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Chapter Nine

When George glanced back at the end of the dock, Clare was gone.  The echo of her terrified scream still rang in his ears.  Instinctively, he shook his head as if to clear it from the confusion of this most recent revelation.  If it wasn’t Etienne back at the clearing….then who?   Unsteadily, he lowered himself onto the small bench seat, struggling to make sense of what he’d just learned.  
The frequent shifts in reality were taking their toll, and he found himself uncertain as to what was real and what was not.  Thinking back, he tried to trace exactly what had brought him to the dock and to the Beautiful Dreamer.  

Eddie. It was Eddie.  I’d come looking fer him.  I wanted to know why he was staring at that particular spot.  Had it been anyplace else, I might not have given it a second thought, but it just seemed too much of a coincidence.  Why there?  Especially after he’d gone all funny on the drive back here.  Something about Balmoral bothered him, unsettled him seeming like…but why?

Despite the many unanswered questions, the rhythm of the boat’s gentle sway lulled George into a kind of calmness…enough that he felt ready to attempt the walk back to the villa.  Grabbing hold of the pole nearest the bench seat, he pulled himself up and stood, testing his legs until he felt confident enough to try disembarking the boat.  Hoisting first one leg then the other over the side, he walked down the length of the short dock and stepped down into the sand.  Pausing a moment, he inspected the ground at his feet for any physical sign of the girl who’d stood there just briefly before, no longer surprised or perplexed when he saw no evidence at all.  Sighing, he ambled back along the shore, yearning to be among the living again.
As he approached the villa, he saw a small crowd of visitors gathered outside on the small terrace.  Still feeling a bit unnerved from his earlier experience, he passed the revelers as unobtrusively as a Beatle could, heading for the kitchen entrance in search of a stiff drink or two before facing the largely female guests.  When he made it to the kitchen doorway without being intercepted, he breathed a sigh of relief.  Stepping over the threshold, however, he froze when he found himself face to face with Thera. Mirroring his reaction, she stammered, “Oh!  H-Hello, George!  Is there s-something you need?”

Disappointment and frustration washed over George.  Right!  She reckons I’m off me head!  She’s not been the same towards me since we talked about Clare and the things I’ve been seeing.   I know she believes me – at least a bit…but, now she’s acting all funny.  The thing is, I’m almost certain she could help me suss this all out….if only she’d talk to me!
Attempting a half-hearted grin, he returned the greeting, “Hello, Thera….nah, I’m just sneaking in is all.”
 “I see,” she replied with a forced smile as she lifted a tray of hors d’oeuvres to bring out to the party. 
Before she could leave the kitchen, however, George blurted out, “Is the Beautiful Dreamer Etienne’s boat, Thera?”

The question stopped the maid in her tracks.  Slowly, she turned to face him, her face a mask of incredulity.  “What?” she whispered in wide-eyed shock.
A flash of fear set George’s heart pounding. “The, er, Beautiful Dreamer….ya know, the boat….is-is it Etienne’s?” he repeated.

Thera put the tray down and stared at the floor in confusion.  Raising her head, she asked, “How did you come to hear about the Beautiful Dreamer, George?”

“Hear about it?” he laughed nervously.  “I was on it!”

Shaking her head slowly, Thera responded, “But that’s impossible!  You couldn’t have been!”

“Oh no?  An’ why’s that?” George asked cockily, not at all certain he wanted to hear the answer.

With a sigh of resignation, the woman sank into the kitchen chair as if her legs had grown too weak to hold her.  “The Beautiful Dreamer was destroyed, George.  Nearly ten years ago….an explosion….there was nothing left of it or the dock.”

But I was on it!  And I walked that dock to board the boat!  “An explosion?” he echoed, a feeling of disorientation overwhelming him.

“Yes.”

“This explosion,” he started, “…it wasn’t an accident, was it?” 

“No, it wasn’t,” she confirmed, finally raising her eyes to meet his.
George’s expression betrayed nothing of the inner turmoil he was feeling as he stared blankly at Thera for several long seconds.  “Was it Etienne’s boat?” he asked quietly.
She nodded in response.

Bracing himself, George asked the next logical question.  “And was he on it at the time?”

“Yes, it was believed so,” Thera murmured, averting her eyes.

“And Clare?  Was she on it as well, Thera?”

The maid stayed silent, but just when George started thinking she wasn’t going to answer him, she did.  “I-I don’t know.  Neither of their….them…was found.” After a few minutes, she volunteered, “I suppose it was just easier to believe - to hope - that they’d escaped….that they’d made it to Haiti and were living safely and happily there….Clare and Etienne…and their child.”
“But you don’t really believe that, do you?” George pressed.

“No,” she replied tiredly.  “I don’t.”

Softly but adamantly, he asked, “Then how can you not want to see justice for them, Thera?”

Looking at the Beatle warily, she replied, “It’s more complicated than you think, George.”

“Really?  Complicated, is it?  It seems all rather simple to me!” he exclaimed indignantly.  “Or perhaps there’s a reason why you don’t want to know, eh?” he baited.  “Perhaps you were glad to be rid of her….the boss’ daughter and all that --”
“No!  That’s not true!” Thera shouted, shooting to her feet.  “You don’t understand!  I loved Clare!  She was my best friend…my sister!”
George’s tone softened as he asked, “Well, if she was like a sister, then why wouldn’t you want to find out what really happened to her?”

“No, you misunderstand,” Thera said evenly.  “She was not like my sister, she was my sister.”

George regarded her quizzically.  “Eh? What d’yer mean?”

She paused a beat before answering, “Sir Oliver is my father, George!”

“What?!” 
Thera nodded and slipped into her seat again.  After a moment, she explained, “Sir Oliver fell in love with the Bahamas the first time he came here, and he had been coming here long before he moved his family to Nassau.  On one of those trips, he’d met my mother. She was working as a housekeeper at a local hotel he had been staying at.  It wasn’t long before they’d started an affair, and, before the year was out, she was expecting me.”

“Hang on!  He’s yer father and he has you working fer him as a maid?!”

She gave a hapless laugh.  “I’ve told you before, George.  These people are not like you and me.  They live in a world of their own with rules of their own.  I suppose it could have been worse.  He could have denied me and my mother altogether.  As it was, he gave my mother a position here at the estate and a home of her own.  When she passed, I inherited it, and, when Ernie and I married, Sir Oliver employed him as well.  I am taken care of, yes, but I am not a ‘Simmonds’ - no, never quite that.”
“Christ!” George swore in disgust.

 “When Clare found out, she was very angry!  She and her father had a terrible fight.  Their relationship was never the same.  I think she lost a lot of respect for him then.”

“As well she should have!” George agreed heatedly.
Turning wistful, Thera continued, “Clare was the only one who treated us like the family we were.”  Looking directly at George, she added forcefully, “So, you’re wrong in thinking that I don’t care what happened to her.  I loved her.”  Thera stopped talking when she noticed the odd way George was looking at her.  “What?  What is it?”

“Funny, that,” he said thoughtfully.

“What is?” she demanded.

“The way you talk about Clare.  It’s all past tense.  It’s as though you know she’s gone.”

Thera looked away guiltily.  “It’s just words, George.  I haven’t seen nor heard from her in a near decade.  You shouldn’t go making too much out of it.”

Weighing the plausibility of her explanation, George found it lacking.  He didn’t believe that was the reason why Thera spoke of Clare as if she no longer existed, and he debated telling her just that.  No, she sounds as if somehow she knows Clare’s gone.  Except there’s no way she could know for certain, unless…. Glancing at her bare arms and then back at her face, he exclaimed in astonishment, “It was you!”
Confused and anxious, Thera asked, “What was me?  What are you talking about?”

“It was you at the clearing that night…the night of the ball!” George grew increasingly excited as he put the pieces together.  “I’d thought it was Etienne until I discovered that he was already on his boat….until I realized that it was the dock that Clare was running to. It was you she waved back into hiding, wasn’t it?  You saw what that prick had done to her, didn’t you?  You knew what he was going to do to the both of them!”

Confronted with her own complicity, Thera broke down.  “I wanted to help her, I swear I did!  But she knew what he would do to me if he discovered me there….if he discovered that I’d seen what he’d done.  Even so, I never thought he would take it that far!  You must understand, George, I never thought he would…do what he did!”
George crouched beside the chair.  “Thera, you must go to the police.  You must tell them what you saw!”

“I-I can’t!” she cried fearfully.  “Besides, who would believe me?  This is the Simmonds family we are talking about!”

George shook his head vehemently.  “It doesn’t matter!  You can’t let him get away with murder!  It doesn’t matter that he’s yer brother, Thera, Peter Simmonds likely murdered not only Etienne, but his own sister and the baby she was carrying!  I’m certain that’s why Clare has shown me all these things….she wants Peter to pay for what he’s done!”

Her confusion apparent, Thera stopped crying long enough to ask, “Peter…?”
“Yes.”

Sniffing back her tears, Thera paused and looked at George curiously.  “It wasn’t Peter chasing Clare that night, George.”

Thinking back to the letters from Bella and the torn fabric from Clare’s gown he’d found after he’d seen Peter loitering suspiciously at the clearing, George asserted, “It must have been him!”  But Thera was already shaking her head before he’d finished speaking.  “Well, if it wasn’t Peter after Clare and Etienne, then who was it?”

“My father….Sir Oliver!”

