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Chapter Five

“A splendid dinner, Naomi!” Sir Oliver exclaimed, praising the servant as she cleared the dishes from the table.”

“Why, thank you, sir!” she replied with a pleased smile.

“Oh, and do be sure to pass my compliments on to Andre as well.  He’s a fine cook!”

“I’ll do that, sir! I most certainly will….thank you!” she answered before leaving the dining room, weighted down with as many dishes as she could carry.

Once the servant was out of earshot, the younger Simmonds urged in annoyance, “For heaven’s sake, Father, I’ve warned you repeatedly to stop flattering the help!  It blurs the line between employer and employee, and they behave with far too much familiarity as it is!”

Paul and John exchanged a wordless glance that spoke volumes about their impression of their host’s son.

The older man waved his hand dismissively.  “Peter, you are far too concerned with such nonsense!” his father chastised genially.  “A little kindness goes a long way, and what you call ‘familiarity’ I prefer to think of as ‘loyalty.’  You should never underestimate the importance of overseeing a happy household!”

Picking up on the embarrassed silence of the guests around his fathers table, Peter merely grumbled a defeated, “Still….”

“Well gentlemen,” the portly older man started gregariously, “I suggest we adjourn to the library where we might enjoy our brandy and a cabana in comfort.”

“A cabana?” Ringo asked curiously.

Brian leaned forward to better see the drummer sitting at the other end of the long oak   dining room table and smiling, replied, “It’s a cigar, Richard. Quite a pleasant one, I might add.”

Rising from his seat, Ringo nodded noncommittally.  
Leading the group into the other room, Sir Oliver continued, “There are some aficionados who even prefer the Cabana to the much-heralded, though quite elicit, Cohiba.” With an amused glint in his eyes, he added, “….although, if you’re interested, I have plenty of those in my humidor as well.”
“Really?  An authentic Cuban cigar?  They’re legal in the Bahamas?” Brian asked in surprise.

“No,” Peter interjected wryly, “…but, as the saying goes, ‘class has its privilege’!”

Brian laughed along with the young man while everyone but John just smiled politely.  

At the back of the small group just entering the massive library, John leaned into toward George and whispered “The old man’s alright, but Christ, his son is a right tosser!”

George gave a distracted nod of agreement as he scanned his surroundings.  At the threshold of the library door, he stopped suddenly. I could swear something just moved up there! 

Taking a step backward, he squinted and peered up at the dimly-lit second floor landing.  
Gasping in disbelief, he blinked repeatedly, but the vision remained….

There she stood on the landing with one hand propped on the banister, wearing the familiar white ball gown.  She appeared to be looking down at him.  Feeling a sweat break out on his brow, George mouthed her name, “Clare…?”  
“Mr. Harrison, are you alright?” 

Hearing Sir Oliver speaking to him, George snapped his head toward the room to find everyone staring at him quizzically.

“Er, yeah.  Yes.  I’m fine,” he stammered nervously.  
“Are you sure?” Sir Oliver asked in concern. “You’ve gone quite pale!” 

“Yes, really….I’m okay….just got a bit dizzy fer a moment,” George lied.

Before entering the room with the others, he couldn’t keep from stealing another glance at Clare, but she was gone. Turning back, he found his band-mates still staring at him worriedly.  Shrugging, he smiled and joined them in room.
Once George took a seat beside him on the divan, Ringo leaned over and asked quietly, “Y’alright mate?”
George nodded in reply as he accepted a snifter of brandy from the younger Simmonds, “Thanks very much.”

While Sir Oliver continued to regale the boys with lessons on the finer things in life, George’s thoughts went back to his host’s mysterious daughter and all that had been happening to him since arriving in Nassau.  Funny how I’m the only one.  Nobody else has even mentioned having something odd happen to them.  It just seems to be me….wonder why that is? I’ve seen her now at the beach, the villa, and now here at High Tor.  Thera wants me to believe that Clare is somewhere in Haiti living with her lover and – I s’pose – their baby, but it seems to me….Clare Simmonds never left this place!  
As the conversation in the room hummed in the background, George continued to mull over the mystery.  Suddenly, his face brightened and he jumped up from the divan, startling everyone into silence.

“Sorry!” he smiled apologetically.  “Pardon, Sir Oliver, but where’s the loo – er, the toilet?”

The older man smiled affably.  “You’ll find at the top of the stairs, George….just to your left.”

“Right, thanks.”  Leaving the room, George had to consciously force himself to act naturally and keep his excitement at bay. As he started to ascend the stairs, he took a cautious glance backwards to make sure no one was following or watching.  Once he was sure he was alone, he quickened his pace, taking the stairs two at a time, the thick carpet muffling the sound of his steps.
Standing on the landing of the second floor, he paused and listened closely for any sound indicating the presence of another in the vicinity.  When he was certain he was the only person up there, he started to move.  The semi-circular corridor contained six doors and another smaller corridor jutting off to the right where he could see even more doors.  He slowly turned around, taking in all the possible rooms that could have been Clare’s.  Sighing in dismay, he leaned against the banister and considered his dilemma, anxious that any lengthy absence from the group downstairs might bring someone looking for him.
There’s just too many bleedin’ doors fer me to go opening each and every one – I haven’t the time fer that!  She was up here fer a reason….I’m certain of it!  If I only knew where to ---

Click.
George’s head shot up at the sound of a doorknob unlatching, and he stared in amazement as the second door just to his left slowly swung open a few inches.  “Bloody hell!” he swore fearfully.  Swallowing the lump in his throat, he whispered to the air, “Clare?  Clare, is that you?”

When no response was forthcoming, George slowly made his way through the darkness and into the room.  Standing in the doorway, he waited, allowing his eyes to adjust.  The room was dimly illuminated by the light of the waning moon shining through the lace window curtains, and gradually, he was able to make out the shapes and shadows of the furniture, including a small bedside lamp.  Gingerly, he shuffled along the carpet toward the table and, leaning in, snapped the light on.  He breathed a sigh of relief as the lamp flooded the room with a warm glow – diffuse, but enough to see by.  Then, remembering the open door, he quickly walked over and gently shut it. Leaning back, he looked around the room, seeking something, anything that might hold the clue to explain what was happening to him.  
It was a typical teenage girl’s rooms – certainly, a posh teenage girl’s room, but typical…pastel colors, frills, and lace everywhere one looked. There was no shortage of antique furnishings, and the room itself was larger than the entire second level of the house he’d grown up in back in Liverpool.  Walking aimlessly around the room, he stopped in front of an ornately decorated large armoire.  He pulled the handle, but found it locked.  Hmmm….that seems rather off!  Standing there, he shook his head slowly in resignation.  I’ve no clue where to begin, and I haven’t the time to do a proper search.  Even if I did, I’ve no idea what I’m searching for!

Overwhelmed by the task, he whispered aloud “Oh Clare!” 

Just then….  “Ow!”  
He rubbed the tender spot where something heavy had dropped on his head while, at the same time, he searched the floor for the object of offense.  He found it just by the window where it had fallen after bouncing off his head.  Crouching to retrieve it, he studied the heavy metal skeleton key then looked at the locked armoire.  “Could it be?” he murmured.

He inserted the key into the lock and turned it, feeling a thrill rush through him when he heard the bolt slide back.  Quickly, he set about the task of searching the closet for whatever it was that Clare apparently had wanted him to find. He first saw various items of girls’ clothing hanging from a bar, and above them, was a large shelf which held several pairs of shoes.  He huffed in frustration.  Sod it! There’s nowt here but clothes and shoes! What the hell am I s’posed to find? 
He ran his hands over the clothing, imagining Clare wearing anything but that white ball gown.  There were mostly dresses – clearly in the style worn more than a decade ago – and George noticed that Clare obviously favored the color blue.  Blue…yeah…well, that would match her eyes, wouldn’t it?  I imagine it rather suited her.  
As he continued to peruse the clothing, his watch caught on a silk scarf and pulled it from the hangar.  Bending down, he picked it up, and, after a moment’s thought, brought it to his face and inhaled deeply.  He smiled at the familiar scent still lingering on the item.  Smelled nice, she did!  he thought, remembering the experience – whatever it was – of being close to her on the beach.  He suddenly felt foolish when he realized what he was doing and quickly pushed the garments back to slip the scarf back around the hangar.  Romantic wanker! he chided himself in amusement.

Just as he was about to remove his hand from the garments he was holding back, he spotted it.  Somehow, he knew right away that this was the item Clare had sent him in search of.  There, at the bottom of the armoire, on the floor at the very back, sat a plain brown cardboard box.  The clothing hanging in front of it kept it hidden from view.  Lowering himself into a crouch, George reached in and pulled the box out.  As he did, the lid of the box shifted, falling off and revealing the contents within.  
There were envelopes stuffed with letters.  If he had to guess, he would have said there had to have been a dozen of them at least.  They were written to Clare in Nassau from a “Miss Isobel Holman” in London.  When George reached back into the armoire to retrieve the lid that had fallen off, he found a photograph lying beneath.  It was a picture of a young couple….their arms around each other….standing on the beach at the cove….the girl was laughing….the boy was smiling at her….the girl was white….the boy was coloured….Clare…and Etienne….
Forcing himself to set the photograph aside, he turned his attention back to the task at hand.  As tempted as he was to pull out even one of the letters and read it, George knew he’d been gone too long.  Returning the photograph to the box, he replaced the lid and tucked the box underneath his arm.  He moved quickly across the room, first opening the door and giving a furtive glance out in the corridor then going to the bedside table and flicking off the lamp.  Rapidly, he padded back down the stairs, and, as quietly as he could, opened the front door, leaving it slightly propped open for his return.  Under the cover of night, George looked around at the shrubbery outlining the front lawn.  Practically running, he went to the furthest bush, and hid the box underneath its branches.  Before turning away, he made sure it couldn’t be seen from the pathway that led from the front door.  Satisfied it would remain safely hidden until he could retrieve when he and the others left, he turned and went back the way he’d come.  

George slipped back inside the manor, keeping the knob twisted open so it wouldn’t make a sound when he let it latch closed.  Then, standing with his back to the front door, he wiped the sweat from his brow and took a few moments to catch his breath.  He had just started walking back toward the library when he heard the rustle of fabric above him.  He didn’t need to look to know who would be standing there, but he did so anyway.  Sure enough, Clare had returned to the same spot on the second floor landing.  He could barely see her face in the dim light of the corridor, but he knew she was smiling.  Lifting a hand, he gave her a brief wave of acknowledgement.  In response, she lifted one gloved hand to her lips and blew him a kiss.  He smiled then walked back toward the library where his friends waited.
