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      Something was horribly wrong.

      I knew it before I opened my eyes, before I saw the faint pinkish-orange light seeping in between the faux-teak blinds that shutter my bedroom windows. It was barely dawn, yet I could hear someone rattling around my condo, moving from the hall into the kitchen.

      I instantly slammed into Def Con 1. I sat straight up in bed, pulse racing, nerve endings tingling, skin prickling at the back of my neck. An icy finger traced a lazy trail down my spine and I crept out of bed, yanking my arms into my favorite terry bathrobe.

      I was gripped by a fear so intense, I could hardly breathe.

      A home invasion? Call 911! I reached for my cell phone, then realized with a stab of despair that I’d left it in the kitchen. How annoying. Not only was I going to die, I was going to die because of my own stupidity, just like the heroine in a Kevin Williamson flick. Never an ideal way to go.

      I could only hope there would be enough of my body left for the police to make a positive ID. Maybe the pale blue bathrobe, decorated with goofy yellow ducks, would give them a clue. My roommate, Lark Merriweather, always says that no one over twelve years old would be caught dead in it.

      Or alive, for that matter.

      I tiptoed to the bedroom door, my heart lodged in my throat. I felt the beginning of flop sweat sprouting under my arms as I cautiously turned the door knob. At least Lark would be spared. She was away for the weekend, visiting friends in Key West. But where was my dog, Pugsley? He’d been sleeping at the foot of my bed when I’d drifted off to sleep watching Colbert. Had he been abducted? The victim of foul play? I couldn’t face life without Pugsley. Rising hysteria!

      And then I heard a familiar voice.

      A breathy, smoke-filled voice, early Kathleen Turner. My shoulders slumped with relief and I shuffled out of the bedroom, my pulse stuttering back to normal.

      In the kitchen, I found both good news and bad news awaiting me.

      The good news was that there was no sign of a crazed serial killer, no ax murderer.

      The bad news was that my mother, Lola Walsh, was back in town.

      In my condo, to be precise. She must have let herself in with her key sometime during the night and now she was padding around my living room, talking on her cell.

      “That would be just fabulous, darling, fabulous! How can I ever thank you?” A pause and then, “Oh, you naughty boy. I’ll have to think of something, won’t I? But will your wife approve? You know what they say, ‘what the mind doesn’t know, the heart doesn’t feel.’” Her tone was lascivious, bordering on high-camp, and I had to stifle a grin. She turned around and flashed me a broad wink.

      Lola was on full-throttle, charming someone with her Marilyn Monroe “happy-birthday-mister-president” voice. Lola’s an actress, although she’s having trouble finding parts these days, because she’s “of a certain age,” as she likes to say.

      According to Lola, the Hollywood establishment has been hijacked by the long-legged ingénues who edge out classically trained actresses like herself. Although God knows, she tries her best to stay in the game.

      Sometimes she tries too hard.

      Today, for example, she was wearing a spaghetti-strapped tank top with a pair of red-and-white, Hawaiian-print, skin-tight capris. Her considerable assets were spilling out of the tank top, making her look like a geriatric version of a Hooter’s girl.

      Age is “just a number” to Lola. A flexible number. I’m 32, and ten years ago, Lola listed her age on her resume as thirty-eight. As far as I know, she’s still thirty-eight. Don’t try to do the math, it will make your teeth hurt. And her head shot is a sort of reverse Dorian Gray, since it makes her look younger than I do. She often introduces me as her sister, which would probably have me in analysis for years, if I didn’t happen to be a shrink by profession.

      “You’re awake!” she said, flipping the phone shut and enveloping me in a hug. Her voice was warm and breezy as a summer’s day. “Maggie, you’ll never guess who that was,” she added playfully.

      “Nicolas Sarkozy?”

      “Oh, don’t be silly. He’s married to that super-model, Carla Bruni.” She glanced at the clock. “Besides, it’s two AM in Paris. C’mon, try again.”

      I gently untangled myself from her embrace and made tracks for the coffeepot. I always set everything up the night before, so all it takes is a quick push of the ON button. That’s all my sleep-fogged brain can handle first thing in the morning. A nice mug of steaming dolce de leche to start the day. I was still feeling shaky with adrenaline and took a couple of deep, calming breaths.

      “Mom, you know I hate to guess.” She made a little moue of disappointment and I sighed. I knew I had to play the game or I’d never be able to drink my coffee in peace. “Okay, Daniel Craig called. He wants you to fly to London and have drinks with him at Claridge’s tonight.”

      “Nope.” She giggled and clapped her hands together. “Although that certainly sounds like fun. I love his movies and he’s a major hunk.”

      I smelled the coffee brewing, my own extra-caffeinated version, and greeted Pugsley, who heard my voice and came racing in from the balcony. Pugsley is the furry love of my life, a three-year old rescue dog who understands my most intimate thoughts and feelings. He’s the next best thing to a soul mate and gives me what every woman craves.

      Unconditional love and a ton of sloppy kisses.

      Plus he’s game for anything if it makes me happy. How many guys can you think of who would curl up on the sofa with me on a Saturday night to watch Marley and Me for the third time?

      Mom’s voice pulled me back from my reverie.

      “Guess again! Who called?” She held up my favorite WYME mug and dangled it just out of reach. WYME is the radio station that I left my Manhattan psychoanalytic practice for—I host a call-in show, On the Couch with Maggie Walsh. It’s a small south Florida market, and strictly a bottom-rungs-of-show biz operation, but I love my job and I don’t miss those New York winters.

      “Mom, I swear I don’t know.” I sank into a chair at the kitchen table and put my head in my hands. I said the first Hollywood name I could think of. “Aaron Spelling?”

      “Don’t be silly. He’s already passed,” Mom said crisply. “It would take James Van Praagh to reach him now.”

      “Then I give up.”

      Mom shook her head. “You give up way too easily.” She paused dramatically. “Okay, that was Hank Watson on the phone.” She waited for a reaction, her blue eyes flashing with excitement, her magenta nails beating a tattoo on the table. “The Hank Watson.” She raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows for emphasis.

      She released the mug and I immediately crossed to the counter and poured myself a hefty cup of coffee. Ah, sweet bliss.

      “Hank Watson! Director Hank Watson,” she added, shaking her head in exasperation. “Don’t you watch Access Hollywood? What in heaven’s name do you watch? The History Channel? C-Span?”

      “I take it he’s a film director.” I sipped my coffee, enjoying that first quick jolt of caffeinated energy flooding my system.

      “Not just any film director.” Her voice was gently chiding. “He’s a master of the horror genre. Didn’t you ever see Night Games? Or Highway to Hell? And what about, A Night to Forget? He won the Okaloosa County Film Festival award for that one.”

      I frowned. These all sounded like B-movies that probably played to three people in Kentucky before going straight to video. Only one name rang a bell. “A Night to Forget? Was that the old flick about the Titanic?”

      “No, that was A Night to Remember,” she said with heavy patience.

      “Okay, tell me about Hank Watson. And the phone call.” Pugsley jumped into my lap hoping for a piece of croissant that didn’t materialize. Unless Lark had picked up some “bakery,” before she left town, Puglsey and I were both going to be stuck with a healthy breakfast. Kibble for him and high-fiber cereal for me. Blech.

      “Well, brace yourself, darling. Hank made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. Your mom’s going to be a movie star. Again.” She sat down across from me, her cornflower blue eyes dazzling.

      “A movie star?”

      “It’s a speaking part,” she said, backpedaling swiftly. I raised my eyebrows. “No, it’s not an under-five,” she added quickly with a toss of her head. “It’s a small role, but you know what they say....”

      “There are no small roles, only small actors,” I parroted.

      She grinned. “I’ve taught you well.” She smiled approvingly. Some of Mom’s recent roles have been the dreaded “under-fives,” meaning she had fewer than five lines of dialogue. As an “under-five,” she’s relegated to lousy pay and the tiniest of bit parts. Last month she was a waitress in a Georgia barbecue joint (“Do you want hush puppies with that, hon?”) and just last week she played an emergency room nurse. (“Get the crash cart! He’s flat-lining!”)

      In an industry rife with rejection (ninety-eight percent of Screen Actors Guild actors are unemployed at any given time) mom has learned to never turn down work. You never know when another part will come along and the competition is fierce. Five hundred people can turn up to audition for a two-line role.

      “Tell me about the movie.”

      I rummaged in the pantry, found a five day-old Entenmann’s crumb-topped coffee cake and zapped it in the microwave for exactly five seconds. Then I cut a hefty wedge for each of us. Fiber has its place, but you can never go wrong with Entenmann’s Breakfast of Champions.

      “Well, you know Hank and I go way back,” she began. “Years ago, when I was getting my feet wet in Hollywood, Hank was making a name for himself as a director.”

      “So the two of you started out together?” I broke off a corner of coffee cake for Pugsley who was beating a staccato on the floor with his tiny feet. He wolfed it down and gave me one of those intent stares that Pugs do so well, his dark eyes riveted on my face.

      “In a way,” Mom said cautiously. “I’m much younger than Hank, of course.”

      “Of course.” I plastered a nonchalant look on my face. According to Mom, she’s younger than everyone in Hollywood, with the possible exception of Dakota Fanning. “So he wants you to fly out to Hollywood to work on his latest flick? “

      “No, something better! He’s going to be filming part of the movie right here in south Florida, in Cypress Grove. How perfect is that? He got a really good deal from the Florida Film Commission, and he can’t wait to start shooting here. You know, the sunlight, the ocean, the scenery—this place is paradise for a cinematographer.” She was as giddy as if she’d taken a hit of Ecstasy. “Just think, Hank and I will be together again, just like in the old days.”

      “I’m happy for you, Mom. What’s the movie called?” I wanted to take a peek at the Cypress Grove Gazette that was spread out on the table, but I knew Mom was on a roll and I figured I’d better play along. I couldn’t imagine anyone shooting a movie here, but I decided to take Mom’s word for it.

      Cypress Grove is a sleepy Florida town, north of Boca, not too far from Palm Beach, and a pleasant ride to Fort Lauderdale. As the Chamber of Commerce says on their welcome sign, “Cypress Grove. We’re near every place else you’d rather be!” I never could figure out if that was said tongue-in-cheek. Maybe, maybe not.

      “The film is called Death Watch and it stars Adriana St. James. It will be wonderful to work with her again. I haven’t seen her in years, you know.”

      I frowned. “Adriana St. James? Mom, I thought you loathed her. How can you stand to be in a movie with her?”

      “Oh, that was nothing, a mere creative difference of opinion.” Mom reached down to pat Pugsley, her face melting into a dreamy smile. “You know how it is with us theater people. One minute we’re discussing Larry Olivier and Hamlet and the next we’re arguing over whether or not Jeremy Given really had mercury poisoning when he bailed out of that David Mamet play.” She gave a wry little laugh. “It doesn’t mean a thing, darling. It’s just the artistic temperament shining through. We’re bound to clash from time to time. We always kiss and make up.”

      “Mom, you told me Adriana dumped a very large Caesar salad in your lap at Chasen’s one night. She claimed you were sleeping with her husband. The whole story was on Page Six.”

      “Oh, yes, the Caesar salad.” Mom frowned. “You know, I never did get that stain out of my Chanel suit. I had to donate it to charity. Just think, some poor homeless person is probably wandering around Rodeo Drive, wearing a vintage Chanel with a really big stain on the skirt.”

      “Mom, I don’t think homeless people spend much time on Rodeo Drive—”

      Lola cut me off with a wry little laugh. “Well darling, no one could seriously believe I would sleep with her husband. What a dreadful little man! The funny thing is, I was probably the only woman in Hollywood who wasn’t sleeping with Marvin.” Mom chortled. “He had so many girlfriends, he made Warren Beatty look like a celibate monk.”

      I took at peek at the Gazette. Nothing on the front page about the film. I quickly riffled through the sections, local, business, A & E. Zilch. I’d have to call Nick, my reporter pal, the moment I got into work.

      “The movie deal isn’t a secret, is it, Mom? Because there’s nothing in the local paper about it.”

      “Well, maybe not in this paper,” she said. “Hank said the news is hitting the Hollywood Reporter today. And the Los Angeles Times and the New York Times.” She reached over and tapped the Gazette with a manicured fingernail. “You’re living in a time warp, sweetie, a time warp. I wonder when the news will make it to this burg?”

      [image: ]

      I strolled into WYME show around noon, with plenty of time to call my favorite reporter, Nick Harrison, at the Gazette. I waved to Irina sitting at the reception desk, before heading down the hallway to my cubby hole of an office.

      Irina is our beautiful blonde receptionist, straight from Sweden. Irina is doing her best to master the English language, but she’s making slow progress. Puns, humor, and slang expressions go whizzing over her head, which leads to some embarrassing gaffes and a few double-entendres.

      Today, she was chatting with Big Jim Wilcox, our sports announcer. “So I said to Gustav, I can’t go back to square zero, no way! It’s time to fish or get off the pot.”

      “Time to fish or get off the pot, that’s a good one.” Big Jim chortled appreciatively. He was peering over the reception desk, hoping to catch a view of Irina’s impressive cleavage. Big Jim spends a lot of time hanging around Irina, laughing outrageously at her comments, letting his eyes skim lustfully over her body.

      But this time Irina was too fast for him. She jutted her chin, folded her arms primly over her chest, scooting her desk chair back several feet from the desk.

      “Is Gustav your boyfriend?” Big Jim asked. He was ogling her, with his tongue practically hanging out of his mouth like Jim Carrey in The Mask.

      “Boyfriend?” Irina gave a sardonic laugh. “No, not boyfriend, he is landlord. He is...how you say, filthy old man. He is at least forty years old. I would have to be cuckoo to be interested in old man like that.”

      “Oh. I see.” Big Jim’s face flushed and he backed away. I knew Big Jim had hit the big four-oh at least five years ago. “Well, that’s very interesting, Irina. I better get back to the sports desk now,” he added, beating a hasty retreat. It was obvious how his mind was working. If Gustav was a “dirty old man” at 40, that made Big Jim—out of the running!

      Score one for Irina. Zero for Big Jim.

      Vera Mae, my producer, scurried out from the control room to meet me in my tiny office. “Hey girl, did you have a good week-end?”

      I tossed my oversized hobo bag on the desk and riffled through the viewer mail. “Lola’s back in town.” I arched an eyebrow, waiting for Vera Mae’s response. “Need I say more?”

      “Oh Lord,” she said, sinking into my visitor chair. “And I have the feeling she has more on her mind than shopping at the Sawgrass Outlets.” Vera Mae patted her towering beehive, which she’d lacquered like a Ukrainian Easter egg. My producer hails from Georgia and she’s of the firm belief that “the higher the hair-do, the closer to God.”

      “You’re not going to believe this, but she told me she’s got a part in a movie being filmed here. Some schlockmeister flick called Death Watch. Have you heard anything about it?”

      “A movie? Being filmed here in Cypress Grove?”

      I nodded. “Someone named Hank Watson is the director. Lola actually has a speaking role.”

      “I haven’t heard a thing about it. We could check with Cyrus. He’s still head of the Chamber of Commerce, far as I know. If there’s any filming going on, he’d be sure to know about it.”

      “Good idea.” I gave myself a mental head slap. Of course, Cyrus Still, the station manager at WYME, would know about Death Watch. I’d talk to Nick first, and then Cyrus.

      Vera Mae reached for a pack of cherry Twizzlers I keep in my desk drawer and helped herself to one. Vera Mae has been trying to give up smoking since I joined WYME a few months ago, and she’s going through at least twenty Twizzlers a day.

      “We could do a show on it, you know? Maybe you could interview the stars, or you could even do a remote broadcast from the set? Cyrus would like that. Ratings are down this month.” She lowered her voice. “He thinks we need to jazz up the show a little, get some exciting guests, some more controversial topics. I think he’s gonna bring it up at the next staff meeting.”

      “I’m not sure what he expects me to do. It’s not like we’re going to lure any big names to WYME,” I reminded her. “How bad are the ratings?” I asked after a moment. I hated to ask, but I had to know.

      “Well, you know how you and Bob Figgs on the Swine Report used to have identical ratings?”

      “I sure do. We always tie for last place.” Bob Figgs calls himself a “radio personality” in all his publicity, so I do, too. It was embarrassing to see my show, On the Couch with Maggie Walsh, linked with his.

      Vera Mae leaned closer and whispered, “I hate to tell you, sweetie, but Bobby’s inching ahead of you.”

      “Omigod, you’re kidding! I’m losing out to a show about hogs?” And to think I left a nice, cushy psychoanalytic practice in Manhattan for this, I added silently. What was I thinking?

      “It looks that way, hon.”

      “If we can’t change the guests, maybe we should change the title,” I suggested. “On the Couch with Maggie Walsh. It doesn’t really pop, does it?”

      “Now, I wouldn’t go messin’ with the title. You know Cyrus loves that title. He thought of it himself. He thinks it’s sort of cute and sexy.”

      I rolled my eyes. “He probably doesn’t even know it’s a reference to Freud, a play on words.”

      “It is?” Vera Mae put her Twizzler down to stare at me. “Well, butter my butt and call me a biscuit. What’s Freud got to do with it?”

      “Freud 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.”

      “Well, you got me on that one, girl. Sounds mighty impressive, though. I don’t think you should change it.”

      At that very moment, Kevin Whitley, our college intern, popped his head into my cubicle.

      He’s annoyingly cheerful—as effervescent as club soda.

      “Hi there, Doctor Maggie.”

      Kevin is barely 20 but he dresses like someone 40 years older. Today he was sporting Larry King suspenders, a Matlock seersucker suit and wire-rimmed glasses. Bizarre.

      Worse, I noticed he was squinting at a sheaf of papers that looked vaguely familiar. Oh god, the Nielsen Reports. “Maybe if you have a sec, you can explain something to me.” He gave a wide smile, showing a large number of teeth, which gave him an unfortunate resemblance to Eeyore.

      “Sure, Kevin. I’ll certainly try.” I flashed a helpless look at Vera Mae who raised her eyebrows. Maybe she knew what was coming.

      “Doctor Maggie, what does it mean exactly when the Nielsen Report says your show has a minus twelve? How could you have a negative number? I’m afraid we haven’t covered that yet in broadcasting school.” His toothy grin never wavered.

      “A minus twelve?” I shrieked, pulling the papers out of his hand. I forced myself to take a deep, calming breath. I stalled for time, even though the numbers were right there in front of me. “Well, Kevin, a minus twelve means….”

      “Yes, Doctor Maggie?”

      “It means not only is no one listening to my stupid show, but twelve people are marching outside, picketing the station and throwing rocks!” I snorted in disgust. “That’s what it means.”

      Kevin’s face crumpled and he put his fist to his mouth, his eyes wide with shock. “Doctor Maggie! Bite your tongue! You shouldn’t be saying things like that.”

      “She’s kidding,” Vera Mae said quickly. “Kevin, why don’t you go check and see if the coffee pot is turned on in the breakroom. I filled it with hazelnut decaf this morning, but I may have forgotten to hit the start button. You know how the announcers get antsy if they don’t have their morning joe.”

      “Sure thing, Miss Vera Mae.” Kevin grinned and loped off down the hall like an obedient border collie, glad to have something to do.

      “Could my show really be a minus twelve?” I asked, aghast.

      Vera Mae gently took the papers out of my hand. I hadn’t realized I was holding them in a death grip; my knuckles were white and I was hyperventilating. “Maggie, you’re gonna have an aneurysm if you let this stuff get to you. I’m worried about you, girl.”

      “I’ll be fine, Vera Mae.” I gritted my teeth and tried to come up with a game plan. I had to increase my ratings, but how?

      “Well, first off, you can’t be telling Kevin things like that,” she chided me. “Even in jest.”

      “It wasn’t said in jest,” I said tightly. “I was dead serious.”

      “Well, it’s not a negative number,” she said, peering at the sheets. “See, look right here, it’s a tiny bit better than you thought.” She flipped to another page and pointed to a column of numbers. I was listed right under Bob Figgs, the King of Pork. It wasn’t a negative twelve after all.

      “It’s still bad.” I let out my breath in a slow whoosh.

      “You’re right, sugar, there’s no way to put a good spin on this. We need something to boost these numbers. A movie would do the trick. Let me get right on it. I’ll make some calls. If no one’s covering it locally, maybe we could get an exclusive interview with some of the stars. The first thing we need to do is find out who knows a dang thing about the movie. We have to start at the top.”

      “I’m going to put in a call to Nick at the Gazette,” I said. “And I might even call that AP stringer up in Boca.”

      “I know something that’s a lot quicker.” Vera Mae grinned. “I’ll just call Wanda at the House of Beauty. If there’s a movie company coming to town, she’ll know about it. There’s not much that gets by Wanda.” She heaved herself out of the chair and grabbed a couple of Twizzlers for the road. She tapped her watch and gave me a meaningful look. “You can’t spend too much time, frettin’ over this, you need to go through some of that listener mail.”

      I nodded grimly. “I’ll get right on it.”
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      “Hey, Maggie, what’s up?”

      Nick Harrison’s voice came racing across the line. Nick and I have been friends since I first arrived in town and he interviewed me for the Cypress Grove Gazette. Nick covers arts and entertainment, but he’d love to be an investigative reporter and he’s angling to get into a bigger market like Miami or Atlanta.

      “I need to pick your brain.”

      “Slim pickins’,” he teased. “What can I do for you?”

      “Any news about a movie being shot here? Death Watch, by a director called Hank Watson?” I heard Nick typing in the background.

      “How’d do you hear about it,” he asked idly.

      “My mother has a part in it. But she doesn’t know the start date and I’m wondering if it’s legit.”

      “If it’s Hank Watson, it’s probably legit. Probably one of his straight-to-video epics. I bet it’s an Indie, though.” He sounded preoccupied and I heard more tapping in the background. A long beat passed. “Okay, here it is. Death Watch is legit, and filming is supposed to begin in Cypress Grove this week, maybe as early as tomorrow. The film company should be rolling into town late today. Gotta run, I’ll keep you posted.”

      O-kaaaay.

      A few minutes later, Cyrus Still, the station manager, handed me a press release and asked me to start plugging the movie on my show. So now it was official.

      “How did Cypress Grove ever persuade Hank Watson to come to town? I figured he’d rather shoot exteriors in Boca or Palm Beach, or maybe even Key West.”

      Cyrus grinned. “In this business, connections pay off, Maggie. Big-time. Not many people know this, but Hank and I went to Ohio State together.”

      “You’re kidding!”

      “Yeah, it sure beats all. Hank went out to Hollywood and I guess I missed my chance because I fell in love with small town radio. Oh well, you know what they say, woulda, shoulda, coulda. Can’t complain. I’ve always been happy here. Maybe I’m just a hick at heart.”

      It’s true, I suppose. As Irina always says, “Cyrus is a big wheel in a little pond.”

      Cyrus paused, helping himself to a Reese’s peanut butter cup from the jar I keep on my desk. “When I heard that they planned to shoot in south Florida, I called up the production office out in LA and got the name of the location manager, Eddie Kosinski. It turns out that he was looking at Manalapan and a couple of other places in Palm Beach County.”

      “Manalapan? Interesting.” I knew that Manalapan and Lake Worth were popular with cinematographers. Body Heat, the steamy flick that launched Kathleen Turner’s career was shot in both those cities. I still was amazed that a film company would want to come to a little boondocks town like Cypress Grove. I wondered if Cyrus had an ace up his sleeve.

      “And that was all it took? A phone call?”

      I was stunned by his initiative. It was totally out of character. In many ways, Cyrus has a lot in common with Pugsley. They both enjoy long naps, are addicted to junk food, and try to get as little physical or mental exercise as possible.

      Cyrus nodded, pleased with himself. “Well, luck was with me. It turns out Eddie went to Ohio State, too, so I sent him some digital shots of the town and the beach. I guess he liked what he saw.” He reached for another candy. “Plus we offered them a really sweet deal. A lot of the stars will be staying at the Seabreeze Inn, and we’re picking up the tab. Figure it’s a small price to pay for all the free publicity we’ll be getting. The town will be flooded with tourists.”

      “Tourists? Yes, I suppose it will.” I thought of Vera Mae’s views on tourists: If it’s tourist season, why can’t we shoot them? Vera Mae likes the cozy, Mayberry-like feel to Cypress Grove and wouldn’t be thrilled that a gawker-invasion was in the works.

      “You know, my mom has a part in the movie,” I said idly, flipping through my phone log.

      “Really?” Cyrus stopped chomping on the peanut butter cup long enough to look surprised. “You could have her back as a guest on the show, if you want. I remember the ratings were really good that time she co-hosted with you. In fact, they were through the roof.”

      “I remember,” I said, trying to keep the edge out of my voice. How well I remembered Lola’s guest appearance on my show! A guest had cancelled at the last minute and Vera Mae had come up with the bright idea of Lola co-hosting the show with me.

      It was a success for Lola and a disaster for me. The listeners remembered Lola from her soap opera days and she practically hijacked my own show right out from under me. All the calls were about Lola’s soap opera career and everyone wanted her advice on life and love. On the Couch with Maggie Walsh had morphed into Lola Walsh: My Life in Soaps.

      “So do you want to schedule Lola for next week? Maybe do a special show on her first day on the set, something like that?”

      “Sounds good. She’d like that.” Total understatement. Correction. She’d love that.

      Vera Mae bustled by, carrying a stack of newspapers—probably the Miami Herald, the Sun-Sentinel, and the Palm Beach Post. Even though we’re a small town market, Vera Mae is always on the lookout for news stories featuring visiting celebrities, authors, people who might be interesting show guests.

      She waited until Cyrus ambled off before darting in my office and plunking the papers on my visitor’s chair. “Well, I guess you heard the news.” Her expression was glum. “It’s really gonna happen. Wanda gave me the low-down on Death Watch. They start shooting here tomorrow and that means the trailers and trucks will be rolling in this afternoon. And they even hired Wanda as a part-time hairdresser on the set! That girl is over the moon.” She heaved a sigh.

      “You don’t sound too happy about it,” I teased her. “Maybe this will finally put Cypress Grove on the map.”

      “Maybe,” she said slowly. “It’ll mean a lot of tourists. What if we end up like Key West?”

      “Key West?”

      “Yeah, can you imagine a bunch of people running around town in parrothead hats, looking for Margaritaville?”

      I bit back a laugh. “I don’t think Cypress Grove will ever be that famous, Vera Mae. Maybe it’ll all turn out better than you think.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” she said morosely. “Hollywood’s comin’ to town, and there’s not a gosh darn thing we can do about it.”
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      “Can you believe it?” Mom asked me that evening, flashing her pearly Hollywood teeth. “Tomorrow is showtime.” She was dancing around the condo clutching Puglsey as she swayed to “You Can Go Your Own Way” by Fleetwood Mac. When the song ended, she finally returned Puglsey to the sofa and sank onto a kitchen chair.

      Lark, my roommate, had returned earlier in the day and had cooked a big pot of veggie fettucine alfredo for dinner.

      Lark was ladling out the pasta when Mom clutched her hand dramatically to her chest. “Oh, that Stevie Nicks. I could have been in her shoes, you know. I would need extensions, of course.” She picked up a lock of her platinum hair and let it fall back softly to her shoulders.

      Lark and I exchanged a look and I thought I detected just the hint of an eye-roll. Lark is slim and petite with choppy blonde tresses that give her a young Meg Ryan sort of look. She has a sweet, pixyish face and is the kindest person I’ve ever met. She’s much too polite to ever challenge Lola on her flights of fancy and she either deftly changes the subject, or says something flattering.

      At twenty-three, she hasn’t been beaten down by life and has a sunny optimism that is at odds with my own rather cynical personality. Her favorite movie is Forrest Gump and mine is anything by Steven Spielberg. I think that says it all.

      “I can just picture you in a rock band, Lola,” she said loyally. “You’d be terrific.”

      “Yes, sometimes it’s like a knife in my heart to know that I could have been up there on stage with Lindsey Buckingham.” She gave a heavy sigh, and Pugsley gave a little yip of concern, trotting over from the sofa.

      He’s incredibly sensitive to human distress, and he’s also a big fan of Lark’s pasta.

      You decide.

      “It’s all right, Pugsley,” Lola said, reaching down to pet him. “Opportunity knocks but once, as they say, and this is a brutal business.”

      I felt another stroll down memory lane coming on. I sat down, fortified myself with a hefty slug of Chardonnay and tossed a tiny chunk of French bread to Pugsley. He opened his mouth like a sea lion and swallowed it whole.

      “Mom,” I began, “you’re not really suggesting that you could have joined Fleetwood Mac, are you? You can’t even carry a tune. I thought you auditioned for a music video once and the director said you were tone deaf.”

      “Well, he had to say that, didn’t he, my dear?” She leaned over to Lark and winked. “He had already picked out a girl for the role, you see. Some sweet young thing caught his eye, and I didn’t have a chance. He was blind to my charms.”

      “That’s awful, so unfair,” Lark said staunchly. She patted Lola sympathetically on the arm. “You can’t let it get to you, though. I believe in karma, Lola, and I bet that girl never went anywhere with her career. You’ve probably had a lot more success than she’s had.”

      Lola hesitated, her cornflower blue eyes flickering down to Pugsley. “Oh well. She did all right, I suppose. In fact, she’s made something of a name for herself in the music business.”

      “Really? Who is she?”

      “Beyonce.”

      Beyonce?

      Lark raised her eyebrows, her lips twitching. Lola has a vivid imagination and some of her show biz stories are so over the top, one can only smile.

      “Give me the run-down on your schedule tomorrow,” I said briskly. “You’re going to meet with wardrobe and then do a quick line rehearsal?”

      “Yes, that’s right,” Lola replied, returning to Planet Earth. “I’m going to have to wriggle into my Spanx if I want to squeeze into my outfit. I told the wardrobe mistress I was a size four. What was I thinking?” She eyed the big ceramic bowl of veggie pasta, as if angling for a second portion, and then sipped some iced tea instead.

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” said Lark, ever the optimist. “Then what?”

      “Then I have a quick run-through of my lines with Hank. We’re doing a table reading. I already have my sides, so I’ll have to go over them tonight.”

      “Your sides?” Lark looked puzzled.

      “They call them sides,” I explained. “They don’t bother copying the whole script, they just give you the pages with your lines.”

      “That’s great that you didn’t even have to audition,” Lark said.

      “I know, I was very lucky.” Lola smiled. “I think Hank has seen enough of my work that he knows I can deliver the goods. I expect to have my entire role memorized by tomorrow.”

      “Won’t it be sort of odd, though, not knowing how the story ends? I mean, you only know your own lines. How will you figure out how your scene fits into the whole picture?”

      This was my cue to start clearing the table as Lola explained the mysteries of the film business to my wide-eyed roommate. Lola conveniently left out the fact that each of the principals has a copy of the entire script. It’s only the bit players who are given sides. Their roles aren’t crucial to the storyline and they’re strictly supporting actors. Far be it for me to rain on her parade, so I kept quiet.

      I busied myself at the sink, glancing out the sliding glass patio doors to catch the spectacular sunset. The sun was like an orange lollipop as it sank slowly into the horizon, splashing the sky with colors; gold, flame, and burnt amber.

      Cypress Grove, my own little piece of paradise. Tomorrow it would be open to the world.

      [image: ]

      “Lola, sweetie, is that you? Dahling, you look fabulous. Absolutely fabulous!”

      Lola and I were chatting with one of the grips on the Death Watch set the next morning, when Adriana St. James descended on us. Lola was due for a table reading in half an hour and I’d tagged along, hoping to score an interview with Hank Watson for WYME later in the week.

      “Here comes the barracuda.” Lola ducked her head close to mine and whispered, “Purple alert, dear. Purple alert!”

      Purple alert? I remembered that Florida lifeguards use purple flags to warn swimmers about dangerous marine life in the area.

      “Barracuda?” I mouthed.

      “You’ll see. Or maybe a Japanese Man-of-War,” she added vaguely. “They can attack you from thirty feet away, you know. That’s how far their tentacles reach.”

      At that very moment, Adriana’s tentacles were inching dangerously close to us. She elbowed her way through a group of gawking extras, and then paused to hop nimbly over a tangled maze of electrical cables. Her face was flushed and her smile was amped to the highest power.

      “Kisses, kisses!” she shrieked, grabbing Lola by the shoulders and planting noisy air kisses on both cheeks, European style.

      I nearly choked on the cloyingly sweet wave of Jungle Gardenia that enveloped me. It seemed to hang over Adriana like dank yellow smog over Los Angeles. I know it’s a popular fragrance, but it always reminds me of Fruit Roll-Ups. Lola and I practically break out in hives from just a whiff of it. I staggered backwards as if someone had just zapped me with an entire can of Glade air freshener.

      “Nice to see you again,” Lola said in a strangled voice. Her eyes were streaming and she scrunched up her nose as if she was trying her best not to sneeze.

      I started to edge away from the noxious fumes when Adriana noticed me, pulled back and did a comic double take. “Ohmigod! Lola,”—she lowered her voice to a shocked whisper— “this can’t possibly be little Margaret Anne! Good heavens, she’s all grown up! In fact, she’s more than grown up, she’s positively mature.” She tossed me a snide look. “Yes, I would definitely say mature.” She drew out the word “mature’” and looked solemn, like a CNN anchor reporting an outbreak of swine flu.

      Adriana peered into my face and then let her eyes slide over my body like a buyer at a horse auction. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d slapped me on the flank or done a quick check of my rear molars.

      So now I was mature? Oh god, the dreaded M word. Lola winced before flashing me a knowing look, her expression telegraphing, I told you so.

      If I was “mature,” then that meant Lola was beyond mature—she was OLD. So old she was practically a leftover from the Ming dynasty. Or a centenarian worthy of a birthday shout-out from Willard Scott.

      In Hollywood-land, saying someone is “mature” is the kiss of death. Anyone who reads the casting ads in Backstage or the Hollywood Reporter knows that “mature” actresses often find themselves doing ads for Depends and denture cleansers.

      “I don’t really use Margaret Anne anymore. I go by Maggie now,” I said, sticking out my hand. Adriana ignored it and crushed me to her spongy bosom. It was like being trapped between a pair of giant water balloons.

      Like Mom, Adriana was decked out like she’d bought her entire wardrobe at Wet Seal. She was wearing skin-tight white capris, a gauzy blue halter top with a black Victoria’s Secret bra peeping through and she was tottering along on four-inch Espadrilles.

      “I just can’t believe it,” Adriana said, still squinting at me in the bright sunlight. It was only nine o’clock, but the day promised to be a real south Florida scorcher, and I could feel a thin layer of perspiration coating my upper lip.

      Adriana, on the other hand, was hermetically sealed inside a heavy coating of Max Factor Pancake Make-up (Tan, #10), looking like she’d just escaped from Madame Tussaud’s. I doubt she could sweat, even if she wanted to.

      “Maggie darling, it’s hard to believe, but I haven’t seen you since 1970,” Adriana said smoothly. “You were just a little slip of a girl back then,” She gave a small cat-like smile and I noticed the skin around her eyes didn’t move at all. Botox? Juvederm? “You must have been what? About ten, I think.”

      She thinks I was ten years old in 1970? Yowsers. Either Adriana was no math wizard or she was getting in a quick dig at Lola.

      “I think your numbers are off, Adriana. In 1970, I would have been an ovum,” I said sweetly. “Not even an embryo.” I could hear a stifled snicker from Lola followed by a long asthmatic wheeze. “I’m only thirty-two.”

      “Really?” Adriana sniffed. “Funny, I could have sworn...oh well, it doesn’t matter, does it? Are you here auditioning for a role, dear?”

      “I‘m not an actress—” I began, but Lola cut in swiftly.

      “Maggie is something of a local celebrity,” she said proudly. “She’s a psychologist and she has her own talk show on WYME. She’s here on assignment.” Mom stepped out of the way as a gaffer hurried by, lugging a pair of heavy Klieg lights. They were doing exterior shots here at Branscom Pond, a tiny park on the outskirts of town, but they still needed artificial lighting to get the right effect.

      “Oh, my goodness, a radio celebrity, how lovely for you.” Adriana looked flummoxed for a moment. Or she would have looked flummoxed if she could have found some way to raise her eyebrows. “I had no idea you were media.”

      Media, the magic word.

      Media opens the door to a world of freebies—free mimosas, complimentary tickets to sold-out events and invitations to A-list parties. The only downside is that you have to interview people you have absolutely no desire to spend five seconds with, and you have to pretend they’re fascinating.

      “I’ll have my peeps call your peeps and arrange an interview.” Her tone was regal, as if she was granting me a papal audience. I nearly laughed out loud, thinking of what Vera Mae would have to say about being referred to as a “peep.”

      Adriana pulled me out of the sun into a shaded area near the craft services table. It was crowded with cast and crew members wolfing down coffee and donuts. The tantalizing aroma of industrial-strength Hazelnut wafted over to me and I found myself longing for a caffeine hit.

      “You can stay and have lunch with us, can’t you, dear?” Adriana was clutching my upper arm with her blood-red talons. Lola was right, there really was something predatory about her. She lowered her voice. “I prefer to eat in my trailer, but Hank wants us to pretend that we’re one big happy family” —she made a little moue of disgust— “so we’re all going to share a picnic lunch together at noon. I think he’s taking this democratic thing too far, but it’s his call.”

      She gave a snarky smile worthy of Leona Helmsley. “Everyone eating together, can you imagine? The principals, the leads, the extras, forced to socialize as if we’re equals.”

      Oh my, yes, very Leona Helmsely, maybe even early Marie Antoinette. She stopped to fake-smile at a gorgeous guy strolling by with a clipboard and a headset. He was wearing a Death Watch T shirt, so I guessed he was a techie. Probably working with the crew, waiting for his big break.

      “Sounds like fun,” I said politely.

      “I’m sure I won’t get to eat a single bite, I’ll be hounded for autographs every second. The price of fame, I suppose.” Adriana heaved a weary sigh. “As my dear friend Larry Oliver used to say, ‘it goes with the territory.’”

      “Hmm, yes, he was quite right.” Lola permitted herself a very small eye roll.

      “And tell me, Lola, what role are you playing? Is it an under-five?”

      “Of course not!” Lola practically quivered with indignation. “I have the fifth female lead, I play a high-powered real estate agent, Roxanne Clark.”

      “Roxanne Clark? I don’t recall seeing that character in the script.”

      Lola’s lips tightened, but she forced a smile. “It’s a rather small part, but I think Hank will probably expand it once we get rolling. I heard there’s been some dialogue problems and the script has already gone into re-writes. So this might not be the final draft.” Lola waved the sides in the air as if she were swatting away a particularly annoying gnat.

      “Interesting,” Adriana said, inspecting one of her fake nails. She seemed supremely bored, now that the conversation had veered away from her.

      Lola was undaunted. “In fact, I want to discuss it with him at the reading—”

      “Oh, look, there’s Mitch, the cinematographer,” Adriana cut in. She pointed to a wiry guy with a deep tan who was frowning at a startling array of cameras and lighting equipment. “I’ve got to remind him to use the rose gels, honestly, you can’t trust these people to do anything right. I heard Liz Taylor used to carry her own set of gels with her. Smart girl, no wonder she always looked so terrific on camera. See you at lunch!”
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