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			Chapter One

			The smell of hamburger grease rose into my second-floor space. What else could I expect with a private eye office above a hamburger joint? But the rent was cheap, and Chuck, the owner, didn’t give me any grief about sleeping in the office despite the zoning laws. 

			One thing did bother me: the flashing red light from Chuck’s sign. The two-sided sign ran vertically up the building outside my office window. From dusk until the 10:00 p.m. closing, it would flash CHUCK’S, sending its red beams across my desk, alternating the shadows in my dimly lit office from a thin gray to a dilute pink. 

			Chuck’s burgers were good. Sometimes in the mornings, I’d get breakfast when Chuck’s wife, Meg, ran the place. They let me run a tab. Chuck was a soft touch for veterans down on their luck. We were both ex-GIs five years back from the war, Chuck in the army in Europe and me in the coast guard in the Pacific. 

			Thursday afternoon signaled the coming end of the workweek for most civilians, but not for a struggling P.I. I would take any job I could get; nights, weekends, didn’t matter. I finished the notes on my latest assignment; a typical case, tailing some gal, trying to get the goods on her. This one had a twist. A rich father, not a jealous husband, had hired me. He had forbidden his young daughter from keeping company with a guy the old man considered a fortune hunter. My report would be enough for the old man to disinherit her if that’s what he wanted to do. I had plenty of incriminating photos being developed at the drugstore down the street. My plan was to get the prints first thing in the morning and hand-deliver the package. I was hoping the old man would pay me COD. 

			So, with the day’s tasks completed on my sole case, I figured one of Chuck’s burgers and a movie was in order for the rest of the evening. 

			Chuck was flipping burgers when I swung open his storefront door centered between the two plate-glass windows. His diner occupied a long, narrow rectangular space. The six booths against the wall on the left, and the thirteen stools at the counter on the right, featured bright red artificial leather-covered cushions and chrome trim. Behind the counter was the grill and the door and windows to the small kitchen and scullery. The linoleum floor featured black and white squares laid out in a diamond shape. There was a jukebox against the wall at the far end.

			A small bell attached to the door announced my entrance. Chuck gave me a glance over his right shoulder. He was wearing his typical all-white counterman’s garb: pants, T-shirt, and a little round brimless hat. His full around-the-neck apron had numerous grease stains. Not a big man, standing only about five-nine, he had retained his lean muscular U.S. Army physique that had carried him through D-Day and the Battle of the Bulge. Like most vets, Chuck didn’t like to talk much about his wartime experiences. What little I knew of his time in service I had learned at our first meeting when I answered his newspaper ad for an office for rent. We had traded just enough info to cement our status as fellow veterans. He was a born and bred San Francisco boy, unlike many vets here, including myself, who fell in love with the city on our way through to the war and came back.

			“Hey, Jake, how’s it going?” 

			“Not bad, not bad,” I replied, taking a seat at the empty counter. “How are you?”

			“Okay, I guess. Let me finish up here, be right back.” Chuck served up two cheeseburger and french fries platters, delivered them to a young couple in the far booth near the jukebox, then returned to his position behind the counter. “So, what’ll it be?”

			“Can I get a burger and some coffee on my tab? Should be getting a payday tomorrow, then I can settle up.”

			“Sure. Okay.” 

			“Thanks, Chuck.”

			Chuck poured a coffee, then turned and dropped a hamburger patty on the grill. He remained unusually quiet while the sound of sizzling grease mixed with the swing music from the jukebox. I nursed my cup until Chuck delivered my burger and pushed the ketchup and mustard bottles next to the plate. Without a word, he refilled my coffee.

			“Chuck, is something wrong? You’re kind of quiet tonight.”

			“Nah, just tired, I guess.”

			“Is Meg okay?”

			“She’s fine. Got her hair done today. That always makes her feel good.”

			Our conversation was interrupted when the girl from the last booth strode to the counter. “Can I get some quarters for the jukebox?” she asked, handing Chuck a one-dollar bill. 

			Without replying, he rang up NO SALE on the cash register, deposited the one, and retrieved four quarters. “Here you are,” he said, handing her the change.

			“You mind if we dance?” she asked.

			Chuck smiled a little and shrugged his shoulders. “Yeah, all right. I don’t have a license for that, but go ahead.”

			I nodded. “That’s nice, Chuck.”

			“Aw, just letting the kids have some fun. Wasn’t like that when we were their age.”

			“No. Not for us.”

			The swing music started up again. I finished my burger, then took the last slug of coffee. “I guess I’ll take off now.”

			“What plans you got for the evening?” Chuck asked.

			“I thought I’d catch a movie at the Bijou. This weekend they’re showing movies made during the war. Tonight they got Destination Tokyo.”

			“Great submarine movie. Saw that one in England while waiting for the invasion.” Chuck took a deep breath and exhaled forcefully. “I think I’ll close up early as soon as they leave,” he said, pointing with his head. “It’s been slow; I let the dishwasher go home an hour ago.” 

			“Well, so long,” I said, spinning around on my stool. “See yah later.”

			“See yah.”

			As I left, the bobby-soxer girl and her boyfriend were doing a mean jitterbug.

			***

			I was making my way back from the Bijou just before 9:00 p.m. when Chuck’s place came into view. His flashing sign was off. I guess Chuck did close early. 

			But the inside lights were on, shining into the night. When I got close enough, my footsteps breaking the silence of the empty street, I could see the CLOSED sign hanging in the window. Guessing Chuck was still cleaning up, I went in to say goodnight. This time the jingling of the bell prompted no response. The place looked empty. “Hey, Chuck, you here?” I called, receiving no answer. 

			Spotting broken dishes scattered on the floor, I pulled out my gun, my pulse increasing. Holding my Colt .38 Special in the two-handed grip I had learned at P.I. school, I made my way to the open end of the counter, all the while shifting my gaze between the kitchen door and the doors to the restrooms. 

			Chuck was face down behind the counter; blood visible on the floor. I wanted to go to him, check if he was breathing or had a pulse, but my self-preservation instinct had me moving to the kitchen door. I swept that room and found it empty. Returning to Chuck without exposing my back to the restrooms, I checked his neck for a pulse. Not finding one, I turned him over. Chuck had been shot in the chest.

			I finished securing the scene with a cautious search of the restrooms. My adrenaline quickly subsiding. I holstered my piece and made my way back to the counter. Only then did I note the open and empty cash drawer. 

			I had to step over Chuck’s body to get to the phone to call the cops. 

			I turned on Chuck’s sign and waited.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I had some time to think before the cops arrived. The empty cash drawer pointed to a robbery gone wrong. Robberies of small establishments like Chuck’s are all for the quick bucks: flash a gun, grab the dough, and run. If this had been a robbery, something must have happened to change the dynamics. I looked at the broken dishes on the floor as a clue. 

			The revolver Chuck stored under the counter near the cash register was still in place. I envisioned Chuck coming from the kitchen with some clean dishes to be shelved and encountering an armed holdup attempt. Chuck was a veteran of hand-to-hand combat. He wasn’t likely to be overly threatened by a brandished handgun. He’d thrown the stack of dishes at the robber in an attempted distraction, enough time for Chuck, he had hoped, to get his gun. If that’s the way it went down, it hadn’t worked. The robber had responded by shooting Chuck.

			There was something else that gave a hint as to the timeline. The grill was stone cold but covered in grease. Chuck had turned off the grill but hadn’t got to cleaning it before he was shot. I guessed it would take at least an hour for the grill to cool down. I found Chuck about nine, so the shooting must have occurred before eight. I had left for the movies at around six-thirty, leaving a window of an hour and a half.

			***

			I was still behind the counter when an armed patrol cop came through the door. “Freeze,” he shouted. “Put your hands in the air and walk around to the front of the counter.”

			I sure didn’t want to get shot by a nervous cop. I complied with all his commands. “I’m Jake Malloy. I found the body. I’m the one who called it in.”

			“Let’s see some identification and make it real slow.”

			Yeah, real slow. I reached into the breast pocket of my jacket and pulled out my wallet.

			“Put it on the counter and step back,” ordered the cop. He checked my ID. “Private eye, huh? You carrying?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, just as slowly, take it out and put it on the counter. Then go sit in the first booth. We’ll wait for the detective.”

			It seemed like a long time waiting before the detective arrived, me cooling it in a booth and the cop, on a stool, pointing his gun. The patrol car with its flashing light had attracted the curious, who pressed against the windows to see what was happening. The detective had to push his way through the crowd to get to the door. I was happy to see Mike Farrell. We had worked a few cases together on a friendly basis.

			“Jake, is that you? What have you gotten yourself into this time?” queried Farrell.

			“Nothing I planned.”

			“I’ll take it from here,” Farrell informed the patrol cop. “Go take care of the crowd.” Farrell gave me back my gun. “What’ve you got?” 

			I showed Farrell Chuck’s body. “Charles Darcy—Chuck, the owner.” I pointed to the empty cash drawer. “Looks like a robbery.”

			“Yep, looks like a robbery. How do you happen to be here?”

			I gave Farrell a rundown of events, how I had dinner at Chuck’s, and left for a movie at six-thirty, back at nine, the dishes on the floor, Chuck’s in-place revolver, and the cold grill. I shared my theory of the crime with him.

			“Seems a plausible sequence,” Farrell commented. “We’ve had a string of robberies of diners like this one in the last few weeks, but no shootings. Always the same M.O. A young couple comes in, they eat. They keep playing the jukebox as an excuse for hanging around until the place is empty. Then they pull a gun and demand the money from the register. The guys at the station are calling them the Jukebox Bonnie and Clyde.”

			I was stunned. Could that young couple I left Chuck with have been the Jukebox Bonnie and Clyde? The sequence and the timeline seemed right.

			“Mike,” I said sadly. “There was a young couple playing the jukebox and dancing when I left for the movies.”

			“Hmm. Can you describe them?”

			“Both in their early twenties. The guy five-eleven, 180 pounds. He was wearing khaki pants and a blue button-up shirt. Short brown hair—not military, but short. Watch on his left wrist. The girl—brunette, five-three, 105 pounds, white blouse, red skirt, saddle shoes, and white bobby socks.”

			Farrell laughed, shaking his head. “That’s some description. It’s nice to have a gumshoe for an eyewitness. That matches the general description of Bonnie and Clyde. Anything else?”

			“Yeah, I almost forgot. The girl had blue eyes. Nice perfume.”

			“Nice perfume! Really, Jake?”

			“Well, she stood right next to me at the counter when she asked Chuck for change for the jukebox.”

			“Okay. I suppose you could pick them out of a lineup.”

			“No problem.”

			The patrol cop stuck his head through the doorway, interrupting our conversation. “Detective Farrell. Just got a report on the car radio. The coroner will be here in five minutes.” 

			Farrell acknowledged, then turned back to me. “Jake, that’s all I need from you right now. You can stay for the coroner if you want.”

			The big red Coca-Cola bottle top clock on the wall read 9:52. I thought about Meg waiting for Chuck to come home. “Thanks, Mike. I think I should inform Chuck’s wife that she’s a widow now. We’re kind of friends. May be better to hear it from me. That okay with you?”

			“Sure, Jake. Tell her I will be by in the morning, around ten, with some questions. What’s her name and address?”

			“Meg Darcy—I think her full name is Margaret. They have a place at 1437A Ortega Street.” 

			“That’s just
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