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“It’s dead, isn’t it?” The woman in the
sari turned to her companion.

“Of course it’s dead! It wouldn’t be
here otherwise.” The young man took a swig of his beer.

“Then why is it twitching around the
feet?”

The young man stared. Dead bodies only
came alive in horror movies.

This time, the entire leg closest to
them moved. A wine glass shattered on the floor.

#

Earlier that
day…

“Dave, take the body over to the museum
on your next run.”

David Kim didn’t respond. He stared out
the window, remembering his humiliation yesterday at the
convention. His advisor’s paper, delivered right after Dave’s,
systematically contradicted every point about Roman-period Egyptian
burial customs Dave had just presented. What a rotten thing to do
to a second-year grad student. Why would Professor McFarlane do
such a thing? Denouncing his graduate student made them both look
bad. Was McFarlane just a sadistic jerk, as everyone said? He’d
heard McFarlane liked to delay doctoral students as long as
possible so he maintained a full stable of grad assistants to do
his research for him. He also preyed upon young female students and
other women, carrying around a little black book to keep track of
them.

“Dave. Did you hear me?”

“Sorry, Doc Garrison. I’ll take it
over. Um, it’s sleeting out there. You don’t want your masterpiece
to get wet, do you?”

“Good point. Slip him inside a body
bag. Help Dave out, will you, Jim? I have to finish my case load
and then zip home to pick up my wife before the reception.” Doc
Garrison strode away, white coat swirling around his long
legs.

Dave and Jim, a lowly first-year
medical student, loaded the wrapped man into a body bag and put him
on a gurney. They took the elevator down to the first floor of the
hospital where Dave, a part-time emergency room technician, would
take the mummy by ambulance to the University Museum.

“Some reception this’ll be, with
‘Osiris’ here as the centerpiece,” commented Jim.

Dave flashed a grin as they maneuvered
the gurney out of the elevator. “You bet. I wouldn’t miss it for
anything. It should be the grand finale for the World Mummy
Congress: all those weird scientists and their hangers-on sipping
booze while gazing at our handiwork.”

Radiologist Andrew
Garrison had a sideline in Egyptology. He’d taken a body donated to
science, extracted the vital organs, and created a mummy, Egyptian
style, in collaboration with anthropology professor McFarlane at
the University of Pennsylvania. That meant traveling to Egypt to
obtain the right kind of salts, borrowing an obsidian knife to open
the abdomen, using a narrow metal spoon to extract the brain, and
other procedures too obscure to mention to the uninitiated. It had
taken the two of them three years to obtain a legal body and all
the permissions needed to do such a project in a hospital
laboratory: “You want to do what
using our medical facilities? You say this is
cutting-edge research? Oh, right. What about bringing foreign
substances into the hospital? The Infection Control Committee will
have kittens…”

The project goal was to
test the modern mummy’s deterioration rate, to see if the
natron salts and all the
resins and unguents the Egyptians used in antiquity really worked
on a fresh, dead human. Would the mummy preserve well over time?
Was the Greek historian Herodotus right in stating that it took
forty days to make a good mummy?

Dave and Jim parked the mummy on its
gurney next to a wall, close to the Emergency Room’s outside
entrance.

“This is fine, Jim.” Dave said. “I’ll
see you at the reception in a couple of hours. Could you call Stan
to make sure he can take charge of the mummy when I arrive at the
museum? Oh, and ask him to grab someone else to help with the
transfer to the case. I can’t stay.” Stan was another McFarlane
student whose job at the museum provided access to comparative
material in the Egyptian collections.

“Yup, can do. He’ll be expecting
you.”

Jim disappeared and Dave took a call
from his beeper. “Incoming patients and victims. Bus accident on
icy road… five injured, two dead.”

“Incoming!” Dave yelled.

A second ambulance screamed into the
circle drive of the ER entrance. Fast-moving nurses appeared out of
nowhere, beepers shrilled, and EMTs unloaded the ambulance. Dave
helped as much as he could, shoving two more body bags on gurneys
next to Doc Garrison’s mummy.

Three stiffs, all in a row, thought
Dave as he hurried down the hall to get his jacket. The nasty
little gremlin living in the back of his head added, “Too bad my
jerk of an advisor isn’t one of them.”

#

The same afternoon, a scruffy
middle-aged man in a suit that had seen better days stumbled out of
a bar where he’d consumed a liquid lunch. He wandered into a
construction zone in a park near the Italian market, weaving around
bags of cement and piles of lumber. During the construction
workers’ three o’clock coffee break, the man tripped over the edge
of a pallet, spun around and fell over the edge of the pool around
a defunct fountain. His head bumped the side and his unconscious
body slid under the surface of the freezing water, coming to rest
with nose and forehead still exposed.

Time passed, and eventually a
construction worker spotted the protruding face. He and his buddy
pulled the limp body out of the fountain. They wrapped it in a
handy tarp and called 911.

An ambulance showed up, skidding on the
frozen slush near the fountain. The EMTs complained of the icy
streets and numerous car accidents. One took a pulse and said,
“Looks like he’s a goner.” They slid the man onto a gurney, still
wrapped in plastic, and took him to Presbyterian
Hospital.

#

Somehow Dave delivered all his body
bags, changed into the jacket and tie he’d had the foresight to
throw into his car that morning, and made it to the World Mummy
Congress reception at the museum only half an hour late. He
couldn’t wait to see Doc Garrison’s mummy on display. Perhaps that
surreal sight would take his mind off the treacherous behavior of
Professor McFarlane.

The World Mummy Congress drew scholars
from as far away as Argentina and China, so the gathering looked
like a miniature United Nations. In the Near Eastern gallery, he
saw elegant women tottering on high heels, clad in dresses,
mini-skirts, or saris. They mingled with professors in jackets and
ties and scruffy male undergraduate students from Anthropology and
Near Eastern Studies wearing jeans and hoodies. Everyone held beer
bottles or glasses of wine balanced in the cutouts of fancy
cocktail plates, and traffic was thickest around the groaning food
table. Dave spotted salmon with all the fixings, a cornucopia of
cute little sandwiches with ham and chicken, and savory dips and
cheeses. He was starving; transporting dead bodies always made a
man hungry. Dave waded in, catching snippets of various
conversations around him.

“…and now that we have the
DNA of the Iceman…”

“Did you catch the talk on ‘piggies in
peat?’ ”

“Yeah. Imagine spending all your time
in Irish bogs just to see if a couple of pigs could be naturally
preserved…”

“…SEM of the lung tissue
showed pneumonia, and that pharaoh also had heart
disease…”

“…She was in multiple
caskets, like a Russian doll, in a cold chamber underground. So
well-preserved the blood could still be typed.”

“Oh, you mean the Diva Mummy in China.
That was a high-class embalming job, better than anything the
Egyptians achieved.”

“…and the fourteen mummies
they autopsied at the Manchester Museum? They found really cool
stuff, like parasites in the stomachs…”

Dave shook his head. Get a bunch of
paleopathologists, anthropologists, and Egyptologists together and
the conversation was bound to be a little peculiar. He snagged a
second glass of wine, determined to blunt his sorrows.

Soon he found Stan, laden with a beer
and a loaded plate, and they wormed their way into the crowd around
the mummy case, pausing about three rows back. They both wanted to
eavesdrop on people’s reactions to Philadelphia’s first
pseudo-Egyptian mummy.

“Jeesh,” said one man. “Did they really
take the guts out with an obsidian knife?”

“Yep. Look at the label. Stomach,
lungs, liver, and intestines removed and separately treated. The
brain was extracted through the nose.”

“Gross.”

“It’s what you gotta do if you want
good preservation of the tissues.”

“How much did this thing cost,
anyway?”

“Hey, is that blood leaking out of the
head?”

“Eeew!”

A new voice joined the conversation.
“Dave, this looks like kind of a sloppy job. Thought you told me
you spent days and weeks on this mummy?”

Dave turned around to
answer Emilio, his law-school buddy. “Sure we did! We desiccated
that sucker under natron
for forty days, just like Herodotus said to
do…”

“It’s dead, isn’t it?” The
woman in the sari next to Dave grabbed Stan’s arm.

“Of course it’s dead! It wouldn’t be
here otherwise.” Stan took a swig of his beer.

“Then why is it twitching around the
feet?”

“Dave, better look at your mummy now,”
Emilio hissed.

Dave whipped around to examine the
mummy closely for the first time since he’d arrived at the
reception. The wrappings looked tawdry and uneven, as if someone
had yanked the neat folds out of place…the color of the cloth was
different too, more like a torn sheet than the neat linen strips he
remembered. He rubbed his eyes. He must be more tired than he’d
realized. “That’s not the way we—”

This time, the entire leg closest to
Dave twitched. Behind them, a wine glass shattered on the
floor.

The wrapped body jackknifed, attempting
to sit up. The wrappings around the head visibly
stretched.

Two women screamed and everyone backed
up.

“It’s alive!”

The mummy emitted a long belch that
resounded through the glass.

“I think you have a problem, Dave,”
Emilio said.

“Shit,” said Dave.

#

Dave, Stan, and Emilio sat on hard
chairs at the police station.

Facing them were two Philadelphia cops,
a burly black man with gray-streaked curly hair, the other a buff
and blond younger man.

“Okay, so two of you are archaeology
graduate students and one of you is a law student?” The
African-American spoke.

“That’s right,” said Dave and Emilio in
chorus.

“And two of you—David Kim and Stan
Thompson—worked on a mummy project with Dr. Andrew
Garrison.”

“Yes.”

The senior cop glanced at his partner.
“I’ve heard about this project; it’s notorious already because it
caused such a ruckus in hospital administration.” He turned back to
the three young men. “So what is Emilio Griglione, law student,
doing here?”

“I helped install the mummy in its
case, sir. And I’m a witness to what happened, and I helped…well,
never mind.” Emilio sat up straighter and puffed out his narrow
chest. “I’m here to provide legal representation for my
friends.”

The older cop snorted. “You’re a
student, not a full-fledged lawyer. But we’ll need your testimony,
too. We’ll begin with the ambulance driver, Mr. Kim. Tell us
exactly what happened.”

Blondie took out his
notebook.

Dave sighed. “I don’t know where to
start. I don’t know how that man got into the case! It wasn’t the
mummy I expected.”

“The mummy you expected? Just how many
mummies did your team make?” The dark cop leaned
forward.

“Only one, sir. We worked on it for
weeks.” Dave replied.

“Er…” Stan began.

The blond cop nodded at Stan. “You
talk, then. Start with when the mummy arrived at the
museum.”

Stan shifted in his chair and flashed a
glance of apology at Dave. “Well, Dave dropped off the body bag at
the museum’s loading dock. Emilio here showed up to help me, since
the museum staff members were all running around setting up the
reception for the Mummy Congress. We unzipped the bag and found…um,
a cold, naked man. Not the wrapped mummy from Doc Garrison’s lab.”
He looked at Emilio. “It was a big shock, I can tell you.” He
swallowed visibly.

“We tried calling Dave, but he didn’t
answer his cell,” Emilio said. “So then Stan looked at the time and
said we had less than an hour to get a mummy into that case before
the conference attendees showed up. He knew Doc Garrison would be
livid if he discovered his prize artifact was missing, so Stan
said, ‘Let’s wrap this guy up, just for the two-hour reception.’
”

The two cops looked at each other.
“It’s illegal to mishandle a dead body,” Blondie
offered.

“Yeah, but it turns out the body’s not
dead.” His partner said.

“So where does that leave us?” asked
Blondie.

“Damned if I know.”

“What do you mean he isn’t dead?” Doc
Garrison roared as he entered the interview room with a third cop.
“Of course he’s dead. He was a body donated to science by his
family. I have all the signed paperwork in my office—”

“Doc, it’s a different
body—”

“Sit down, sir
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