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To Sam Spade, Sherlock Holmes, Dr. Watson, Miss Marple, Hercule Poirot Charlie Chan and all the other great detectives. A tip of the fedora to the amazing writers who breathed life into these sleuths and crafted such twisty mysteries for them to solve. This is for all the fans of detective noir who might want to dip their toes into a hint of the supernatural.

Or was it all in Joe’s head?
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CHAPTER 1
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THE FROWSY blonde took a long drag on her unfiltered cigarette. “How’s my favorite copper?” she asked, blue smoke wrapping around her words.

Joe McGwire stared at her. He’d never been in this joint before. He’d been driving down the street, chasing sleep that eluded him like a felon with an active warrant. The glowing neon sign drew him in. But how could she know he was a cop? He was in plain clothes, badge and weapon both out of sight. He studied her face, his gaze lingering on her eyes. This was a woman who really had seen it all.

“Fine, ma’am,” he finally answered.

“Jewel,” she said, pointing to the name tag pinned to her rumpled Pepto-pink uniform.

The blonde poured him a cup of coffee and slid a pitcher of cream and a sugar shaker his way. She sauntered into the back and Joe could hear snatches of muffled conversation.

“Thank you, young man,” a cultured, feminine voice whispered at his elbow. Startled, Joe turned to his left. A demure woman in her seventies, wearing a cloche hat and wool coat, reached for the cream pitcher. “A spot of cream always makes my tea better,” she added, her English accent self-evident.

Joe glanced around the diner. He and the prim septuagenarian were the only occupants. “Isn’t it a bit late for you to be out by yourself in this neighborhood?” This was not the part of the city for little old ladies to be wandering around at noon, much less midnight.

“Nonsense,” she answered brusquely. “So, Mr. McGwire, tell me about this murder case you are working on.”

Making a conscious effort to close his gaping mouth, Joe stared at the woman. He was speechless, not that he talked much under the best of circumstances. The department shrink had been trying to get him to open up for months now. PTSD or some such shit. Whatever the doc was selling, Joe wasn’t buying. He was fine. He slept. Usually. And the dreams didn’t wake him up, even if he wanted to. It was all good.

“Miss Marple,” another cultured voice, this time male, called from the shadowy recesses of the diner. “Leave the lad alone. When he wants our assistance, he will ask for our advice.”

Joe’s gaze shifted between the two before he shook his head, confused. He sniffed his coffee suspiciously. The warm steam curling above the cup smelled of caffeine and burnt socks. Just the way he liked it—strong enough to float a horseshoe. And dissolve it if not drunk quickly.

A middle-aged man, dapper in the old-fashioned white suit he wore, motioned for the elderly woman to join him in a booth. His neatly trimmed moustache twitched above his full-lipped mouth.

“Oh, posh,” Miss Marple replied. “Monsieur Poirot, he is too young to know that he needs our help, much less when.”

Despite her words, the woman glided across the black and white tiles forming a checkerboard on the diner’s floor and joined her Belgian companion. Belgian? How the hell did Joe know the guy was Belgian? He could be French. Or Dutch. Or Danish. Maybe that cheese Danish he’d noshed on for breakfast had turned. That was it. This was all one of those dreams. Maybe he would go see the shrink. This would be a doozy to tell the dude.

Joe sniffed his coffee again. Then he took a big gulp, hoping the shot of caffeine would clear his head.

“Don’t mind that old biddy,” a gruff voice growled at his right elbow. Joe almost broke his neck turning to see the man sitting on the stool next to him. “Spade,” the man introduced himself. “Sam Spade.”

Joe’s mind reeled and the only coherent thought he could pull out found its way to his larynx. “Y-you sound like B-Bogie,” he stuttered.

“Naw,” the grizzled man said, a chuckle lurking just beneath his words. “Bogie sounds like me.”

Joe was now convinced he was dreaming. Or sleepwalking. Or maybe, as the department’s shrink suspected, he really had gone over the edge. His phone beeped at him. Joe glanced at the text. He hit the call button but nothing happened. He dialed the station house’s number by hand. No dial tone. Crap. Had he forgotten to pay the bill again? Or plug the damn thing in to charge? He looked around for a pay phone.
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