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      You would assume that people who talk to the dead would be as pale as vampires, their luminous eyes filled with unspoken secrets and timeless wisdom. You would expect them to speak in hushed tones, their voices floating like whispers on a tropical breeze as they invoke spirits from the beyond. You’d probably picture them as quiet and introspective, pondering the mysteries of life and what lies beyond the grave.

      You would be wrong. Dead wrong.

      Chantel Carrington, the new “psychic sensation” in Cypress Grove, is none of the above. Everything about Chantel is larger than life, strictly va-va-voom. Think of one of those giant Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade balloons bobbing over Manhattan.

      Big. Brash. Garish. Inescapable.

      Oh yes. And full of hot air.

      From her booming “Hello, dahlings!” as she rolls down the WYME corridors to her eye-popping Hawaiian muumuus, Chantel steals the spotlight every time.

      Today she was the featured guest on my afternoon radio talk show, On the Couch with Maggie Walsh. She’s been on the show four times in the past two weeks, and I hate to admit it, but each time the ratings have skyrocketed.

      It seems that my entire listening audience is jonesing to communicate with the dearly departed, and Chantel does her best to accommodate them. Cyrus, the station manager, is so thrilled with her otherworldly chats that I’m sure he salivates, just thinking about all that extra advertising revenue pouring into WYME.

      Vera Mae, my producer, and I are less happy with the arrangement.

      When I first arrived in Cypress Grove to host my own radio show, I’d been pretty naive about the topics I’d be covering. A former clinical psychologist with a cushy Manhattan practice, I’d gained quite a following for my work in what the shrinks call “behavioral medicine.”

      Behavioral medicine is based on the idea that if you change your thinking, you can change your behavior, leading to a more positive mental outlook. No Freudian claptrap, no endless discussions of your dreams or Jungian archetypes.

      But after a few brutal winters in the Big Apple, I’d become sick of the city, frustrated by the skyrocketing real estate prices, and worst of all, I discovered I was tired of listening to people’s problems all day long. Yes, tired of listening to people’s problems.

      Some days I felt like I was trapped in a Jerry Springer marathon.

      A shocking revelation, right? Practically career suicide to say it publicly, but there you have it. I was whipped, emotionally drained, with nothing left to give.

      I had total burnout.

      So what did I do? I diagnosed the problem and wrote my own prescription. I made an executive decision. I knew I needed a complete change of pace, and I made it happen. I closed up shop, transferred my patients to a trusted colleague, sold my IKEA furniture, and moved to a sleepy Florida town.

      Dr. Maggie, heal thyself.

      At least, that’s what I thought I was doing. I picked a town that’s more like Mayberry than Manhattan. As the Chamber of Commerce says, “Cypress Grove. We’re near everyplace else you’d rather be!”

      I figured I’d use my clinical expertise and introduce my listening audience to the hottest topics in behavioral medicine, featuring the latest news in mental health issues. I’d select a topic and invite a fascinating guest expert to join me on the airwaves.

      Except for one tiny problem. Where was I going to find a bunch of fascinating guests? It never occurred to me that we’d have trouble persuading A-list experts to make the trek to Cypress Grove to appear on my show. We don’t pay our guests, so unless they’re hawking a book or a podcast, there’s really not much in it for them, except for the proverbial fifteen minutes of fame. And all the stale glazed donuts they can scarf down in the break room.

      When Chantel Carrington blew into town last month to promote her latest book, I Talk to Dead People—and You Can, Too! I invited her to do a guest spot on my show. It was against my better judgment, but I knew Cyrus would be pleased, and frankly, my ratings could use a bit of a boost.

      During the last Nielsen ratings, On the Couch with Maggie Walsh tied for last place, right down there with Bob Figgs and the Swine Report. I was running neck and neck with a show that features pigs!

      I had no idea Chantel would be such a huge success and, worst of all, that she would pick Cypress Grove as the perfect place to work on her next book. Before you could say woo-woo, she’d rented an apartment near Branscom Pond and was hosting séances in town.

      So here I was, entertaining her as a guest on my show and making the best of a bad situation. I was making lemonade out of lemons.

      Ironic, really, because this is the same annoying bit of advice I used to give my patients. Funny how our bromides come back to haunt us.

      Chantel was carrying a cup of Starbucks coffee as she breezed into the studio and collapsed into a chair next to me at the control board. Chantel is a large woman in her late forties, with violet eyes (colored contacts?) and a mane of black curls trailing gypsy style down her back.

      She favors bright red lipstick and odd-looking, Z-CoiL shoes that make her look like she might levitate up to the ceiling or spring into the netherworld without warning. Today she was wearing a peekaboo lacy white shawl over a yellow muumuu festooned with bright blue parrots.

      “Two minutes ’til airtime,” Vera Mae yelled from the control room. She glanced at me and made a two-fingered peace sign. I nodded back. Then Vera Mae spotted Chantel’s coffee, shook her head, and thinned her lips in disapproval. Uh-oh. No one is allowed to have food or drinks in the studio, but Chantel seems to be a law unto herself. I knew Vera Mae would dart in at the first commercial break and whisk the coffee away.

      Chantel fanned herself with a copy of the daily traffic log. She had a thin layer of perspiration on her upper lip, and her face was flushed a sickly shade of Pepto-Bismol pink.

      “I should have worn something cooler today,” she confided. “You’d think the weather guys would get it right for once.” She tugged at the shawl, which she wore Martha Washington style, fastened in front with a tortoiseshell brooch.

      I bit back a smile. Why would a psychic need the Weather Channel?

      “Live in thirty seconds.” Vera Mae slapped her headphones on and pointed to the board. It was already lit up with callers. We’d been running talk-to-the-dead promos for the last three days. We usually don’t get this many callers unless we’re giving away tickets to a Reba McEntire show or offering a free cut and style at Wanda’s House of Beauty.

      “Showtime,” I said to Chantel, who licked her lips and squiggled her hips a little in her chair, gearing herself up for her big performance. I grabbed my headphones just as Vera Mae pointed at me and mouthed the word “Go.”

      Vera Mae’s towering beehive quivered with excitement as she leaned over the board. I’ve tried to get Vera Mae to ditch her Marge Simpson volcano of carrot-colored hair, but she believes “the higher the hairdo, the closer to God.”

      There’s always that electric moment when the phone lines open and I feel a little rush of adrenaline thumping in my chest. Okay, this was it. We were live on the air in South Florida.

      “You’re on the couch with Maggie Walsh,” I said, sliding into my trademark introduction. “Today we have the renowned psychic and best-selling author Chantel Carrington with us. Welcome to the show, Chantel. It looks like the lines are flooded with calls. Are you ready to get started?” This question, of course, was strictly a formality. I could see that Chantel was more than ready; she was practically quivering with anticipation, like Sea Biscuit at the starting gate.

      “Ready!” Chantel sang out, looking giddy with excitement.

      “So, Vera Mae, who do we have first?”

      “We have Sylvia on line one, Maggie. She’s calling from Boca, and she wants to communicate with Barney, who passed recently. It was just last week, in fact—”

      “So sorry for your loss, Sylvia,” Chantel cut in smoothly, talking over the tail end of Vera Mae’s comment. “Can you tell me a little bit about Barney? I’m getting some strong vibes that you were lifelong partners.” She pursed her lips, staring up at the ceiling for a moment as if seeking inspiration.

      I followed her gaze. All I saw were some loose soundproofing tiles, so I turned my attention back to the control board.

      “We were together for eight years.” Sylvia sniffled. It sounded like she was biting back a sob. Interesting she used the word “together,” and she didn’t say “husband.” I immediately wondered, was Barney a boyfriend? Fiancé? Friend with benefits?

      “Eight wonderful years,” she went on. “After Barney died, my bed was so lonely at night, I cried myself to sleep. I just couldn’t believe he was gone.” I watched as Chantel whipped out a notepad and scribbled: Eight years. Cries herself to sleep. Guilt? Unresolved issues? Then she scrunched up her face in a fake-sympathetic look, her forehead creased in concern.

      “But he’s not really gone,” she interjected. “You know that, don’t you, Sylvia? He’s watching over you this very minute. I can feel his love, can’t you?” Chantel was making notes as she talked, spouting the familiar lines by rote.

      The idea of the dead watching over us is one of her favorite themes. The dead aren’t really gone on Planet Chantel. They are just out of sight, like the sun when a cloud passes in front of it. They’re still with us; we just can’t see them.

      Sylvia tried to rally. “Well, I know you say that in your book, Chantel, and I really do try to believe it, but sometimes I wonder—”

      “There’s nothing to wonder about.” There was a steely edge to Chantel’s voice. “You must stay positive and believe that you’ll see Barney again. Remember, our lives here on earth are short, ephemeral,” she said, warming to her subject.

      She lifted her right hand for emphasis, and a half dozen little gold bracelets clanked together. Vera Mae winced as the mike amplified the sound and the arrow on the volume meter flipped into the red. I pointed to the bracelets, and Chantel, ever the media pro, slapped her left hand over her wrist to stop the jangling sound.

      “If you’ve read my book, I Talk to Dead People, you should have a good understanding of my views on mortality, Sylvia. There is no room in your heart for doubt. You must choose love and optimism over doubt and despair.”

      I glanced into the control room and saw Vera Mae give me a little eye roll. We’d been forced to listen to Chantel’s spiel over and over, and it was getting old. Plus, Chantel never missed a chance to mention the title of her book. Once or twice was okay, but her shameless self-promotion was beginning to grate on my nerves.

      Yesterday Vera Mae threatened to hang a Chinese gong in the control room and give it a good whack every time Chantel plugged I Talk to Dead People. I caught myself drumming my fingertips on the console and made a conscious effort to stop. I glanced over at Chantel as she mouthed her all-too-familiar clichés. They were so cloying, they made my teeth ache.

      I stared hard, narrowed my eyes, and tried to send her a psychic message. Chantel, please don’t say our time here is like a drop of water in the ocean. Please, I’m begging you.

      “Our time on earth is like a drop of water in the ocean,” she said.

      So much for thought transference. Or maybe she’d heard me and had decided to tune me out. I watched as she leaned forward, her blood-red lips aiming for the mike like a heat-seeking missile.

      Not the grain of sand analogy again . . .

      “We’re like a grain of sand on the beach.”

      Ouch. I knew what was coming next. Think eye. Blink. Millisecond. Here it comes.

      “Believe me, Sylvia; our life on earth is over in the blink of an eye.”

      Hmm. I glanced at the clock. Life might be over in the blink of an eye, but this show felt like it was stretching into tomorrow. We were two minutes into the first hour, so that meant it was time for Chantel to plug one of her books. Again.

      “In chapter three of my sequel, Dead People Talk to Me, I’ll be covering this topic in some detail.”

      Ah-hah, right on schedule. And now she’s hawking the sequel to I Talk to Dead People, a book that isn’t even in print yet! Genius, right? Chantel glanced up just in time to catch Vera Mae making a throat-slitting gesture. She glared at Vera Mae for a long moment, while I ducked my head and pretended to be studying my notes.

      “Yes, but to answer Sylvia’s question,” I prodded. I looked up and plastered an innocent-looking smile on my face.

      “I was getting to that,” Chantel said testily. “I want you to know I’m feeling very strong vibes from Barney right this minute, Sylvia. In fact, he’s here in the studio.” She looked past me and gave a faint smile. “I can practically reach out and touch him. Do you see him, Maggie? He’s right behind you.”

      Wh-a-a-a-t? He’s here in the studio? Standing behind me? Yowsers!

      Vera Mae gave a startled yelp and dropped all her show notes on the floor. As she scrambled to pick them up, my heart thumped in my chest and my pulse zoomed into overdrive. A little rash of goosebumps sprang up on my arm, and I willed them away. I thought I felt a cool breeze fluttering somewhere behind my left shoulder, or was I imagining it? I refused to turn around; I wasn’t going to play into her silly game.

      I forced myself to maintain eye contact with Chantel. She was obviously a master manipulator and was playing tricks with my head, making me doubt my own perceptions. I hated to admit it, but she was good, very good.

      I don’t believe in ghosts. Again, there was another little puff of cool air behind me, and the papers ruffled slightly on the console. It was my imagination. It had to be. Or maybe the always-temperamental air-conditioning unit was pumping out erratic blasts of icy air. That’s why the papers were moving ever so slightly on the countertop.

      No way was it a sign from the dearly departed Barney!

      Was it?

      I don’t believe in ghosts.

      Do I?

      “Yes, he’s here,” Chantel continued, her voice low and silky. “I feel his presence. Don’t you feel it, Maggie?”

      “Well, um, actually—”

      “You would feel it if you were more open to it.”

      You mean I’d feel it if I were open to mass hysteria like your crazy followers. Call me Galileo, but I believe in science, not superstition. There is no way I’m going to fall for this. As a psychologist, I know all about the power of suggestion, and—

      “Barney is standing right next to you, practically screaming to be heard.”

      He is?

      I’m sure pure shock registered on my face because she added, “I’m speaking metaphorically, of course. His spirit, his aura, is in the room, not his corporeal form. I’ll send you an advance copy of my next book, Maggie, and you’ll learn how to tune in to the spirit world.”

      See what I mean? Chantel has an uncanny ability to steal the show, put me down with a snide remark, and draw the conversation back to herself. Who could compete with her I-see-a-dead-guy-in-the-studio shtick? Ghosts trump psychological insights with the audience every time. Trust me.

      “Ohmigod, Barney’s in the studio? Is he all right?” Sylvia shrieked through the headphones. I jumped in surprise, my right elbow slipping off the console. I’d been so caught up in the saga of Barney the Friendly Ghost, I’d completely forgotten about poor grieving Sylvia, waiting patiently on the other end of the line.

      “Ask him if he needs anything! Does he look good? Is he happy?” Sylvia was so excited, she was almost hyperventilating.

      “He’s very happy, Sylvia,” Chantel said warmly. “He has everything he needs. And he looks fine to me.” Chantel gave me a sly smile. “How does he look to you, Maggie?”

      Ah, a trick question. How would a dead person look? I thought for a minute and drew a blank.

      “Well, I guess he looks . . .” Dead? I wanted to say. I started to sweat a little, even though the AC was cranked up to the max. I thought I heard a faint cough sound behind me. Do ghosts cough?

      This time I really had to force myself not to look around. I was developing a nervous tic in my left shoulder, and I was stammering a little, which is also something I do when I get nervous. “I mean, I think he looks—”

      “Maggie thinks he looks fine, too, Sylvia,” Chantel interjected. Then she waited a beat, lowering her voice to a funereal tone. “But he’s worried about you, dear. He doesn’t want you to be sad or unhappy at his passing.”

      “But I miss him!” Sylvia wailed. “Of course I’m sad and unhappy.”

      “Barney wants you to know that you didn’t do anything wrong,” Chantel said firmly, her forehead wrinkling in thought. “There’s nothing you could have done differently. He knows you feel troubled about something. It seems like he left this earth very quickly. That is correct, is it not?”

      Chantel always tries to get “those left behind” to agree with her as part of her shtick. Then she builds on what they say, or changes tack if she thinks she’s veering off course.

      Dead air for a beat. “No, not really.” Sylvia sounded confused.

      Chantel frowned. “He passed unexpectedly, did he not?” Her tone was wheedling, argumentative, like Sam Waterston’s when he’s grilling a witness on Law and Order.

      “Well, no—”

      “One minute he was here, and the next he was not? That is correct, is it not?” Chantel was in rare form. She could give James Van Praagh a run for his money any day.

      “I suppose so—”

      “Then that’s unexpected, right?” She gave a derisive little snort, very unladylike. “Here one moment and gone the next. You can’t get much more unexpected than that, sweetie.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis, and all the bracelets jangled together again.

      “Yes, if you put it that way.”

      Chantel closed her eyes for a moment and put her fingertips to the bridge of her nose as if lost in thought. “I’m sensing there was a problem with his heart, or it might have been cancer.”

      Heart disease or cancer. A safe choice. Don’t most people die of those things?

      I mean, she could have gone out on a limb and said “leprosy” or “malaria,” but why should she? Nothing like hedging your bets. I found myself hoping that Barney had died in a bizarre way.

      Maybe an avalanche? Admittedly, an avalanche would be a rarity in southern Florida, but I would have loved to see Chantel try to talk her way out of that one.

      Or maybe a hang-gliding accident. That would certainly throw Chantel for a loop. Or maybe he was eaten by a shark or—

      “But he didn’t have heart trouble, and his cardiac function was fine.” Uh-oh. A doubtful note was creeping into Sylvia’s voice. Grief-stricken or not, she wasn’t falling for what Vera Mae calls Chantel’s phony-baloney.

      So now what? It looked like Chantel was way off target, and that meant it was time for a quick backpedal.

      “Of course he had heart trouble! When he died, his heart stopped, didn’t it?”

      “Yes, that’s true, but—”

      “There are no buts about it. He died because his heart stopped. That means he had heart trouble. Period.” Chantel sat back in her chair and folded her arms over her chest, looking smug and vindicated. Chantel Carrington, the psychic cardiologist.

      Dr. Oz, eat your heart out.

      Vera Mae and I locked eyes as she gave a little shrug. But doesn’t everyone die because their heart stops? Isn’t that the definition of dying? I bet our thoughts were chugging along the same track because she gave me a tiny eye roll.

      Chantel took a quick peek at her notes. Better get off the details of Barney’s passing and jump into something else fast.

      “Is he still there in the studio?” Sylvia asked.

      “Yes, he is. In fact, Barney is telling me right this minute that you were his soul mate, the love of his life,” she said slowly into the mike. “But you already know that, right?” Her tone was as treacly as molasses.

      Sylvia gave a tremulous laugh. Chantel was winning her back. “Oh yes, I do know that.” A pause. “I hope he realizes it was his time. At least that’s what Dr. Harper said.”

      Dr. Harper? Chantel hesitated, looking blank for a moment. She opened her mouth like a guppy, snapped it shut, and then took a deep breath through her nose. “Barney knows that Dr. Harper made the right decision.” She spoke slowly, the way people do when they’re not quite sure of what they’re saying.

      Had Barney been on life support? I wondered. Maybe Sylvia felt guilty about pulling the plug. I couldn’t think of any tactful way to ask, so I remained silent.

      Luckily Chantel talks enough for both of us.

      “Barney tells me his loved ones were all with him when he passed,” Chantel continued. “That must be a comfort to you.”

      “But that’s impossible. Barney didn’t have any relatives; they all died years ago.”

      Chantel blinked. She was off her game today. “Well, when I said they were with him, I meant they were waiting for him on the other side. You know, after he went into the white light and crossed the Rainbow Bridge.”

      Nice save, Chantel.

      “Oh, I see what you mean.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Vera Mae making a quack-quack motion with her hands, a sign that a commercial was coming up. Time to wrap this up ’til the next segment.

      “I’m afraid we have to take a break now—” I ventured.

      “Wait!” Sylvia pleaded. “I have to ask one more question. Does Barney know about Harold?”

      Harold? It’s awful when a caller says something out of left field, and I saw a flash of panic in Chantel’s eyes. She bit her lip uncertainly, and some of her flame red lipstick smeared onto her front teeth.

      Who was Harold? An illegitimate son? A business partner? A new romantic interest?

      “I think he does,” Chantel told her. “Yes, he’s nodding his head.” I resisted a ridiculous impulse to look around and see whether the ghostly Barney really was nodding in approval.

      “And he’s okay with that?” Sylvia asked breathlessly. “Because Harold’s sleeping with me now. I know it seems a little soon, but it was just one of those things.”

      Harold is sleeping with her, and Barney just passed last week? I felt like I was caught up in a soap opera.

      “I . . . yes, I believe Barney is okay with that,” Chantel said. She swallowed, clearly flustered. “Barney seems to be drifting away now, so I’m afraid I can’t be more specific. . . .”

      “I never thought I’d get another Pomeranian, but I bought Harold from the same breeder that Barney came from.” Sylvia was talking in a rush. Pressured speech, the shrinks call it. “He’s got papers and everything. I may show him at Westminster next year.”

      Same breeder? Westminster? Suddenly it all made sense.

      “Barney’s a dog?” I blurted out.

      “Of course he’s a dog,” Sylvia huffed. “A prizewinning Pomeranian. What did you think he was? I had to have him euthanized last week; his kidneys went. Dr. Harper said it was time. I just wanted to see if he was doing okay and to tell him about Harold.”

      I was speechless, but Vera Mae took up the slack. “And so the circle of life continues,” she muttered into her mike. “We’re coming up on a break, and we just have time for a quick word from our sponsor, Wanda’s House of Beauty.”

      The moment we went to break, Chantel and I whipped off our headphones and stared at each other in stunned silence.
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      “And we’re out. For two minutes!” Vera Mae yelled from the control room.

      Her cone of lacquered hair tottered a little as she leaned down to jam a cassette into the deck. An annoying jingle from Wanda’s House of Beauty flooded the studio, and Vera Mae motioned for me to read the live copy that was sitting in front of me.

      The thirty-second spot is called a “donut” because it opens and closes with music; there’s a “hole” in the middle for me to say my lines. This means there are ten seconds of music and ten seconds for me to read the ad copy, and then the music returns before fading out in the last ten seconds. It’s a good deal for the sponsor. It saves on production costs, and it’s very flexible; we can change the ad copy without recording a whole new commercial.

      “Don’t miss our midweek special,” I said into my mike. The music was jacked up too high, and I practically had to shout to make myself heard. I felt myself wincing as I read the lines. Vera Mae is supposed to lower the volume for the voice-over part of the commercial, but I figured she was still rattled from Sylvia’s call. I know I was.

      “Thirty percent off on highlights, this week only.” I was racing through the lines. It looked like too much copy for ten seconds, and the words were tumbling over each other. “Single-process color is only forty dollars, and that includes being blown out of this world.”

      Blown out of this world? Where had that come from? I felt like my brain had slammed into a wall. Chantel snickered, sitting back in her chair.

      “I mean, that includes a blow-dry,” I said hastily.

      Music up and out. I saw Vera Mae bent over the control board, flipping dials, booting up the music for the end of the spot.

      “Nice commercial,” Chantel said in her Queen of Snark voice. “Did you write it?”

      “No, we have a copywriter.” I paused. “Well, she’s sort of a copywriter. It’s Irina, the girl at the front desk.”

      Chantel laughed. “Sort of?” she mocked. “I’ll say.”

      Irina strikes again! I bit back a sigh. Irina is our beautiful blonde receptionist from Sweden. She manages pretty well in English, but jokes and double entendres go whizzing right by her. Cyrus, in one of his typical cost-cutting moves, decided that Irina could double as a copywriter, churning out radio copy in addition to handling the reception desk.

      I knew it was time to talk to Cyrus again about hiring a real copywriter. Someone who understands the English language. This was getting ridiculous. A few more bloopers like this and the FCC will pull me off the air.

      Vera Mae ran a promo for a Cypress Grove celebration for the next sixty seconds and muted the sound. She opened her mike, and her voice floated into the studio.

      “I can’t believe it. Barney was a dog! A show dog!” She grabbed her midsection and chortled. “I have to tell you, Maggie, I never saw that one coming.”

      “Barney was a dog,” I mused. “I was sure he was her boyfriend. I was really blindsided by that one.” I turned to my guest. “How about you, Chantel? I guess Sylvia caught all of us off guard.”

      “She didn’t catch me off guard, not for a second.” My guest was playing it cool, inspecting her blood-red nails. They looked phony, like acrylics. Her fake-violet eyes glittered with amusement, and she ran her hand through her gypsy curls. I wondered whether they were fakes, too, maybe extensions?

      “You mean you knew? How did you figure it out?”

      “I didn’t have to figure it out. I knew it from the first word out of Sylvia’s mouth.” She gave me a nasty smirk. “And don’t forget, I saw Barney in the studio. Apparently, you didn’t.” She threw a meaningful glance over my left shoulder, but I refused to take the bait.

      I smiled at her, but I didn’t turn around. No more head trips, Chantel!

      She wrinkled her nose like Samantha does on those Bewitched reruns. “Poor Barney, I think he needs a bath because he’s got a major case of doggie odor.” She waited a beat to see whether I would react. I didn’t. “You know he’s still with us in the studio, right? He’s standing right behind your right shoulder, Maggie. He’s moved a little closer.”

      Liar, liar, pants on fire.

      I swear I caught a puff of hot doggie breath on my shoulder just then. And a faint whiff of liver treats.

      

      “Well, that was a doozie of a show,” Vera Mae said later. “Holy moly, that call about Barney was the worst.”

      “I thought the caller who wanted to talk to her dead cat was the worst.”

      “Damn straight. I halfway expected Chantel to channel Mr. Whiskers for her, but you notice how she sidestepped that one by saying we’d be doing a whole segment on departed pets next week. Pretty clever, the way she gets some promo for herself.”

      The show was finally over. Chantel had left the studio, blowing air kisses to the staff, and I was going over programming notes with Vera Mae in my tiny office. It’s really more of a cubicle than an office, with piles of books and papers scattered everywhere, along with newspaper clippings for show ideas, and stacks of correspondence.

      You’d be surprised how many publicists send me press packets, jammed with tricolor foldouts and headshots. Either they think we have a bigger market share than we really do, or they just send out mass mailings to convince their clients that they’re covering all the bases for them.

      As the show’s producer, Vera Mae is the one who’s really responsible for booking the guests, and she combs through all the big South Florida papers, the Miami Herald, the Sun Sentinel, and the Palm Beach Post, for story ideas. But a lot of locals feel they know me because they tune in to my show every day, so they send the material directly to me. It’s always hard to say no to someone who’s a faithful listener of On the Couch, but the truth is, I have to refuse most of them. The trick is to do it without ruffling their feelings.

      “I have a splitting headache,” I said, reaching into my bag for a couple of aspirin. “Chantel was off her game today, wasn’t she?”

      “Completely. That girl wasn’t getting anything right, bless her heart.”

      Whenever Vera Mae says “bless her heart,” it means, “I’d like to wring her gosh-darn neck.”

      “I don’t suppose Cyrus will care, though. We’ll still have to invite her back next week.”

      “Oh, she’ll be back like clockwork,” Vera Mae said glumly. “All Cyrus cares about are the ratings, sugar.” She was nibbling on a Twizzler, the latest in her string of stop-smoking strategies. Before Twizzlers, she worked her way through a candy mountain of malted milk balls and Reese’s Pieces. “For some reason, your listeners are connecting with her, and that’s a fact. You know, we’re running those séance spots every hour on the hour. Who knew that dead folks would have so much to say?”

      “That reminds me,” I said, my spirits sinking. “I’m supposed to go to one of Chantel’s séances tonight. For some reason she wants me to see her in action. Maybe she thinks it’ll give me some new insight into her spirit work, as she calls it.”

      Vera Mae pulled a face. “I promised her I’d go, too. Do you want to go together? It’s down at the historical society on Water Street. We could order in a pizza and go straight from here.” She gave a wry smile. “My car’s still in the shop. I don’t know what in the world Jeb Peterson is doing to it, so if I could hitch a ride with you, that would be great.”

      “Sounds good. Lark and Lola want to come, too. So we’ll swing by my place and get them on the way if that’s okay.”

      “Of course it is. The more, the merrier. You know what they say—misery loves company,” Vera Mae added wryly.

      Lark, my twenty-three-year-old roommate, is into all things New Age and would never forgive me if I denied her the chance to go to a ghostly encounter. And Lola, my glamorous fifty-something mother, is game for anything that will improve her “art.”

      Lola is an aspiring actress who’s appeared in a string of B movies, and she’s always up for a new experience. It’s doubtful she’ll ever be called on to play a medium or psychic on-screen, but she’s a confirmed people watcher, and a séance was the perfect place to do it.

      I opened a press packet that included a self-published book on Cypress Grove history, written by Professor Bernard Grossman, a local author. It had a cheesy cover and a gluey binding, but it was obviously a three-hundred-page labor of love. I held it up for Vera Mae. “Save or toss?”

      “I’ll take it, sugar.” Vera Mae peered at the cover. “You know, I can probably get some good material out of here for those time capsule promos.” For the past month, we’d been running a major promotion called “Take Me Back in Time,” in honor of an upcoming Cypress Grove event.

      Several decades ago, the town council buried a time capsule under the courthouse, with the stipulation that it would be dug up in a hundred years. But a few months ago, a developer named Mark Sanderson started negotiating to buy the courthouse. He doesn’t care about the ugly, mock-Gothic building; all he’s interested in is the prime real estate it stands on. Sanderson plans on razing the courthouse and building a towering condo project on the valuable two-acre lot in the center of town. So that means the time capsule is going to be unearthed in less than two weeks, way ahead of schedule.

      Cyrus, who always has an eye out for ratings, decided we could get some mileage out of the time capsule story by running contests, offering prizes to listeners, and interviewing local historians.

      Vera Mae had assigned the project to Kevin Whitley, our college intern, mostly to give him something to do. Kevin is barely twenty, but he dresses like someone forty years older. Today he was sporting Larry King suspenders, a Matlock seersucker suit, and wire-rimmed glasses. He’s annoyingly cheerful, as effervescent as club soda.

      “Great show, Dr. Maggie, Miss Vera Mae.” He’s also unfailingly polite. He was on his way to the production office with a pile of tapes, but he stuck his head in my cubicle to say hello.

      “Do you really think so, Kevin?” I asked. He seemed blind to the fact that the show had been a train wreck from start to finish. I wondered what it would take to burst that sunny bubble of optimism he carried around with him.

      “Oh yes, ma’am, I did. I always do enjoy hearing Miss Chantel. I learn something new every day from her.” He gave a toothy grin, which along with his weak chin, gives him an unfortunate resemblance to Eeyore.

      “You don’t think we’ve done this topic to death, Kevin?” Vera Mae asked. “No pun intended,” she added with a grin.

      “No, ma’am! I don’t think your listeners will ever get tired of talking to dead people. In my own family, we have loads of people who talk to the departed on a daily basis.”

      And they’re not hospitalized? Or on medication?

      His tone was solemn and so reverential that I resisted making a cheap joke. “It seems to be the women in the family, mostly.” He wrinkled his forehead in thought. “Come to think of it, the women are the ones who have all the psychic powers in the Whitley clan. They just love to keep up with relatives who’ve passed.”

      I exchanged a look with Vera Mae. “And why do you suppose that is, Kevin? Why would women be more in touch with the spirit world than men?”

      “I’m not really sure. I think that maybe women have more to say. They’re just better at connecting with people, you know?”

      “Damn straight we are,” Vera Mae said. “You got that one right.” She turned to me. “Maggie, didn’t one of your guests say that women talk six times as much as men?”

      I nodded, not sure where the conversation was heading. “There’s a famous study on male-female communication,” I said. “The researchers discovered that in a one-on-one conversation between a man and a woman, a woman uses six times as many words as a man does. Maybe that’s what you’re thinking of.”

      “It doesn’t surprise me. Men don’t listen to us, so we have to repeat everything half a dozen times,” Vera Mae said darkly.

      As soon as Kevin made his way to the production room, I decided it was time to broach the subject of Irina.

      “You’re going to talk to Cyrus about hiring a real copywriter, right? That House of Beauty commercial was awful. I nearly said ‘blow job’ on the air.”

      Vera Mae laughed. “I know you did, sugar, and I’m real glad that you didn’t. The phones would be ringing off the hook with furious callers.” She sighed. “I really meant to read over that copy before I put it on the schedule, but you know, things get crazy around here. I don’t always get the time to do the things I should be doing.”

      “It’s not your fault, Vera Mae. It’s Irina. She’s just not cut out to be a copywriter. English is a second language for her. Why can’t Cyrus see that?”

      “He can’t see past saving a few bucks, honey, and that’s a fact.” She scooped up a pile of press packets. “But don’t worry. I’ll talk to him. I’ll just fib and tell him Wanda complained,” she added with a wink. “A word from the sponsor always gets his attention; you better believe it.”
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      The last moments of sunset were streaking across the western sky when Vera Mae and I left WYME for the séance at the historical society. But first we had to swing by my mock-hacienda-style townhouse to pick up Lark and Lola. As we turned onto the leafy street lined with banyan trees, I thought how lucky I was to have found this place. It’s a three-bedroom unit in a quiet residential neighborhood just ten minutes from WYME.

      A row of fragrant gardenia bushes separates my building from the Seabreeze Inn, a bright yellow-and-white Victorian B and B right next door. Ted Rollins, the manager and owner of the Seabreeze, was hosting one of his nightly wine-and-cheese receptions, and I spotted a dozen or so guests mingling on the wide front porch.

      It was a lovely evening, the air soft and balmy, the cicadas humming in the trees. Lark and Lola were sitting outside on the front step, deep in conversation.

      I was relieved to see that my mom was decked out appropriately for the occasion. She was wearing a pair of white capri pants, a striped navy-and-white boater’s sweater, and four-inch stiletto heels. This is a pretty tame outfit for a woman who’s fond of shopping at Wet Seal. The term “age appropriate” never crosses her lips; as she says, she’d “rather dress like Nicole Richie than Helen Mirren.”

      She figures the “classic look” is a slippery slope for a woman of a certain age. You’ll never find her in a pastel pantsuit and sensible pumps. She finds the whole idea of “dressing her age” terrifying. As Lola says, “Why, the next thing you know, I might be ordering the early-bird special at Applebee’s and dating a man named Sid who wears a rug.”

      At fifty-eight, Mom has the style and panache of one of those long-dead actresses of the silver screen, Dorothy Lamour, Jane Russell, Marilyn Monroe. She dresses a little young, but since she never tells anyone her real age, it probably doesn’t matter. Mom has been known to fudge the truth. The résumé stapled to the back of her head shot still lists her as “thirty-eight,” but a more accurate listing would be “thirty-eight and holding.”

      Think about it. I’m thirty-two. At the rate she’s going, she’ll soon be younger than I am, and she’s been known to introduce herself as my sister. According to Lola, she’s younger than every actress in Hollywood.

      Lola and Lark sprang to their feet when I pulled up in front of the townhouse.

      “This is going to be an amazing evening,” Lark said, climbing into the back seat after Mom. “I’ve never been to a séance, although I have seen auras around people.”

      “Is that so?” Vera Mae asked diplomatically. “Too bad you’re weren’t in the studio today; you might have seen Fido’s aura.” Vera Mae winked at me.

      “You mean Barney,” I corrected her.

      “Who’s Barney?” Lark asked.

      “He’s a dog.” I checked my watch and pulled away from the curb. We’d be a little early for the séance, but I wanted to get a good seat.

      “A dead dog,” Vera Mae offered.

      “Well, you can’t leave us hanging,” Lola said. “I missed part of the show today. What happened?”

      “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you all about it later,” I promised.

      “Do you suppose the press will be there tonight?” Mom asked breathlessly.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror, and I could see her touching up her lip gloss. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d tucked a few extra headshots in her tote bag. Mom likes to be prepared. She once chased a guy with a beard who was wearing a baseball cap five blocks down Rodeo Drive. When she finally caught up with him, she realized it wasn’t Steven Spielberg—just some insurance agent from Ohio.

      “The press? I don’t think so,” Vera Mae said. “Not unless the Cypress Grove Gazette sends someone. What about that reporter friend of yours, Nick Harrison? Do you suppose he’ll be at the séance, Maggie?”

      “No, I remember distinctly that Chantel said she didn’t want any media present. The event is open to the public, so she can’t keep them out, but she certainly isn’t encouraging it. The presence of reporters disturbs the spirits, she told me.”

      “Ha! I bet Chantel said that because she’s afraid they’ll run an exposé on her. The reporters must know this is all a load of malarkey. You know, someone should do a little investigating on that girl, Maggie. She gave us that press packet, and we’ve been accepting it as gospel truth.” Vera Mae raised her eyebrows. “Maybe there are some dark secrets in her past.”

      An interesting idea. I made a mental note to ask Nick to do a quick background check on Chantel Carrington for me. Nick is a first-rate investigative reporter who’s covering arts and entertainment features for the tiny Cypress Grove Gazette while he waits for his big break. He’d love to move to the Miami Herald or the Palm Beach Post, but things are tough in the newspaper business right now, so he has to stay put in our little town.

      “Are you saying Chantel is a fraud, a charlatan?” Lark piped up. “That’s disappointing because a lot of people believe in her.”

      She gave a tiny shake of her head, and her blue eyes looked troubled. Lark is determined to think the best of everyone and doesn’t share my cynical view of humanity. In many ways, she and I are polar opposites. Lark is an incurable optimist and believes in cosmic harmony, yin and yang, and the idea that the universe sometimes bestows blessings in the form of apparent disasters.

      “Well, you just have to take
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