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Chapter Four

George felt every muscle go weak as the girl continued smiling at him expectantly.  Surely, she can’t be talking to me!

“You certainly kept me waiting, didn’t you?” she chided affectionately.  With a wary glance back towards the ballroom, she softly tread the length of the terrace to where George waited. Pinching the skirt of her gown between her fingers, she lifted the hem and stepped down onto the lawn, quickly lowering herself to crouch beside him where a large potted palm hid them from view.  Giving a soft giggle, she leaned forward and lightly brushed her lips against his.  Before he could react, she took his hand and whispered, “Come on, we haven’t much time!” Then rising, she led him in a sprint away from the manor.
Confused and mesmerized, George followed compliantly, still feeling the warmth of her lips against his and wondering why that was so.
In silence, they moved swiftly and deftly across the wide expanse of lawn, back in the direction from which George had come only a short while before.  It wasn’t until the couple neared the graveled road past the entrance to the manor’s drive that Clare finally slowed their pace.  Slightly winded and half-laughing, she turned back and spoke while they walked, “I was nearly certain you wouldn’t make it before they started with all the ceremonial nonsense!”
His mind reeling, George questioned, “Sorry?”

“You know,” she waved dismissively, “…the presentations, the curtseying to our fathers, the escorts….a complete waste of time!  But you know my father, he insists on importing the best of British culture and all that!  Anyway, had you not come before all that started, I wouldn’t have seen you again until…well, until later,” she finished with a shy smile.
George nodded distractedly while he struggled to make sense of the strange situation in which he found himself. Perhaps I’m dreaming….I’d wager that’s it!  Or, perhaps there was something funny about that reefer John and I shared earlier….or perhaps someone put something in my drink, something like LSD….this is sort of like a trip….yeah, that’s it….or --”

“I’ll race you to the beach!” Clare suddenly shouted gleefully as she let go of his hand and took off running.

Startled from his thoughts, it took George a moment to register what she’d said.  The second he did, though, a sense of panic overwhelmed him, and he ran off after her.  I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but she’s the only thing I recognize!
Clare managed to stay a good two feet ahead of him the rest of the jog down to the beach.  Once she hit the sand, she paused only long enough to kick off her low heeled pumps before continuing to run several yards further before disappearing into a copse of bushes.

His heart pounding frantically against his chest, more out of fear of possibly losing her than exertion from the run, George quickened his pace, repeatedly calling out her name.

He almost collided right into her when she appeared from behind a thick flowering Sea Grape bush, her expression clearly conveying her irritation.  “Shhh!  Do you want to let everyone know where we are?!”

“Sor --” he’d started to apologize, but the word stuck in his throat. Surveying the surroundings from where they stood, he felt his stomach drop.  No!

“What? What is it?” Clare asked anxiously.

He walked a few feet back the way they’d come and squinted off into the distance.  Oh no!

Slowly, he turned in a full circle, his eyes taking in every part of the beach….hoping, praying that he was mistaken.  Oh Christ, no!

There were so many questions tumbling around in his head, but, when he faced Clare again, he could only ask the one, “Where is it?” he rasped in a quivering voice.

Concern crinkled her brow as Clare stepped forward and laid a hand soothingly on his arm.  “Darling!  What is it?  Whatever is wrong?  Where is what?”

“The villa,” George answered in a whisper, even as he continued to scan the forest where the building had stood only a short time before.

Tilting her head quizzically, Clare asked, “What villa?”

George gave a hapless laugh, and replied, “Any of ‘em!  Where the fuck did they go?”

Her eyes widened in shock at his language, but she nonetheless answered warily, “The villas?  Darling, you know Father won’t even be pouring the foundations until spring!  Besides, why should the villas concern you so?  We’ll be long gone from Nassau by the time the villas are constructed.” Moving closer, she wrapped her arms around his neck.  “Now,” she said coquettishly, “…we haven’t much time before Father - or Peter - finds I’m missing and sends Thera to fetch me, and you just know she’ll know exactly where to find us!”  
George remained preoccupied with the missing villa until he heard the mention of Thera’s name.  “Thera?” he repeated.  
“Mmm-hmmm.”  Clare pressed her body closer to his and started unbuttoning his shirt as she planted little kisses along his neck and throat.
Thera?  Thera is here? But….where is ‘here’?  His thoughts were abruptly interrupted when he felt Clare slipping her hand into the waistband of his trousers.  Giving a high-pitched yelp of surprise, he grabbed her wrist, “’ere, what d’ya think yer doing?!”

Rather than take offense, Clare giggled at his reaction.  “It’s alright, love!” she assured him.  “We have time.  Not much, mind you, but enough…if we get on with it!”
George gaped at her in astonishment, “Get on with it?  Get on with what?” 

Giving another coquettish giggle she grabbed for his waistband again.  “As if you don’t know!”

He leaped backward only to find his way blocked by the trunk of a tree.  He was trapped, and the twinkle in Clare’s eyes told him she knew it.  “Listen, luv,” he smiled nervously.  “….I-I don’t think this is such a good idea, y’know?”

Pressing her body to his, she pretended to consider his words, wearing a barely suppressed a smile at his predicament.  “One last time, my love.  Just one last time I want to make love here in our special place.  Who knows but they we may never have the chance again!”
Nervously, he tried to extricate himself.  “You said yerself that yer father may send Thera fer ya, and ya wouldn’t want her to… ‘EY!”  he squealed again.  While he had been trying to reason with her, Clare had managed to completely unfasten his trousers and had successfully slipped her hand into his pants, gently but firmly encircling his increasingly rigid member.  “Bloody hell, girl!” he swore in exasperation.
Despite his colorful language, her giggles gave way to peals of laughter.  “Why, look how skittish you are!  That’s so sweet!”  She moved her face closer to his.  “…but you know I’m going to win in the end….I always do!  So, you might as well just give in now!”  Reaching up then, she kissed him fully on the lips as her slender hand continued to gently manipulate him.
Part of George wanted to surrender to her skillful ministrations while another part of him screamed that it was all madness. He could feel her smile when he moaned softly against her lips, but even he was unsure if it was a moan of pleasure or fear.  At last, he reluctantly took her by the arms and pushed her back from him.  “Clare, we can’t…,” he protested breathlessly.
“We can,” she whispered urgently, moving in toward him again.

Against his better judgment, George parted his lips, returning the kiss with equal fervor until he felt her petite hand sliding back down the front of his trousers and remembered exactly who the girl was.

“No, Clare!” he insisted adamantly, holding her at arm’s length.  “Listen, we have to talk --”

“Talk?! It’s a bit late for that, darling!” she laughed warmly.

Alarmed, George asked, “What?  Why?”

Laying her hand across her abdomen, she looked at him lovingly.  “You know….The, erm, damage, so to speak, has been already been done!”

More confused than ever, he asked, “Yer pregnant?!”

The smile fled her face, and she narrowed her eyes suspiciously.  “Why are you behaving this way?  If this is your idea of a joke, I don’t find it the least bit funny!”  Folding her arms in front of her, she turned her back on him. “You’ve changed your mind, is that it?  You don’t want to marry me?  To take me away tonight?  If that’s it, you only need to say so!”  Whipping back to face him, she continued, “I know all that you’re risking, darling, but I’m taking a risk as well!  So, please, if you’ve had a change of heart, just tell me….have you?”

George stared at the young woman, not knowing how to respond.  Pregnant?  Marry?  Take her away?  What the hell is she going on about?
Misunderstanding his silence for confirmation of her worst fears, Clare’s eyes welled with tears. “Oh, Etienne!” she cried, turning away.

Etienne?  Whose that?  Torn between a desire to comfort the tearful girl and his dire need for answers, George sighed in frustration, running a hand through his mop of brown hair.  With his hand halfway to his head, however, he paused and stared, his mind reeling dizzily as he held both arms out in front of him.  “What the hell--”
Clare sniffed and turned back his way.  “What?”

Raising his eyes to her’s, George stared, his expression reflecting a mixture of astonishment and horror.  “What the fuck is happening to me?!” he cried plaintively.

Finding his fear contagious, Clare exclaimed, “Why? Whatever do you mean?  Darling, what is it?  What’s unnerved you so?”

After several false starts, George finally found his voice…. “I-I’m coloured!”

“What the fuck d’yer mean he’s gone?!” John shouted irately.

Mal shrugged nervously.  “It’s just like I said, John!  When I went to wake him, he was gone….just like that….nowhere to be found!”

“Ye’ve checked the house…entirely?” Paul asked, trying to maintain the façade of calm.

“Of course we did!” Ringo snapped.

“And the beach as well,” Mal added quickly.

John suddenly looked panic-stricken.  “Oh Christ!”

“What?” Ringo demanded.  “What is it, John?”

“He said he wanted to go fer a swim last night.  You don’t reckon…?”

“It was bloody freezing!” Paul exclaimed.  “Nah, he wouldn’t have done.”

“If he was pissed enough?” John prodded.

Paul was prepared to dismiss the possibility altogether, until he remembered the brunette sauntering back downstairs the night before, claiming that George had changed his mind and had sent her down to him.  Now, that was off!  So, might he have decided to go fer a cold swim on his own after all?
“We should ring Brian,” Ringo stated worriedly.

“And what is he going to do then, eh?” John sneered, prompting the drummer to shrug in defeat.
“Look, he couldn’t have gotten far,” Paul said with more confidence than he really felt.  “I say we check the beach again.  He might have just gotten up early and gone fer a walk or sommat!”

“No need,” Neil said from the doorway to the sitting room.  Behind him followed a sleepy and bedraggled looking George.

John crossed the room in four paces and yelled in George’s face, “And where the fuck did you get to?!  Have you any idea how worried we were?  We were ‘bout ready to ring the coppers so we were!”

“No we weren’t,” Paul said with a glance of annoyance toward John.  “…but we were worried, George.  Where did you get off to then, whack?”
George sighed shakily.  “I-I dunno….I’m not sure,” he replied, his disorientation evident to everyone in the room.  “Maybe nowhere, maybe….”

“Maybe…?” John pressed hostilely.

Looking up at his friend, George blinked absently. “Maybe…not,” he finished quietly.

“He was asleep on the beach when I found him,” Neil offered, as if in explanation.

Mal drew up defensively.  “But I checked the beach!  The second time with Rings here!”

“Aye, he was well-hidden by the trees and bushes,” Neil clarified.  “It was easy enough to miss him.”

Shaking his head in resignation, John exhaled through clenched teeth.  “Well, this is a bloody fab start to another swingin’ day in Beatleland!” he groused sarcastically.
“ere, John, George is okay, so leave off, eh?” Paul reasoned.  “C’mon, let’s get some brekkie while we’ve still time.  The car will be here in another thirty or so minutes, ya know.”

“Breakfast sounds like a lovely idea,” Neil commented agreeably, hoping it might expedite an end to John’s ranting.  Even though they all knew John’s anger was really just a cover for his worry and concern, it was still tedious to endure.  When Neil walked out of the sitting room, he noted the distinct lack of any footsteps following him and shrugged to himself.  Their choice if they want to stay and listen!
Back in the room where the rest were gathered, John continued his tirade.  “Yeah, well, if ye’ve only a short while fer eatin’, ye’ve George to thank! What with him and his disappearin’ act!”  

“Right,” Paul sighed.  “Naughty George….bad George….but he knows better now, don’t ya, la?  See, so let it be, John.  I’m heading in fer something to eat.  Ya comin’?”

With one last angry glare at his youngest band mate, John grunted his assent and followed Paul out of the room.

Too tired and unsettled to care about John’s mood, George leaned toward Mal, and, keeping his voice low, said, “I’m going to take a shower and get dressed.  Would ya bring us a cuppa, mate?”

“Yeah, yeah, of course, George!  I’ll bring it right up fer ya!” Mal answered obsequiously, grateful that each of the four was accounted for and safe.

“Ta,” George replied, as he ascended the stairs.

Making his way toward the dining room behind Mal, Ringo stopped at the bottom of the stairs.  “’ey George!”

George turned and arched a brow questioningly.

“Y’alright….I mean, really?”

George grew pensive as he picked at a piece of splintered wood on the banister.  “I reckon I am, Ringo, but…there’s just some things I have to suss out.”

Ringo nodded sympathetically.  “Right.  Well, if ya need to talk, eh?”

George nodded in return.  “Thanks, mate.”

He stood on the step and watched Ringo disappear into the dining room.  Just as he swung around to continue his climb, however, he caught sight of Clare’s portrait out of the corner of his eye.  Almost mindlessly, he walked back down the few steps, through the hall, and into the sitting room.  Standing alone in front of the canvas, a single question assailed him repeatedly….Was it real?  Shaking his head slowly, he backed away from the portrait, knowing it held no answers for him.  In an unconscious gesture, he lifted his fingertips to his lips, then he turned and left the room.
