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MY NAME IS MANDOLIN, Tony Mandolin. And yes, I know the name is a great straight line so go ahead, get the jokes and puns out of your system, I've heard more than my share pretty much all of my thirty-plus years. What I do is find things, all sorts and I've gotten so good at it that some folks tend to think I'm gifted with some sort of ESP or mumbo jumbo. No, I'm just stubborn.

Over the years, through a combination of word of mouth and, to be honest, dumb luck, I'd managed to solve some pretty big cases and unfortunately embarrass a few influential members of San Francisco's police force.

I keep an office that could have a second career as a large coat closet. It's located in a second floor walk-up in an office building not located in one of the fog city's better business districts. This month my in-basket held mostly bills and my out-basket held a partially eaten deli sandwich. I was busying myself with trying to find out what word fit in the Chronicle's crossword that used seven letters with hardly any vowels when she came through my door.

It took a couple of seconds before I managed to get my eyes in focus. Thick red curls cascaded past her shoulders, framing a heart-shaped face. She looked like Jessica Rabbit, only real. "Uh..." I said intelligently, blinding her with my witty repartee. 

She smiled but it looked forced. "Are you Tony Mandolin?"

I gave up on the crossword and concentrated on the vision before me. She was wearing red to go along with her hair and the outfit looked like it cost more than what I paid in rent last year. A whiff of very expensive perfume floated my way and I coughed. "Um, yes, that's me. What can I do for you, Miss...?" 

"I need your help."

I noticed she'd avoided mentioning her name. I leaned back in my chair, wondering who this lady was. It was obvious she was fishing way below her station. "What sort of help?"

"Your ad says you find things."

"That's right." 

"What kinds of things?"

"All kinds." 

She chewed that over for a couple of seconds and sat in the old wooden chair across from my desk. Like the rest of the furniture in my office, it had no hope of ever making the Antiques Road Show. 

"I see..." Her reply came out in a voice so small I had to lean forward and ask her to repeat it. "...my sister."

"What about your sister, Miss...?" I tried again. You never know, sometimes information can be tricked rather than dug out. I still had to strain to hear what she said. 

"She's missing. She didn't come home and it's been two days."

Probably a kid sister, I thought. With that kind of competition, you could see where the younger one would feel unfairly put upon. The kid most likely ran away to a friend's house, an easy job for easy money. "I see," I said. "What's she look like?"

She looked me straight in the eye. "Like me. We're twins."

Hoo boy. I leaned further back in my chair and considered. The city has its own red carpet set. A pair of twins looking like that had to have some sort of notoriety. A thread of memory began nibbling around in the back of my brain. You're obviously worried about her, I thought. What aren't you telling me?

I decided to try the direct approach. "All right, Miss whoever you are, I'll need to know a lot more before I can even decide to help you. I've tried twice now with broad hints, but you're giving me nothing to work with here."

A bit of heat inched into her eyes. "I don't know if I can trust you."

"Same here," I said and waited. We were playing a game of cat and mouse and I wasn't sure who was who.

Her deep breath spoke volumes. "Very well. My name is Roxanne, Roxanne Driver."

All of a sudden my interest went into deep freeze. She knew I recognized the name. Hell, I lived in the Western US, didn't I? The Drivers were one of those families everyone reads about but no one outside of certain elite circles ever meets. Miss Driver and her twin were heirs to a fortune some governments would like to control. According to the papers, Daddy earned a cool two billion last year, but only because business was a bit slow. This was way out of my pay grade. The Drivers lived in a highly rarified atmosphere and had for a couple centuries. Their great granddaddies did all the work, while the last couple of generations have spent their time in degeneration and other enlightening pastimes. Contrary to type, the current patriarch, Randall Driver III, spent most of his time buying and selling businesses; he was the odd one, a worker. The man was responsible for dozens of companies and thousands of careers. He petrified me.

I shook my head and picked up one of the papers cluttering my desktop. I held it out to her. "Fill this out and I'll see if I can work you into my schedule." You could have shipped fish with the temperature of my voice. I wanted her out of my office...now.

She didn't look at the paper. Her lower lip pouted and she sighed. "I...see."  

I turned back to my papers, heard a click and looked up into the barrel of a 38.

I hadn't noticed the handbag; it was too small. Who would have believed a gun that size would have fit into a bag that small? She held it rock-steady, pointed at yours truly. 

Mama Mandolin did not raise a fool. I kept my eyes level with hers and placed both hands on the desk. "Are you planning on using that thing, Miss Driver?"

Her aim remained steady. "Only if I have to."

I nodded. "And that reason would be..."

She didn't reply. The muzzle of that gun started to look like the mouth of the city's water main.

We sat there for what seemed like hours, Roxanne holding a bead on me and me trying not to sweat. Finally, she let out a breath and murmured, so softly it seemed like she was talking more to herself than to me, "I love my sister."

"Yeah," I said, "I can see where that'd make any woman pull a gun on a stranger."

That was stupid. Her eyes flashed and she brought up her other hand, moving into the Weaver stance. "I won't be mocked, Mister Mandolin."

I held up my hands. Right, as if they'd stop a .38 slug. "Look, I'm sorry if I was rude; your people and mine, they tend not to mix too well, okay? Your sister is missing. All right, how long has she really been missing? Was it just the two days? Where did you last see her? What are her habits? Who does she hang around with? Have you gone to the police? I don't know about other departments, but there's a couple of detectives downtown I know who are pretty heads up when it comes to solving missing persons cases. With your family, I'm sure they'd do something."

My rapid-fire questions rattled her. The gun lowered as she looked away in thought. After a second it went back into the purse. Maybe I wouldn't have to change my pants after all. My insides held a parade in celebration.

"I can't go to the police," she stated in a voice so flat it was almost monotone.

"Why not?" I asked. Her daddy owned more than half of the bayside waterfront and most of city hall, and she couldn't go to the police? They'd fall all over themselves trying to please her just because of daddy's money. Hell, the Chief would probably order her lunch while she waited.

She crossed her arms under her breasts. "Because I can't. Let's leave it at that."

"Ok." I make a point of never arguing with a lady with a gun, even if it was no longer pointed at me. Closing off that option also left out Pat Monahan, one of the few city detectives who didn't hate my guts. "So how long has she been missing?"

"Like I said, two days."

I looked at the clock stuck to the wall behind her. It read 11:05am. Seemed like it should have been one heck of a lot later. I asked, "Has she done anything like this before? Tell me something about her usual routine."

She chewed her lower lip. I could see she still had trust issues.

"Look, Miss Driver, if you want me to help you, I'll need to know some things, some of them probably personal."

"Very well," she sighed, "I'll tell you. The last night I saw Randi, she and I went slumming. We had heard about other girls doing it and having a great time." She smiled tentatively. "We thought it would be fun, sort of a guilty pleasure."

I managed to keep my face professionally interested. Put me down for an Academy Award. "Go on."

"At first," she tilted her eyes toward the ceiling, "it was fun. Most of the men in our circle have considerably higher opinions of themselves than they deserve."

The women, too, but that's just me.

She continued. "But I found myself becoming bored after the first couple of hours. As diverting as the men were, we had nothing in common and they were only interested in one thing."

Welcome to the human race sweetheart. "So, you left, but your sister was still partying?"

She looked away. "Yes."

"And that's the last time you saw her?"

"Yes."

"Where was this?"

"A bar called the Summersault. We had never been there before. I usually stay away from that portion of the city."

I wasn't surprised. The club she mentioned sat in the 600 block of Eddy Street. At night, the seedier elements prowled the shadows and alleys in search of prey. Take a girl with Randi's looks; add a few measures of gin, shake, and serve. Easy pickings, that is, unless Roxanne's twin got a wild hare and was shacking up with someone in another part of the city.

"I know the neighborhood. What time did you two separate?"

She shivered, hugging herself. This one wore all her emotions on her skin. "I'm not sure. I'd had a little too much to drink. It was after midnight when the cab dropped me off at home. I went straight to bed. When I woke, it was after nine. That's when I noticed Randi hadn't come home at all."

"How could you tell?" I think I already knew, but I had to ask.

"Her bed had not been slept in. Our rooms sit across from each other and the maids don't come until after ten."

I nodded. "Ok. Do you recall anyone, in particular, paying attention to her more than anyone else? Did she seem attracted to anyone over and above the other men you saw there?"

She shook her head; red curls flew. "No," she said, "not that I can recall."

"Have you got a photo of her I can take with me? Believe it or not, most folks don't have that much of a memory."

"Here." She held out a wallet-sized photo. 

I had to force myself not to glance back and forth between her and the photo. Randi and Roxanne were indeed twins, identical right down to the tiny mole to the left of their identical pouty mouths. In spite of their family history and fortunes, the girls were stunners. I shouldn't have much trouble raising a trail.

I nodded at the shot, trying to look thoughtful rather than licentious. "This'll do. Now, about my fee..."

She reached into the handbag again and pulled out a horse-choking, thick wad of bills. She dropped the roll onto my desk. "I don't believe in dickering, Mr. Mandolin, it wastes too much time. If that isn't sufficient let me know. I just want you to find my sister," her voice faltered, "even if..."

I eyed the money. "Yeah, sure." That zero I had added had gained friends. The outer bill was a Franklin. "I'll need a contact number."

A business card landed next to the wad. "That is my private number. Leave a message if I don't answer." Then she walked out; her expensive perfume stayed to flirt a little longer.

I picked up the card. It was glossy white with black printing, a phone number and nothing else, not even an area code. The rich, they like to do it in style.


♦ ♦ ♦
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I LEFT THE OFFICE AFTER counting my fee and ambled south toward Market Street. Lunch hour was just finishing up, which meant the folks I wanted to talk to were beginning their day. A short bus ride got me over to Jones and Eddy, and I stopped to grab a dog and a bit of street gossip from Bill Bunty. Billy had one of those mobile hot dog stands you see around various corners of the city. Most of those hucksters sold mummified lengths of possible protein with all the flavor and texture of masticated cardboard, but without cardboard's fine pedigree. Billy, on the other hand, figured he'd do better by selling more dogs for a bit less profit. His dogs started as real sausage and finished up as real food. The only thing keeping Billy from becoming a real entrepreneur was his love of his own cooking. Billy didn't just run to fat. For him, it was a full-fledged joyous race into obesity. But, for every pound the guy put on, the big man upstairs added a couple more of character. Billy loved people, and they loved him in return. He made the fat man at the North Pole look like Scrooge.

"Tony! How ya been, paisan? Long time no see. Care for a Polish? I got a nice batch in this morning." Billy held up a sausage with his tongs.

The smell washed over me like a dietary wave from heaven. "You bet, Billy. I'll take mine with some mustard and a beard." One of Billy's dogs with a little kraut and a lager added up to my idea of nature's most perfect food. He sold the beer out of a locked cooler set into the left-hand side of his cart. Those, he didn't discount. 

Billy regarded me as I ate. "So, Tony, what's with you these days? Got anything going on?"

I washed down my last bite and fished out the photo. Billy's eyes widened and he whistled. "Who's she?"

"Someone out of both our leagues. She went missing last night. You see anything like her today?"

Billy scratched at the stubble covering all of his chins. "No, can't say I have, but I'll keep an eye out. You ask Frank about her?"

"No, I was hoping to put that off for a while, if possible."

Billy smiled, his eyes disappearing into the fat. "Aw, c'mon, Tony. Frank's an all right guy; he just likes to play around a bit."

That's what I was afraid of. Of course, to Billy, Hannibal Lechter would have had redeeming qualities, like his choice of wine and veg, perhaps. I nodded, pocketed the photo and headed up Eddy Street. 

Typical of that part of the city, Eddy near Market was a close-in conglomeration of brownstone-style shops and rentals. A few of the walkups showed windows bearing old gold-leafed signs advertising various services, from insurance sales to bookkeeping. I even saw a couple of competitor's offices.

Since the sun was out, so were the people. A mix of couples, gay, straight, and other, jostled for passage with assorted singles. A few decades ago, most of them would have been longhairs wandering about in a patchouli haze. Now it was normal to see Brooks Brother's suits rubbing shoulders with dreadlocks. I shook my head as I crossed Hyde; only in the city.

On the north side of the street, nestled between a head shop and a tattoo parlor, stood The Bumblebee Café. According to local talk, the Bee mixed one of the better hangover remedies around. I figured that if Randi spent a good portion of the hours before dawn downing shots, there was a chance she showed her lovely face at the Bumblebee's counter.

A long-haired guy leaning against the counter looked over his shoulder as the door chime sounded. I got a disinterested glance just before he returned to his sandwich. At the other end of the counter, a dishwater blonde's ample behind covered two stools. Her nose was buried into a paperback advertising new wealth to its readers. Her free hand dipped into a bag of chips with the regularity of a timepiece.

Behind the counter, a skinny kid wearing a Grateful Dead t-shirt watched as I approached the bar. I got the once over a couple of times. Perhaps I looked familiar.

"Nice coat." He nodded at said piece of tweed.

"Thanks," I said, pulling out the photo and placing it onto the counter. "I'm trying to find out if this girl's been seen around here. Her family hasn't seen her since last night." A little stretching wouldn't hurt the truth, not with this crowd.

"You a cop?"

"No," I sighed, reaching for my wallet, "I'm not a cop." I held up the plastic card with my ID. "I'm a Private Investigator hired by this girl's family to find her. Can you help me?"

"A PI? Like Magnum?"

Great, another late night TV addict. "Not exactly. I'm told the girl was last seen at the Summersault. She may have come in here for a pick-me-up."

"Hey, man, you got a gun an' Ferrari, too?" The guy with the long hair had decided to join in. He sounded like he'd left most of his brain cells behind back in the 60's. Like Tommy Chong without the IQ.

"It wasn't a Ferrari, it was a Maserati." The blonde added her two cents. Her voice could have been used to remove paint.

"I thought it was a Lambo." The kid poured himself an ice tea.

"Naw. Ferrari. I seen it last night. You know, the one where Magnum..."

I hit the street before I started shooting people.


♦ ♦ ♦
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THE SUMMERSAULT SAT in the middle of the block. A few doors after crossing Larkin I could feel the change in the neighborhood. A couple blocks to the south sat the Ninth Circuit Court. Typical of humanity's way of doing things, the rats collected around the perimeter of the trap. As I passed the little grocery tucked into the ground floor of the residential hotel on the corner, I saw him; a large black man wearing a bright pink dress a couple sizes too small, extra-long fake eyelashes and brilliant red glistening lipstick. Teetering on size 16 high-heeled pumps, he wore a matching feather boa that wrapped itself around shoulders that should have been in football.  My guts tightened—Frank, Frankie, as he preferred to be called, saw me, waved and began mincing his way through traffic toward me.

Arms the size of most folks' thighs wrapped themselves around me and squeezed. I could feel my ribs creak as I tried not to breathe in the overwhelming perfume.

"Tony! You don't know how glad I am to see you. You don't call, you don't write. What's a girl to think?" Frankie planted a huge kiss onto my right cheek. I could feel the mark he left there.

"Frankie, please give a guy some warning before you do that." I untangled myself from his arms and stepped back, both for my image and for my breathing. Frankie used perfume by the bucketful. I'd smelled this one before, but couldn't place it.

Frankie pouted and toyed with his hair. It hung to his shoulders, elaborately curled and glistening with fairy dust sprinkles. "You don't love me anymore," he murmured in a little girl voice, twisting the toe of his right pump against the pavement.

"Geez, Frankie, give me a break, will you? I'm on a case. I don't have time for this."

"Oh, sorry, Tony." The voice dropped into a bass worthy of James Earl Jones. Frankie looked down at me from his towering six-eight. The high heels put him near seven feet. The seriousness didn't last long. He smiled big and tweaked the cheek that still bore traces of his lipstick. "It's just that you're so damned cute."

"Frankie!"

The flirting vanished like a hooker's virtue. "Right, whatcha working on, Tony? Another grandma lost her cat?"

I ignored the jibe and plowed on. "There's a missing girl. Here, did you see anyone looking like this around? She was partying at the Summersault last night with her twin. I imagine they'd be hard to miss even in a crowd."

Frankie sniffed at the photo. "If you like the type, I suppose." 

I had to admit, the big guy could put on the diva act. "I suppose. Come on, Frankie, if anything screwy has gone down, you'll hear about it. Your record's too good."

Frankie preened, lisping, "Yes, it is, isn't it? Let me see now, I was there between 1:45 and 2:30 in the morning. I had just finished a lovely gin fizz when Lowell and his latest came by; she's such a tramp. Then there was a party with a couple of obvious dye jobs; no way they were real redheads..." His voice trailed off. "Wait. There was this big fellow with a mustache, military type, y'know? I couldn't see clearly, but he was talking with a girl that might have been her. I'm sorry, Tony, that's all I can tell you. But then again, the place was crowded. Maybe you should check with Chang; he's tending bar in the Summersault right now. Well, at least he was an hour ago."

"Thanks, Frankie, I appreciate it."

"Anytime, lover."


♦ ♦ ♦
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I PUSHED THROUGH THE door into the bar and looked around. Inside, the Summersault looked a lot like every other gin joint in the city; low lighting and dark walls lined with deeply padded booths. Off to the right, the bar ran almost the length of the room. Only a couple of the stools held occupants and a few of the booths had some couples in them. Behind the bar, a mid-twenties Asian worked at mixing a drink—Tommy Chang. The smell of spilled booze hung in the air, mixing with that of aftershave, perfume, and bar food. I rubbed my nose and crossed the floor to the bar.

Tommy looked up at my approach. "Yes, sir, Mr. Mandolin, what would you like to drink?"

I fished out the photo. "I'm not drinking, Tommy. Frankie says you might recognize this girl." I dropped the photo onto the bar. Randi smiled up at Tommy.

He whistled and picked up the photo. "You bet I do. She's a twin, right? Yeah, she and her sister were here last night. They made the rounds all right; a couple of sweet pieces—had a lot of the guys panting."

"Anyone, in particular, pay attention to them?"

Tommy picked up a tray and placed the finished drink on it. "Not that I can think of. Be right back."

He took the drink over to one of the booths and held a short conversation with the guy sitting on the outside, closest to the door. In the dim light, I couldn't see much in the way of detail, but the profile and the mustache looked familiar. Mustache glanced in my direction and then said a few words to Tommy. Tommy nodded and headed back to the bar.

I waited while he occupied himself with busy work. Mustache must have said something, or Tommy knew more than he was telling me. After a while, you get to where you can read people. This lad was coming across like a headline. 

"Ok, Tommy, give. What'd he say that spooked you?"

"It's nothing, Mr. Mandolin." Tommy moved to the other end of the bar to see what a newcomer wanted. The fact that he wouldn't meet my eyes spoke volumes.

As he pulled a draft, I picked up Randi's photo and pushed away from the bar. I was right about recognizing the mustache. Lieutenant Rorche, of San Francisco's finest, made a point of making himself known and not necessarily in the nicest way. He worked vice out of the Metro station. One of the questions never answered was how a guy living on a police lieutenant's salary was able to afford thousand dollar coats. 

Rorche didn't like me. Well, hell, over half the force didn't like me. They viewed PI's as a life form somewhere below that of defense attorneys. Making a choice between being liked and earning a living, I'd stopped worrying about that opinion years ago.

I could see the knuckles of the guy sitting next to Rorche clench as I dropped into the seat across from them. Now that I could see his face I recognized him, too—Fats Muller, an associate of the Luccesi family. Fats and I had a couple of run-ins a number of years ago. He lost. Both times. There'd been real good feelings both ways ever since. 

"Hi, Fats, Rorche, what's going on?"

"Beat it, Mandolin, you're fouling my air," Rorche growled out his love for me.

Fats just glowered.

There was a bowl of peanuts in the center of the table. I reached in, grabbed one, and cracked it between my thumb and finger. "You know," I said, leaning back as I chewed the peanut, "I gotta wonder why a member of the Luccesi family is getting all cozy with a vice cop. You two set a date yet? Is there a registry?"

"Police business, Mandolin. Butt out."

I nodded. "Ah, so Fats is your stoolie. Is that it Rorche? Nice coat by the way."

Fats half rose out of his seat. "Any time, gumshoe, just say the word."

"Sit, Muller." Rorche glared across the table at me. "All right, Mandolin. What's this all about? Why're you sniffing around? What's Driver's daughter got to do with you?"

What Frankie had told me clicked. Rorche was the big fellow with the mustache. I should have hit on that first thing. My usual rapid-fire brain working on all cylinders...Tommy knew a lot more than he'd told me. "I might ask you the same thing, Rorche. Seems you were one of the last people to see Miss Driver before she came up missing. Care to elaborate?"

"You gonna let this slug push you, Walt?" Fats growled.

I had to suppress the chuckle. Rorche's first name was Walt? Walter Rorche. Sounded like a commentator on one of the local news channels.

Rorche looked at me. His eyes said a lot of things, most of them unprintable. "What're you saying, Mandolin?"

"You heard me." I plucked another peanut from the bowl.

"Walt..." I could hear the sweat in Fats' voice.

"He's got nothing," Rorche growled in an aside. "Ok, Mandolin, I was here last night. So I talked with Driver's kid a bit. What of it? She took off with some barfly dressed in an expensive sweater. What's it to you?"

The door to the bar opened and a shape full of curves walked in and headed straight for the booth. She stood there looking down at me while Rorche's face developed an ugly smirk.

"You're sitting in my place."

Her voice held an invitation to madness. I looked up at a living, breathing wet dream. Straight, thick, platinum blonde hair framed her face and continued down to below her hips. She was firm in all the right places and padded in all the wrong ones. Smokey gray eyes regarded me through thick lashes. She smiled and Mr. Libido wet his pants.

I swallowed. I'd seen her picture before. She'd been hanging onto the arm of Antonio Luccesi, the city's top mobster. This was a date with death as the payoff.

She laughed.

Rorche's voice was so smarmy I wanted to punch his teeth down his throat. "You heard the lady, Mandolin, move it."

I moved; she didn't; which meant I either got up close and personal with her chief attributes or practiced my dance steps around her torso. I danced. The coward's way out.

"See ya later, Mandolin. Drop by anytime."

The tough guy sniggers followed me all the way back to the bar. So, there was another unanswered question. What was Luccesi's pet blonde doing sitting down with Rorche? I'd seen her latched onto the mobster's arm in several news photos. Not one of them ever mentioned her name.

Tommy still had a hard time meeting my eyes. "Tommy..."

He played at wiping the bar.

"Tommy..."

"I can't talk, Mr. Mandolin, they're watching," he sounded as scared as he looked.

"You saw the guy she left with, didn't you?"

Tommy's nod was barely discernable.

"Who was he, Tommy?"

No answer.

"Tommy," I sighed, "I hate to do this. I'm going back over there to give them the impression you talked. If you do talk, I'll go over there and tell them you're under my protection—your choice."

Tommy's head jerked up. I'll never forget the look he gave me. "You're a son of a bitch, Mr. Mandolin."

"I know. What'll it be, Tommy? You've got one second."

"All right," he hissed. "Randi spent a lot of time talking with the Lieutenant there. Mr. Luccesi's nephew, Brandon came in and the Lieutenant left. Before he left, the Lieutenant looked like he wanted to start a fight, but he didn't."

"What about her sister, her twin?"

"She'd already gone by then. She left before the Lieutenant arrived."

"So the remaining twin took off with Brandon Palmetto."

Tommy nodded.

"What was she wearing?"

"Some red dress; it exposed a lot of skin."

"When did she leave?"

"About 2:30 in the morning."

"Did she look happy?

Tommy smirked; I guess the talking had helped. "Like she'd scored big time."

"Right, thanks, Tommy."

I turned and walked back over to the table, where Rorche and the blonde were busy smiling at each other. Fats saw me coming and nudged Rorche.

I didn't give Rorche a chance to say a word. I leaned forward, took him by his expensive Italian tie, and twisted. His face took on a nice tomato color.

"You listen to me, Walter," I hissed into his ear, "if I hear of any harm, any hassling at all of Tommy over there, I'm going to hold you personally responsible. It won't matter to me if you're a cop or not. You got me?"

I released the tie and he fell back against the padded booth, gasping.

Fats started to rise. I opened my coat. He saw the handle of the Colt and settled back down, hard. "Mandolin, you just made the biggest mistake of your short life." 

I smiled. "Is that a threat, Fats?"

Rorche coughed. "That's a promise, crud."

The blonde said nothing. Either my lack of manners had shocked her into silence or she was used to this sort of thing. Her being an intimate of Luccesi, I leaned toward the latter.

"You just remember what I said about Tommy, Rorche. Nice talking to you."

I gave Tommy a nod and headed back out onto the street. Brandon Palmetto was a spoiled kid with a fat money roll and a bad boy attitude. He got that way because Uncle Luccesi had almost as much influence in the Mayor's office as old man Driver. Seems politicians don't mind the source of the money as long as it lands in sufficient quantity.


♦ ♦ ♦
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AN ALLEY STOOD OFF the western wall of the building that housed the Summersault. A couple of trash dumpsters sat at the far end, surrounded by scraps of this and that. Empty liquor cases leaned against the wall in a haphazard stack next to a pile of vacant pallets. A brick wall blocked the end of the alley. Trees, covered with ivy, filled the space on the other side of the wall.

A notion struck me and I headed into the passage. It held the usual collection of grime. I avoided the fragrant traps left by various dogs and checked around the bases of the dumpsters. Light glinted off something near the back corner of the first dumpster. I bent closer—a used syringe. A couple of tiny Ziploc bags, empty of course, lay a couple of feet from the syringe. Someone had themselves a good time. 

Using my pen, I picked up one of the bags. A sniff told me what I suspected—heroin. There was another scent; something in the background I couldn't identify. Whoever sold the smack probably cut it with something like sugar or worse. I stood, toeing the needle under the dumpster. It didn't pay to pick them up. No telling what little nasties remained behind. As I stood, a bit of color in the shadows caught my eye. It was hanging onto a sharp spur, sticking out of the back corner of the dumpster. I moved closer. It was a piece of fabric, blood red in color and shiny. Could be silk, or one of the imitators; I wasn't that sure. One thing was certain, it was out of place in that alley. I tugged it off the spur and moved back into the light. Out there, it looked enough like silk to be convincing. A scent came off the scrap. I sniffed - perfume. The same scent had been hanging around Roxanne. It was beginning to look like I was going to have to be the bearer of bad news. Families like the Drivers don't take well to bad news.


♦ ♦ ♦
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"I DON'T BELIEVE IT! I won't!"

Roxanne Driver had a voice that should have been on stage. When she wanted to, she could project with the best of them. I had to hold the receiver away from my ear to avoid damage to the finely tuned Mandolin sense of hearing.

When her yells of protest died down, I tried again. "Look, Miss Driver, I'm not accusing your sister of anything, yet. All I'm saying is that right now it does not look good. She was wearing a red silk dress last night, was she not?"

"Yes." That acknowledgment came out like it was forced.

"Do you and she share the same taste in perfume?"

"We're twins, Mr. Mandolin; we share the same tastes in everything."

I looked at the scrap of fabric in my hand. "She was seen leaving the Summersault with a known mobster who has ties to the drug trade - Brandon Palmetto. The paraphernalia I found in that alley was in the same place as what appears to be a scrap of her dress. It carries the scent of the perfume you were wearing this morning in my office. You weren't by any chance in that alley last night, were you, Miss Driver?"

"Don't be absurd."

Good, I'd insulted her. "Then, without any evidence to the contrary, that can only lead to one theory. You know what that is."

"I won't listen to any more of this!" 

The line went dead. That was the last I heard from her. I continued to search for her twin, but beyond Brandon Palmetto, the trail went cold. For a couple of days, I rummaged around, turning over a ton of dead leaves and coming up with nothing. I even spent some time skirting along the edges of the Castro, seeing if any of Frankie's friends had heard or seen anything. All I got were a few blank stares and a couple of scary come-ons. It seemed to me that if I could find Palmetto, I'd find Randi, but they'd both dropped off the map. Even Palmetto's slimier associates hadn't seen him. One of them made the mistake of disputing my right to ask him a few questions. I asserted my rights along with a couple of lefts. When he came to, he was much more inclined to be reasonable.

Whether or not people choose to believe it, the prostitution business is a growth industry with its own versions of stars and bums. A certain part of my trade dips into that world now and then. Over the years, I made a few contacts. A nagging little voice in the back of my head told me that if Randi had gotten involved with Palmetto, there was a chance she would have also tried the slug's other preferred activity.  Hookers talk to each other. There's a regular gossip grapevine amongst the girls. If one of them had seen Brandon or Randi, the news would eventually circulate around to the few I could count on to talk.

I ran across one of them at the corner of Post and Taylor a few days after my phone call to Roxanne. The night was typical for a midsummer evening on the bay - cold and foggy. Trixie Jones was a skinny little brunette who stood five foot nothing. She appreciated the half pint of gin I bought her in the corner market.

"Thanks, Tony. Y'know, you're an okay guy, for a square." Trixie had been in the city for over ten years, but old New York remained strong in her voice. With her looks, I doubted Jones was her real last name.

"Anytime, Trix. Maybe you can help me out a little."

"Why, Tony, I was beginnin' to wonder if things had died down there."

"That's not what I mean. I'm looking for some info."

"Oh." Her voice went flat.

I looked at the bottle.

She followed my look. "Ok, ask," she said with a strong tone of resignation. "Whadda ya lookin' for?"

I told her the story of what I'd collected so far on Randi Driver, Palmetto and the wall I ran into. I even showed her the photo. When I finally ran out of story, she looked thoughtful for a second, chewing her lip. "Sorry, Tony, I'd tell ya if I had anything, but I don't."

"Thanks, Trix. Stay warm."

She raised the bottle in a toast. "L'Chaim!"


♦ ♦ ♦
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​​Chapter 5
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TWO DAYS LATER, I FOUND out what happened to Palmetto. Headlines splashed across the top of the Chronicle's front page told me, along with everyone else in the Bay Area. Mobster's Nephew Found Dead of Apparent Overdose The story mentioned that the body of a prostitute was found near Palmetto, but gave no name. I read the story through and then again, line by line. There was no mention of Randi, no mention of Rorche or Fats. In fact, there was no mention of anyone else who should be involved in the story—at least as far as I thought. It said the bodies turned up in an alley off the Tenderloin, near Golden Gate and Leavenworth. I shook my head. That was one tough area, especially at night. You have to wonder about a neighborhood when even the hotels have locking iron gates over their front doors.

I read the article one more time, trying to find something I could grab. I put the paper down with the distinct feeling I had missed something. The feeling continued to nag at me as I showered and dressed. I was nearly ready to leave when it hit me. Randi's trail remained as cold as yesterday's cod, and since that last call where Roxanne hung up on me, every phone call I made trying to reach her also ran into a blank wall. As far as I could tell, both girls were now among the missing.

I broke all sorts of land speed records getting back to the paper. Rifling through the sections, I found it. There—buried down below the main story was the short blurb about the unnamed hooker's body found next to Palmetto's corpse. The cop interviewed for the article described her as NHI, copper slang for "No Human Involved". The next line sent a chill down my spine; the hooker was a redhead. Palmetto had been seen leaving the Summersault with a certain redhead—Randi. Sometimes I hate having that sixth sense.

I picked up the phone and made a call to Pat Monahan. Luck was with me and I caught him at his desk.

"Pat, it's Tony Mandolin."

I heard a pause and then a sigh. Yep, Pat was a real friend.

"Pat, I...

"...need a favor," he finished for me.

"This one will help you get that gold badge, Pat. I'm serious."

"Yeah, right."

"What do you know about the Driver family?"

That caught him off guard. I could practically hear him blink. "What?"

"You heard me, what do you know about Randall Driver's family?"

"You don't sound it, Mandolin, but you must have been hitting the bottle early today. Tell you what, I'll meet you at Paddy's after my shift ends, and I'll help you finish what you started."

I took in a breath. "Lieutenant Monahan, you might be interested in knowing that the hooker they found next to Palmetto's body just might be one of Randall Driver's daughters, Randi Driver."

There was no answer. I couldn't even hear any breathing.

"Pat?"

"Get your ass down here, Mandolin. Come in by the side entrance. I'll make sure the Desk Sergeant buzzes you through."

"I don't drive." Only idiots and the suicidal drove willingly in San Francisco.

"So take a bus. Get down here." He hung up.

Monahan did not react that way, ever. The man had over twenty years under his belt as a city cop. Something I had said rattled him. That thought stayed with me as I went out the door. Before I left, I made a point of dropping the silk scrap into a Ziploc and slipping it into my pocket.

Monahan worked out of the Central Division, a gray blockhouse of a building a couple blocks south of Union Square on Vallejo. I caught the Stockton bus to Vallejo and walked the block to Central. When I reached the side entrance, the rain had started. The Desk Sergeant let me in just like Monahan promised, but he had his own fun at my expense by waiting until I was soaked. His chuckles at my soggy condition followed me all the way up the stairs.

Like I said earlier, my puss wasn't all that welcome in the cop shop. The sight of me squishing down that hall cheered up many a blue shirt. 
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