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Prologue






The web of lies that had
been created to protect the Augustus family secrets was directly
responsible for Elizabeth’s disappearance, but it was also
responsible for the family’s success and position in the community.
The lies told to protect the family name were generations
old, and through
the years, the truth has been lost as the lies are now assumed to
be the truth.
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 Chapter One






Michael Augustus stepped through the
door of the plane and paused at the top of the metal stairs. The
hazy smog that filled the air did nothing to block the heat of the
California sun. He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders.
Shrugging off his jacket, he walked down the stairs and across the
tarmac toward the group gathered just inside the terminal waiting
to meet the arriving passengers. He spotted the private
detective.

Ron Schwartz stood a head
taller than anyone else, and despite his casual attire, there was
an air of command about him that showed his military training.
Michael lifted a hand in greeting and Ron acknowledged him with a
nod. They fell into step, and Ron asked, “Any luggage?”

“Just this,” Michael
lifted his carry bag.

“Need anything before we
hit the road? Ventura’s about an hour drive.” Michael shook his
head, and they walked toward the parking lot together. They spoke
only of the flight and the difference in weather. Both men tacitly
agreed to wait for privacy before talking about
Elizabeth.

Ron indicated his battered
Chevy convertible with a wave of his hand and the men settled
in. “I’m leaving the top up so we can talk
unless you’d rather have it down.”

“No, it’s fine. What do
you have this time, Mr. Schwartz?”

Michael Augustus had spent
the cross country flight thinking of nothing but his
family’s search for his missing sister.
Three years ago when his father, John Augustus had been informed of
her disappearance from San Francisco State College,
they’d known that she
was angry and troubled, but no one thought she would vanish
completely, that no police department or private detective would be
able to find a trace of her.

As a teenager, Elizabeth
had rebelled against everything. When she was told that John and
Sylvia Augustus (her adoptive parents) had known her birth mother
but had no idea who her father was, she railed against her
privileged adoptive family for the lack of information. She wanted
to know why Sylvia refused to act as her mother and lived in Paris.
Even though she had admitted that Sylvia wasn’t interested in being a mother to her birth son, she
demanded different answers.

By her senior year of high
school, she had begun hanging out with a group of older friends in
the city, wearing nothing but black, and started to talk
about “opening up her inner self and
living authentically without material possessions.” Michael had
tried to reason with her, but she declared that unlike her family,
her friends were “real” and that they cared more about her. She’d
said that she was tired of him “always butting in” and that she
wanted to “drop out and drop in”. At last their father, John
Augustus, allowed her to travel across the country for college and
she had disappeared.

Michael refused to accept
that she might be gone for good. He knew in his heart that she
loved him as much as he loved her. He’d
been her protector and her champion from the very moment of her
birth, and he was certain that their strong connection would bring
them back together again.

The day
they’d learned of her disappearance, his
Uncle Sam had insisted to his father that it was time to reveal to
Michael the truth about his affair with Valerie Smithson. John had
reluctantly agreed and admitted that he was, in fact, Elizabeth’s
birth father and that Michael’s mother – Sylvia – had always
known.

In addition to the secret
of Elizabeth’s parentage, he’d confessed
that he was not Michael’s biological father. And that he had no
idea who Michael’s father might be, explaining that Sylvia had
taken this name to her grave.

Even now, Michael feels
unsure about these secrets. He remained angry that John had never
had the courage to admit to Elizabeth that he was her father, but
he felt grateful that John had protected him from his alcoholic
mother. John’s promise to keep both
secrets had meant that Michael had been allowed to live with John
and Elizabeth instead of being relegated to boarding school and
summer camps.

“Call me Ron,” the PI’s
voice jerked him out of his memories. “There’s a girl calling
herself Lizzy Augustine that is about twenty-one, although she
claims to be twenty-five. She’s living in a commune in Ventura.
I’ve got some pictures in that folder on the floor.” Michael
reached down and flipped it open as the PI continued his report. “I
heard about her in Santa Cruz and came down here to take a look.
She said she dropped out of school in San Francisco and has been
living kind of rough ever since. When I first approached her, she
didn’t want to talk about the past, but since I’ve been hanging
around the bar where she works, she’s opened up a bit. She told me
about dropping out, and that she came to California from the east
coast. She’s refused to talk about her family.”

Michael flipped through
the pictures again. “I guess there’s a
resemblance and the name makes sense. But Elizabeth never had light
hair.”

“Well, I can assure you
this girl isn’t a natural blond. Try to envision her with dark hair
and a classier outfit.”

“Maybe,” Michael stared at
the pictures again.

“Three years living rough
can change a person.”

Three years changes
everything, Michael
thought. I wonder if Elizabeth will hate
me when she finds out I joined the family business as soon as I got
my MBA? It didn’t
feel like a cop out to him, but he was sure Elizabeth would see it
that way.

Three years had certainly
changed his father. Each previous time Ron had called with a
possible sighting, his father and uncle had swung into action. John
was always excited and sure that this time the girl would be his
daughter. Usually, he would quickly brief his cousin Sam on AmCo
business, contact Michael at college to tell him about the
sighting. John had then traveled, as quickly as he could, to see
for himself the town or the person who reported the sighting.
He’d been to Bend, Oregon, to Ocean
Shores, Washington, to Yreka, Napa, Marin and Paradise,
California.

But this time, with a new
sighting and an actual girl to meet, John had shifted through the
snapshots, only minutes after their arrival by special delivery,
and declared. “I don’t think this can be
Elizabeth.”

Michael and Sam had each
taken the pictures; the PI proffered, and studied them
carefully. “Ron thinks it might be,” Sam
had said. “She’s about the right age.”

“There must be a million
girls that age in California. We paid the PI to find the right
girl, to find my daughter.” He’d shaken his head and returned the
photos to the envelope. “I always thought Elizabeth looked like her
mother, but I can’t see any resemblance between this girl and
Valerie.”

“Dad,” Michael had turned
and stared out the window of his office attempting to compose
himself. “I know you’re discouraged, but if the detective thinks
there is a chance, you have to go.” The lights of the city were
just winking on. The river caught the reflection of the setting
sun, and for a moment, he’d allowed himself to feel the deep pain
of losing his sister. He’d forced a smile and turned back to his
father.

John had disagreed.
“Someone has to go, Michael. But not me, I want
it to be you. You’ve finished school, and you’ll only need to be
away a few days. I want you to find Elizabeth and bring her home. I
want a chance to make things right.”
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Michael realized that Ron
was saying something and forced himself to concentrate on the
present, “What?” he asked.

“Just saying, that I’m
sure that Lizzy isn’t this girl’s real name.”

“Will she be working or do
you have an address?

“I know where she lives. I
thought we’d go straight there unless you’d like to get a look at
her first. I figure surprise is a good idea – we don’t want her to
run.”

Michael considered for a
moment and then said, “If it’s Elizabeth,
I don’t want to give her a chance to disappear before I have a
chance to talk to her and if it’s not – well, then it doesn’t
matter – so let’s surprise her at home. Does she have a
roommate?”

“Yeah, a bunch of them.
She’s living with a guy. They aren’t married, and she has no
kids.”

“Kids?” Michael’s shock
showed in his voice, and Ron chuckled.

“A girl on her own for a
couple of years,” Ron grinned. “Any thing’s possible.”

“Does she sound like she’s
from the east coast?”

“Not really. But you don’t
either. Most kids that go to fancy schools just sound
alike.”

Michael wondered if that
was an insult, but he thought it might be true, so he
didn’t rise to the bait and instead asked
another question. “If it is Elizabeth, do you think she’ll be glad
to see me?”

Ron looked over at Michael
and realized he was serious, “Not sure,
kid. In this kind of situation, you get all kinds of reactions.
Unless your Dad hasn’t been honest with me, she doesn’t have much
reason to be mad. But on the other hand, she ran away, and it’s
been over two years since she communicated in any way – so I’d say
– your sister wants to stay lost. And, if that’s true, there’s no
way to guess what she’ll do when she sees you. Like it or not,
she’s legally an adult now, and she can disappear if she wants
to.”

Michael looked down at the
girl’s picture, seeing Elizabeth as he
remembered her. He’d been four
years old the night of her birth, but he vividly
remembered the bombs falling, the violent shaking of the earth and
then the miracle of the tiny baby girl. It was also the first time
he’d seen and heard Valerie’s ghost. When
the ghost told him the baby’s name and gave her into his care, he
had taken the message to heart, and he still believed that he was
meant to protect and support his little sister. He flipped the
folder closed and turned to Ron. “Is there anything else I should
know before we get to the house?”
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Ron turned the convertible
off Highway 101 and onto California Street. Michael sat up
straighter and took a deep breath. As they turned again on Main
Street, Ron pointed at a building that was painted in bright,
swirling colors and featured a mermaid with long red hair perched
on a rock amid the swirls. “That’s where
she works, The Siren’s Song. It’s not a bad place, mostly a bunch of hippies. Not too
rough.”

Michael’s head swiveled as they drove past. “Wow,” he said
softly.

Ron grinned,
“Not like home, huh? This town’s pretty easy on
the “weirdo” kids, kind of a live and let live place. There’s a
bunch of them renting this place together. No one is older than
twenty-five. It’s a pretty open lifestyle if you know what I mean.
Free love, drugs and all that shit.” Michael stayed silent, not
sure what to say, as Ron continued, “Just want to warn you, I’m not
sure what we’ll find. It’s that gray house up there with the big
porch. I’m going to drive past, so you can get a look at it before
we go in.”

Michael’s eyes swept across the ragged lawn and took in the boy and
girl sitting on the steps. They were smoking and talking and even
though the boy’s hair was long, way past his shoulders, they looked
pretty normal. The door stood open, and he caught a glimpse of
movement from inside. An assortment of old furniture cluttered the
porch and a big dog of some sort sprawled in the shade. “It doesn’t
look too bad,” he said relief apparent in his voice. “That wasn’t
the girl on the porch, was it?”

“Nope, not sure which one
she is. I think about fifteen maybe twenty kids are living here.
Most of them are some kind of runaway or drop out. It seems to me
Lizzy is one of the few that keeps a regular job. You
ready?”

Michael nodded, and Ron
swung the car around and cruised to a stop. They exited the car and
crossed the street. Ron took the lead, “Hey, man,” he said. “Lizzy around?”

The couple on the porch
didn’t move, but the man lived a hand and
waved toward the door as he said, “Maybe, go on in.”

Taking that as permission
Ron knocked on the open door frame, but walked on into the house
without pausing, and called, “Hey,
Lizzy.”

“In the kitchen,” a girl
yelled back, and they followed the sound of her voice. Ron stepped
aside so that as the girl turned, she saw Michael first. “Hey,” she
smiled warmly.

There was no sign of
recognition in her eyes and Michael’s
disappointment caused him to blurt out “You’re not my
sister.”

“Sorry, man. I’ve got a
brother, but I’ll have to admit you’re not him.” She grinned.
“Guess you were expecting someone else.” Ron stepped into the
kitchen, and she shook her head at Ron, “I should have guessed you
were a PI, you asked way too many questions last time I saw you.
But now that you guys are here tell me who you’re looking for and
I’ll see if I can help.”
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 Chapter Two


Serena lay back on the
grass outside the DeYoung Museum and stretched her arms over her
head. She listened to the stillness and sighed deeply. If she were
asked, she’d swear that everything was
fine, but it wasn’t. I’m bored. I’m tired. I’m hungry. And I want to scream,
she thought. She pulled her arms back to her
chest, clenched her hands into fists and sat up. Golden Gate Park
might be her favorite place in San Francisco. There always seemed
to be something to do and people to watch, but today she was
working and bored.

This was definitely not
the life she’d planned when she left
school and struck out on her own. She looked at her watch.
I need to find Arabella.
If they didn’t come back to the house on
time, Maurice would ask too many questions, questions she had no
intention of answering. Someday
soon, she admitted to herself,
I’m going to have to
leave here. The Spencers might call her
job a live-in companion for their daughter, but she called herself
a glorified chaperone and a maid. Arabella would soon turn
eighteen, and there’d be no more need for
her presence.

She stood up and
stretched. Looking around, she spotted Arabella and waved.
“Time to go,” she called.

The girl waved back and then reached
down to pull a young man to his feet. They wrapped their arms
around each other in a passionate embrace. Serena walked slowly
toward them, hoping the farewell would be complete before she was
close enough to be sure exactly whose hands were where.

The two separated slowly, kissed
again, and when Arabella started to walk away from her date, Serena
caught up with her and fell into step.

“Isn’t he the cutest thing
you have ever seen?” Arabella grinned at Serena. “And he’s the best
kisser I’ve ever known.”

Serena wondered how many
guys Arabella had kissed, but she only smiled and replied,
“That was Mario, right? Where did you meet
him?”

“Does it matter? Are you
planning to tell Daddy?”

“Of course not, you know I
promised that as long as you weren’t doing anything more than hand
holding and kissing, I wouldn’t say a word.” Arabella smiled a smug
little smile and Serena knew her suspicions were probably right and
that she was only pretending to herself that nothing more was going
on, but as long as it didn’t happen while she was with Arabella, it
was none of her business.

“Tell me about the exhibit
at the DeYoung,” Arabella commanded, “in case Daddy wants to know
what we did all afternoon.”
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The Spencers always ate
dinner together, and Serena was expected to be at the table.
However, she knew her place and didn’t
participate in the conversation unless someone asked her a direct
question. She didn’t really mind. It gave her a chance to observe
the family and allowed her to make up stories about
them.

Tonight the family
conversation involved a discussion of an upcoming charity event,
and she found herself smiling as she listened to Maurice
supervising what “his women” should wear
and to whom they should speak. She glanced at Arabella, who gazed
at her father with what appeared to be adoration, but Serena saw
how tightly Arabella’s fingers clutched her linen
napkin.

Mrs. Spencer – Henny to
her friends but Mrs. Spencer to Serena – pushed her food around her
plate, not eating anything at all. Serena knew Mrs. Spencer heard
every word her husband said and would buy exactly the dresses he
described, but it would be a battle to get Arabella to wear
anything that her father called “sweet and
girly.”

Serena was delighted that
she was not a member of this family. She’d
thought her own family to be over bearing and controlling but
compared to Maurice Spencer, her father was a real pussy
cat. It’s funny
how different, things look when there are three thousand miles
between myself and my family, she
thought.

“I’m not going to wear
anything that makes me look like Jackie Kennedy,” Arabella blurted.
“Let Mama do that. I’m too young.”

“For once you are right,”
Maurice agreed. “You’re only seventeen. You’ll wear something sweet
and soft, maybe pink. I think you look beautiful in
pink.”

Serena thought of the
tight capri pants and the sleeveless shirt, tied at her waist that
Arabella had worn to the park today. It
was a good thing Maurice hadn’t seen that.
He hated woman in pants.

“I suppose you’d like Mama
and me to wear Mother-Daughter dresses.”

“Don’t be silly, Arabella.
It’s not a tea,” Mrs. Spencer snapped.

“Your mother will help you
find something appropriate.” Maurice folded his napkin and stood
up. “If you ladies will excuse me, I have a meeting
tonight.”

They stayed at the table
pretending to eat until they heard the front door open and close.
Mrs. Spencer pushed her chair back and rose, “I’m going to my room. Please keep the noise
down.”

“Good night, Mother.”
Serena wondered how Mrs. Spencer could miss the sarcasm in her
daughter's voice but if she noticed she didn’t react and simply
left the room without looking back. “Well,” Arabella looked at
Serena, “I guess I better get out of here so that I won’t make any
noise. The Kingston Trio is performing at the hungry i tonight. Want to go with
me?”

Serena knew Arabella
didn’t want her to come along, but it was
her responsibility to keep Arabella out of trouble, “You have to be
twenty-one to go there.”

“Doesn’t matter, you’re
over twenty-one, and Mario works there. If anyone asks he’ll vouch
for me.”

“I don’t think it’s a good
idea. Your dad wouldn’t want you to go to a night club.”

“What he doesn’t know
won’t hurt him.” She grinned. “I’ll just sneak out later if you
don’t come along.” Serena knew that she would, and Arabella saw her
waiver. “It’ll be okay. I promise not to drink alcohol, and you
might even have fun.” Against her better judgment Serena agreed to
go.
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Serena sat at the table by
herself in the back corner of the long room and toyed with her
glass of Coca-Cola. I should have brought
a book, she thought. Instead, with nothing
to do and with Arabella off somewhere with Mario, she studied the
other occupants of the nightclub and waited for the performance to
begin. Over at the bar, a group of well-dressed young men were
laughing and talking. They reminded her of her brother and his
friends. She brushed the thought aside. It had been three years
since she’d seen any member of her family
and she’d learned that the easiest way to deal with memories was to
simply refuse to think about them. She spun her glass again and
scanned the room for Arabella.

“Hey, beautiful,” a voice
slurred at her, and she looked up to see a drunk swaying next to
the table. “Wanna dance?”

“There’s no music,” she
said, trying to be polite.

“Doesn’t matter. Let me
buy you a drink.”

“I’m not
interested.”

“Sure you are. A pretty
girl like you shouldn’t be sitting here alone.” He started to pull
out the opposite chair, and she quickly reached across the tiny
table, grabbed the chair, and held it in place.

“No. Really I’m waiting
for someone.”

“I’ll wait with
you.”

“No, you won’t, buddy.”
One of the men she’d noticed at the bar spoke firmly. “The lady
said she’s not interested.”

The drunk seemed to
realize that her defender appeared serious. Trying to preserve his
dignity, he straightened his jacket, and spoke again,
“You remind me of my third wife. She was a tease,
too.”

“Okay, buddy. That’s
enough. Move along.” Her defender spoke confidently, and the drunk
ceased his pursuit and stumbled away.

“Thank you,” Serena smiled
up at the man. “I could have handled him, but I appreciate the
thought.”

“I’m sure you could have,
but I noticed you here by yourself, and I took advantage of the
situation to come over and introduce myself. Logan Walker.” He held
out his hand, and Serena automatically extended hers.

“Serena. And I’m just
waiting for someone.”

“Wow! Who’s this?”
Arabella slid into a chair and grinned up at the young man. “I’m
gone for a minute, and you pick up a good looking guy. Nice work,
Serena.”

“I’m Logan.” He grinned.
“But I think I was being banished not picked up.”

“That’s no surprise.
Serena doesn’t know how to have fun. Sit down, Logan Walker, and
tell us about yourself.” Logan took Arabella at her word and sat.
“I’m Arabella Spencer, and this is Serena Miller. If you buy me a
drink, I’ll tell you all about myself.”

Logan lifted his hand to signal a
waitress.

“Nothing but cola,
Arabella is not twenty-one, and I’m working.” Serena glared at
Arabella as she continued, “And you look like you’ve already had
something to drink, Bella. What would your father say?”

“My big, bad daddy would
be very mad at you, Serena.”

Logan looked back and
forth between the two young women. “Okay,
I’ve obviously stumbled into a hornet’s nest, but now I really want
to know your story.”

Mario saw Arabella talking
to another man and arrived at the table with a beer. He pulled up
the fourth chair. “I’m Mario,” he
introduced himself to Logan. “Get yourself a drink, man. This ought
to be good. I’ve been wondering what the real story on this girl
is.” He hugged Arabella. “Tell us everything, babe.”

“Everything? I don’t think
so.” Arabella giggled. “No girl is willing to tell everything.”
Music surged and the hungry i
announcer, Alvah Bessie, stepped in front of the
red brick wall to introduce the opening act. “Oops, too late, guess my story will have to
wait.”

As the lights dimmed
Serena thought she saw Arabella take a long drink from
Mario’s beer but she wasn’t certain and
instead of saying anything she let it slide. After all, she’d done
the same thing when she was younger than eighteen.

Serena looked around the
North Beach, basement nightclub. The room was often called a
“cavernous entertainment room,” and she could see
why. Each of the three hundred seats, at the long bar and
surrounding the three sided stage, were mostly filled with a clean
cut, college-aged crowd. Since owner, Enrico Banducci, didn’t allow
drink service during the performance, the waitresses were hurrying
to place ordered drinks in front of the patrons. Quickly the buzz
in the room subsided. Comedienne Phyllis Diller took the stage, her
wild hair flying in all directions, and she launched into a story
about her husband, Fang.

Serena’s laughter bubbled up and out, and she realized she hadn’t
laughed so fully in a long time. Logan’s laughter matched her own,
and they grinned at each other. Mario sat with his arm draped over
Arabella, their chairs pulled tightly together. Serena was happy to
see that they were also enjoying the performance and not making
out.

Phyllis Diller concluded
her act by introducing the Kingston Trio and reminding them
that “the only reason they were famous
tonight was because she’d had to take care of Fang and they’d been
invited to fill in for her at The Purple
Onion.”

The trio bantered with her
a bit and then struck the opening chords for Tom Dooley. The crowd roared,
Phyllis waved goodbye and the next hour was completely magical as
the trio sang one folk song after another concluding with
Scotch and Soda. The
last notes drifted away. Logan leaned closer and said,
“Wow!”

“Exactly,” Serena agreed.
“I’m so glad Arabella talked me into coming tonight.”

“Me, too.” Logan smiled.
“Now, may I buy you another soda?”

“Not tonight. It’s time
for us to head home.”

“Don’t be silly, Serena.”
Arabella interrupted. “We have plenty of time.”

“And,” Mario said,
“Arabella promised to tell us all about herself.”

Logan raised his hand to
signal a waitress and Arabella reached for Mario’s glass. Serena started to speak, but Arabella withdrew her
hand and quickly said, “Don’t worry, Serena. I’ll have a Coke,
please.” She smiled sweetly at the waitress and then at Mario.
“Come on, Serena. Let’s freshen up.”

The two young woman rose
from the table, and Serena followed Arabella across the room. As
they waited in line, Arabella teased, “That Logan is so cute and I think he likes you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. We
haven’t said two words to each other.”

“You need to learn to
relax and have fun, Serena.”

Right, Serena thought. That’s exactly what I don’t need to
do. “We are
having one soda, and then we are leaving. Okay?”

“Yes, Mam!” Arabella
entered a cubicle. “I’ll meet you back at the table.”

When it was her turn,
Serena stepped into her cubicle and closed the door. For a long
minute, she leaned her head against the cool metal wall.
“Relaxing and enjoying myself is exactly how I
got here,” she whispered.

When Serena rejoined the
group, Logan rose to his feet and held her chair. She sat and
murmured, “Thank you.”

“Okay,” Arabella took a
breath and started, “here’s our story. My daddy is Maurice
Spencer.”

Mario sat up straighter
and took a gulp of his beer. “The famous
Maurice Spencer?”

Arabella nodded. Logan
looked blank. Serena kept her eyes on the table not sure how this
story would go. “Yes, he’s pretty famous.”
Logan's growing confusion showed on his face. Arabella continued,
“He makes movies. Well, not exactly makes movies. He lends money to
people so that they can make movies.” Logan shrugged. “Doesn’t
matter,” Arabella continued. “I’m his only daughter, and he’s very
protective of me. He’s always worried that someone will kidnap me,
so Serena is my body guard.”

Logan and Mario both
started to laugh. “Right, babe,” Mario
said. “She looks really tough.”

“Looks can be deceiving,”
Logan said. “Serena said she was working so I guess that…” he
smiled at Arabella, “that since you are someone semi-famous - she’s
some kind of reporter and she followed you to the
hungry i - so that she
could feature you in a tabloid story about your first night out on
the town without your parents.”

“I’ve been in a night club
lots of times,” Arabella protested. “But think what you like, I’ve
told you our story, and I’m sticking to it. What’s your story,
Logan Walker?”

Logan looked directly at
Serena as he answered, “I’m from
Pennsylvania. I’m a sailor. I’m stationed on the USS Princeton. We
are in port here in San Francisco for a few days.”

“Shit, man!” Mario was
visibly impressed. “I thought you were some college kid trying to
pick up on my girl.”

“He’s not interested in
me, Mario.” Arabella grinned at Serena. “I think you should show
this lonesome sailor the town, Serena.” Serena shook her head. “Oh,
come on. It’ll be fun. You went to college here. I bet you know
lots of great places to go.”

I know lots of places all
right but none that I ever want to visit again. ”I’m sure, Mr. Walker has friends of his own,” she said
primly.

“Mr. Walker,” Arabella
mocked. “How la-di-da. If Serena won’t show you the town, I
will.”

“I think I’d love to see
the town with you, Serena.” Logan turned to look directly into her
eyes.

Serena met his gaze and
couldn’t stop herself from smiling.
He’s certainly good
looking, she admitted to herself. She
looked away, down at her hands, and then back to Logan.
“How long will you be in San Francisco?” she
asked.

“Just until Tuesday. I’m
free on Sunday afternoon.”

“So are you, Serena.”
Arabella interrupted. “It’s a date, Logan. Do you have a car or
should Serena pick you up?”

Serena laughed.
“Okay. I surrender. I don’t drive but I’m sure
Mr. Spencer would allow his driver to pick you up.”

“That won’t be necessary.
The ship’s docked at Hunters Point. I can catch a shuttle, and we
can meet in the city.”

“We live in the Marina.”
Arabella couldn’t refrain from helping with the arrangements. “Meet
at The Palace of Fine Arts. It’s so romantic.”

“That’s actually a good
idea,” Serena agreed. “Not because it’s romantic, but it is
beautiful, and we can walk from there to Cow Hollow and then
through some of the neighborhoods, maybe even up to Golden Gate
Park.”

“I’d love that. I haven’t
seen any of the real San Francisco yet, just the Naval Shipyard and
Fishermen’s Wharf. Is one o’clock too early?”

“No. It would be perfect.
But now we really do need to leave.”

Logan flagged down a taxi
and held the door for Serena as they discreetly looked away from
Arabella’s passionate goodbye to Mario.
“Until Sunday then,” Logan said closing the door.

Arabella slipped in on the
opposite side and grabbed Serena’s hand.
“So? What do you think?”

“I think he didn’t have
any choice but agree to an afternoon of sightseeing with
me.”

Arabella giggled.
“He wanted to ask you out, and I just gave him a
little push because I knew you’d never go out on a ‘real’ date. And
I know that you like him. I saw you blush!”

Serena allowed herself to
relax. “He is very nice, and it will be
fun to show the city to someone.”

“Just don’t bore him with
all that history stuff.”

“Some people like to know
about that ‘history stuff.”

“Not on a first
date.”

“It’s not a date,” Serena
protested.

“Oh yes, it is. You better
just relax and enjoy it. What are you going to wear? Maybe you
should borrow something sexy from me. You’d look really good in
those St. Laurent slacks I bought at I. Magnin last
week.”

“I am not wearing
hip-riding slacks out in public. I’m sure I’ll find something in my
own closet that will suffice for a walk around the
city.”

“With your small waist,
you’d probably look better in my hip-riders than I do. But suit
yourself.”
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On Sunday, Serena found
herself remembering the taxi conversation as she searched for
something to wear. It didn’t seem possible
that only three years ago she been ready and willing to flaunt
every convention and take on the world. Now she was hiding behind a
false name, in a nothing job, pretending to have an education that
she’d never completed, with no clear plan for the
future.

She settled on loose
fitting gray slacks and a pale pink sweater set and dressed
quickly, refusing to remember herself as the rebellious girl who
wore nothing but black. She piled her long hair into a beehive,
allowing the back to hang free. A few curling tendrils framed her
face and made her eyes look huge. She found herself smiling.
It is not a date, she
reminded herself. But it would be fun to be out and about in the
city.

Quickly she ran down the stairs and
into the crisp, sunny fall day. The Marina District was busy with
tourists strolling and admiring the beautiful homes; most of them
hoping to catch a glimpse of a famous resident or two. Unlike many
of the mansions on this street, the large Spanish style Spencer
home was not connected to its neighbors but stood alone at the
corner of Jefferson and Baker Streets. Just across the street from
the lagoon. As she hurried away, hoping to avoid Arabella, an ocean
breeze from the bay lifted her curls, and she caught a whiff of
salt air.

The raucous calls of the
sea gulls caused her to look up and focus on the deteriorating roof
of The Palace of Fine Arts. It was a shame that the city had
allowed the once magnificent building, built for the 1915
Panama-Pacific Exposition, to become so run down. The Palace was
nothing but a deteriorating ruin, but none the less, Arabella was
right, it did have a romantic quality. She glanced at her watch. It
was one o’clock straight up. She quickened
her steps and circled the lagoon, hurrying toward the crumbling
dome.

Serena saw Logan a second
before he turned, caught a glimpse of her, and smiled. She smiled
in return, and he rushed forward and caught her hand.
“You look very beautiful.”

“And so do you!” Serena
exclaimed. “I didn’t expect a uniform.”

“It’s a regulation. We’re
required to leave the base in uniform, and we represent the
military when we are interacting with civilians. Hence,” he waved
his hand across his chest, “the uniform.”

“You didn’t have on a
uniform at the club.”

“No, I didn’t,” Logan
agreed. “But today is different. I was on leave then. Now I’m
not.”

“I don’t know anything
about the Navy.”

“No problem. Today is all
about getting to know each other, and the Navy is only one part of
who I am. Tell me about this beautiful place.”

Serena was pleased to tell
the facts and legends she had collected about her adopted city.
Talking to Logan was easy. He seemed interested in everything,
asking questions and taking pictures with a small camera.
“I can tell you love this city,” Logan said. “Did
you grow up here?”

“No,” Serena shook her
head and answered carefully, “I came here for college, and I
stayed.”

“Where did you grow
up?”

“Nowhere special.” Serena
deftly, changed the subject. “How about you? I know you said you
were from Pennsylvania but where exactly, and do you have brothers
and sisters?”

‘I’m from
Monongahela.” Serena
laughed at the sound, and Logan grinned at her before
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