clare and Etienne.”
Thera’s head reared back as though she’d been slapped.  Shaking her head vehemently, she stressed, “I’ve told you already, George, there is nothing to find out! Miss Clare and Etienne….they went away together…to Haiti.”

George watched anxiously as she started to rise.  Reckon it’s now or never!  Quickly, he reached out and laid a hand on the woman’s arm to keep her in place.  “See, I don’t think they did, Thera,” he challenged gently.
“What do you mean?” she shot back.  Perplexed, George wondered why she looked downright frightened.

Lowering his voice, he leaned closer.  “I think Peter Simmonds discovered Clare was having Etienne’s baby – that somehow he found out about their plans to leave the Bahamas together and that he did something to…well, to…stop them.”

At the mention of Clare’s pregnancy, Thera’s eyes went wide.  “How did you know about Miss Clare’s condition?” she half-whispered in awe.
In that vision or whatever the hell it was happened to me that night, Clare mentioned that Thera would know where to find us – well, to find her and Etienne, really.  Thera knows a lot more than she’s letting on, but she seems afraid to talk about it.  Probably afraid of that prick of a brother!  Perhaps if she knew that it’s Clare herself who’s revealing all this to me – that it’s Clare who wants the truth found out – Thera would help me.  Problem is….how to I get her to believe me?

“D’yer really want to know how I know?”

The maid nodded.

“Yer sure?”

Thera just glared at him impatiently.

“Okay then…,” he took a deep breath then said it….“Clare told me.”

“Right then, so it’s decided?” Paul asked enthusiastically with a single clap of his hands.

“Sure, I reckon,” Ringo shrugged.

“Ah, any excuse fer a bash, eh?” John laughed.

Three pairs of eyes turned expectantly toward George where he stood gazing out of the large window, focused intently upon a distant point on the beach.

“George?” Paul prompted.

“Yeah?” the youngest Beatle answered without turning back.  Paul and John exchanged a bemused glance.

“Tomorrow?  Party?  Food?  Drink?  Here?  Music?  Girls?  Sound good?”  Paul quipped in quick succession.

“Er, yeah….yeah, sure,” George replied dispassionately.

“What’s so soddin’ interesting out there, George?” John called from where he was reclining comfortably on the couch.

Upon hearing his name, George turned toward John and blinked absently.  “Did ya say something?”

This time, all three of his band-mates broke out in laughter.  “Have ya been at the reefer again, mate?” Paul asked.

Not waiting for George to answer, Ringo stood and, walking over to the window, asked, “What are ya staring at?”  When he saw what – or rather who- was holding George’s attention so raptly, he scowled.  “Oh, Christ!”

“What?  What is it?” John probed without moving.

Looking out over Ringo’s shoulder, Paul, too, pulled a face.  “It’s that twat, Peter Simmonds!”

“Now what’s he doing down here?” Ringo mused to no one in particular.

 Prompted by curiosity, John finally moved off the couch to join the others at the window.  “Probably burying the old man!” he jibed then cackled.

“I wouldn’t put it past him!” Paul added.

George was only vaguely aware of the banter carrying on around him while he remained absorbed in his surveillance of the younger Simmonds.  When he’d first spotted Peter, the young aristocrat had been emerging from the copse of trees and bushes where George had seen Clare that first night in the Bahamas….the same copse where Clare had taken him as “Etienne”…the place she’d called their “special place”….the place that, beyond the young lovers themselves, only Thera was supposed to have been aware of.  So what’s Simmonds doing there?
“’ey lads, I was just going into town.  Are any of ya interested in comin’ along?”
Ringo turned towards Mal. “Yeah!  I could do with a drive!” 

“Here, I’ll come along as well,” Paul chimed in.  “C’mon John, George….we’ll stop fer a drink at the Hilton.,,,chat up the birds!  Who knows?  There might be one or two” --”

“…or ten!” Ringo interjected with a laugh.

Paul smiled and continued, “…that we’ll want to invite over tomorrow.”

“Now that sounds like a grand plan, son!” John grinned, donning his jacket.  “Ya coming, George?”

George had kept a steady eye on Simmonds as he walked purposely up the beach toward the gravel road.  When he was finally out of sight, George turned toward the others.  “Nah, I’m right knackered.  You all go on, I’m just going to stay here and relax a bit before bed.”
As he spoke, he caught sight of Thera passing in the hallway.  Walking past the door, she looked in, her eyes momentarily locking on George’s.  Uncharacteristically, she didn’t smile or acknowledge anyone, but rather kept right on walking.  George felt stung and saddened but tried nevertheless to understand why she might be feeling spooked and shaken.  His revelation earlier that day had not gone over very well….
“Let me understand this, George.  You expect me to believe that Miss Clare – or her ghost anyway – is telling you these things and that she is doing so in the hope that you will discover what happened to her and Etienne?”

“I know it’s hard to believe --”

“Yes, it is.  Not least of all because that would have to mean that they both are dead!” she explained hotly.
Softly, George insisted, “But Thera, how can you be so certain they’re not, eh?  You didn’t see them go, you haven’t heard from them, and neither has anyone else! Even if her family had been that put out with her, don’t you think she would have at least written when she gave birth?”

The question clearly troubled the maid.  Still, she refused to accept the conclusion that logic had led George to.  Shaking her head dismissively, she rose from the table, saying, “You don’t understand, sweetheart.  These people?  They are not like you and me. You may not be able to imagine ever disowning your own child, but they do it all the time!  And for far less reason than what Miss Clare did.  No, George, Miss Clare would not have even bothered to look back once she left.  She would not have stayed in                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          touch with anybody….and Etienne would not have encouraged anything else.”
Knowing there was nothing more he could say or do to convince Thera, George sighed noisily.  “Well, yer right.  I don’t understand, but I know this much….I wouldn’t be ‘seeing’ Clare all over Balmoral if she was alive and well and living with Etienne and their baby in Haiti.”

When he saw that Thera had stopped listening and was silently going about her work, he added sadly, “I reckon I’d best get meself ready.  We’re shooting on Paradise Island, so the car will be here earlier than usual this morning.  So, er, I’ll see you later…?”

Without pausing from her work, Thera nodded wordlessly, not even looking his way.
Feeling sad and defeated, George left the kitchen.

Minutes later, George was finally alone.  Quickly, he ran out onto the beach, heading toward the copse and slowing only as he drew near.  Inspecting the surrounding sand and bushes for anything unusual, he followed Peter’s footprints straight through the natural opening into the area.  As he rounded the entrance, though, his eyes were drawn upward.  There, stuck within the needles of an old casaurina tree, something fluttered in the sea-breeze.  Making his way over to the tree, he carefully plucked the item with two fingers and brought it close to inspect it.  It was obviously a piece of fabric, roughly 3x5, and it’s uneven, frayed edges told George that it had been torn from whatever it had been previously attached to.  Holding it up to the fading light, he confirmed his suspicion that it was, in fact, transparent.  Though stiffened now with age and exposure, George guessed it was a piece of chiffon, and, although it was now discolored and dirtied, he knew that it had been originally white. A sinking feeling set in just then.  White chiffon….just like Clare’s gown….question is, what is doing here and why did it only appear after Simmonds was here?
Before he had a chance to form another thought, his attention was wrenched away when he saw a familiar figure running along the beach.  Clare.

She didn’t turn to run up toward the tree-line where he stood, but continued running along the hardened packed sand down near the surf.  Looking his way, she appeared to see him.  With a furtive glance backwards, she frantically waved him back into the copse.  She wants me to hide!  But why?

Unsure what was happening, he did what she wanted and stepped back to hide behind the trees.  He saw Clare give a frightened glance over her shoulder at some unseen pursuer.  Who is she running from?
When she closed the distance enough that George could see her better, he gasped sharply in surprise.  Her white ball gown was torn and sullied with grass stains, dirt, and blood, and, on her face, an ugly purple-green bruise colored her swollen cheek.  Her lip was split, leaving a thin trail of blood running down her chin and she sported a deep gash above her left eye.  Shocked and angered, George stood to move, immediately catching the girl’s attention.  She gave a stilted shake of her head.  Clearly, she did not want whoever was chasing her to see him hidden there among the trees.  Once again, he deferred to her wish and stepped back.  Gingerly raising his hand, he went to pull back a large leaf so he could see Clare on the beach.  As he did so, he froze, his head swimming dizzyingly.  Staring at the now-darkened skin of his arm, he murmured plaintively, Ah no, not again….
Remembering Clare, he suppressed his own fear for the moment and quickly pulled aside the leaf.  Startled, he looked up and down the beach repeatedly.  Where the fuck did she go?

As he made to let go of the leaf, he noticed his own pale white skin had returned and breathed a shaky sigh of relief.  Carefully, he stepped out from behind the trees, continuously scanning the beach for Clare – or anyone else.   Nothing.

He walked out into the open hesitantly and did a thorough check of the beach, but there was no one else there save him.  He stood there unnerved and shaken for several minutes, his mind a jumble of disjointed questions.  Amidst all of the chaos and questions filling his mind, only one thought emerged with any clarity and there was no doubt about it in George’s mind….Clare had been running for her life. 
