
  
    [image: The First Three Talk Radio Mysteries]
  


  
    
      The First Three Talk Radio Mysteries

    

    
      
        Mary Kennedy

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Bleecker Street Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          
            Dead Air

          

          
            
              Description

            

            
              Acknowledgments

            

            
              Chapter 1

            

            
              Chapter 2

            

            
              Chapter 3

            

            
              Chapter 4

            

            
              Chapter 5

            

            
              Chapter 6

            

            
              Chapter 7

            

            
              Chapter 8

            

            
              Chapter 9

            

            
              Chapter 10

            

            
              Chapter 11

            

            
              Chapter 12

            

            
              Chapter 13

            

            
              Chapter 14

            

            
              Chapter 15

            

            
              Chapter 16

            

            
              Chapter 17

            

            
              Chapter 18

            

            
              Chapter 19

            

            
              Chapter 20

            

            
              Chapter 21

            

            
              Chapter 22

            

            
              Chapter 23

            

            
              Chapter 24

            

            
              Chapter 25

            

            
              Chapter 26

            

            
              Chapter 27

            

            
              Chapter 28

            

            
              Chapter 29

            

            
              Chapter 30

            

            
              Chapter 31

            

            
              About the Author

            

            
              Also by Mary Kennedy

            

          

        

        
          
            Reel Murder

          

          
            
              Acknowledgments

            

            
              Chapter 1

            

            
              Chapter 2

            

            
              Chapter 3

            

            
              Chapter 4

            

            
              Chapter 5

            

            
              Chapter 6

            

            
              Chapter 7

            

            
              Chapter 8

            

            
              Chapter 9

            

            
              Chapter 10

            

            
              Chapter 11

            

            
              Chapter 12

            

            
              Chapter 13

            

            
              Chapter 14

            

            
              Chapter 15

            

            
              Chapter 16

            

            
              Chapter 17

            

            
              Chapter 18

            

            
              Chapter 19

            

            
              Chapter 20

            

            
              Chapter 21

            

            
              Chapter 22

            

            
              Chapter 23

            

            
              Chapter 24

            

            
              Chapter 25

            

            
              Chapter 26

            

            
              Chapter 27

            

            
              Chapter 28

            

            
              Chapter 29

            

            
              Chapter 30

            

            
              Chapter 31

            

            
              Chapter 32

            

            
              Chapter 33

            

            
              Don’t Miss!

            

            
              About the Author

            

            
              Also by Mary Kennedy

            

          

        

        
          
            Stay Tuned For Murder

          

          
            
              Praise for the Talk Radio Mysteries

            

            
              Acknowledgments

            

            
              Chapter 1

            

            
              Chapter 2

            

            
              Chapter 3

            

            
              Chapter 4

            

            
              Chapter 5

            

            
              Chapter 6

            

            
              Chapter 7

            

            
              Chapter 8

            

            
              Chapter 9

            

            
              Chapter 10

            

            
              Chapter 11

            

            
              Chapter 12

            

            
              Chapter 13

            

            
              Chapter 14

            

            
              Chapter 15

            

            
              Chapter 16

            

            
              Chapter 17

            

            
              Chapter 18

            

            
              Chapter 19

            

            
              Chapter 20

            

            
              Chapter 21

            

            
              Chapter 22

            

            
              Chapter 23

            

            
              Chapter 24

            

            
              Chapter 25

            

            
              Chapter 26

            

            
              Chapter 27

            

            
              Chapter 28

            

            
              Chapter 29

            

            
              Chapter 30

            

            
              Chapter 31

            

            
              Chapter 32

            

            
              Chapter 33

            

            
              Don’t Miss….

            

            
              About the Author

            

            
              Also by Mary Kennedy

            

          

        

      

      
        
          Untitled

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Also by Mary Kennedy

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dead Air

          

          A Talk Radio Mystery

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Description

          

        

      

    

    
      "Frasier Meets Murder She Wrote"—that's how people have described the Talk Radio Mysteries. It's all about a NY psychologist who moves to sunny Florida to become a radio talk show host. Of course, she solves a murder in every book! Start with the first release, DEAD AIR and you'll be hooked on Dr. Maggie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        DEAD AIR

        by

        Mary Kennedy

      

      

      

      Copyright @ 2010 by Mary Kennedy.  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any electronic or mechanical means (including photocopying, recording, or information storage and retrieval) without permission in writing from the author. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

      Cover by Wicked Smart Designs

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      To Alan, who is not only my fabulous British husband, but an amazing plot doctor and computer guru.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      To Kristen Weber, for her wonderful editorial guidance and killer sense of humor.

      To Stephen Viscusi, author, friend and rainmaker. Stephen, you’re an inspiration to millions of people.

      To my Florida friends who helped me research settings and attractions in their beautiful state, Michael Aller, Tourism and Convention Director for the city of Miami and author Brian Antoni.

      To Alan, who is not only my fabulous British husband but is my computer guru.

      To Nancy Martin and Kate Collins, my long-time writer pals, and to new friends Carolyn Hart, Hallie Ephron, and Jan Brogan from Sisters in Crime.

      To Jerry Lee, for his generous help with Spanish phrases and dialogue. Any mistakes are mine, not his.

      To James V. Tsoutsouris Esq. for sharing his legal expertise with me.

      And of course to Sally and Eric Ernsberger, guardians of the delightful Pugsley, who is the model for Maggie’s Pug in this series. Pugsley, sweetie, I owe you a gallon of Maple Walnut ice cream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      I think it was the call from the Furrie that put me over the top.

      I’d just started my afternoon show at WYME Radio when Vera Mae Atkins, my producer, scrawled the word FURVERT on a piece of paper and waved it at me from the production room.

      Furvert?

      Once she had my attention, she flashed me a pussycat smile. “You have a call from Seymour on line one, Dr. Maggie. He says he’s a furrie.” Then her lips gave a tell-tale quiver and I spotted the wicked gleam in her eye, a seismic shaking in her narrow shoulders. I expected her to break into the happy dance at any moment.

      Enjoy! She mouthed the word through the large glass window that separates the production area from the cramped recording booth where I sit for three hours every weekday. She circled her index finger next to her ear in a Looney-tunes gesture and tossed me a broad wink.

      Okay, the truth finally hit me. I had a furvert on the line.

      A furvert, in case you’re wondering, is a derogatory term–a mixture of the words furrie and pervert. What’s a furrie? (sometimes called a plushie, by those in the know.) Here’s an idiot’s guide explanation. If you enjoy dressing up like a chipmunk and having sex with someone wearing a raccoon costume, you would call yourself a furrie. Or maybe you’re a snow leopard who likes to do the horizontal mambo with a giraffe. Or you could be a brown bear with a yen for a wildebeest–well, I’m sure you get the idea.

      If that’s what floats your boat, then Vera Mae–and others–would call you a furvert.

      Most days, my training as a clinical psychologist leads me to be less judgmental, more accepting of all alternate life styles, including furries and their bizarre couplings. At least that’s what a psychoanalytic approach would endorse; two consenting adults dressing up as an animals and having sex. No harm, no foul.

      But here’s the thing (as Dr. Phil would say)–I just wasn’t in the mood to be PC today.

      I bit back a sigh. As the host of On the Couch with Maggie Walsh, I’ve had my share of unhappy callers–bored housewives, bitter employees, frazzled parents, desperate singles, and out and out crazies. In my quiet moments, I compare myself to Dr. Phil, except as Vera Mae likes to say, “Dr. Phil without the money, fame, or glory.”

      Gee, thanks for reminding me, Vera. I needed that.

      I punched line one. “Hello! You’re on the couch with Maggie–“

      Before I could belt out the rest of my signature welcome, a male voice slammed over the line, practically hyperventilating with rage.

      “So you think we’re a bunch of weirdos, is that it? A bunch of crazy kooks?”

      Uh-oh. This was going to be worse than I thought. I glanced up to see Vera Mae grinning from ear to ear, her towering beehive bouncing from side to side like a dashboard bobble-head. Vera Mae, who hails from southern Georgia, believes that “the higher the hair-do, the closer to God.” Her carrot-colored tresses could give Marge Simpson a run for her money.

      She held up a sign with the word YES! on it, followed by another that read DAMN STRAIGHT!

      I should explain that Vera Mae has an infinite number of these hand-lettered signs, and she delights in holding them up at strategic moments during my call-in show.

      I like to think of her as a Dixie version of a Greek chorus.

      “Really, sir, I have no idea–“

      “Your coverage of our annual furrie convention in Cypress Grove left a lot to be desired, young lady,” the voice went on in a harsh rasp. A smoker’s voice, I decided. One of those gravelly whines that made you think he’d inhaled an entire truckload of Camels and was threatening to hack up a lung any minute. “I’d expected that at the very least you’d invite our esteemed president, Clarence Whittaker, on your show as a featured guest...but no, you walked right by him at the Furrie Awards without even a hello.”

      I frowned, trying to remember. The Furrie Awards. Oh yeah. I’d done a live, remote broadcast outside the Cypress Grove Convention Center last week, covering the Annual East Coast Furrie convention, but it was all a blur.

      Which one was Clarence Whittaker, anyway? Was he the guy in the Smokey the Bear get-up? Or the portly skunk with the swishy tail? Or maybe the gray fox who’d patted my behind with his mangy paw? There must have been two hundred people milling around the square, all dressed as their favorite animal, paws entwined, drinking champagne and dancing in a conga line.

      Is it any wonder I’d blocked the whole scene from my memory? As Freud would say, there are no accidents. I wanted to forget, so my mind was a blank.

      “It’s discrimination, that’s what it is! I’m sure my congressman would like to hear about this. It’s un-American.” His voice quivered with self-righteousness.

      “Hmm. Well, I certainly apologize if I overlooked your esteemed, uh, leader, but....”

      “But nothing! Did you know that over half of our furrie members are in a committed relationship with another furrie? And that most of us are college-educated and upstanding members of the community? We’re doctors, lawyers, and teachers. We even have a few preachers in our midst...”

      This call was going nowhere. I looked up at the window. Vera Mae was pretending to slit her throat.

      “No, I didn’t know that, but I’ll make a note of it. And the next time you come to town, I’ll be sure–“

      “Well, listen, girlie, the next time we come to town, you be sure to give us the attention we deserve. And don’t forget the Furrie slogan.” He had another coughing fit as I leaned toward the board to cut him off.

      “I’ll certainly do that. And thank you for calling WYME.”

      I punched a button and disconnected him. “Well, Vera Mae, I guess now we’ll never know what the furrie slogan is, will we? What a loss.”

      “Oh, I can think of a good slogan for that group,” she purred. “How’s this?” She leaned forward so her mouth was almost touching her microphone. “Once you try yak...you never go back!”

      Ouch. “My producer thinks she’s a comedian,” I said quickly. I could just picture the phones ringing off the hook at her yak comment. “Who do we have next, Vera?” I struggled to put a note of professionalism into my voice.

      After all, I am a licensed Ph.D psychologist, although my grad school advisor would probably have an aneurysm at the career path I’ve taken. The truth is, I’d gotten sick of New York winters and rising real estate prices. When I spotted an ad for a “radio psychologist” in sunny Florida, I auditioned for the job and grabbed it.

      I’m thirty-two and single and I figured this was the time to do something a little reckless in my life. So I closed my private practice in Manhattan, sold my IKEA furniture and moved into a two story mock-Hacienda style town house into a tiny town called Cypress Grove, Florida. It’s near Boca, not too far from Palm Beach, a pleasant drive to Ft. Lauderdale.

      As the Chamber of Commerce says, “Cypress Grove–it’s near everyplace else you’d rather be!”

      That was three months ago, and I’ve never looked back. Well, not too often, anyway.

      Vera Mae stopped snapping her gum and sprang to attention. “We have Sharlene on line two.” Meaningful pause. “Again.”

      Could this day get any worse? Sharlene calls my show like clockwork, three times a week, always ready to complain about Walter, her super-controlling husband. She’s a classic codependent, never ready to take responsibility for herself or change her life, and her voice grates on my nerves like teeth on tinfoil. Even over the phone line, she manages to suck the energy out of me.

      I leaned forward to hit line two, but spotted Vera Mae waving at me frantically.

      “Is there a problem, Vera Mae?”

      “Oh wait a minute. Dang it, I goofed. Sharlene will have to wait a darned minute. Because now it’s time for a word from our new sponsor, the Last Call Funeral Home.”

      Vera Mae pushed a button but nothing happened.

      Dead silence. I made a “what gives?” signal with my hands in the air.

      “Oops, sorry, Dr. Maggie. You’ll have to read the ad copy live, it’s sitting right there by the mike.”

      Ah, the joys of small town radio.

      Reading the occasional commercial, or “spot” as they’re called, is part of my job description. So I sat up straight, adjusted my headphones and crossed my legs. No time for a bathroom break when there was a sixty second spot to read.

      Since our last copywriter quit two weeks ago, Irina, the Swedish receptionist, is the new WYME scribe. Irina is doing her best to learn English, but puns, humor, and slang expressions go whizzing over her beautiful blonde head. This has led to some embarrassing double-entendres that I know will be the highlight of the blooper reel trotted out at the next WYME office party.

      But how can Irina think straight with our studly sports announcer, Big Jim Wilcox breathing down her neck? Or worse yet, staring down her impressive cleavage.

      I put on my best talk radio voice, oozing warmth and sincerity, like a QVC host.

      “So just call on the friendly folk at the Last Call Funeral Home in your hour of needs.” Needs? “Er, need,” I said hastily. Couldn’t someone at least proof-read Irina’s work? “We have many ways of helping your dead ones.” Dead ones? Vera Mae snickered and I glared at her. “Um, that should be loved ones, folks. Sorry about that. Yes, it definitely should be loved ones.”

      Finally I got to the Last Call slogan: “Remember, at The Last Call Funeral Home, we leave no stone unturned in our quest to help you.”

      No stone unturned? I bet Jim Wilcox helped her with this one. It’s just the sort of sophomoric humor that would appeal to the middle-aged sports jock.

      “Ready to take a call? Sharlene is still on the line,” Vera Mae said in a sugary voice.

      “Bring it on!” I was gritting my teeth so hard I knew I’d need a bite plate before the day was out.

      “Line three!”

      “Hello, Sharlene, you’re on the couch...”

      “Oh, Dr. Maggie, you’ve just got to help me,” Sharlene wailed. “I don’t think I can take another minute of this. It’s just not fair!” She began sobbing and snuffling, a walking ad for divorce court.

      “Now, Sharlene, try to calm down and tell me what’s going on. I’m sure I can help you.” Actually, I was pretty sure a good lawyer could help Sharlene a lot more than I could, but for the moment, she was my problem. More muffled sobs. “Is it your husband? Is that what’s troubling you today?”

      This provoked an even bigger wail from Sharlene. “He’s ruining my life. My mama warned me not to marry him. I always thought I could change him.”

      “Sharlene, you know we’ve talked about this issue before. And when a woman marries a man hoping to change him—” I allowed myself a small, knowing chuckle–“changing a man is as likely as—”

      “As teaching a pig to fly!” Vera Mae’s voice boomed into the booth. I think I liked it better when Vera Mae confined herself to holding up signs. Her home-spun wisdom can be a bit unnerving on live radio but she has a heart as big as an Imax screen.

      “Thank you for that gem of wisdom, Vera Mae.”

      I could hear muffled sobs from Sharlene. “Sharlene, do you remember some of the options we discussed the last time you called? We talked about various strategies you could use in dealing with Walter.”

      Vera reached for one of her favorite signs and held it up.

      KHATTC.

      Translation: Kick his ass to the curb. This is Vera Mae’s sure-fire solution for an errant husband or boyfriend.

      Don’t ask, don’t reason, don’t plead. Just KHATTC.

      “Well, I appreciate your help, Dr. Maggie, but somehow I just can’t get up the energy to do anything. And you know, Walter can be real mean when’s he’s been drinking and he seems to have a sixth sense or something, just like Patricia Arquette on Medium. He always seems to know when I’m talking to you.”

      I gave an involuntary little shudder. There was something creepy and predatory about Walter, and I hoped he never discovered my home address or phone number. I do my best to protect my privacy, but there’s always an element of risk when you do a live radio show five days a week. Zabasearch will get you every time.

      You can’t hide in a tiny market like Cypress Grove. You never know when a disgruntled listener might take offense at your advice and then track you down to even the score.

      “Let’s try to stick to the issue of you and Walter, Sharlene. Can you pinpoint a time when things started to go wrong between you?”

      “Well,” she said hesitantly, “things have never been the same since he threw me through the plate glass window last Christmas.”

      Hmmm. This poor girl needed more help than I could give her on a radio show.

      “Oh, no!” Sharlene’s voice rose to a terrified squeak. “I hear him coming, Dr. Maggie, I’ve got hang up right now. Lord knows what he’ll do if he finds me talking to you. He’s been making some threats and—”

      “Sharlene!” A male voice boomed in the background and suddenly the phone went dead. For a moment, I just stared at the microphone. Poor Sharlene. Would anyone be able to help her? Would she ever find the strength to leave Walter?

      Finally, Vera Mae broke the silence. “Are you ready for another call?” She sounded shaken, and for once, she wasn’t making any smart-ass jokes. “I’m leaving a line open for you, Sharlene,” she added softly.

      The next couple of calls were routine, and as we slipped into a commercial, Vera darted around the partition, and stuck her head in the studio. “Maggie, there’s some nut on the line four. He’s got his panties in a twist. I think it’s about that Sanjay fellow we’ve scheduled for later today. He’s making threats. Crazy threats.”

      Crazy Threats? We came back from the break and Vera Mae said smoothly, “Take Line four, Dr. Maggie. It’s important.”

      “All our calls are important, Vera Mae,” I said, confused. Who was on the line and what did he want? And why would he be upset about our upcoming featured guest, Guru Sanjay Ginjii? Sanjay was a popular radio and television personality. A little nutty, but harmless, in my professional opinion. New Age gurus aren’t my cup of tea, but this guy has a huge following, a book deal, a movie deal and a syndicated newspaper column.

      “You’re on the couch with Doctor Maggie,” I said, swiveling back to the board.

      “Your days are numbered,” a muffled voice said. The voice was soft, insinuating, chilling. I swallowed hard, and my mouth suddenly went dry. I felt the skin prickle across my shoulders. “Did you read the note I sent you?”

      “The note?”

      “It’s in a bright yellow envelope. It was hand delivered this morning.”

      I looked over at Vera who was frantically flipping through the listener mail. She held up a canary yellow envelope with no stamp and waved it at me. Then she ripped it open, read the note inside and blanched.

      “Did you read the note?” the caller persisted.

      “Why don’t you tell me what’s it’s all about,“ I said quickly. “We always welcome listener opinions, good or bad.”

      A nasty chuckle from the mystery caller. “This one’s bad,” he rasped. “This is going to be the Apocalypse.”

      “The Apocalypse?”

      “Like I said in the note, the end is coming quicker than you think. Much quicker. It will end with a bang, not a whimper. It’s the end for you and for those godless Sanjay-ites.”

      Sanjay-ites? Oh yeah, the people who dressed in white and were followers of Sanjay Ginjii. There was something so eerie about the whispery voice and I felt little icy fingers tap dance up and down my spine. I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman.

      I took a deep breath, my mind skidding over my options. Was it best to keep this person talking? Or break off the connection?

      I sat there, fraught with indecision when I noticed Vera tapping on the window, pointing frantically to one of her famous hand-lettered signs.

      This was a new one. She pointed to the note in her hand and then to her sign. She’d written B O M B with a bright blue magic marker.

      B.O. M. B. I squinted, trying to figure out Vera Mae’s latest acronym.

      B .O .M. B. Better Oppose Mixed Beverages? I was stumped.

      B. O. M .B. Beer On My Breath?

      More frantic pantomiming from Vera Mae. Her face was drained of color and she was sagging against the console, her features slack. I tried to ignore the hard lump that had suddenly formed in the pit of my stomach.

      B. O. M. B.

      Bomb. Bomb! Ohmigod. We’d just gotten a bomb threat.

      My thoughts scurried through my head like a manic squirrel as I tried to deal with the reality of the threat. Was it a joke? Was it serious? And if there was really a bomb, where was it?

      Would there be time to evacuate the station? Should I dial 9-1-1, or alert the switchboard first? Or the station manager? Was there some procedure I was supposed to follow?

      I looked over at Vera Mae and now her eyes were ballooning, her mouth open, frozen in horror like one of those Edvard Munch paintings.

      I thought about my mother and my friends and the fact that I was way too young to be blasted to kingdom come.

      And then an explosion rocked WYME and suddenly I didn’t have to think any more.
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      I stood perfectly still, trying to process what had happened. Either a meteorite had hit WYME or we’d been bombed. Okay, reality check. This wasn’t the Starship Enterprise. It must have been a bomb.

      The noise stopped but I could still feel the vibration slicing through the soles of my feet and snaking its way up my body. An acrid smell filled the air and my eyes burned as I scrambled out of my chair. The smoke alarms were blasting, filling the studio with a noise like a 747 getting ready for takeoff.

      And then all hell broke loose. Vera Mae screamed and grabbed Tweetie Bird’s cage, making tracks across the production studio with her precious cargo. Tweetie Bird is Vera Mae’s aging pet parakeet and she drags his heavy metal cage to the station with her every day.

      “So it really was a bomb?” I said dazedly. “It must have been, I can smell smoke in the air.” My mind felt like it had slammed into a brick wall, but the crazy thing was, the smoke smelled familiar. An image of a movie theater flashed into my head, for no reason at all.

      “Hand me your sweater, Maggie!”

      “You want me to take off my sweater?” My hand involuntarily went to the neckline of a short-sleeved raspberry sweater I had paired with some new Liz Claiborne slacks.

      “Not that sweater you’re wearing–the cardigan!” she snapped. “I have to put it over Tweetie’s cage before he has a conniption.” When I didn’t react right away, she yanked the cardigan off the back of my chair. “C’mon, girl, time’s a wasting and you’re standing there like Lot’s wife. Let’s blow this joint.”

      “Have you already called 9-1-1? And Donna at the switchboard? Shouldn’t we notify the station manager?” I started shuffling through some papers, wondering how to shut down the audio board. What was the protocol at a time like this? We couldn’t just run out the door, could we?

      Apparently we could.

      “Done and done and done. Now let’s go!”

      “Wait!” I opened the mike and played the first piece of music I could find into the machine. The sounds of Celine Dion filled the air. I quickly turned down the volume and pushed away from the board. Music is good in an emergency, right? Didn’t the orchestra play as the Titanic sank?

      On second thought, maybe music wasn’t the best choice in this situation. Too late now.

      I could hear muffled shouts and running footsteps in the hallway outside the studio. Apparently, everyone was evacuating and through the tiny window in the door, I saw Big Jim Wilcox at the head of the pack. He elbowed the petite traffic secretary, Tammi Ngyuen, aside to bolt through the double glass doors. (Who says chivalry isn’t dead?)

      I grabbed my purse just as I heard sirens wailing outside. Police cars, and from the sounds of it, fire trucks. One of the advantages of living in a small town is that help is always close at hand. Both the police station and fire station were within walking distance of the studio.

      Vera Mae started to open up the heavy door to the hallway, and I grabbed her. “Wait, you’re supposed to put your hand on the door first, to see if it’s hot.”

      “That’s plumb crazy. Anyone with a lick of sense can see that it’s not hot. Didn’t you see that movie Backdraft?”

      “Backdraft. Is that the one where John Travolta played a fireman? I never thought that was one of his more convincing roles, did you? Of course, I never really believed he was an angel in Michael, something about that grungy wing and the three day old beard–“

      “Sheesh girl, quit your babbling and get out the door!” She gave me a vigorous one-handed push. “You shrinks are all alike. You talk too much and you analyze everything to death.”

      I headed down the hallway, properly chastised, just in time to see the Cypress Grove FD burst into the reception area, dragging monster gray fire hoses behind them. Smoke alarms were shrieking in the background, an ear-piercing wail that never let up.

      The leader, a tall square-jawed guy who was a dead ringer for Kevin Costner, bellowed into a megaphone, “All personnel are ordered to evacuate the premises immediately. Repeat, immediately. Do not take any personal possessions. Stay close to the walls in a single file. Proceed in an orderly fashion out the front doors. Do not run, do not panic.”

      He glimpsed Vera Mae, trotting along with Tweetie in her cage and reached out a gloved hand to bar her way. “Sorry, ma’am, you’re not permitted to remove that cage from the building. Please put it down and proceed to the exit. ”

      “Look Sonny, “ Vera Mae said, drawing herself up to her full height of five feet two. “If that bird stays, then I stay.”

      “You need to vacate the building. That’s an order,” he barked. He moved ahead a few feet and started herding the secretarial staff along, when he glanced back and saw Vera Mae slip past the reception desk. Tweetie bird’s cage was still thumping against her leg and a frightened squawk peeped out from under my sweater.

      “Hey! I told you to drop it!” the firefighter protested.

      “Oh, put a sock in it, Billie Dean Rochester. I knew your momma when she was teaching over at Cypress Grove Elementary, so don’t even think of telling me what to do. Let’s go, Maggie.”

      I followed Vera Mae outside where the rest of the WYME staff had gathered in a tight little semi-circle. We stood uncertainly in the hot Florida sunshine for about fifteen minutes, until I spotted a couple of firefighters making their way out of the building.

      They’d taken off their helmets and were shrugging out of their heavy yellow coats. So there hadn’t been a bomb after all? Was it just a false alarm? But what about the smoke and the noise of the explosion?

      “That song’s enough to drive anyone crazy,” I heard one of the firefighters mutter.

      I looked at Vera Mae. “I put on Celine Dion.”

      Vera Mae flushed. “Celine Dion? Bad choice, Maggie. There’s a glitch, it repeats the first cut over and over.”

      “So my listeners are listening to My Heart Will Go On, endlessly?”

      “Afraid so,” Vera Mae said. “Wonder what this will do to the ratings?”

      A good point. I made an executive decision. I decided to risk going back into the building. I had to change that cassette!

      I skirted around the edge of the crowd, slipped by a drop-dead gorgeous guy mumbling into a walkie-talkie, and sneaked back into the station.

      I was making my way down the hall, and I couldn’t see any signs of fire or smoke damage. If it weren’t for the firefighters and the boys in blue patrolling the corridors you would think this was an ordinary day.

      Luckily everyone was too busy rolling out equipment to notice me. Or were they packing up their equipment, getting ready to leave? I couldn’t be sure.

      One thing was certain. I wanted to get back into the booth and finish out my show.

      And I would have, if it hadn’t been for a six foot male hunk blocking my path. It was the guy with the walkie-talkie I’d spotted outside. How had he managed to get ahead of me?

      “Not so fast,” he said, pulling my hand away from the door to the recording booth. “This area is off-limits, and you’re supposed to be outside. All personnel are ordered to evacuate.”

      His grip was surprisingly strong and I winced a little as I yanked my hand away. Who was he? He wasn’t a cop and he wasn’t a firefighter.

      From the look on his face, I figured he wasn’t a fan.

      “I need to go inside to check on something.”

      “No.”

      I reached for the door again and this time he grabbed my hand in mid-air. He had very nice hands, with strong fingers and warm skin. I’m embarrassed to admit that even in times of crisis, I pick up on things like this. I noticed that he also had broad shoulders, thick dark hair and the sculpted features of a movie star.

      How did I notice all this in a split second?

      I admit it, I’m shallow.

      “What part of no don’t you understand?”

      Okay, he was hot-looking, but he had the personality of a storm trooper. I breathed a sigh of relief. Cancel immediate sexual attraction, storm troopers are not my type.

      Time for the famed Maggie Walsh feistiness to kick in.

      “Nobody manhandles me, bozo. Do you know who I am?”

      “I have absolutely no idea.” A little smile played around the corners of his mouth, softening his chiseled features and adding to his attractiveness. Damn! I hate it when guys like this are good-looking. It makes it so much harder to keep an argument going.

      “I’m Maggie Walsh.” I waited for a look of recognition, a pleased smile, maybe even a request for an autograph. Which, of course, I would graciously grant.

      Nothing. Nada.

      “Maggie Walsh, host of WYME’s On the Couch with Maggie Walsh show. I’m a ...a radio personality.” I stumbled a little over this last one, because according to the latest Nielsen reports, the Maggie Walsh show was running neck and neck with Bob Figgs and the Swine Report. We were practically tied for last place.

      Still, Bob Figgs called himself a radio personality, so why shouldn’t I?

      He raised one eyebrow. “Lady, I don’t care if you’re Rosie O’Donnell. You’re going back outside and that’s an order.” He frowned. “On the couch? That’s the name of your show?”

      “I’m a psychologist. A licensed psychologist,” I repeated. “On the couch is a reference to Freud. He used to have his patients lie on a couch while he analyzed them. He thought it helped them free-associate as he delved into their unconscious. There isn’t any sexual connotation to the term, if that’s what you were thinking.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that.” He looked me over, a look of cool appraisal in his smoky eyes. ”In fact, that was the last thing on my mind.” He had sexy eyes and a lazy, heart-thudding smile.

      “It was?” Now I was getting annoyed. Not only did this guy have the personality of a Gestapo general, he didn’t even find me attractive. And clearly, my academic credentials didn’t impress him either.

      Who was he, anyway? He couldn’t be anyone official, he was wearing a pair of neatly pressed khakis, a white shirt and navy blazer, and boat shoes with no socks. Plus the annoying film-star good looks and the throaty voice.

      I forced some iron into my voice and tried again. “And if you don’t get out my way this very instant, I’m going to...”

      I lost my train of thought just then, because hunky-guy stepped closer, so close I could see the golden flecks in his dark eyes, and the sexy curve of his mouth.

      “You’re going to do what?” he murmured, making it sound like the sexiest thing anyone had ever said to me. His voice was low and husky, and I felt a funny little tingling at the base of my spine.

      I paused for a second, ready to spring. “I’m going back in there, that’s what!”

      With a burst of adrenaline, I made a mad dash for the door once again, but something big and powerful stopped me. I slumped against the wall as if I had just run into a Subaru.

      Hot guy let out a big sigh. “Okay, lady, we can do this the easy way or the hard way.” He managed to slip one hand behind my back before I even realized what he was doing. “And I guess it has to be the hard way.” Another quick move and the other hand followed it.

      I felt something hard and metal fastening my hands behind my back.

      “Maggie Walsh, I am putting you under arrest.”

      Oh, no! My hands were pinned behind me and hot guy was perp-walking me down the hallway past the smoke-filled reception area, toward the double glass doors that opened onto the parking lot.

      I gave myself a mental head-slap. This was not going as planned.

      “You’re a cop?” I gulped..

      A low sexy chuckle. “Detective Rafe Martino. At your service. Ma’am.”
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      “Look, they’ve arrested Maggie Walsh!”

      Big Jim Wilcox couldn’t keep the delight out of his voice. “Why did you do it, Maggie? Do you have a statement for us? It will be a WYME exclusive. You’ll be famous!” He fumbled around for a mike, realized he didn’t have one, and pulled out a pen and notebook from his back pocket. “Let’s hear your side of it, Maggie. Was it a love affair gone bad, or did you finally snap?”

      I gave him a withering look and Vera Mae hurried over along with Cyrus Still, the station manager.

      “Good lord, Maggie. What in the world are you doing in those handcuffs?” she demanded.

      “Ask him!” It was impossible to gesture with my hands shackled behind my back, so I had to nod my head up and down like Mr. Ed.

      “It’s a case of false arrest, false imprisonment,” I squeaked. “This cop is taking me hostage. You’d better get me a good lawyer, Vera Mae.” I glared at Rafe who was standing next to me, a wide smile on his face. “Or maybe get him one.”

      “Now folks, let’s just simmer down here. Nobody needs a lawyer.” Cyrus gave me a speculative look and then turned his attention to Rafe. “Detective Martino, is there a problem here?”

      He called him Detective. So Cyrus knew this guy was a cop? Why am I always the last one to know these things?

      “No problem,” I muttered. “Just an innocent, private citizen getting strong-armed by one of Cypress Grove’s finest.”

      “I didn’t strong-arm you. You refused to obey me!” Rafe objected. “It’s a crime to disobey an order from an officer of the law.”

      “I didn’t know you were a cop,” I said hotly. I gave him the once-over. He looked like a J. Crew refugee in those neatly pressed trousers and crisp Egyptian cotton shirt. “Is that the new dress code for Cypress Grove’s finest? You look like a preppie on spring break.”

      “I’m a detective,“ he said in an aggrieved tone. “We don’t wear uniforms.”

      “I try to do my job and you arrest me? What happened to protect and serve?” I demanded. Score one for Maggie.

      “Detective Martino, did you identify yourself as a police officer?”

      Score one for Cyrus.

      “I didn’t have a chance to flash my badge,” he said. “I was too busy restraining her from entering the recording booth. She was going to put herself in harm’s way.”

      “Now, Detective Martino, I’m sure Dr. Walsh didn’t mean to make things difficult for you,” Cyrus said in a softly wheedling way. “She’s a very devoted employee, she was probably worried about her listeners. “

      “Yes, I was!” I thought about my poor listeners and could only hope their psyches were still intact.

      I turned to my captor. “Have you ever listened to My Heart Will Go On for twenty minutes straight? Wouldn’t that count as cruel and unusual punishment? Like Chinese water torture? Or maybe bamboo shoots jammed under the fingernails?”

      Rafe looked puzzled and started fumbling with the handcuffs. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but let’s call a truce. No charges, no arrest.”

      I yanked my hands in front of me and rubbed my wrists. I gave him my best Maggie Walsh glare, the one that I used on psychotics and convicted felons. No reaction, this guy was good. Okay, I could play it cool, too.

      “Have a nice day, Dr. Walsh.”

      I straightened my spine. Now was the time to deliver a snazzy zinger that he would never forget. A Maggie Walsh classic.

      “Detective Martino?”

      “Yes?” He turned back, his dark eyes questioning.

      “Um, you have a nice day, too.”

      Talk about lame! One look into those sultry eyes and my best one-liner flew out of my head.
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      “So it wasn’t really a bomb?” Jim Wilcox asked in his booming announcer’s voice. I think he was secretly disappointed that I hadn’t planned on blowing up the station. What a ratings booster that would have been!

      I could just hear the teaser: “Local shrink goes berserk and blows up her own radio station. Get the full story tonight at six on WYME with Big Jim!” With a story like that, Jim might even be able to land a job at one of the Miami’s top stations doing the afternoon drive time. I bet it would go into his audition tape.

      “The Chief’s gonna make a statement in a minute,” one of the firemen answered him. “Don’t want to steal his thunder.” He grinned at Jim, who was a local celebrity. He leaned close to whisper something in Jim’s ear and then Jim burst out laughing.

      “You’re putting me on!” Jim said, clapping him on the shoulder. “What was she thinking!”

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “You’ll know soon enough,” Jim said, self-importantly. It was obvious the crisis, whatever it was, had been averted, but he wasn’t going to let me in on the secret.

      Just then, Fire Captain Chris Norton appeared on the grassy area in front of the station and removed his helmet. “We found the uh...source of the explosion,” he said. “Please step forward, Miss Yaslov.”

      Irina Yaslov, the station receptionist! She walked slowly out of the station, blinking in the bright Florida sunshine. “I made a big fault,” she said tearfully. “I was making the popcorn,” she said, wringing her hands. “How was I to know there would be big boom? I make it many time before and there is no boom. Just today.”

      Beautiful Irina is from Sweden and English is barely a second language for her.

      “You were making popcorn? In the microwave?” So that’s why I had flashed on a movie theater when I smelled something hot and buttery burning. And here I thought I was having an olfactory hallucination!

      Poor Irina looked mortified, her eyes darting back and forth between the station manager, Cyrus Still, and Jim Wilcox. “Yes,” she said softly. “I used metal plate. Maybe not such a good idea. Microwave is...how you say...history. Kaput.”

      “Well, sakes alive, girl. You should know better than to put a metal plate in a microwave. You scared us all half to death. You probably shortened Tweetie Bird’s life.” Vera Mae lifted a corner of my sweater to check on her bird who was picking listlessly at a miniature corn cob.

      “It’s okay,” Big Jim said gallantly. “Irina here is from Iceland,” he said helpfully to a female reporter I recognized from the Cypress Grove Gazette. “They probably cook things differently over there. They eat a lot of whale meat, you know.”

      “I am from Sweden, not Iceland!” Irina protested. “And no, I do not eat the whale meat.” She shot an appealing look at Cyrus. “Really, I’m desolated this is happening and I’m hoping not to be losing my job.”

      Cyrus ignored her and shook hands with the firefighters. “Sorry we dragged you out here for nothing, guys.” Then he glared at Irina. “I’ll see you in my office, missy. Someone’s going to have to buy a new microwave and pay for those scorch marks on the wall.” He caught me staring at him. “What are you looking at? Don’t you have a show running? And why is that song playing over and over?” he said irritably.

      I glanced at my watch and scurried back into the building. Now that the fun was over, I had a show to do!
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      When Guru Sanjay Gingii showed up for his three o’clock guest slot, I was still frazzled from the morning’s events. The mystery caller never contacted us again and I didn’t have a clue about why he was so upset with the Guru. A faint cloud of buttery smoke hung in the air and Sanjay wrinkled his nose when he walked into the booth.

      Sanjay Gingii, a self-styled New Age “prophet” from South Beach, was in town for a conference at the Seabreeze Inn. My boss, Cyrus, is vice-president of the Cypress Grove Chamber of Commerce, and he insisted that I invite the Guru to be a guest on the show.

      Guru Sanjay was tall and portly, dressed all in white, with a Nehru type jacket pulled tight over his ballooning gut. He sported one of the worst comb-overs I’ve ever seen.

      “I am sensing a dark presence in the air.” He squinted his eyes and waved his hands in front of him like a blind person. Finally, he eased his bulky frame into the swivel chair next to me. After an uncomfortable silence, his eyes flew open and focused on me. “I am feeling a cloud of negativity, a miasma of despair.”

      His tone was low and mournful, a voice from another realm. Maybe even another planet. His two assistants, bouncer types who looked like extras from the Sopranos, nodded solemnly, their arms crossed against their massive chests. They refused to sit down and remained standing on either side of the door.

      “We had a little fire here today,” I said chattily. “It’s nothing, really, just some left-over smoke damage. By the way, I’m Maggie Walsh, host of On the Couch.”

      I stuck out my hand and but the Guru didn’t shake it. Instead, he peered at it, then began rubbing his fat thumb over my palm in a creepy way, as if he was rolling a Cuban cigar.

      “We go live in a couple of minutes.” I forced myself to sound bubbly. “We’ve done lots of promo spots about you, and I bet the calls will come rolling in. So ...uh... welcome to the show.”

      I felt a shiver slither down my spine. Talk about a dark presence–this guy was giving off serial killer vibes with his loathsome touch. All my forensic training came front and center and I had a very bad feeling about the Guru.

      I suddenly knew, in a very visceral way, that he was a scam artist or a sociopath. How did I know this? Call it gut instinct, training, years of coming face to face with anti-socials on a daily spectrum.

      This guy was a fake, a grifter, a con man.

      I just knew it in my bones.

      “You are an old soul, Maggie,” he said, his face very close to mine. “I can sense that you have lived many lifetimes because your chakras still seek harmony. Perhaps with my help, they can finally be realigned.”

      So he wants to realign my chakras? I just bet he does! Maybe he could rotate my tires at the same time but I bet that wouldn’t be nearly as much fun for him.

      His stubby thumb left a greasy trail up my bare arm. I yanked my hand away, just as Vera Mae slapped on her headphones and pointed at me.

      “Line three, Dr. Maggie. Thelma has a question about...bio-energetic healing.” Vera Mae permitted herself a small eye roll as Thelma’s voice burst into the booth.

      “Well, thank the Lord I finally got through! I’ve been calling for hours and all I got was Celine Dion and that dopey song–“

      “Sorry about that, Thelma, but we’re here now to help you.” I plastered a grin on my face because someone once told me that smiling helps to inject warmth into your voice. “And your question is...?”

      “It’s for your guest, Guru Sanjay. I just have to say, I’ve read all your books and I think you’re amazing. You’re my hero!”

      The Guru gave a mock-humble bow. “I am but a channel, a funnel for all of life’s mysteries, a river for spiritual healing. But if I have helped you in some small way, then I am gratified.”

      He glanced over at the two thugs at the door and they nodded approvingly. I bet they had heard this all before.

      “And your question is—” I repeated, breaking up the love fest.

      “Well, I’m getting a lot of bad vibrations from my boss. I can see his aura, and let me tell you, it’s mighty scary. I think he might be trying to control my mind.”

      “You were very wise to call me, today, Thelma.” The Guru’s voice was low and soothing. “Because I can feel some very negative energy emanating from the phone and disturbing the glowing white light at the center of your being. You are right to be alarmed.” He paused. “Let me guess. Are you calling from work at this very moment?”

      “Why, yes! Yes, I am calling from work.” Thelma sounded awestruck. “That’s incredible, you really are psychic!”

      “When you are in tune with the universe it cannot surprise you. I know all of its secrets. Now, how can I help you?”

      “I guess I need some specific ways to deal with my boss,” she said hesitantly. “I’ve read Heal the Cosmos, Heal Yourself, and I tried out some of the things you suggested.”

      “Ah, yes, Heal the Cosmos, my latest release. It’s only seven ninety-five in paperback and just eighteen ninety-five for the audio version. Both are available on my website, Guru Sanjay dot com and at fine bookstores everywhere.”

      Nothing like plugging your own book, Guru!

      Before Thelma could reply, Vera Mae piped up, “Say Thelma, did you ever read a book called Working with Jerks? It’s my bible. I bet it could give you some tips on how to deal with this guy.”

      “I’ve never heard of it, but I could look it up on Amazon–“

      “Here is what you must do, Thelma—” Guru Sanjay cut in swiftly–“you must stand firm as a spiritual seeker and not let any negativity influence your aura. You have within you the power to be a healer, a human energy force field and you must emit only good energy.” He paused dramatically. “Do you understand me? You have the power within you, Thelma. Never forget that.”

      I think he stole that line from Glinda, the Good Witch in the Wizard of Oz, but I could tell Thelma was falling head over chakras for it. I hated to admit it, but put him in front of a mike and the guy had charisma. He had an uncanny way of tapping into people’s thoughts and feelings and telling them what they wanted to hear. All good performers have this talent, and I reminded myself that sociopaths are experts at reading people and scoring in on their hopes and dreams.

      “Yes, I do have the power!” Thelma gushed. “You’ve helped me so much, Guru, I’ll never be able to thank you!”

      Again, the modest bow. Difficult to do sitting down, especially with an expanding gut in the way. Funny, but on television, he looked imposing, not fat, and I wondered if he wore a corset for his public appearances.

      “I am but an instrument. I am here today merely to explain the mysteries of the cosmos, through my understanding of kinetics and the human energy field.”

      That’s all, just the mysteries of the cosmos? Maybe next week he can tackle global warming and the Middle East crisis. Oh yeah, and the Riemann hypothesis, I’ve never been quite clear on how that works.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Vera fingering her selection of signs. I just knew she was itching to hold up the BS! one. I gave her a tired smile as we headed into a Sassy Snippers commercial.

      Who knew I would actually welcome the chance to hear about Twyla Boyd’s hair salon and her Thursday special on foils and perms?

      Anything was better than the mystical mumbo-jumbo coming from the Guru!
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      “I can’t believe you met him,” Lark Merriweather said later that day. “If I could meet Guru Sanjay, even for five minutes, it would be the high point of my life.” Lark is into all things New Age: pyramids, crystals, incense tarot, I Ching, channeling and chi.

      She sat back with a little sigh, her cornflower blue eyes wistful. Lark is slim and petite with a choppy blond bob that suits her pixie-ish face. Physically, we’re polar opposites. I tower over her at five-ten with straight auburn hair that can be sleek or frizzy depending on the famous Florida humidity.

      “Really? I should have remembered you’re into eastern mystics,” I said ruefully. Or pretend mystics, I felt like saying. Deep in my bones, I knew that Guru Sanjay had as much in common with mysticism as I did with aboriginal tribes in New Guinea.

      The sun was beginning to dip in the western sky and the last traces of sunlight spilled onto the round oak dining table. I’d finished my shift at WYME a couple of hours earlier and we were sharing a veggie pizza in the kitchen of our townhouse. It’s a cozy place with wide oak floors, exposed beams and creamy walls dotted with colorful canvases that Lark picks up at local flea markets.

      Lark and I have been roommates for the past three months and are on our way to becoming best friends. When I rented the three bedroom condo on a quiet street lined with bright pink hibiscus bushes and flaming bougainvillea, Lark was the first person who asked to be my roommate.

      Plus she and Pugsley hit it off, and I knew it would be a good match. Pugsley, my three year old Pug adopted from an animal shelter, has an unfailing instinct about people, and I’ve always subscribed to the adage “love me, love my dog.”

      Lark is twenty-three but seems younger sometimes. Maybe it’s because of her perpetually sunny personality. She has a kind of life-hasn’t-crushed-me-yet optimism that’s a nice balance to my Manhattan-style pessimism. Her favorite movie is Forrest Gump and mine is anything by Woody Allen. That about sums it up.

      Lark’s studying to be a paralegal, and I had no idea she was a fan of the Guru. I could have invited her to sit in on the broadcast today, even though we don’t usually allow visitors in the booth.

      “He’s my idol. I can’t believe I missed the show,” she said plaintively. “Why didn’t you let me know it was on today? I would have called in with a question. I’ve read all his books!”

      I gave myself a mental head slap. “I’ll bring you a tape of the show, how’s that? And if you’re really interested in going to one of his workshops, I can give you a couple of press passes he left at the station. He’s doing a breakfast presentation in the morning, and there’s a big awards ceremony tomorrow night. I have tickets for everything.”

      “Oh, I couldn’t take your tickets! “ Her eyes were shining with excitement. “How could you ever part with them?”

      “I’m not going to use them. Really.” I had to smile at her enthusiasm. “The dinner is right next door at the Seabreeze Inn, so the food should be good. The Guru and his staff are staying there.”

      We live next to one of the town’s nicest small hotels and Ted Rollins, the manager, is a friend of mine. Sometimes I think he’d like to be more than friends, but somehow the chemistry just isn’t there. Not for me, anyway.

      “The Seabreeze, huh?” She shook her head in wonderment. “Just think, Guru Sanjay is only a few yards away from me, this very minute. I wonder what he’s doing right now?” She peered out the window with her chin cupped in her hand, like Nicole Kidman staring out over the Paris rooftops in Moulin Rouge. “I bet he’s mediating,” she added in a dreamy voice.

      “Ommmmmm.”

      “What?”

      I grinned. “You said he was meditating.”

      “Oh, nobody says Om anymore. He’s probably sitting in the lotus position, chanting his mantra.” She sighed, as if the thrill of it all nearly sucked the air out of her chest.

      Not a good image. A picture of a half-naked Guru with his gut hanging over his yoga pants drifted into my mind and I blinked quickly, willing it to disappear.

      Lark continued to stare at the side entrance of the Seabreeze, as if willing Guru Sanjay to materialize like a genie out of the bottle. “I could practically reach out and touch him.”

      Ewww. Who would want to?

      I nodded. “You’ll have to catch him tomorrow if you really want to see him. He told me Team Sanjay is driving back to South Beach right after dinner. So this is his last night in town.”

      “Really!” Lark glanced at her watch and then scrambled to her feet, tugging her burgundy knit Juicy top down over her low rise jeans. She gave a little hip twitch and adjusted her studded leather belt so it cinched her tiny waist more tightly. “You know, I just remembered I need to pick up a few things at the drugstore. Do you want anything?”

      “No, I’m fine, but what about your pizza?” It was Lark’s favorite, a mouth-watering concoction of goat cheese and fresh basil called Pizza Margarita, from Carlo’s.

      “What? Oh, the pizza...I’ll take it with me. ” Lark popped into her bedroom for a moment and returned carrying her huge yellow leather Coach bag. I noticed she’d fluffed her hair and had dabbed on some new peach lip gloss. “I’ll eat it in the car,” she said, grabbing a generous slice and folded it over into a napkin, Calzone style. “See you later!”

      And with that, she was gone.

      A minute later, I realized her car keys were still sitting on the counter.
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      “Can you cover the morning news? The eight o’clock drive time? Everyone’s out on assignment this morning. Things are really hopping at the police station and I think the mayor’s gonna gave a statement later today.” Cyrus Still’s voice boomed over the phone, crashing through my sleep-fogged brain with such force it made my teeth hurt. Someone told me that Cyrus has permanent hearing loss from covering so many rock concerts in his younger days and that’s why he always sounds like he’s shouting into a hurricane.

      “Wha–?” I sat straight up in bed, winced, and glanced at the clock. Six a.m. I was barely conscious and my producer wanted to discuss the news of the day. I didn’t know which was more remarkable; the fact that Cyrus expected me to be coherent at the crack of dawn or that I was working for someone who actually says things like “really hopping.”

      I desperately needed an infusion of caffeine, an adrenaline rush, and oh yeah, a functioning brain. “I can be there in forty-five,” I told him, running a brush through my hopelessly matted hair as I searched for my terry robe.

      Thank god it’s radio and not television, I thought, taking in my pale skin and sunken eyes in the wall mirror. A vision of loveliness. I’d fallen asleep watching Conan O’Brien, and had barely woken up when Lark had tip-toed in, sometime after midnight.

      Something niggled at the edges of my consciousness. News...the police station...the mayor. “Cyrus, what’s going on?” I asked, padding along the terra cotta tiled floor to the kitchen. No sign of Lark and no coffee brewing. Lark and I have an arrangement. Whoever wakes up first makes the coffee and today that would be me. Lark’s door was firmly shut.

      “You mean you haven’t heard the news?” Cyrus sounded incredulous.

      I stifled a jaw-popping yawn. “Haven’t a clue. Fill me in.”

      “The guru,” he barked. “He’s dead.”

      “Dead? Guru Sanjay is dead? Guru Sanjay the guy I interviewed?”

      I couldn’t get my mind around the fact. He’d seemed perfectly healthy yesterday, if a trifle overweight with a florid complexion that probably hinted at metabolic syndrome. But he couldn’t really be dead, could he?

      In Heal the Cosmos, Guru Sanjay insisted that death is just a state of mind, a transition of energy from one form to another. I wondered what this would do to his book sales.

      “How many other gurus do you know?”

      Ah, point taken. So Sanjay was dead and was now part of that ultimate cosmic consciousness he always talked about. So now he was just a tiny (well, maybe not so tiny) blip of energy, flashing around the universe like a manic firefly. Ironic, isn’t it?

      But there was still Cyrus’s nagging comment about cops and the Mayor. I forced myself to focus. “Why are the police involved?”

      I was cradling the phone on my shoulder so I could spoon half Dunkin’ Donuts decaf and half French Vanilla high-voltage into the coffee pot when I heard someone pounding on the front door.

      Mrs. Higgins! We have an eighty year-old neighbor who loves to go for early morning walks and sometimes forgets to take her key. Lark, petite little thing that she is, always manages to find an unlatched window in Mrs. Higgins’ house and squeezes in, saving the day.

      “Look, Maggie, I’ll explain it when you get here, okay? Make it snappy.”

      “Just give me the short answer. I can’t stand the suspense.” The hammering on the door intensified, a maddening counterpoint to the drilling noise in my head.

      “The short answer is, Guru Sanjay Ginjii may have been murdered!”

      And with that Cyrus hung up.

      I ignored the pounding, filled the pot with filtered water, pressed the red button and padded to the door. Six in the morning, a dead guru and a pesky neighbor. Things couldn’t possibly get worse.

      They could and they did.

      Standing on my doorstep, looking way too sexy for such an early hour, was none other than Cypress Grove’s finest, Detective Rafe Martino.
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      My first thought (after noticing that he looked like a million bucks) was that I was looking my absolute worst. Pale, shiny morning face, bed head, and a ratty yellow bathrobe decorated with faded blue ducks that had seen better days.

      “Sorry to wake you, Dr. Walsh,” he said, not looking the least bit repentant. “May we come in?”

      I shielded my eyes from the glaring sunshine and noticed he had a uniformed cop with him, a gangly guy who looked about twelve in his scratchy blue serge uniform.

      “Officer Duane Brown,” he said, gesturing to the Opie look-alike who was shifting uncomfortably from one foot to the other and mopping his forehead with a white handkerchief. It was early morning, but they were predicting a scorcher and the day already had a hazy glow to it.

      “What’s this about?” I said quietly, not wanting to blast him with morning breath. (Although when you think of it, what does he expect, when he comes barging into someone’s house at this ungodly hour?)

      “It’s about a homicide investigation,” Detective Martino snapped, suddenly all business. “Could we come inside?”

      I reluctantly stepped back, yanking the robe more tightly around me. He must be talking about Guru Sanjay! “If this is about the Guru, I don’t know anything about it.”

      I regretted the idiotic remark the second the words flew out of my mouth. Why did I immediately assume it was about Sanjay Ginjii? Methinks the lady doth protest too much!

      Maybe Martino wasn’t up on his Shakespeare because he lifted his shoulders in a slow shrug and made a noncommittal sound.

      “But you can come in, since you seem determined to,” I said inhospitably. I glanced over my shoulder toward Lark’s door and thought I saw it open a tiny crack. Was she standing there listening to our conversation or was I imagining it?

      “Where were you last night?” Detective Martino asked abruptly. He moved past me into the living room, eased himself into the green-and-white wicker loveseat and whipped out a tiny notebook.

      I noticed Officer Brown took a cushiony armchair and looked like he was ready to settle in for the long haul. Were they going to play good cop, bad cop? (Or have I been watching too much Law and Order?)

      “I was here. I came straight home after my shift at WYME. I ate a pizza, watched TV and then I went to bed.” Dear god, he was writing all this down! Now all of Cypress Grove would know about my non-existent social life.

      “No unusual occurrences?” Opie asked.

      I had the feeling he’d piped up just to be saying something. Martino shot him a look and he sank a little deeper into the armchair. He was so slight, the padded arms engulfed him, threatening to swallow him whole like an amoeba.

      “Well, just one. They forgot to put extra cheese on my pizza.”

      “Do I write that down?” he asked Martino who silenced him with a look.

      “So...you’re claiming you were alone?”

      “I’m not claiming I was alone, I was alone.”

      “I see.” A beat of silence fell between us. His eyes skimmed over my terry bathrobe, and there was a wry twist in his voice. The corner of his mouth quirked and I knew exactly what he was thinking—no wonder she was alone!

      The notion of me having a hot date was about as likely as Mother Teresa pledging Delta Gamma.

      He stared at me and I stared back. He had a strong mouth and of course, those smoldering eyes. Wary, watchful eyes. Cop eyes.

      “So,” he continued, staring at his notebook as if for inspiration, “what can you tell me about Guru Sanjay Ginjii?”

      He stumbled over the tongue-twister of a name, but I resisted the impulse to smile. I had the uneasy feeling that I was in trouble, even though for once in my life, I was completely innocent.

      The only thing I could possibly be charged with was being a fashion disaster in a tatty terry bathrobe and yellow flip-flops but as far as I knew, that wasn’t a criminal offense.

      “Besides the fact that he’s dead?” I said wittily. My mother always said my sense of humor would be the death of me, and I wondered if she could be right.

      “You knew all about that,” Martino said flatly. ”It was the first thing you mentioned when we came to the door.”

      “Well, of course I knew about it,” I shot back, feeling a little bubble of anger rising in me. “It’s on all the news outlets, and Cyrus Still called me this morning to tell me about it.”

      I glanced at the smiling Mexican sun god wall clock over the brick fireplace. “In fact, I’m supposed to be at the station, doing a live broadcast in thirty minutes.”

      “Don’t let us stop you,” Opie piped up again. I could tell he was trying to put on a low, testosterone-charged David Caruso voice, but his voice cracked in an embarrassing squeak.

      “Am I free to go, then?” I said, jumping to my feet. If I didn’t bother with hair and make-up, I could still make it to the station on time.

      Martino stared at me, his face a picture of calm innocence. He made no move to get up, and just sat there, tapping his pen against the cover of his notebook. “Of course you’re free to leave,” he said easily, “this is your house.”

      He laughed at his own wit. Move over, Jay Leno!

      “I mean are you going to leave,” I asked pointedly. Did I imagine it, or did his dark eyes flicker to the bedroom right behind me to the left? I felt like we were playing a Tom and Jerry game and I didn’t like being Jerry.

      “Just one more question,” he said, dragging out the words like Columbo. “Where was your roommate last night?” He glanced down to check his notes. “Lark Merriweather.”

      “Lark?” I repeated, stalling for time. Opie leaned forward eagerly in his chair, muscles tensed like a cougar sizing up a wildebeest, or maybe he just smelled the delightful aroma of French vanilla crème brewing in the kitchen.

      The sooner I got these two out the door the better! I planned on grabbing a cup of coffee and hitting the road in five minutes flat.

      “Lark was...”

      “Yes?” Marino said lazily. He was eyeing me carefully, and I could tell that his bullshit detector was in hyper-drive.

      “Well...” I faltered, my chest tightening as my pulse thudded. Martino’s eyes narrowed a little and I tried to keep my expression neutral.

      Did I dare tell them that Lark had disappeared for a few hours? Why did I have the sneaking feeling that they already knew that? Was this some sort of trap? I hesitated, and then Martino frowned, something registering in his dark eyes as he looked past me. I resisted the impulse to look around and took a deep breath.

      “Lark and I...” I began.

      Then I heard the bedroom door fling open behind me and Lark walked into the living room. She looked pale and tired and was wearing a gray Juicy sweat suit that only highlighted the dark circles under her eyes.

      “You don’t have to answer that,” she said quietly. “Go to work, Maggie, I’ll handle this.” She
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