
        
            
                
            
        

    

  

    

      

        
          	Barbara Silkstone - Wendy Darlin 04 - Miami Mummies
        


        
          	Wendy Darlin Comedy Mysteries [4]
        


        
          	Barbara Silkstone
        


        
          	Barbara Silkstone (2014)
        


        
          	
            

          
        


        
          	Tags:
          	Mystery: Cozy - Comedy - Real Estate Agent - Miami 

        


      


      


    


    

    

      The legendary mastermind criminal and mummy thief, Kyzer Saucy, strikes again. Part-time tomb raider and full-time real estate broker, Wendy Darlin joins her lover, archaeologist Roger Jolley as they struggle to save a rare Miami mummy from the clutches of this evil genius. Can Saucy be stopped before he kills again?

Meanwhile can Wendy keep her promise to Alfred Hiccup as he attempts to transmigrate from the afterlife? Or has Wendy finally made one promise too many? 

This book is an homage to the great Alfred Hitchcock... who is probably turning over in his grave.
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  My name is Wendy Darlin. I’ve been told my life is like the movie Romancing the Stone but at times I feel more like Indiana Jones with boobs.


  Until last year I was a full-time real estate agent for Miami Beach millionaires. Then I met Roger Jolley, world famous archaeologist, Johnny Depp look-alike, and at times the most irritating person on the planet. My good heart, snarky mouth, and comedic capers keep me in constant peril.
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  Chapter One


  An earwax-melting scream bounced off the concrete walls. My Tory Burch sandals wobbled as I stumbled out of my Jag. I crouched behind the door. Either a woman was in trouble or a car had clipped the tail of a cheetah. I punched nine-one-one and took a peek. The Miami Medical Maze garage was empty as King Tut’s Tomb, not unusual at two minutes to five on a Friday.


  The emergency operator answered but the connection crackled so badly I wasn’t sure she heard my plea to send the police. I dropped my cell phone into my Coach bag and ran up the ramp toward the scream. My heels banged like gunshots on the concrete. At least I hoped it was my heels.


  I swung around a pillar and raced toward a petite woman silhouetted by the setting sun shining through the opening in the wall. She renewed her screaming with the vigor of a three-year-old determined to embarrass her parents out of the restaurant. When I got to within a dozen parking spaces of the human air raid siren, I realized with a sinking feeling that the singer was none other than my former real estate client Tippy Henman.


  Two spaces away from her, I started skidding to a stop, ending just short of a dude in a lake of blood lying at her feet. He had black hair, chiseled features, and an obscenely erect knife sticking out of his lower belly. I fumbled in my purse for my phone. Redial got me the emergency operator in a flash, but still with a bad connection. I told her to send an ambulance with the cops.


  Tippy cut her eyes to me and ran a bloody hand through her platinum hair. A line popped into my head. Blondes make the best victims. They’re like virgin snow that shows off the bloody footprints. She swooned and fell against a white Mercedes.


  I launched myself the last few feet catching her before she hit the pavement. I propped her up, patted her face, and admired her Kim Novak eyebrows. I hadn’t seen brows like hers since the Hitchcock film festival on the Beach.


  The front of her cream-colored Chanel was decorated with a fresh bright-red Rorschach pattern. While I held her up I took another look at the body. If he wasn’t dead he was definitely thinking about it. Maybe he was napping with his eyes open. I returned my attention to Tippy Henman.


  She and I go back to our days at Carl Hiaasen High School where she was the class bitch and I was the class smart-mouth. Our last meeting was a year ago in her lawyer’s office, where she closed her ten million dollar purchase of the riverfront Bates Hotel.


  Condo mogul Daddy Henman plunked down the bucks to buy Tippy her own starter-builder set. She planned to demolish the old structure and build a twenty-story luxury high-rise with Daddy looking over her shoulder, sort of a training-wheels project for a debutante developer.


  The rough and tumble world of commercial construction isn’t Tippy. Last time I noticed, the Bates Hotel was still standing. Daddy Henman recently headed to the big development in the sky, compliments of massive heart failure probably brought on by his fifty-dollar cigars, but this wasn’t the time for condolences.


  The blood pooling around the victim’s body was oozing toward my sandals and my new pedicure. I inched behind the Mercedes’s bumper tugging Tippy with me. The sound of sirens almost drowned out her tearful denials.


  “It wasn’t my fault!” she whimpered tucking her head into my shoulder.
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  Chapter Two


  Three cop cars squealed into the parking garage, sirens howling and lights flashing. They screeched to a halt within twenty feet of us, mercifully silencing the sirens simultaneously. I had my right arm around Tippy and my left arm in the air to show I was unarmed. Six uniformed officers sprang from the cars. Two stood by their vehicle, a matched set of action figures with one hand on their holstered guns and the other on their radios. Four of them hot-footed toward us.


  They formed a semicircle on the far side of the body. The youngest one had a mustache like an old-time western marshal. He cut his eyes from the body to bloody Tippy to me and said, “Step away from the blonde and keep your hands where I can see them.”


  Was he Wyatt Earp or Monty Python? And he looked so young that I wondered if the mustache was a paste-on. I said, “How can I do that? I’m the blonde. And I’m the person who called nine-one-one.”


  His left eye started blinking rapidly with his hand twitching toward his gun. He jerked his head at Tippy. “She’s the blonde. Step away from her.” His tone grew threatening.


  This guy was getting on my nerves. “I’m the blonde. She’s the platinum blonde.” I fought hard to keep the smirk out of my voice. “Are you trying to say that you want the blonde to step away from the platinum blonde? I can’t do that.”


  Mustache’s face turned dark red. “Why not?” he said through clenched teeth.


  What the hell was I doing antagonizing a cop? Not smart and not usually my style. But this guy was a jerk and I saw the other cops look at each other and roll their eyes.


  I gave him my hardest stare, which included narrowed eyes and a scrunched up mouth. “Because if I let go of her she’s going to hit the ground and sue your ass off.”


  The scene had to be clear even to this imbecile. Two shaken women huddled together and a dead dude on the ground with a knife in his gut. I thought about the blood on Tippy. Hmmm, maybe it wasn’t quite that clear.


  “Step away from the blonde, er, the platinum blonde, er, whatever!” He emphatically put his hand on the grip of his weapon.


  He probably intended to scare me but he just made me madder. “What are you going to do? Shoot me and claim I was armed with a deadly platinum blonde?”


  The tallest of the cops stepped to my side, obviously trying to contain his own smirk. “I’m Officer Friendly. I’ll take her. You did a good job. With everything.” He gave a slight nod toward Mustache.


  “Officer Friendly, really?” He didn’t look all that friendly, more like a good hard-nosed cop that you’d like to have on your side if you were in a pickle.


  His mouth twitched the barest of smiles. “You can’t imagine the amount of grief that’s caused me over the years.”


  I transferred the teetering Tippy to him and stepped away from the platinum blonde. I shot a saccharine smile at Mustache and simpered, “Did I make your day?”


  His red face turned purple. I thought he was going to jump up and down like Yosemite Sam.


  The crime scene investigation van squealed onto the concrete deck releasing a swarm of body inspectors wearing logoed black t-shirts. In perfect sync they snapped on latex gloves. Two of them produced cameras and clicked rapid-fire photos.


  An unmarked Dodge Charger, which was as clearly a cop car as the marked units, rolled in. A plainclothes cop with a Doberman Pincher face and a broom up his butt got out and relieved Officer Friendly of Tippy. It didn’t take an Einstein to see she was the star of this event. The forensic paparazzi clicked off a series of unflattering photos of her and her Rorschach top and crimson hands.


  A second detective, obviously fresh off a dumpster-diving detail, walked toward me. He wore a vintage Miami Vice sport coat in a muted shade of pink with a Texas-shaped grease stain on the right front, massively wrinkled khaki slacks, and rubberized orthopedic shoes. Salt-and-pepper hair, a droopy eye, and a serious expression completed his Columbo-goes-tropical appearance. Instead of a Columbo cigar he was chewing something that smelled like cherries. “Your name, miss?”


  “I prefer Ms. if you don’t mind.” I hate when they do that Miss put-down thing. “Ms. Wendy Darlin.”


  A flash of recognition showed on his face. Maybe he recognized me from the news. My market is strictly millionaires, not underpaid officers of the law. I tried to place his face but drew a blank.


  “Okay, Ms. Wendy Darlin, could I see some ID please?” he said through a mouthful of what I now recognized as gummy bears.


  “What’s your name?” I thought I deserved to know in case I had to lawyer-up, besides it was the polite thing.


  “Detective Sargent Farley Stranger.”


  I fished my driver’s license out of my purse. He held the laminated card by the corner. His fingernails were bitten to the quick, his right thumbnail blackened as if crushed in a door. He looked me up and down matching the photo with my face and reading my description. “You’re not near five foot eight.”


  Straightening my posture, lifting my quivering chin, I tried for the missing two inches. “The clerk at the DMV exaggerated.”


  He held a pleather-covered notebook with matching grease stains on the cover. Jotting my personal info with a chewed-up pencil, he chewed his cud and grumbled to himself. As he handed me my license he did a double take.


  There was blood on my right palm.


  “It’s from Tippy,” I stammered.


  Stranger frowned and motioned for a lab tech. A skinny kid with gelled brown hair swabbed red samples from my fingers. I choked back a mouthful of vomit while the scene spun. I fought the urge to pass out. This had to be one of those pregnant lady hallucinations I‘d read about.


  “I was holding my friend,” I said as the tech cleaned under my manicured white nail tips, which had turned an icky shade of pink.


  The tech finished his evidence collecting and handed me an antiseptic wipe. I scrubbed my hand ’til my skin burned. He held out a bag marked Toxic Waste for me to discard the wipe. I swallowed another wad of puke. If this was a dream I wanted to wake up. Now.


  Stranger eyed me suspiciously.


  “That’s Tippy’s blood. Well, I don’t know it’s her blood. I’m just supposing. It’s blood that was on her.” I looked at the detective trying to find a smidgen of belief in his eyes.


  “Why don’t we begin at the beginning, Ms. Wendy Darlin.”


  I already regretted my comment about Ms. and he was just getting started.


  “How do you know this lady?” Stranger nodded his head at Tippy now wrapped in a black blanket and shivering like a new-born kitten. She sat on the trunk of a cruiser with Officer Friendly at her side. They hadn’t ambulanced her so the blood must not have been hers.


  “Ms. Wendy Darlin, I asked you a question.”


  “Hold on. I need to make one call,” I raised my hands to show I was no threat and then reached in my pocket for my cell.


  “You are not under suspicion. No need to call your lawyer.”


  “I’m calling my obstetrician.”


  His eyebrows shot up in double humped arches. “Your obstetrician is your lawyer?”


  “No. This has nothing to do with a lawyer. I want to let him know I’m running late. I’m pregnant.” I patted my flat belly.


  “You don’t look pregnant, Ms. Wendy Darlin,” he snapped.


  “Well, I am.” I think. “I have a five o’clock appointment with Doctor McKenna to confirm my condition. You can verify with his office. He stayed late… just for me. That’s why I’m here.”


  He let me call McKenna’s office. The doctor was one of my mini-mansion clients. He promised to wait until six. My stomach clenched. I hate being late.


  I fought back the nausea and told Stranger everything from the scream ’til his arrival, omitting my repartee with Mustache. He picked my brain for another ten minutes. I tried to ignore the wet slapping noises that accompanied the crime scene investigation as I answered his questions.


  He just wanted the Dragnet facts, not my opinion. But even to a real estate broker and part-time tomb raider, it was obvious this crime was an attempted hold-up or carjacking, the intended victim a diminutive, bejeweled dame getting into her Mercedes in a nearly deserted parking garage. But I had to wonder where Tippy got the knife. She wasn’t strong enough to wrest it from the robber.


  “Don’t leave town. I’ll call you tomorrow if I have any more questions,” Stranger said pocketing his notebook.


  “You can always Skype me.”


  His eyes became two amber slits. “Cut the lip, Ms. Wendy Darlin and don’t leave town, Ms. Wendy Darlin.” He spun a one-eighty and trudged about twenty feet to where the Pincher-faced detective waited. Pincher-face held Tippy’s white leather Gucci bag. It suited him.


  I glanced at the cruiser where Tippy had been sitting. Officer Friendly was gone and Mustache was walking Tippy toward the unmarked Dodge Charger. Two good signs, she wasn’t being put in the caged back seat of a cruiser and she wasn’t handcuffed. I returned my attention to the detectives. Stranger and Pincher-face were engaged in an animated conversation I wasn’t able to accidentally overhear.


  I heard Tippy yell my name. Mustache was trying to guide her into the backseat of the Charger. Tears dripped down her pale cheeks. “I have to give the police a statement. My attorney’s going to meet us there to speed things up.”


  She evaded Mustache’s hand as he attempted to get her to sit down. “I’ll be done in no time. Meet me at Spellbound at eight-thirty.”


  I didn’t know how she expected to get there that fast, attorney or no attorney, but it was a good place to unwind if she was late. And it still gave me plenty of time to go home and get cleaned up.


  Mustache pushed her shoulder but she didn’t budge. His feet slipped out from under him. He started kicking Rockette-style, but a Rockette on an oil spill. He almost went down but managed to increase his pace until he regained his balance. He was panting harder than an English Bulldog on an August day when he finally came to a stop.


  Tippy pointed at me like an Uncle Sam poster. “I need you! Don’t be late if you have hopes of ever being my broker again.”


  She pushed the door to its widest opening, tapping Mustache on the shoulder in the process which sent him into another dancing frenzy. But this time it didn’t save him. He fell on his ass then bounced up. He muttered unintelligibly. Had I slipped into Who Killed Roger Rabbit and was now interacting with Toons?


  Tippy slammed the door and stared straight ahead. Mustache continued to bounce around and mutter.


  I smothered a laugh which sent my brain into the dizzy zone. I imagined my eyeballs knocking into each other as Wile E. Coyote’s often do—after the Roadrunner bests him yet again. I turned toward Stranger. “Can I get an officer to accompany me to my car? The dead guy might have a buddy lurking around.”


  Before Stranger could say No, Ms. Wendy Darlin, Officer Friendly’s voice came from behind me. “I’ll take care of it, Detective Stranger.”


  Officer Friendly and I walked down the ramp to my Jag with my eyeballs knocking and stomach heaving.


  Don’t barf. Don’t barf.
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  Chapter Three


  I stayed on Officer Friendly’s left so his right hand was free to grab for his gun. I was glad he volunteered. Not only did he have an air of competence and reliability but also he was a cutie with sandy hair, big muscles, and bright green eyes. About twenty-seven, he was way too young for me—not to mention I had my true love, the world famous archeologist and sometimes most annoying man on the planet, Roger Jolley—but adorable enough to be a distraction as we checked out Goldie II, my Jag.


  The car stood alone, unmolested. The backseat was empty. I popped the trunk and the hood. No stowaways and no apparent vandalism. He inspected under the dash and under the chassis. No bombs and no bad guys.


  The motor fired up immediately, assuring me I could make it home. Officer Friendly nodded, waved, and stepped away. Goldie’s soft leather interior embraced me. I felt my body dissolve. My body? My obstetrician appointment!


  I jumped out of Goldie and ran to catch up with him. I batted my eyelashes like a drag queen on a hot date. “Pretty please, could you walk me to my doctor’s office?”


  “Sure.” He smiled. Nice teeth.


  He spoke into this shoulder radio and we were off to the medical center. Walking out of the garage we were almost run over by a medical examiner’s van closely followed by a tow truck. What was the rush? I was pretty sure the guy with the knife in him wasn’t going to run off, nor was Tippy’s Mercedes.


  In the few minutes it took to hoof it to the building that held my future, I learned Officer Friendly was unattached and straight. Hmmm, whom could I fix him up with?


  The lobby was quiet except for a few clattering heels and squeaky rubber nurses shoes as straggling workers headed into the weekend. The elevator was waiting for us and zipped us nonstop to the ninth floor.


  Outside Doctor McKenna’s office, we crossed paths with his receptionist making her get-away. “Door’s open and Doctor’s waiting for you.” She eyeballed the young cop then grinned and gave me a sly thumbs-up. I wanted to say, “He’s not the father,” but bit my tongue.


  I shook Officer Friendly’s hand. “Thanks so much. I’ll be okay from here.”


  “You sure you don’t want me to wait?” His green eyes were so concerned I thought about adopting him. My maternal instincts were in overdrive. Another pregnancy symptom.


  Part of me wanted him to wait but I was tired of acting like some kind of scaredy-cat wimpy broad. I smiled. “I’ll be fine. If the robber had a partner, he’ll be long gone by the time I get out of here.”


  Officer Friendly went to the elevator and I pushed on Doctor McKenna’s door, feeling like I was entering a portal to a different life. He was waiting with his nurse. She looked put-upon and as tightly wound as the pile of hair on the top of her head, obviously pissed about my incursion into her weekend. The last day of the workweek turns manic workers into manic I’m-off-for-two-days lemmings ready to follow the leader into mandated leisure fun.


  Doctor McKenna stepped out of the exam room. Nurse McNasty handed me a paper jacket and a piece of paper equivalent to an oversized Kleenex and told me to strip as if I didn’t already know the drill. I’d been a female for a number of years.


  Naked, except for the little paper jacket designed to fit short Martians with fat arms and no torsos, I mounted the table and put my feet in the stirrups. I tossed the piece of paper between my legs. I hoped whoever designed these examination tables was burning in hell with his legs gaped open. Absolutely nothing was private from your toes to your molars. I imagined an auctioneer’s voice calling out my features and drawbacks as I lay on exhibition. “What will you bid for this fine low-mileage specimen? Do I hear…”


  Doctor McKenna entered the room, sat on a low stool, put his head between my legs, and mumbled. He was in the driver’s seat with his hands in the ten and two positions on my stirrup-legs. Wacky from crime-scene adrenalin and hormones, my Looney Tunes imagination kicked in and a visual of the doctor driving the exam table up I-95 at ninety miles an hour with me on it popped into my head. I covered my mouth with my fingers to smother a nervous giggle.


  The smell of antiseptic on my hand threw me into a tsunami of nausea. I needed to sit up fast, but with McKenna in my crotch I was screwed, so to speak. I turned to my right and caught sight of the nurse leaning near the door with a lemon-sucking expression on her face. I briefly wondered if I could reach her if I hurled then swallowed it.


  He patted my kneecap in a fatherly way as he stood up “You can get dressed. I’ll see you in my office.”


  Released from the stirrups I was flooded by anticipation, due dates, baby’s names, and designer maternity clothes. I threw on my undies, black slacks and tunic and wobbled into the doctor’s private office.


  Doctor McKenna sat behind his huge walnut desk, his hands in a prayerful position. A glow from the overhead light bounced off his scalp through his comb-over. He took off his wireframe glasses and leaned forward.


  “Wendy, you’re not pregnant.”


  Of course I was pregnant. What did he know? “I want a second opinion.”


  He held out his hands, palms up. “Don’t waste your time. You are positively not pregnant.”


  “What about the vertigo?” I asked.


  Doctor McKenna looked at me like I’d failed sex education. “Vertigo is not a symptom of pregnancy. Not by itself.”


  “But I peed on the stick and it came up yes… I think.” Had the excitement blurred my vision?


  “Regardless, no baby is in there.” He stood, walked around his desk and helped me to my feet. I left his office and stomped past Nurse McNasty who sat at the receptionist’s desk glaring at me. How humiliating to not be pregnant after five on Friday.


  Holding back tears I made my way to the elevator. Roger and I had just finished our third archaeological case in less than a year and I was shopping for an obstetrician, my emotions a mix of joy and oh shit.


  I recalled the look on Roger’s face when I told him I was preggers based on my symptoms of dizziness, nausea, food cravings, and the results of my home pregnancy test. I was shaken, not stirred. But Roger was so happy. The buttons on his safari jacket popped. My focus switched from tomb to womb that afternoon.


  Now, there was no little Roger on the way. All my symptoms were due to extreme dehydration from our Cairo caper. I was in a fog of loss and relief as I strode across the street and into the parking garage.


  Six forty-five and the garage was empty. “Hello! Miami PD?”


  No response. Even the echo had gone home. How could the crime scene investigators and medical examiner’s people have finished so quickly? Were they afflicted with the leave-work-as-early-as-possible-on-Friday syndrome also? I regretted not accepting Officer Friendly’s offer to wait for me.


  I pulled out my cell phone and punched in nine-one-one but didn’t hit send. What did I have to report? Woman delusional about pregnancy now hallucinating about monsters in shadowy garage.


  If Goldie was where I left her she would be on the next level. Faster to walk the ramp than go to the stairwell in the corner. The staccato sound of my heels on the concrete again reminded me of gunfire. A gust of wind lifted empty potato chip bags, hamburger wrappers, and crumpled napkins. Litterers should burn in hell next to the bastard that designed the gyno examination table. I was not in a good mood.


  I reached the next level and spotted Goldie. She hadn’t moved an inch. What a relief to see her, my home on wheels. I bleeped the fob and she returned my greeting. I settled inside no longer able to hold back my tears.


  Not that the dead body wasn’t a biggie but my mind was on Roger. It wasn’t as if we discussed getting pregnant. I wasn’t sure I was able to conceive. He was so thrilled by the news. He had no family. His baby brother was kidnapped when Roger was nine. His mom and dad were gone. The baby would have been his family.


  I sucked in a deep breath to help me gather my emotions. I saw the miniature Roger in tiny brown wingtips toddle off in a wishful cloud. At forty-two my biological clock was slip-sliding to a halt. If not preggers why did I crave Häagen-Dazs mango ice cream for breakfast, lunch, and dinner? There were five containers in the freezer at home calling to me.


  My cell phone rang as I put the car in reverse. Without checking caller ID, I blurted, “Roger?”


  “Who the hell is Roger?” The voice sounded like a geriatric obscene caller.


  “Wendy, I need you!” The Uncle Sam poster flashed into my mind again. The second time I was needed today. Maybe this time it wouldn’t involve a corpse.


  It was my old mentor, Alfred Hiccup. And I mean old. Hic rasped on, “I have two weeks left to exist in this husk, no longer a body, just a husk. I’ve made my final arrangements. You’re the only person on this side I can trust, beside MacGuffin.”


  At ninety-six, Hic’s mind went on frequent flights of fancy. He was positive that after his demise he would return to life via reincarnation, transmigration, or a Greyhound Bus. He refused to sell any of his collection of once luxury, now decrepit, hotels. Purchased for ten cents on the dollar in the nineteen-fifties, Hic’s forty-plus hotels scattered from Maine to Florida were good for only one thing… Halloween Horror Nights.


  My hackles stood at attention. “Who’s MacGuffin?”


  He coughed juicily, sputum hitting the phone in little splats. “My transition coach. Now let’s get back to the favor you owe me.”


  There was only one thing I could possibly owe Alfred Hiccup… his Bronco Buster. Hic had entrusted me with his early cast of Remington’s Bronco Buster last summer. The thirty-two-inch high statue was worth at least a quarter million. Remington cast only ninety of them in bronze. One of them resided in the Oval Office, one of the reasons that Hic’s was very special to him. The darn thing was stolen while in my care as a volunteer coordinator for a charity exhibition for retired Florida cowboys.


  I tried to escape the trap I felt closing around me. “Don’t be silly. You’re not dying. You’re peppery as hell.”


  He growled, “An art dick located my bronco. I want you to steal it back. Get your ass up to Nashville now. I’m at the Thornhill. I’ll put you up for the night. We’ll work on a tactical plan for the repossession.”


  “I was a witness to a murder today. The police said not to leave town.”


  “There’s a late flight out of Miami International. Be on it.”
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  Chapter Four


  The hands on my White Rabbit watch read seven on the pink nose. I was sticky from the crime scene and slimy from McKenna’s probing. Plenty of time to get across the causeway to my Miami Beach apartment, shower, change, and pack before meeting Tippy at eight-thirty.


  I used the Bluetooth link in my Jag to make a plane reservation on the last flight to Nashville via my cell phone. With that accomplished, I was able to devote more of my energy to fretting. I was on the causeway but barely moving. The Friday Traffic Gods had nailed me. I squirmed, tapped my fingernails on the dashboard, and mumbled unladylike words. None of it helped. We proceeded at stop-and-crawl all the way to the end of the causeway where a fender-bender had idiot rubberneckers gawking instead of driving.


  That burned up an hour. Collins Avenue would be a mess so I had to meet Tippy before going to my apartment. I’d keep it short then go home, pack, and head to the airport. I should have blown Tippy off but she was a big-bucks client in some kind of trouble and said she needed me. I don’t have it in me to leave people in the lurch, even when they weren’t my favorite people.


  Goldie and I fought our way south on Collins to Spellbound, an upscale club specializing in dark private booths. I didn’t have time to fool with valet parking so I pulled into an empty slot next to the valet stand and wedged a twenty in the attendant’s hand. “I’m keeping my keys. I’ll be back in ten minutes.”


  I tripped as I walked from marble to carpet but caught myself on the hostess stand. The slender brunette shot me a condescending smile. “Wendy?” I nodded and she led me to a back booth where Tippy was sipping white wine.


  I slid into the booth. The dainty debutante pushed a glass of white wine toward me. She lowered her nearly empty glass and glared at me. “You owe me big time.”


  She knew how to get my dander up. “I don’t owe you jack. A deal is a deal. I did my part by bringing the owners of the Bates Hotel to the table at a great price, about thirty percent below market. Thanks to my sources, you knew they were in a tight spot and would take a deep discount for a quick deal. It’s not my fault you didn’t commission a routine archaeological field survey in accordance with the historic preservation code. Your dad knew better…”


  Tears trickling down her cheeks stopped my tirade. She wiped her eyes with her drink napkin. “That was my fault. Daddy left that up to me and I messed up. Now I have mummies. Not one but two friggin’ mummies!” She threw her hands in the air dumping the last drops of her Pinot Grigio on the table. “And worse, I have Indians on the warpath.”


  I winced. I guess when you grow up with as much money as Tippy, political correctness isn’t always on your mind. Now that she’d raised the subject of Native Americans, the face of the dead guy struck a note. “Is the Bates deal related to what happened in the garage?”


  She nodded. “I don’t know how they found out, but a few days after the mummies were found, we got a call from a Semaphore tribal elder. He claimed the land was a burial ground for the old Tequesta tribe and should not be further disturbed. We told him it was our land and we’d do what we wanted with it once the mummy hoax was cleared up. The tribe has become ever more threatening since then. I found a tomahawk on my doorstep this morning.”


  “That doesn’t sound legit. They might as well leave their address for the cops. A tomahawk is a joke.”


  “The guy in the garage today wasn’t a joke. Nor was this.” She pulled her Hermès scarf aside revealing bruises on her neck that could have been made by somebody grabbing her throat.


  I grasped her hand. “Oh my God, Tippy. What happened?”


  “My architect is in a building right around the corner from that garage so it’s the easiest place to park. I stepped out of my car and there was this Indian, ranting about how we weren’t going to dishonor his ancestors and the graves and a bunch of stuff I couldn’t understand. He was crazy or on drugs or something. I tried to get back in my car. He grabbed me by the neck. I managed to get my knife out of my purse. I only wanted to scare him but he squeezed my neck harder and pushed. I fell back and he kind of fell on the knife and then rolled over. I started screaming and you showed up. Then I went downtown and gave my statement. Did you know they can lift fingerprints from your skin?”


  “What’s the story on the knife?”


  “I always carry it. Daddy didn’t want me to carry a gun… figured I’d shoot myself in the foot or something so he gave me a switchblade for my birthday. No way was this guy expecting a shiv. Surprise.”


  A shiv? Who had this Bal Harbour babe been hanging with?


  “Any idea about how he knew where to find you?”


  She stared into her empty wine glass. “I don’t know. He must have followed me.” The waiter appeared at her side and filled the glass.


  For the first time since I arrived, I took stock of her. She looked perfect in a cream-colored suit with dolman sleeves and a row of tiny gold buttons down the front. I wasn’t going to ask how she did it. She probably had three servants rush over to Miami PD and dress and groom her before she left.


  A glint of steel showed in her eyes like I’d never seen in her before. “But I’m going to do this project. For Daddy. And for me.” Then she slid back into her usual personality. “But some boy-genius has decided the mummies might be from another civilization. The history nuts are coming out of the woodwork. I can’t put a toy shovel in the ground much less heavy equipment. I’m sure these mummies are red herons.”


  I gritted my teeth. “Herrings. Red herrings.” Idiots and idioms.


  Tippy rubbed me the wrong way more than once. She had some sort of borderline personality disorder. I was surprised the INS hadn’t picked her up yet.


  She snapped, “Whatever. Anyway, I didn’t commission a friggin’ study. And if I hire just any archaeologist or let the state’s bone-spinner step in I might as well just hand over the land. They’ll declare it a historic site, give me ten bucks, pat me on the ass, and send me down the road.”


  She chugged her wine.


  Her hands fluttered erratically like moths. She babbled. “The construction plans are inked and stamped. I’ve agreed to all the bids and signed the contract to demolish the Bates. A delay will wipe me out financially and Daddy will roll over in his grave.” She belted back the last mouthful of wine.


  To her the mummies were an inconvenience but I was intrigued. Florida history recounted an early Tequesta settlement at the mouth of the Miami River marked by a previous find called the Miami Circle. That site lay just blocks east of the Bates land. The discovery of mummies might indicate the initial inhabitants weren’t Tequestas. Her site might end up an expensive park donated to the state by the Henman family.


  “What have they got so far?” I asked.


  “Two hours into tearing out the parking lot, they found a bunch of stuff in the bucket of a backhoe. Then up comes the head of a sitting mummy. The superintendent thought it was evidence of a murder. Bingo, within fifteen minutes some smartass from the governor’s office closes down the site. The state archaeologist’s gophers found two sitting mummies.”


  “Sitting mummies?”


  “Yeah. Sitting. Weird.”


  “The state was going to leave the mummies in the ground until the chief archaeologist returned from god-knows-where to supervise their removal and certify the mummies are Tequestas. Instead they packed them off to the San Sebastian Lab in Florida City.” She waved the waiter for another round. I passed.


  “The state has shut down the site and is jockeying to force me to sell the land to them so they can begin to excavate and look for more artifacts. The governor’s office is moving too fast. There’s a fix in somewhere.”


  I knew if the state took the land, it could later swap it for wetlands or other sensitive land. So if somebody owned that kind of property and had somebody working on the inside in the state hierarchy, that somebody could end up with the Bates land for a fraction of what Tippy’s father paid for it. So Tippy could be on the right track.


  “How did the governor’s office get involved so quickly?”


  Tippy ran her finger around the edge of the glass, dunked a pinky in the wine, pulled it out, and sucked on it. Removing her finger she said, “A man worthy of Slytherin, Senator Harry Grant, showed up within forty-eight hours of the discovery of the mummies. He was accompanied by a brand new assistant, a bottle redhead with ice water in her veins.”


  “And you know this how?”


  “I recognize the color. She’s doing it herself.”


  “I mean the ice-water vein thingie.”


  “She looks all uppity and tall and perfect. You know the type, cold and bitchy,” Tippy spoke through her wine. She was stewed. “The bitch seems to be the brains behind Grant or his son. She’s barely had time to sharpen one pencil and she’s handing out orders.”


  I slumped in my seat. Something wasn’t kosher. The Senator had his hands in more dirt than on-site digs. He fought tooth and nail for this site, but lost out to Tippy’s father in the bidding war. I thought he gave up and went off to lick his wounds, but maybe not.


  Senator Grant’s son was a Tallahassee lobbyist with an amputated conscience. Father and son were known for having perfect timing. They were often on the scene before the scene occurred. Their hotline sizzled twenty-four/seven with secret deals.


  “Senator Grant’s a big time developer first and a sworn servant of the people last. You’re right; this is taking on the odor of expired sushi.”


  Tippy stared at her empty wine glass. “And I’m sure that even after tonight’s incident, the Semaphore Indian tribe will continue to strong-arm me. They want me to deed the land over to them so they can prevent the site from being exploited. Free and freakin’ clear. I’m supposed to just hand it to their tribe. They say that disturbing the mummified ruins would end the spirit journey… like they didn’t leave for the happy hunting grounds centuries ago.”


  I swallowed the last of my wine. “Semaphores?”


  “The signaling tribe for the Seminole Nation. A radical spinoff tribe.”


  This was all new to me, including Florida mummies.


  The waiter deposited a full wine glass in front of Tippy, scooped up both empties, then stared at me. Was he flirting or memorizing my face? I turned away. No sense in making it easy for him either way.


  Tippy drank half the glass in one huge cheek-puffing gulp, wiped her mouth with her sleeve smearing her red lipstick across her face. She looked over her right and then her left shoulder and leaned in for a whisper.


  “I’ve followed your adventures in the Miami Herald. Cute sidekick you got. Looks a hell of a lot like Johnny Depp.”


  She poked a manicured finger at me. “Here’s what I want from you. You and your hunky sidekick get to the bottom of the mummy pit. He declares them bogus and I get my land untangled. Do it like… yesterday. Otherwise, I will see you in court.”


  “You have no grounds to sue me. You had ninety days to run a fine-tooth comb over that property. The ball is in your court.” I bit back the word bitch as I tripped over my clichés.


  “Grounds, schmounds. Either you make those mummies disappear or lawyer up.”


  I was in the right, but that never means a darn thing. I could spend months or even years in court defending the print on the agreements Tippy signed. I felt my shoulders slump as they made room for the migraine that flew up my nostrils.


  She poked her finger at me again. “I need an unbiased examination of those mummies. Something doesn’t smell right. If I hire a professional archaeologist or let the state do it I might as well roll over right now. I want those rag dolls discredited before the state forces me to sell or the Indians kill me. I promised Daddy I would build that high-rise and I meant it.”


  “Your lawsuit doesn’t scare me.” The lie “But those mummies interest me.” The truth. “When Roger returns, we’ll look into them.” I stood. “Now I have a plane to catch.”


  I had no idea when Roger would be back but immediately wasn’t soon enough.


  I caught six red lights on the way home and breezed through the rest. My garage door eased open and I pulled Goldie into her dehumidified home. It was a cool sixty degrees and tight as a tomb. Sure the utility bills might fuel a jumbo jet from Miami to… well… Palm Beach, but it kept my car happy.


  No time for a shower if I was to make that last flight. I’d clean up at Hic’s hotel. I gobbled a quart of mango ice cream, threw pajamas and a robe in an over-night bag along with jeans and a sweater, and non-sexy undies. Speed changing into dark brown slacks, a chocolate-colored silk knit turtleneck, and brown Ferragamo flats, I flipped a yellow pashmina around my neck for a pop of color and flung my London Fog trench coat over my shoulder. The power cord slipped in the side pocket of my laptop case and I threw both bags in Goldie’s front passenger seat.


  As I backed my car out of the garage a shadow slipped behind the building. I flashed my high beams but caught nothing in the lights. It could be my imagination or one of the dozens of dog-walking dames who followed their pooches with little plastic poop bags they never used. The shadow crossed in front of my door. It had to be a neighbor.


  Stomping the brake pedal, I put Goldie in park, and sat studying the silhouetted patterns in the shrubs. Something didn’t feel right. I shut off the ignition and cautiously stepped out. Skirting the right side of the garage, I splayed my keys between my knuckles. It hurt like hell.


  “I’m armed! Who’s back there?” I called.


  A rattle of bushes sent chills up my backbone and cottoned my mouth. I clicked Goldie’s fob and her horn honked twice. Maybe the prowler would think there was more than just little old me and fistful of keys.


  An abnormally high-pitched voice silenced the crickets. “Not to worry, honey! It’s Mrs. Lipschitz. Just looking for my cat Baby. She ran off.”


  The tension oozed from my shoulders like melted mango ice cream on hot apple pie. “Do you need help? Step out in the light where I can see you.”


  “Oh wait, here’s Baby! Thank you anyway. Have a good evening!”


  As I eased forward into the shadows I heard the squish of feet on newly sprinkled lawn. The heck with helping the dingbat nab her cat, I had a plane to catch.


  I stopped at the guard booth and asked José to keep an eye on my place. “Thought I saw someone prowling around my windows but it just turned out to be Mrs. Lipschitz.”


  José frowned, his skinny face sliding into the collar of his brown uniform. He punched a few keys on his computerized residents’ list. “No tenemos Lipschitz.” He un-holstered his gun and with shaky hands took a bullet from the drawer and inserted it in the chamber of what looked like a Roy Roger’s special.


  “Don’t do that! Call nine-one-one. No bulleto!”


  I put Goldie in gear and pulled out onto Rebecca Road. My mind skipped ahead to Nashville. Hic was notorious for his frugality. He must be desperate to shell out for an overnight stay.
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  Chapter Five


  At half-past midnight I arrived at the Thornhill, a seedy ten-story hotel one coronary away from the heart of downtown Nashville. The dump was dark but the street was bright as day thanks to sodium vapor anti-crime-lights on every pole.


  Nary a car, with or without tires, graced the parking lot. My taxi pulled under the canopy as a chunk of plaster crashed from the overhang barely missing the hood of the cab.


  “You sure about this, lady?” the driver said.


  We exchanged looks in his rearview mirror. I wasn’t sure. I paid him and added a fat tip. “Wait here. I’ll either be right back or wave you on.” With my laptop bag slung over my shoulder, I kicked out the wheels on my overnight case and picked my way over the remains of the pavement. The right heel of my ballet flats wedged under the lip of an asphalt crack the size of a roasting pan. I fell catching myself on the wheelie case.


  The Thornhill’s huge double doors swung open with a slight touch as if too tired to resist. Security was probably not in the budget. A fully-armed Avon lady toting catalogues and order forms could wander in here unchallenged.


  The lobby was dimly lit which was probably good. Some things should remain in the shadows. “Hic? It’s me, Wendy!”


  “’Bout damn time!” the voice came from the gloom on the left.


  I turned and waved at the cabbie and wheeled my bag inside.


  Alfred Hiccup stepped from behind the slanting relic of a reception desk, his face looking like a chunk of Mount Rushmore after a landslide. His remaining hairs drooped from a wide center part to below his flabby earlobes. As usual Hic wore his pinky-gray zoot suit with lapels as wide as the shoulder pads, which could have served as running boards on a 1930 Buick. The suit was a throwback from the era of the jitterbug and a tribute to Hic’s penny-pinching.


  “The cook’s holding dinner,” he growled and shuffled off, a grizzly on a mission. I noticed he was wearing Kleenex boxes instead of shoes.


  “It’s good to see you, too,” I said to his back as he lumbered away in a Walter Matthau hunch. He was an adorable curmudgeon.


  The right side of the lobby resembled a narrow airport runway with tiny white floor lights the only illumination. I followed the twinkles tripping three times, once slamming my shoulder into the wall hard enough to cause me to yelp.


  The corridor opened into a humongous post-Cinderella banquet hall with a vaulted ceiling. I strained to see the far side of the area where mounds of broken lumber, plaster friezes, and possibly the corpse of the skunk-ape were piled against a wall, probably pushed there by a frontend loader.


  All but one of the tables were littered with upside-down chairs as if a giant had come through and turned the room on its ear. Our dining experience was to take place at a small round table in a corner near the entrance to the kitchen. Two laminated doors dangled from broken hinges and a light shone through the opening casting a pukey-yellow glow on our table. I smelled the remains of ancient bacon and leather-fried potatoes. I was getting good at this archaeology thing.


  Aside from the cook’s banging of pots and mild cursing emanating from the kitchen, Hic and I were completely alone. The decrepit hotel was hardly the setting for a gent in the top ranks of the Fortune 500. But, this was Hic as I would always remember him, filing the edges off pennies, one of his many hangovers from the Great Depression.


  He motioned me toward a seat. I put my luggage next to it in case some critter tried to run off with it. A flimsy paper napkin lay at my place at the table. I used it to brush off the chair then unwound the yellow scarf from my neck, keeping the ends from touching the grungy table.


  My host went through the squeaky swinging doors. A loud grumble and a shrill retort followed by a clang and a bang came from the other side.


  Hic returned, amazingly sure-footed but Matthau-postured, carrying a large metal tray. He placed it in the center of the table with a clatter. Three bloody steaks were stacked like pancakes on the plate Hic took as his own. He passed a second dish to me. Wilted iceberg lettuce, no dressing, and a slab of sourdough bread lay on the plate, fit for a prisoner on bad behavior.


  “Still a vegetarian,” he said. It wasn’t a question.


  I’ve always been a meat-eater. Either Hic had me confused with another blonde real estate broker or he didn’t want to share his steaks. Since I’d seen enough blood for the day, I was happy to go green.


  We shared a thermos pot of coffee poured into cracked, brown-etched Thornhill-crested china cups. The coffee was thick, almost chewy, but hot enough to fuzz my tongue.


  Despite appearing tired and every bit his age, there was a spark of excitement in Hic’s bottomless eyes. I was a teeny bit relieved to see the glimmer. His imminent demise saddened me. It was way too soon for him to be leaving as I still had so much to teach him about enjoying life.


  He talked and chewed, lips smacking. “My lawyer has the paperwork. He’ll meet us at the bank early in the morning for my signature, witnesses, and some other crap. Once I’ve signed we’ll put the will in my safe deposit box.” He settled back with a cat-that-ate-the-dog’s-food smile on his face. “You’ll hold the key to the box until I return from the afterlife. I won’t be gone long.”


  I choked on a limp curl of lettuce. “You are not going to stick me with that responsibility!”


  “There’s no one else I trust.” Saliva dribbled from the corner of his mouth. He tapped the table with a long yellowed fingernail. “Just prop this old body in my rocking chair near the second floor window, the one that looks out over the portico. Being a recluse has its advantages; people will avoid me for weeks, months. You just pop in once in a while and change my position so no passersby get wise.”


  Sure. Zip up to Nashville once a week to rotate his rotting old body until his new one arrives. Sounded yummy. Great plan.


  “Here’s the important part. I don’t want my will probated while I’m gone. ’Cause I’m not really gone. Get it?” He smirked.


  My eyebrows hit my hairline. “This is not funny and it’s not that simple. I’d be aiding and abetting…” What would I be guilty of? Maybe keeping a corpse in a rocker or being off my rocker. “Every potential beneficiary, from cousins you never heard of to the government, is going to petition to probate if they discover you’re dead.”


  “I won’t be dead. I’ll be in transmigration. It’s like reincarnation but more immediate.”


  I gnawed on my lower lip. My beliefs were not on the table and I was not here to be a judgy judge. “How am I supposed to keep your decaying body posed by the window when parts start falling off?”


  “My body will be fine. I won’t really be dead, just on hold. It will stay inert until I return in a brand new testosterone-loaded body. You’ll be too old for me.” He chuckled a phlegmy laugh that lifted his saggy jowls and blocked his hairy nostrils, causing him to hack.


  “You can’t leave your assets neglected with no one to manage them.” I hated to be mean and squelch his dream but his paranormal mental gymnastics required tough love.


  I folded my arms across my chest and shook my head, no. “The court will appoint some friendly lawyer as executor for your estate. He’ll get a fat fee for selling off your hotels. Sweetie, once you’re dead, you’re dead.”


  I could hear his dentures wobble as he ground his jaws.


  “That’s why I picked you, little darling. You are my executrix with explicit written instructions that no probate occur until I’ve returned from the afterlife. Besides… they’re not going to miss me. Mrs. MacGuffin says my turnaround time will be less than a month.”


  Mrs. MacGuffin?


  It was a hair-brained scheme. I imagined myself stalling probate in court. “I can’t—”


  “You will. You have to. Promise me.”


  Oh shit. Another deathbed promise. I must look like an escapee from the Heroes wing of Madame Tussaud’s. Just ask Wonderful Wendy. She’ll do it.


  Hic’s lip twitched and his left eye drooped. I couldn’t bring myself to argue with him tonight. Not alone with no one to help if he clutched his chest and fell over dead. He’d never forgive me if he went into the great beyond without a proper will. Hic was a sibling-less, life-long bachelor. The government would swoop in like a flock of crows.


  I believe in reincarnation, so did Gandhi and Ben Franklin. I just doubt you can aim yourself at a new body, pop back in, and pick up all your old toys. Then again, Dracula managed to hang on to his castles, wives, and a clutch of classic coffins.


  “How will I recognize you?” It seemed like a silly question but if I was going to do this I might as well be in for a pound as for a penny.


  “My new name is already in the will. I will find you and give you the password, which will identify me as me. Okey dokey? Then you announce my passing and introduce the new me as my legitimate heir. One of the documents I’ll be signing tomorrow leaves my entire estate to one, Alex Hiccup.”


  The blood rushed to my head. “Who’s Alex Hiccup?”


  “Me!” he said with a mischievous grin lifting his wrinkles. “There’s an envelope with my new identification in my safe deposit box.”


  “But how do you know—”


  “The only thing I don’t know for sure is my gender. I assume it’s male but if it’s not, what’s it like having tits?”


  “I wouldn’t know.” I slugged the remains of my coffee and shuddered.


  Hic yakked on about his upcoming reincarnation-transmigration while the Looney Tunes part of my brain kicked in with an image of the old gent returning not as a human but in the form of Michigan J. Frogg. He would tip his high hat and in a desperate croak lay claim to his forty-plus slum hotels. He would desperately ribbit the password, but without opposable thumbs the amphibian wouldn’t stand a chance in court.


  Being in possession of the key to Alfred Hiccup’s safe deposit box and acting as the decider of who gets his loot scared the bejesus out of me. Not sure which was worse: propping up his dead body or fending off would-be inheritors. Hic might as well have painted a bull’s eye on my forehead.


  He pushed his plate aside and reached across the table to hold my hands. I caught myself as I recoiled from his greasy fingers. He was a dear old friend and I was a born sucker. I extended my palms. His touch felt like a chamois all soft and mushy. Refusing his cry for help was not in my DNA.
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  Chapter Six


  I knew Hic too well. He had more up his sleeve. I asked the question, dreading the answer. “What else do you want me to do?”


  Hic squeezed my hands. “I want my Remington bronco. You have to get it back. The password was secretly engraved on the bottom years ago. I want you to melt it down in front of me before I pass.”


  That darn statue.


  I tried to ignore the drool working its way from the corner of his mouth to his chin and focus on his watery gray eyes.


  “Since you lost it, my bronco’s been on display in the lobby of the Cowboy Pension Fund on the dang top floor of the North by Northwest Financial Center in Miami. Stewart James took it to spite me because I never supported his pissant pension fund. The concept sucks. All a cowboy needs is a bedroll and a good horse.”


  I thought if that were true, I would have heard about it. It wasn’t like I didn’t try to find it after it was stolen. Hic was way overdue for a fistful of senility meds. In a brilliant diversionary tactic I asked, “How can an afterlife coach predict your time of death?”


  “There are many unexplained things out there. Mrs. MacGuffin has been to the afterlife many times.”


  This MacGuffin dame was beginning to smell as fishy as the red tide. “Where’d you meet her?”


  He snorted. “She said you’d ask that. She said to tell you, you’ll find out when it’s your turn to dance in the light.”


  “I don’t dance,” I grumbled. Time to run a background check on his fortune teller.


  Hic studied my face and zeroed in on my eyes. “Just get the bronco, memorize the password, and bring the statue back here. We’ll throw it in the hotel furnace. I want to see it liquefy before I go. No one except my lawyer will know you are the executor of my will. And I told him I didn’t want to ever see him again once the will is signed.”


  My stomach was flipping like a team of Chinese acrobats. If word got out that I held the key to the Hiccup fortune every conman on the planet would camp on my doorstep.


  “Do whatever you have to do to get the bronco back. That includes maiming and killing.” He grinned a wicked grin, patted my hand and withdrew his crepey fingers. “I’m counting on you like I never counted on anyone before. You’re my link to my next life.”


  No pressure. This was his last wish and I was a chronic people pleaser going down with the ship. Glug, glug, glug.


  He patted my hand again. “Let’s get you some sleep. Morning will come soon enough.”


  A giant sigh escaped my lips. The bronze bronco was stolen on my watch. Hic’s assertion about the location of it was sinking in and computing. Stewart James, CEO of the Cowboy Pension Fund, was an avid Remington collector. He was also a white-collar bully and not someone to be confronted head-on. If he had it, the decent thing to do was to steal it back. Hmmm, I could enjoy besting that son of a…


  It was pushing two in the morning when I followed Hic to my assigned room, banging my luggage and stomping my feet as advance warning to critters of the night that I was coming, and not in a good way. The meal was terrible but I feared the room would be worse.


  I have this little, you might call it quirky, thing about holes in fabric. I get grossed out if I’m near any material that has a hole in it. What, that doesn’t happen to you? Nothing bothers me more, not roaches, snakes, or my ex-husband. So given the condition of this hotel, I was heading into a world of holey sheets, Batman. My hands shook.


  Hic stopped short and I plowed into him scraping my cheek on the rough surface of his cigar-stinky zoot jacket. He omphed, placing the flat of his hand on what must have been at one time an elegant carved mahogany door. The etchings of two large bucks, their horns entangled in battle dressed either side of the double-door. One swung open with a hinges-pulling-out-of-wood creak.


  Hic flipped a switch on a panel to his right and a bank of sconce lights flickered on, revealing a room the size of a football field with a hardwood floor comprised of rippled planks and missing boards. Dust motes thick as a San Francisco night filled the air. Only thing missing was a foghorn. The ballroom was naked as a newborn except for a cot in the middle of the room under a chandelier the size of the Times Square ball, its unlit bulbs choked with fifty years of bacteria-laden spider threads. Yuck.


  Hic took my elbow and urged me toward the makeshift bed. The cot held a defeated feather pillow down to its last tuft, a tangle of wrinkled sheets, and a nasty bedspread bearing the Thornhill crest.


  “Make yourself comfortable and I’ll switch off the lights. The cost of electricity being what it is, there’s a flashlight under the cot. The little girls’ room is in that direction.” He pointed as he trudged back to the door, leaving me with my mouth hanging open and my heart galloping.


  Waving my hand frantically, I yelled, “Keep the lights on.” It was time for a hole-check.


  I held the spread up. It smelled of old attic, rotten wood, and mildew. Nothing too bad so far. Then I spotted it, a hole near the corner, frayed threads crisscrossed over it.


  “Not staying!” I yelled to Hic. “Hold…”


  The lights went out. I was alone in the dark in a vast empty ballroom with a scary fabric hole. Clutching my bag I bent and fumbled for the flashlight. I clicked the switch. It did nothing. I clicked again. Still nothing. I stepped away from the cot and the holey blanket.


  I dug my cell phone out of my purse and tried Hic’s number. It went straight to voicemail. That darn bugger. I thought of calling nine-one-one but I didn’t think a cop would show up to subdue a hole in a blanket. They might cart me off for mental observation. I’d have to survive on my own.


  Holding my phone as a light, I kicked the holey blanket to the floor and using the tip of the toe of my shoe, pushed the disturbing thing into the shadows.


  I wrapped my trench coat around me, pulled up the collar, and used my purse for a pillow. The thought of a zillion tiny spiders threading their way from the chandelier to my face fueled my imagination. And what if that damn thing fell? I’d be crushed and spidered. I got up, pushed the cot with my foot ’til I moved it out of the chandelier’s kill zone.


  The moon tried to shine through the floor-to-ceiling windows nearly opaque with grime. It provided enough light for me to see that I did not want to close my eyes. No telling what was camped out in the dark corners. I lay down, my ears cocked for the sound of serial killers, Avon ladies bearing order forms, and sex maniacs. Speaking of sex, I wondered what Roger was doing. Did he miss me as much as I missed him? I shivered in the cold.


  Clump. Thump. Clump. Thump.


  What was that?


  My neck cracked as I popped to an upright position. I swung my legs to the floor and jumped to my feet, nearly tipping the cot over. A faint cone of pinkish light surrounded me and a cherub-like woman in an old-fashioned housedress with her hair pulled up in a loose gray bun appeared before me. Was I in the final scene of the Andy Griffith Show?


  “Sorry, love. I didn’t realize how late it was.” The Aunt Bee lady pulled a blanket from behind her back. “You must be chilled to the marrow. Here’s a clean coverlet without any holes.”


  Who was she and how did she know about my holey phobia?


  “I’m Wendy Darlin,” I said.


  “Oh, I know that, love.” She chuckled as she placed the blanket on the cot. The cone of light grew weaker. “I’m Mrs. MacGuffin and I have a message for you.”


  I stopped breathing. My mouth turned to ash.


  “You will find your home though it will not be where you left it.”


  The light went out.


  “Mrs. MacGuffin?”


  She was gone.


  I passed the light from my cell phone over the blanket and pronounced it hole-less. Feeling as if I were a balloon with the air slowly leaking out of me, I slipped into a deep dreamless sleep.
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  Chapter Seven


  Sixteen hours of murder, obstetrical humiliation, and holey terror with not even a Wet-Nap. Toppling from the cot, using the dim morning light, I made my way down the corridor to the ladies room. A battalion of commando roaches stood their ground daring me to enter.


  Fuhgeddaboudit. I tugged my suitcase and bag into the lobby.


  Hic motioned to a taxi idling under the portico. “Let’s go, girl.”


  He wore the same zoot suit nicely accessorized with a bright pink art deco tie four-inches wide. He’d forsaken the Kleenex boxes for penny loafers but had forgotten to comb his hair which stuck out at odd angles.


  I took a seat in the cab, about to reluctantly sign on as gatekeeper for a hell of a lot of money. I felt like the spawn of a post-apocalyptic Hollywood flick, a dehumanized crunchy wrapped in a London Fog raincoat with cot-head, mascara smudges, and crusties in my eyes.


  Hic and I de-cabbed at the Thirty-Ninth Federal Bank. Wobbling behind him I was accosted by a bag lady pushing a grocery cart. She handed me a soggy one-dollar bill. I shook my head and pushed it back in her palm. The ego boost I needed.


  The bank was a 1920’s relic with all the warmth veined marble generates.


  Hic’s attorney Robert Walker floated toward us. He was a gray-on-gray man, the kind of fellow who would fade into the wallpaper in a boardroom. Without shaking my extended hand or making eye contact with me, he greeted Hic. Perhaps I had become gray-on-gray?


  Walker led us into a small conference room. He eased the door closed and took a seat at the head of the table. I dropped down next to Hic. The lawyer spun the combination lock on an ostrich-skin briefcase and took out a sheaf of papers. He stacked them in front of Hic.


  Every orifice on my body itched with unseen dirties. I impatiently watched the testator study the pages as if it were his last will and testament, possibly because it was. He slid a paper to me tapping the bold-typed clause naming me the Executrix in charge of standing in front of the train called probate.


  I swallowed hard and nodded. A promise is a promise.


  Hic insisted I raise my right hand and swear to abide by the terms of his will. I doubted it was standard procedure but I went along. Attorney Walker found something fascinating under his thumbnail.


  The door opened with a quiet whoosh and three bankers waddled into the room to witness the signing.


  “You might be slipping me some disappearing ink,” Hic said to Walker brushing aside the pen the lawyer offered. He fumbled in his jacket pocket and pulled out a Montblanc fountain pen and with shaky hands removed the cap. He was deteriorating. I blotted a crusty tear from my left eye.


  Hic initialed the bottom of each page and then scrolled his two-inch high signature on the final pages.


  The witnesses witnessed and the notary noted. The lawyer put the will in a dark green folder, handed it to Hic, snapped his attaché case closed, and left the room. Not even a curt goodbye. Maybe he thought I was responsible for this can of pickled worms.


  A smart-looking brunette in a navy blue business suit led Hic and me to the safe deposit room. Hic put the will in the box, locked it and slipped the key on a gold chain.


  “Turn around,” he barked then placed the chain around my neck and snapped the clasp. “Don’t take this off until I get back from… you know where.”


  I touched his hand as it slipped down my shoulder. It hurt my heart to imagine I would never see him again. A grinding rusty wheel, Hic was nonetheless an important part of my life.


  We left the bank in silence. So many emotions, so little time. Hic squeezed my arm, nodded, and got into a cab. I stood on the curb as he rolled down the window. “I’ll be watching for you, kid.” He saluted and then settled back in the seat.


  With my heart aching I hailed a taxi for the airport and began looking over my shoulder as a flock of worry-vultures swept in. I was the un-pregnant executrix for a legal train wreck and involved in a mess that included two sitting mummies, a Columbo-wannabee, and a dead Indian. Had it been only eighteen hours? Some people can go for days without murders and promises to dying friends.


  The Miami-bound plane was in the air long enough for my inflight Bloody Mary to wear off and my edginess to return. I fiddled with the key to Hic’s safe deposit box on the chain around my neck. Peering peripherally at the granny in the seat next to me I got an uneasy feeling. She had a MacGuffinish look about her.


  I meant to ask Hic about his so-called spirit guide. I’d have to call him because the next time I saw him it would be too late. I shuddered at the thought of rotating his body in his rocking chair. Norman freaking Bates.


  Dashing ahead of my fellow passengers I made it up the congested corridor with two cravings calling to me, neither of which was mango ice cream. An unopened gift bottle of Johnny Walker Black waited in my kitchen bar cabinet. A couple of slugs of scotch and a long hot shower would put me right with the world. I imagined the water cascading over my semi-drunken body.


  I speed-dialed Hic. It went straight to voicemail. C’mon Hic, turn your phone on. I need to know about MacGuffin. I left the secure area and crested the first carpeted incline, rolling my wheelie-bag behind me. I felt something that could either be the barrel of a gun or an exceptionally high hard-on poking me between my shoulder blades.


  “Don’t turn around.”


  The voice was young and male but muffled like he was trying to disguise his voice. Did I know him?


  Ignoring his threat, I twisted my head to the left, gun-guy moved to the right. “You don’t listen well,” he snarled.


  My first thought, protect the key. I covered it with my left hand and shot my right elbow into his solar plexus. He omphed. I looked back. He was gone, but a wave of deplaning flight-zombies threatened to bury me.


  “Listen, bitch. Stay away from the Henman project.”


  The barrel of the gun was firm against my spine. He was behind me again. How’d he do that?


  “Coward!” I kicked backward with my right foot hoping to trip him, and gambling he wouldn’t pull the trigger in front of a thousand witnesses. Not my brightest move. I nailed his shin. He shoved me. I toppled over my bag.


  “You’ve been warned!”


  He ducked through the crowd and disappeared, but not before I caught a glimpse of his face.


  Two twentyish girls came to my aid, lifting me by my elbows. I felt like an old klutz.


  “An ex?” the taller girl asked.


  I nodded. Sometimes a white lie is easier.


  “I hate when they do that,” the shorter one said.


  I thanked them but part of my brain was sorting out gun-guy’s face. I knew him from somewhere.


  With my keys in my fist, sharp edges between my fingers, I marched to the South Terminal parking deck. The sight of Detective Sargent Farley Stranger leaning on Goldie confirmed my life was headed in the wrong direction on a dead end street.


  Stranger stood out like a cartoon Don Johnson with a rumpled teal sport coat, white trousers, white loafers, and a ten o’clock shadow.


  “You look like the woman I told not to leave town,” he growled. His amber eyes were two slits of pissed off.


  I decided to play to his cop-ness. “Stranger! I mean, Detective Stranger, I was just gunned. I mean threatened with a gun. At least I think it was a gun.”


  “If you stayed in town it wouldn’t have happened.”


  I motioned with my head toward the terminal. “I am in town. Some guy told me to stay away from the Henman case and then he pushed me with his gun, well not his gun but he had a gun.”


  “Henman case? Interesting choice of words. You have more to do with the parking lot stabbing than you’re letting on. You were in Nashville. Why?”


  No sense in sharing the reincarnation story. “Met with an old client, Alfred Hiccup.”


  “The eccentric billionaire?”


  “You have no idea.” I thought of the cot.


  “Ms. Henman received a bloody tomahawk this morning. Know anything about it?” He gave me the stink eye.


  “How about you send someone to look in the airport for a young guy with a gun in his pocket, then we’ll talk.” As the words spilled out of my mouth, I realized how stupid my suggestion sounded.


  I shook my head. “Can I get in my car? I’m really tired.”


  He stepped aside.


  I threw my case in the backseat taking a quick scan for stowaways. “I just remembered Tippy had a tomahawk on her doorstep yesterday.”


  Stranger nodded, “I know.” He pulled a bag of gummy bears from his pocket and tore the cellophane.


  He offered me the bag.


  “No thanks. I’m trying to quit.”


  I turned on the ignition. “Why are you here? Do you have something to ask me?”


  “You pretty much answered it.” he turned and ambled away, his scrunched jacket revealed the butt of his trousers, which appeared to have spent the night in a venetian blind.


  I closed Goldie’s door, snapped the locks, amped the air conditioning, and dialed Roger, not that I needed him. No answer. I was ready to click off when he picked up.


  “You rang?” he said with a smile in his voice.


  My heart was suddenly so full it reached up and plastered a silly grin across my face.


  “How are you?” he said


  I sighed and cut to the chase. “Fine. Listen… What do you know about sitting mummies?”


  “You’re such a flirt.”


  “I’ve got a mummy problem.”


  “So we are pregnant, little mommy. It’s not a problem. It’s wonderful.”


  “I said mummies as in desiccated corpses.”


  “You are the least romantic woman I have ever impregnated.”


  “Exactly how many women have you… never mind.” My jaws slammed shut.


  “Did you say sitting mummies or hitting mummies? The line was garbled.”


  I filled him in on Tippy’s predicament carefully avoiding the part about the dead dude for the moment.


  “Something’s hinky. Native Americans didn’t bury their dead in a sitting position. That’s a Mayan thing. Now you’ve got me curious. There’s never been a mummy discovery in Miami. The soil is too moist.”


  “Just my luck I’m the mummy-ville broker. I could use your expert advice. I’m being threatened off the case and it’s not even officially a case.”


  “I’m in Palenque in southern Mexico, up to my elbows in cinnabar, red metallic powder. The Mayan Red Queen mummy has been targeted by antiquity traffickers and we’re beefing up her security. Thirteen centuries old and she’s just made the International Museums’ hot list.”


  “I thought you were on the trail of what’s his name?”


  “Hush. Not over the phone.”


  He paused. I could almost hear him thinking. “The Miami mummies intrigue me. My team will have to finish without me. I can be back by Friday.”


  Some romantic words would be nice.


  He read my mind. “I really miss you.”


  My heart did a pitty-pat.


  “Hurry,” I whispered. “That’s two whole days away.”


  “How are you feeling?” he asked.


  “Fine. Gotta run. Need to find a cat burglar.”
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  Chapter Eight


  Reluctantly I pushed thoughts of a shower and scotch aside. I didn’t have much time to fulfill Hic’s wish of seeing the bronco melted down before he died.


  Kit Kennedy was my best friend and consigliore. His nightclub, the Queen’s Croquet was the place to see and be seen. He drew the glitterati from around the world. Okay maybe just South Florida. He ran an upscale nail salon where pampering was the primary commodity. Get Nailed was low key but snazzy.


  According to my White Rabbit watch, it was leaning hard on four o’clock when I entered the salon. The tan and ivory walls offset the black marble floor and brushed-steel manicure tables. Classical music played, softening the sound of gossip at the stations. All the techs were male and could have been in the latest issue of Vanity Fair.


  I spotted Kit talking to a client. He looked up and shot me a million-dollar smile. He tapped his client’s hand and whispered something to her. She tittered, kissed Kit on the cheek, and sashayed out the door.


  My buddy placed his hands on his chest and belted out the first lines of Que Sera Sera à la Doris Day. I joined in the chorus. It was our version of fist-bumping.


  Kit’s singing voice was a deep Natalie Cole. Mine was more Lucy Ricardo with strep throat. One of the nail-techs covered his ears and scurried into the facial room.


  Queening-out, Kit waltzed toward me, his hand held high over his head. I reached up, grabbed his fingers, did a little pirouette, and yowled the next lines.


  We hit the chorus together but the drag-queen supreme had to finish solo when I choked on a Sera and fell giggling into his arms.


  “You look like road kill and smell worse.” He examined my nails, his voice going down two octaves. “You just had a mani and a pedi.”


  “I need something a wee bit more special.”


  “How about a daisy on each pinky and a diamond in the center?”


  “You know me better than that. I said something special.”


  He raised his perfectly arched eyebrows. “Oh, oh.”


  “If a person wanted to burglarize a gallery in an office lobby at the tippy top of a Miami high-rise, whom would she contact?”


  “Would this person be anyone we know?”


  I shot him a shut-your-mouth-honey grin. “I’m just saying… Do you know a trustworthy burglar?”


  He put his hands over his eyes, peeked out and said… “What tall building?”


  “The North by Northwest Financial Center.”


  “Oh cookie… can’t you… I mean this person aim lower? That’s almost the tallest building in Miami.”


  “She anticipates a few challenges.”


  “I don’t think this person should get involved.”


  “It’s an obligation. This person needs to recover something that’s been stolen. She needs to catch a thief.”


  “I don’t know crooks. I’m an honest queen. I might know rumors. You met one of those rumors at my Fourth of July party. Archie Leech?”


  The name sounded familiar. My mental mug shots pulled up a handsome black dude with dreadlocks. “Tall, thin, good looking? Braids to his butt?”


  “That’s him. Leech was arrested for cat burglary. I think it was an art gallery heist. He bragged about getting off but he was dead guilty. The dude gets his jollies climbing tall buildings.”


  “Buildering! That’s the kind of dude I need… I mean this person needs. I’m not telling you what she’s after or who it’s for. It’s a humanitarian caper.”


  Kit gave me a lifted eyebrow. “It always is with you… I mean this person.” He put his arm around me.


  “Think of it as the opposite of re-gifting. It’s re-thefting,” I said.


  “Leech usually does street performances for the after-work crowd. Acrobatic stunts like jumping over cars and climbing the outside walls of buildings. His troop is called The Birds. They work for tips. We can probably find him down on Biscayne Boulevard.”


  “You sure about him? Works for tips? The kind of thief I was thinking about was more like Ocean’s Eleven. George Clooney cool, not so much panhandler.”


  “It’s not like I have a list of robbers in my perfectly coifed head. By the way, like my highlights?”


  His sun-streaks always made me a tinge envious.


  He patted my noggin. “We’ll head over to Biscayne. If he’s there, it’s meant to be. Use your instincts, they’re almost always wrong. Do the opposite of what your gut tells you. And please inform this person no outside climbing jobs. That’s a freakin’ tall building and I look dreadful in wake black.”


  He didn’t have to warn me. High on my list of phobias—after holes in fabric and getting my face wet—was heights. I make Mel Brooks in High Anxiety look like the Flying Wallendas. But a promise made is a promise kept. I meant what I said, and I said what I meant, an elephant’s faithful one hundred percent. Horton and Dr. Seuss would be proud of me. I was babbling in rhyme.


  Kit grabbed an unlined suede sport coat that screamed Armani, looped his arm in mine, and we were out of the salon after a short delay for air kisses he exchanged with a tone-on-tone redhead entering as we exited.


  We crossed against the light and were on our way to find a mountain-scaling low-life. “Your friend might consider an insider snatch and grab. I could be the distraction. I’m good at that,” Kit said.


  In full drag Kit could distract a nun from catechism class. “With those size thirteen tootsies in stilettos you’d be stopped in the first floor lobby.”


  “Profiling is illegal, immoral, and fattening,” he snapped.


  Forming a box camera with my hands I peeked at him. “I’m guessing the gallery is wired and camera-ed up the tushie so I was thinking more along the lines of ducking under laser beams like in that Sean Connery movie.”


  “Catherine Zeta Jones! You’re going to need a cat suit with a racing stripe and a mask. I know just where to get one. Calligraphy and Cat-Scans!”


  “Ooo!” I shivered with excitement. I always wanted a slinky cat suit.


  We strolled up Biscayne Boulevard. I perused the high and mid-rises for a dreadlocked climber. Nothing. “Not meant to be,” I said to Kit.


  “Yikes!”


  Leech leaped down and under the Capricorn restaurant’s copper awning. He looked like a skinny version of the Fly dressed in black-on-black, his dreads held in a low ponytail. He patted Kit on the back. “Whatsup, girl? Saw you strutting with your lady friend. Fine looking woman.” He grabbed my hand and kissed it.


  Kit chuckled. “This lady is my good friend, Wendy. She might be in the market for your special skills.”


  Leech looked me up and down and leaned over to eyeball my butt.


  “Not those skills, you beast,” Kit said and whapped him.


  We stood on either side of Leech. The slender dude smelled of sweat and Versace’s Eros. I lowered my voice. “You know the North by Northwest Building? I need after-hours access to the top floor.”


  “Whoa, woman. You are a radical chick.”


  I ignored his teen compliment. “What I want is in the secured lobby of the Cowboys Pension Fund.”


  Leech pulled away from us, his braids swinging, “Just so happens I’m working on my CV right now. I could use that building on my Buildering resume. You’re talking about the fifty-first floor. I got me a goal of beating that Frenchman who holds the world’s record for climbing the outside of skyscrapers.”


  Kit shot me a look of pure terror. He grimaced and shook his head.


  “Gotta get back to work before the cops come,” Leech said. He whapped Kit on the back and me on the butt. “Meet me at the Cracker Box tomorrow at nine. You’re buying breakfast.” He eyed me up and down. “Pull on your tights woman and get ready to rumble. Watch this!”


  The urban climber tore across Biscayne Boulevard, bouncing off the hood of a Cadillac and ricocheting from a Mini Cooper. He ran up four stories of the Jamaica Inn, a Key West Art Deco mutant, waving to the crowd from a balcony.


  “I want what he’s drinking,” I said.


  “He’s better than Spiderman.”


  Sirens howled and a police car squealed to a stop in front of the Inn. Two uniforms leaped from the car. In the moment it took to follow their actions, Leech vanished.


  Kit cut his eyes to me and wrinkled his nose. “The Cracker Box? That chicken-fried steak place? Don’t inhale while you’re there. You can gain five pounds. Drop by the salon after five tomorrow. We’ll go cat suit shopping. Meantime, spend an hour in a shower. And do something with that hair.”


  I caught a glimpse of myself reflected in a café window and shuddered. Popping on my sunglasses I stepped behind Kit. “Why didn’t you tell me I looked like road kill? Cover me until we get to my car.”


  Kit ran interference as we eased down Biscayne and made our way to my car. I pulled down the vanity mirror and gasped as Baby Jane gazed back at me. Patting my hair was useless, it sprang in all directions like a cartoon poodle. I scrunched down behind the wheel thanking the salesman at the dealership for tinting Goldie’s windows.


  A long shower, some protein, and a stiff drink, I dangled them in front of me like a mental carrot. The ride home took forever. I caught every light and the need to pee outran my need to eat. I waved to the security guard and pulled into my garage; the thought of Mrs. Lipschitz cruised through my mind but didn’t make a stop. I tumbled out of Goldie feeling rode hard and put away dirty.


  Galloped to the bathroom just in time. Sitting there I knew I’d not get a decent sleep unless I had answers about the mysterious Mrs. MacGuffin. Avoiding the mirror, I washed my hands and grabbed my phone from my purse.


  Hic’s phone went unanswered. Dang that man! I had questions about his so-called after-life coach. I’d try again when I’d showered and had a bite to eat. I thought of my dinner with Hic and grabbed the bottle of mouthwash from the counter. I swigged and spit and swigged again. Last night was like a bad dream.


  I dropped my clothes in the bathroom trash, I’d never wear them again. The hot water felt so good I could have stayed in the shower forever. But the thought of the Lobster Pot leftovers in the refrigerator and a glass of scotch put a hustle in my bustle. I poured handfuls of Johnson’s Baby Wash and lathered every reachable part of me enjoying the cuddly smell and allowing myself a one-minute pity party. No baby. I sure did love the smell of babies. I brushed a tear or maybe it was just shower spray.


  That odd mix of emotions, loss and relief, hit me again, only to be cut off by an image of me falling from the side of a building, slow motion, with a look of terror on my face. How the hell did I let myself get talked into flinging my only body up and down the side of a building? I toweled off, shaking and not from the cold.


  With a short scotch and a cold lobster tail in my belly, I crawled into bed but sleep wouldn’t come. Had I made the mistake of my life agreeing to a high-stakes theft with an idiot partner?
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  Chapter Nine


  Dressed in black jeans, a matching pullover, and black Keds—the uniform of choice for stylish burglars—I sauntered through the parking lot. My mouth watered as the aroma of fried chicken and bacon wafted from the Cracker Box… breakfast was served.


  I followed the aproned hostess to a table in the back. Fifteen minutes later my fingers ached from drumming the sticky surface. Since I was putting my life in Leech’s hands, punctuality would give me a tad bit of comfort. I scanned the tables wondering if there was a more reliable robber in the room.


  The waitress poured bubbling hot coffee into a cup perched precariously on her tray. Liquid nerve-enhancer. I sipped the brew while I studied the tchotchke-laden walls. A battered black and orange metal sign boasting Eveready Batteries hung below a barely green Bubble-Up Soda Pop plaque. Vacant-eyed prairie folk stared from daguerreotype portraits, a Dali-like contrast to the day-glow garbed tourists wolfing sausage biscuits and eggs.


  My stomach growled. Last night’s lobster tail was a distant memory. The aromas of southern comfort food ignited my appetite.


  I flagged the waitress. Sausage gravy with two eggs over easy and some buttery grits might give me an extra jolt of energy. Then I remembered the skin-tight cat suit and held my cup for her. “Just a refill. Thank you.”


  Leech finally arrived performing a John Travolta strut; his entrance caused a mini-disturbance. Evidently, he was a mini-celebrity in the Cracker Box. He wore jeans, a checkered shirt, and cowboy boots. A diamond stud glittered from his left earlobe as he threw his dreads behind his shoulders. He lifted my hand and kissed it, pulled out the opposite chair with a wood-on-tile squeal and eased into the seat.


  He passed the menu to the waitress after ordering bacon, smoked ham, eggs, and hash browns. His dark eyes set on me with an amused look. “I’m being upfront with you. The deal is Buildering. Urban climbing. If I can’t scale the outside of a building, a gig isn’t worth beans to me.”


  “You’re crazy. There is no sane reason to climb the outside of a high-rise. It’s a simple inside job with probable high-tech security.”


  “Look doll, I checked you out. You’re famous, sort of. The only reason I’m helping you is so I can use your name on my website. Saying you’re my student will get me corporate sponsors.”


  “You are so not using my name on any website. Hear me good. I’m not about to risk my life on the outside of a building so you can get brownie points with The Birds.”


  “This ain’t about The Birds. I’m working on winning the international record for Buildering. The final competition is in Dubai in June. Need me some deep-pocket sponsors. Doing cheap stunts like hanging from the inside of an elevator shaft won’t get me moneyed backers. I ain’t no Tom what’s his name.”


  I cracked my knuckles instead of cracking his head. Time was running out. Hic could be gone at any moment. I locked my green peepers with Leech’s inky eyes. “I assume hiking the sides of high-rises doesn’t exactly pay well; for every building you climb you spend an equal amount of time in a police car. You probably have a bail bondsman with both hands in your pockets.”


  He broke eye contact.


  “I’m willing to retain your talents for one thousand dollars.”


  Leech snorted, coffee shooting from his nose. “I wouldn’t embarrass myself for a grand.”


  “What amount would you lower your standards for?”


  “Let’s try it my way first. Humor me. You’re a fit chick.” He shot me a lecherous look. “What’s your sign?”


  “It’s unlisted.”


  He snorted again. “Once you soar like a pigeon to a ledge you’ll be begging to write me a website testimonial.”


  I shook my head trying to loosen plan B. It had to be in there somewhere.


  His voice turned whiney. “Aww come one. Take a crack at being my student. I’ll watch out for you. If you don’t feel the thrill, then I will chill.”


  Hic’s time was running out. What were my options? “Maybe one practice session,” I bluffed. “If I don’t like it we stop immediately. Oh… and no publicity. Nada. This is a black op.”


  “You look great in black,” he flashed a snow-white grin sans one front tooth probably lost in a fall.


  I glanced around the dining room delaying my response. The elderly couple next to us was chowing down on a breakfast of southern fried chicken and corn on the cob. Two policemen sat at a window-side table speed-eating scrambled eggs and toast. Not a spare robber in the house.


  “Okay. We try one quick lesson, but it has to be soon!”


  “Cool. Two grand. Cash.”


  There wasn’t time to negotiate with the skinny dude. Leech extended his slender hand across the table. We shook. His palm was sandpaper rough. His smile reminded me of a fox sizing up a chicken, not that I’d ever seen a fox in person but I was definitely a chicken.


  “Just remember I’m scared purple of heights but I can beat the shit out of you. And I don’t do anything illegal.”


  He snorted again. “Hello? You’re hiring me to help you break and enter a high security building. By the way, what are we stealing?”


  I flipped a mental coin then unflipped it. I had no choice but to trust him. My life was about to be in his hands. “I’ve been hired by a confidential client to recover a bronze bucking bronco that was stolen from him. It’s thirty-two inches tall but pretty heavy. It’s supposed to be on display in the Cowboy Pension Fund gallery lobby along with other western art.”


  I stopped speaking while the waitress placed a large platter in front of Leech. The eggs swam in melted butter and the bacon looked like a menu photo. He managed to gobble it down and slug three mugs of coffee in the time it took me to get the check.


  “That metal horse must be worth a lot,” He blotted his lips with a paper napkin and pushed back from the table. “We’ll run through your preliminary Buildering practice at my place, then visit the gallery. You’re in good hands.”


  He stood smoothing his tight jeans down his thighs. “Follow me.”


  I was so not going to take a lesson from this fanatic. At the last minute I would claim cramps, back out, and drag his cat-burglar butt to the North by Northwest building.


  Goldie and I followed Leech’s faded silver Nissan hatchback for about five miles and thirty-five red lights. He parked outside a large complex in Kendall Lakes in suburban Miami. I parked in a guest slot then jogged down a paved side alley behind my sensei.


  We entered a concrete courtyard with a dusting of snack food bags and empty beer bottles. “Where’s your house?”


  He pointed to an old stucco mid-rise with touches of faux Spanish trim. His finger moved to a patio three floors up with a rainbow flag waving from the railing. “I always enter from the rear window.”


  It took a full minute to grasp the situation. “I think not!” My hands felt like two slabs of cold raw liver.


  “Trust me. This is your first lesson. Once you get in the flow you’ll feel weightless.”


  “No. I will feel like one-hundred and twenty-five pounds falling to earth.”


  “You won’t fall. You’re in the hands of a master. I live for the wind in my dreads.”


  “I have no dreads except that of heights.” Also holes in fabric and getting my face wet.


  Leech took me by the shoulders and turned me so we were nose to nose. “Grasshopper, whom do you think taught Daniel Craig his James Bond jazz? Whom do you think stood eighty-eight stories below Sean Connery and Catherine Zeta Jones at the foot of the Petronas Towers in Kuala Lumpur?”


  “Your neighbors will call the police,” I said fighting the impulse to turn and run. This was not going the way I envisioned. Whatever happened to regular old burglars?


  “My neighbors would call the cops if I went in the front door. They respect my talent.”


  I wanted to believe him but if he was that good why was he Buildering for tips on Biscayne Boulevard?


  He grabbed my head and pushed it down. What the hell was that all about?


  I balled my fists and swung at his abs.


  “Chill… it’s just a few stretches to limber you.”


  My head popped up.


  He pushed it down again.


  My jeans were tight and had no flex. Head between my knees I looked at my sneakers and kissed my ass goodbye.


  Releasing my noggin, he leaned against the wall and pulled off his cowboy boots. He was wearing bright yellow toe socks. Each toe had a separate covering and looked like a gloved finger. Yanking a pair of hand gloves from his jean pocket he tossed one leather fingerless glove my way. “For your right hand.”


  I let it fall at my feet. Germs! Bacteria! Holes in the fingertips! I was in yuck-shock.


  “You only get one. One hand for grip and one hand for slip… not.” He snort-laughed, picked up the glove and handed it to me. “Wear it!”


  Using two fingers I daintily accepted the glove.


  “Just relax. Have fun with your fears.” He took a knife from his pocket and scraped the stones of the building creating a gritty dust. “Rub your fingertips in this. It will prevent slipping.”


  “I’m getting cramps,” I said and clutched my stomach.


  Leech grabbed my fingers and smushed them through the chalky powder.


  “Put your foot there and your other foot there. You’ll feel better when you gain some altitude. Get a strong open-handed grip. Find your plumb-line.”


  Plumb-line? I don’t have a plumb-line.


  My cell phone did its Pink Panther ring. I fumbled in my jean pocket holding one finger up to Leech. Caller ID read T. Henman. Not now, Tippy. I silenced the ring and pocketed the phone. I’d call her back as soon as this was over. If I lived through it.
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  Chapter Ten


  Leech grabbed my tushie in an upward shove. I frog-jumped away from his hand and found myself clambering up the wall. “Stop that you little shit!”


  Failing to dodge his next pass I felt his palms cup my butt cheeks. I frog-jumped again and shot further up the wall. “Get your hands off my ass!”


  “Be Zen,” he said.


  This was bullshit. I was about to kick his head to drive the point home when he boosted my right thigh sending me into yet another hop. I was a good ten-feet high on the building.


  “Less swing on the hold!” he called as he spidered-up the wall leaving me behind.


  In a blink I was two-stories up and clammy as a dead tuna. The strain on my wrists was making carpal-tunnel seem like a holiday. Pressing my head and chest to the wall, I swung my lower body back from my waist, hips and legs dangling over the courtyard. The logical side of my brain chose that moment to wake up and do the math. Leech would have been about ten years old when Sean Connery and Catherine Zeta Jones filmed Entrapment. I was dealing with a psycho.


  “Just watch where I step and place your feet in the same grooves.”


  Hands on the ledge I leaned back to see where his damn yellow feet were. My bare palm scraped the cement. It stung like acid. My feet were now toe-in, kitty-corner on the four-inch wide third floor ledge. I sensed Leech one level above me. “How the hell do you get your groceries?” I panted trying to distract my un-Zen mind from jumping to the pavement and ending it all.


  “I eat out. Now take your nose off the bricks and reach higher with your bare hand. Just a little further. Push up with your lower body.”


  My lower body was in no position to thrust, my feet teetered on the edge of air. Stretching, my fingers slid from the narrow concrete trim. A window to my right opened with a rattle. “Who the hell are you? Batwoman?” an old man shrieked.


  Losing my grip I spun a one-eighty Kill Bill kick and ended facing out with the back of my head pressed against the wall, my clammy right hand suctioned to the building, my left fingers frantically clutching clouds, and my sneakers slipping off the ledge.


  Looking down I could see the Grand Canyon. I thought I knew vertigo before, but this was an entirely new dizzy. The air whooshed from my body as if being hermitically sealed. The ground spiraled up to meet me. I flung my head back against the wall. If I fell I’d splash like corned beef hash.


  “I am so out of here!” I yelled at Leech. “Talk me down you lunatic!”


  “Get Zen!”


  “Does he have a net?”


  I crossed my left hand over my body and groped for my cell phone. “I’m calling nine-one-one.”


  “Don’t do that!” Leech hollered.


  I fumbled my phone out of my pocket. It slipped from my hand and dropped hitting a cluster of bushes and lodging on a limb. A fleck of dirt flicked in my right eye. I blinked like a neon bulb going out. The image of Roger weeping at my funeral pooled tears in my eyes and washed out the grit. Small blessings.


  Shadows settled to my left and then my right. Tangible darkness seemed to be enclosing me. I felt a hand clutch my ankle. In what appeared to be a computer-generated horror scene the wall filled with a flock of skinny dudes in black. The Birds.


  I fell forward. The Bird who had me by the ankle held tight. I swung down, face in toward the building. My nose scraped the wall, my body bounced once, and then slammed into the arms of two Birds. They fell to the ground with me. I was killing two Birds with one nose.


  “This is not going to happen ever again,” I said as I released my death grip from the taller Bird. My legs buckled and the shorter Bird caught me. “Hey lady, no offense, but you’re too old to be Buildering.” He handed me my phone.


  I collapsed on the pavement and glanced down at my left leg in horror. There was a hole in my jeans… at the knee. A real honest-to-Pete hole.
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  Chapter Eleven


  Back at my condo I showered and scrubbed my knee until it was bright red. There was no way to undo what was done. I would always know my left knee had been holed. I towel dried and pulled on my undies avoiding a knee-glance. Packing concealer on my red clown nose, I winced from the pain and admired the results. Not too bad for gallery reconnaissance.


  I had to meet Leech in front of the North by Northwest Building at three o’clock. I decided on a discreet gray business suit with a pencil skirt and form fitted jacket, tailored but not too flashy. Likeable, but not memorable. I pulled my shoulder-length blonde curls into a tortoise-shell barrette at the nape of my neck. Leech was to look the part of a wealthy cowboy but not so he would attract attention.


  At three on the dot, I stood on the sidewalk in front of the North by Northwest tower. I couldn’t fathom the compulsion Builderers felt to climb. Tipping back to look up the fifty-one stories, I bumped into a passerby. He caught me as I fell into his chest. “Sorry, sorry!”


  Stumbling back I spotted Archie Leech marching along the street lost in his own parade of self-importance. Dressed entirely in white he looked like the new sheriff in Blazing Saddles. The only spot of color, a huge turquoise belt buckle, matched the rings he wore on all ten fingers. And I was worried about standing out.


  “Cool, huh?” he pivoted on the heels of his white cowboy boots, took off his ten-gallon hat and swung it in an exaggerated bow.


  “Terrific. Let’s hurry. I only have days, hours, minutes to re-steal Alfred Hiccup’s bronco.”


  Leech sucked in his cheeks like a hound dog on the scent. “The Alfred Hiccup?” He tugged on my arm pulling me to a stop.


  Oh shit. “Forget I said that. If you tell anyone I’ll have to kill you.”


  He smirked sending a chill of precognition through me. I passed it off as nerves.


  “Here’s our story. You’re my client, a wealthy cowboy looking to put money in a pension fund. I’m your investment advisor. Keep your mouth shut.”


  What were the odds he wouldn’t blow it?


  We entered through a revolving door and clattered across a polished terrazzo floor avoiding eye-contact with the two uniformed receptionists standing behind a cherry-wood console. A bank of brushed steel elevator doors lined both sides of the corridor to our right. Standing in front of the doors marked floors twenty-six to fifty-one, I steadied my hand and pushed the top floor button with my knuckle. Never use the tip of my finger. Elevator buttons are chocker-blocked with germs.


  A camera the size of a golf ball hung in the upper left corner of the elevator cab. Turning my back on the doohickey, I whispered to Leech, “Don’t look but there’s a camera in the elevator. Don’t say anything, it might be a lip-reader.”


  He gave me a snarky know-it-all grin.


  Showoff. I faced front and watched the floors click away. On fifty-one, the doors eased open revealing a marble hall with the Cowboy Pension Fund logo embedded in the floor. Auditorium-sized glossy wooden doors stood open with the sculpture-laden antechamber beyond.


  Leech strode into the gallery all Donald Trumpy. I tagged behind the bantam rooster, my lips moving in a silent prayer.


  With a thumb-cam on my ring finger I furtively recorded the room and its contents. Two dozen pedestals were strategically placed to draw attention to the cowboy sculptures. Each podium stood at least five feet high placing the art at eye level.


  Casually I glanced at the spotlights above each figure. There were button-sized holes in the ceiling. Cameras or lasers… either way a challenge.


  My knees rattled when I spotted the bronco. In that instant the caper became real. I was going to commit a re-theft, okay… a burglary. I stood in front of Leech and rolled my eyes upward. He crossed his and made a goofy face. I grimaced and rolled my eyes again. The master-thief finally appeared to understand as he looked ceiling-ward.


  A blond Brad Pitt-ish dude dressed in modified Western garb trotted toward us, his hand extended. I began my clueless spiel about cowboy investments, while Leech eyeballed the security. He ambled around the base of the bronze bronco appearing to admire it. I attempted to distract Brad with a couple of well-placed eye-bats but he was more focused on my banged-up nose.


  “Brad” informed me that he was Stewart James’s assistant. Unfortunately, Mr. James was at a business luncheon. We would need to set an appointment to discuss Leech’s financial planning with Mr. James. Would we like to set a day and time?


  I took Brad’s card and promised to call.


  Leech and I left the gallery moving slower than two senile snails nonchalantly checking out a nest of tiny cameras and low-placed button-bulbs that could only be security laser beams crossing the doorway and aimed to the back of the exhibit.


  We stood mute in the elevator as it dropped us fifty-one floors to the main lobby. Leech grabbed my elbow and guided me to the revolving door.


  My breath hissed from my body. A tire going flat had nothing on me. “Now what?” came out of my mouth with the last of the hiss.


  “Let’s scram to my apartment. There’s something I have to do.”


  Cool. I was about to see how a real burglar plots. I hoped this was an Ocean’s Eleven thingie. I imagined myself as Julia Roberts as we trotted down Brickell Avenue to the public parking garage.
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  Chapter Twelve


  Leech’s apartment was no George Clooney pad. A red plush sofa dominated the center of the living room. The walls were a funky shade of orchid, the drapes a flame-stitch combo of crimson and purple. All in all, the place made my eyes ache.


  My burglary coach rummaged through his video collection and pulled out a DVD. Entrapment. “Now watch this. Study it carefully.”


  “I know this flick by heart.”


  He put his finger to his lips. “Hush…”


  So I hushed figuring he was the expert and I was here to learn.


  Leech fast-forwarded to the scenes where Catherine Zeta Jones wiggles her body seductively under practice red string and then under real laser beams. He leaned forward engrossed in every detail. I was running out of my world famous patience. If I didn’t need his skills so badly and he wasn’t the man who knew too much I’d dump his happy ass.


  Ten minutes of the actress’s bumps and grinds and I elbowed Leech. “What am I supposed to learn from this?”


  “Huh?” He looked surprised to see me. “Oh… forgot you were here. This wasn’t for you. It’s for me.”


  I smacked him in the head. “Focus! We just wasted twenty minutes.”


  “Nah… I’m thinking on all eight gears. Got us a plan. We’re going to do a snatch and grab. I’ll stand at the door. You grab the statue, pitch it to me, and then wiggle-back under the lasers just like Catherine did in the flick.”


  I gulped. Laser beam security. “Why don’t you do the worm through the laser rays? You’re the pro.”


  His look was a total putdown. “Lady, you hired me to run this caper so let me do my thing. If there are lasers, you’re smaller and a better fit. Plus someone has to stand guard for the guards. Either that or we can drop from the roof into the skylight and dangle over the statue.”


  Belly wiggling across the floor was a much better plan. He was the pro; I was the client with a promise. I pulled the thumb-cam off my finger and popped the dot-recorder in my White Rabbit watch, then played the video of the gallery against Leech’s orchid wall. It was grainy but I could see the laser light buttons on the bronco’s podium. Responder buttons stuck in the ceiling and appeared to point to the gallery entrance creating a crosshatch of beams.


  “You’re going to need a cat suit and a mask cause they’ll have that room on video tape.”


  “Kit and I are going to Calligraphy and Cat-Scans to get me one.”


  “You mean Lady Merlot’s. It’s part of the Calligraphy mini-mall. Make sure you buy a tight slippery suit. No leather. You got some fast floor maneuvers to perform. You see how she wiggled and pumped from her waist? You gotta get that wave-action going in and coming out.”


  Rather than strangle the idiot, I left his apartment with red and purple swirls super-imposed on my brain. My Ralph Lauren sunglasses added to the surreal haze created by spending an hour in his pad surrounded by the cacophony of colors. We agreed to meet at just before midnight in the alley behind North by Northwest.


  Kit was waiting for me at the Second Act Café. He poured himself into Goldie and we headed to Coconut Grove. We were pretty quiet on the drive over. I was thinking about not being pregnant. I doubted Kit was thinking along the same lines.


  I eased my car through an alley of cute gay-yuppie shops and into a cul-de-sac of even sweeter stores and restaurants that tumbled out onto the main drag. On the second sweep of the alley I found a space. The meter ate three one-dollar bills and burped out a time-stamped ticket. I zipped back to Goldie and placed the receipt on her dashboard where it would be visible to the meter-maids.


  “Lady Merlot’s is at the end of the cul-de-sac that ties this mini-mall together. Follow me,” Kit said as he strode away. I struggled to keep up. At six-foot-four, he’s all legs and built for speed-walking even in stilettos. Focused on the cute cluster of flowered shops I stumbled over the curb and caught myself on an old-fashioned hitching post.


  Ahead was a glass-front store, every surface except for the huge panes wore a heavy coat of baby blue enamel. Basketball-sized lights dangled from long metal poles attached to the ceiling. The window display looked to be a stationery store with little do-dads and tiny boxes. The sign above the door declared Calligraphy. To the left bloomed an explosion of spring, a festival of blossoms reminiscent of something from a European flower market. The sign above the floral riot read Cat-Scans.


  “They scan cats?”


  “Uh huh.”


  “How do they—“


  “The money is in the calligraphy. After we get your cat suit I’ll treat you to a calligraphy.” He guided me to the right of the Calligraphy shop and toward a pale lavender cottage with outrageous lime-green awnings. Cursive lettering above the door read… Lady Merlot’s Ladies’ Clothes.


  Kit tweaked my elbow. “This is so exciting. I’ve always wanted a cat suit.”


  “I’m the one buying the cat suit.”


  “I’m living vicariously. The cat suit has not been made that could fit me.”


  The idea of a cat suit was beginning to concern me. If I were caught lurking in the halls of a high-rise dressed like Catwoman at midnight I’d have some ‘splainin to do, Lucy.


  “Maybe we should rethink this,” I said tugging on Kit’s arm. “I could wear black yoga pants. They’re more flexible.”


  Kit let loose with a quiet eeek. “What if you got arrested? I could never face my public if my best friend was caught wearing yoga pants to a high-class burglary. No… it’s Catherine Z, or you can’t go. I’m putting my Perry Ellis foot down.”


  Half of me was pleased. Maybe Roger and I could use the suit for role-playing.


  The proprietress of Lady Merlot’s was a Barbie-shaped dudette sweating in a fuzzy pink workout suit. Her platinum hair was pulled to the top of her noggin and held with a pink leopard scarf that screamed hair extensions. A pair of gold Gucci readers hung from a chain around her neck.


  I ran my hand over racks of what could only be described as Las Vegas vintage. Glitter tinkled to the floor. Kit was in the leather section. He grinned like a kid in a candy store.


  A hat display caught my eye. Chapeaus confiscated from Ascot or Downton Abbey. I was gently extricating a blue cloche when Kit nudged me. “These three suits are all in your size and oh so sharp.”


  He marched me to the fitting room, a former closet with a full-length mirror peeling at the edges, and a wine-colored drape for privacy.


  “Try the one with the white stripe first.”


  I yanked him behind the curtain. “This is a covert operation. I need to blend into the shadows not provide an illuminated arrow saying this way to the cat burglar.”


  “Fudge. You’re right.” He took the striped suit and left me with two versions of a black cat get up.


  The first suit fought me as if possessed by the spirit of an anorexic queen. No way was that a size six. I handed it back to my able-bodied assistant. We were left with suit number three.


  The stiff spandex was up to my butt when I ran out of pulling energy. It was like giving birth to myself. I reached out from the curtain and yanked Kit back into the fitting room. Two of us in a closet-size space forcing my only body into spandex casing caused the purple drape to flip around like a gypsy girl’s skirt.


  Our grunts drew a cautionary comment from Lady Merlot. “This is neither the time nor place!” she snapped.


  When I was finally installed in the full-body straightjacket, Kit fastened the hood under my chin. The mask pressed on my sore nose but I did look adorable in a super-hero way. I wondered if they had a Batman suit for Roger. It occurred to me I might have to pee, but I filed that thought away under things to do later.


  Experienced at costume changes Kit helped me remove the suit. It was a keeper.


  “Stay right there!” Kit said.


  Since he’d run off with my street clothes I didn’t have a lot of choice.


  He hung two bawdy corsets with dangling garters on the cushioned hooks. One black and one white, and both trashy.


  “I hope those are for you, because they are so not for me!”


  He unfastened the black iron maiden. “Try it on. Just for fun. Roger will love it.”


  “Roger won’t have to wear it. That’s a portable torture chamber.”


  He spun around and covered his eyes. “I won’t look. Just do it. For me.”


  It was hard to turn him down. He’d been so good to me. Reluctantly I wiggled into the iron-boned waist cincher, my ribs poking my kidneys. The corset came with a built-in bra large enough to accommodate the playmates of the month for the entire year.


  “You can turn around.”


  Kit’s hand flew to his mouth as he gasped. “You look just like Mae West! Absolutely bodacious!”


  I burst out laughing and the Velcro fasteners busted sending both ends of the corset flying. “That is the last word anyone would use to describe me.”


  A deep sultry voice interrupted our play. “Someone needs the fitting room. Are you done in there?”


  I shoved Kit through the curtain and redressed in my gray business suit. I ran my brush through my hair and pulled it back in a barrette.


  Lady Merlot leaned on the counter at the checkout desk chuckling. Kit and I were quite a team once we started with the slaps and giggles. The hostess happily charged and bagged me. I thought of putting the cost on my business card, but I’d be hard pressed to turn this into a real estate deduction.


  One step outside the shop and my cell rang. It was Tippy. “I’m being followed!”


  “Tip, call the cops. I can’t help you right now. You’re on my to-do list but not today.”


  “Fine! They’ll find a note in my pocket blaming you for my death.”


  I clicked off. The dame was impossible.


  “Let’s stop in the Calligraphy shop. I promised you a little gift.”


  “I’ve never had a calligraphy before.” My understanding of calligraphy was fancy writing done with a special pen. What was a calligraphy?


  Kit held the door and I stepped into the shop. It was an explosion of color, tiles of every shape and size with quotes from Oscar Wilde to Cher. The tiny store was crowded. I guess calligraphies were popular with gays.


  “This one is perfect.” Kit handed me a six-inch white tile with dark blue lettering.


  It’s the friends you can call at 4 a.m. that matter. ~ Marlene Dietrich


  “For luck, tonight.” He kissed the top of my head as the clerk bagged the gift.


   


  Back at my condo I set the alarm for nine p.m. and curled into bed for a short nap. It was going to be a long night. A horrible nightmare settled into my REM sleep. Goofy-looking mummies with holes in the wrappings were chasing me up the side of the Empire State Building. Detective Stranger was standing at the top like King Kong beating his chest. I screamed out for Roger and woke up.
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  Chapter Thirteen


  At ten minutes after midnight Leech, dressed in charcoal gray spandex and wearing a Batman mask, disappeared up the side of the North by Northwest building and into the shadows on the third floor ledge, covertly entering in order to open the street exit door for me. Within minutes he was back on the ground and I was entering my first burglary. So far so good, no alarms.


  He nodded his head motioning me to enter. “Now we become invisible. Travel silently with the night.”


  “Cut the drama,” I mumbled through the cat hood.


  He waved me on. The suit seemed to be getting even tighter and the mask didn’t line up with my eyes; I felt like a kid in last year’s Halloween costume. Half blind I stumbled over his heels. The landings went by, slower and slower… fifteen… sixteen… I was burning up inside the spandex. Maybe climbing the outside of the building wasn’t such a bad idea.


  My energy was sapped. I stopped on a landing, clutching the rail. The suit had become a portable steam bath. I was soaked and did not feel the slightest bit sexy. My panting echoing in the staircase resembled an old asthmatic dog. Six-inch numerals on the door showed me I was on the thirtieth floor. A mere twenty-one to go. Suck it up, you wimp. I pushed off and caught up with the skinny mountain goat on thirty-five. An eternity later we reached the fifty-first floor. My calves and thighs spasmed. I fell forward on the landing. Sexy belly wiggles under the laser beams were no longer a possibility.


  Leech cracked the door and peeked in. “All clear.”


  I slipped through the door after Leech. We were in a corridor illuminated by night lighting. Butts against the walls, we inched our way to the offices of the Cowboy Pension Fund. Leech fiddled with the lock on the huge gallery doors and they rolled open. We stood side-by-side scanning the room for movement. Dim indirect ceiling lighting cast a faint bluish tone.


  Leech reached into the bag strapped to his waist and threw a fistful of white powder into the room. The dust filled the air. The room was layered with laser beams, starting a foot off the floor with a new layer about every foot up to the ceiling. Not on my most bendable day, in my sexiest mood, would I be able to accomplish the under and over shimmies to negotiate my way into the gallery and back out with the bronze bronco.


  Leech motioned to me. He put a finger to his lips and pointed upward to remind me of the possibility of audio sensors. He mouthed some words but my eyeholes were misaligned again and I didn’t catch it. I shook my head and mouthed for him to repeat.


  We stood on the threshold in a pantomime argument. If we were on camera we were providing a nifty vaudeville act and plenty of time for security to arrive.


  It was then I remembered a little trick I’d learned in London. The first sensor glowed red just inside the door. I bent down and spat on it. The glow went out.


  I wouldn’t have thought it possible to look dumbfounded wearing a Batman mask, but my partner did. He threw a second fistful of powder. No beams. The lasers were shut down. Leech blew me a kiss in admiration.


  I tiptoed to the bronco’s podium, raised the statue a hair, and held my breath waiting for the sound of a siren. Blessed silence. I was officially a cat burglar. Or a bronco buster. Or both.


  Planting my Keds firmly on the floor, I lifted the statue. It was more awkward than I expected. It slipped from my grip but I got control of it just before it hit the floor, the same instant my heart slammed into my throat.


  Leech was doing a touchdown dance on the threshold. Idiot.


  The red laser beams popped back on. I looked to my right and then my left. I was surrounded by a cross-hatch of crimson jail bars. So much for the lifespan of my particular brand of spit.


  Leech knelt and spit on the sensor. The beams stayed on. He tried again. No effect. I was trapped behind a maze of laser rays. The statue was less than a foot thick but heavy and getting heavier.


  “We’re gonna have to make a run for it. Slide the statue to me,” Leech staged whispered.


  “Why the hell would I do that?”


  “’Cause you’re about to do some serious running, babe. Trust me.”


  I dropped to the floor, laid the bronco on its back, and using my famed ashtray-throwing muscles delivered a power-shove.


  The bronco slid under the beams, first straight then catawampus. I held my breath. It just cleared the beam by the door. Leech picked it up, grinned an evil grin beneath the Batmask, and waved bye-bye to me.


  Screw any possible audio sensors. “You bastard!” I screamed.


  “Sorry, but this is going to finance my trip to the International Buildering Competitions in Dubai. If Alfred Hiccup wants this overgrown doorstop, it has to be worth a fortune. Been nice working with you.”


  “No! Don’t! He’s dying… I mean he’s not dying. He needs that… horse.”


  Surrounded by a cross-hatch of laser beams I did the only thing I could think of. I spit. The third spit took and the alarm system went down.


  I galloped for the exit staircase with the intention of wringing that skinny jerk’s neck. He was two flights down and running as if his life depended on it. It did.


  No sense in wasting my breath. I adjusted the mask, said a silent thanks to Uma Thurman, and hands on the railing did a Kill Bill bounce dropping dead-center on the skinny dude’s back. Like two Gumbies mating we rolled to the next landing. I sucker-punched him on his Batman mask, my hand bouncing off but leaving enough of an impression to stun him.


  I grabbed the bronco. “There goes your tip, you bastard.” I dashed off but three flights down I realized I couldn’t leave the creep. If he got caught he’d rat me out. I ran back up the stairs, delivered a wake up smack, and hefted him by his spandex collar.


  Clutching the bronco to my chest, I raced down the red-glow fire-exit stairs with Leech close behind, my feet running ten times faster than my body. Skidding on my butt more than I managed to stay upright, I hit the exit door amped by my determination. The door sprung open, and an alarm blasted. A fifty-one flight marathon, my tushie hadn’t hurt this badly since the camel ride across the Sahara.


  Tumbling onto the deserted street, I fell against the building, panting.


  “Now what, partner?” Leech said.


  “You got some pair of balls!” I spun him around and kicked his butt with all the force I could muster.


  He laughed and tumbled down the street, converting my kick energy into an urban clamberer routine. He disappeared in the shadows. Would he be back to haunt me?


  I felt someone at my shoulder. It was Mrs. MacGuffin. She glanced at her watch… a dainty little Timex. “Hic’s transmigration has been moved up. He only has six hours and five minutes left.”


  Tears gathered and overran my lower lids. “Please… how will I recognize him? He might come back as a newborn baby or something.”


  “My client is transmigrating not reincarnating.” She slipped her hands in her apron pockets. “I just got dibs on a soulless young man in the queue. Before another afterlife coach gets him I have to prepare Hic for the transfer. Now get your bum up to Nashville pronto.”


  “Why are you doing this?”


  “I’m an expediter. My job is to tie up the loose ends so the spirit can body-jump. This bronco was the last request of a soul in transition and must be performed by someone who loves him. Last wishes are karmic keys to the doors for transmigration. It’s clear you love that old man which makes you the only person qualified to help him. Now go! I’ve arranged a ride for you.”


  Kit’s SUV was parked at the curb. I flopped into the car panting and wheezing. “What are you doing here? You can’t be involved in this!”


  “I got a call from an old lady. She said you needed me. I brought you a change of clothes and your purse. Her orders were to take you to the airport before whatever it is you’re carrying is reported missing.”


  “I didn’t exactly have this type of emergency in mind when I gave you a key to my condo,” I said as I climbed over the seat and into the rear of his Escalade. Adrenalin left my body in a splat as I fought with the cat suit, stripping it from my sweaty limbs.


  “That old lady was Mrs. MacGuffin. She’s Hic’s afterlife coach and fairy godmother,” I said wriggling into my skinny jeans and cable knit pullover.


  The SUV sped along the ribbons of highway leading to Miami International.


  Kit pulled onto the departure ramp. I leaned forward, kissed his cheek, and stumbled from the car. If Roger knew what I’d done he’d fire me. I thought about the make-up sex and wondered if he’d terminate that just to punish me.


  It was three a.m. when Kit dropped me at the airport. “I have your extra set of car keys. I’ll leave your Jag with my cousin Jeffery at the Avis desk for whenever you get back. Want me to keep you company until you get a flight?” he said.


  I needed time alone to decompress. Strong coffee and solitude would go a long way toward preparing me for the coming hours.
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  Chapter Fourteen


  The clock was ticking down as I ran the concourse of the Nashville International Airport, my canvas courier’s bag over my shoulder, and the bronze bronco nestled in the crook of my right arm.


  “Hey lady! What’s your hurry?”


  Security! I suppose running through an airport with a statue under your arm might arouse some suspicion. I slowed up, working on my sexy smile which I hadn’t used in weeks. I turned to the guard, a plump, crew-cut bubba with water-blue eyes and a Taser holstered on his belt.


  “Miss, we’re under Mauve Alert. We’re looking for a Miami horse thief. A rustler is on the loose.” He hooked his thumbs on his belt. “We hang horse thieves in Tennessee.”


  “No you don’t.”


  “Well we should.”


  “Officer do I look like I have a horse?”


  He blushed. “Course not. Mind if I ask what that is under your arm?”


  “It’s a lamp base.”


  He squinted and craned his neck trying to get a better look.


  My cell phone rang. I stepped a few feet away from the bubba’s prying eyes and answered it.


  Tippy howled, “Someone put a dead fish in my bed!”


  “Come again?”


  “I couldn’t. Not with a stinky snapper in my sheets.”


  “A bedded dead fish qualifies as a threat. I’m out of state right now and can’t help. Did you call Detective Stranger or the Fish and Wildlife Commission?”


  “Stranger was on vacation with his wife. No one is taking this threat seriously.”


  “Have you had any unusual visitors? Plumbers? Electricians?”


  “No one. Just Gary.”


  “Who’s Gary?” The way she said his name spoke volumes.


  Bubba gave me the evil-eye as I put ten feet between us. He tapped his earpiece. “Not a real horse?”


  He glared at the bronze bronco still lodged under my arm.


  Without saying goodbye, I pocketed my phone and sprinted toward the airport door doing my best roadrunner impersonation. As the doors swung open, I caught a reflected glimpse of Bubba hot on my heels, grabbing for his Taser. With a spark and a yelp he went down, a quivering bowl of blue-eyed Jell-O. Evidently he didn’t read the part of the directions that said to get the Taser out of its holster before pulling the trigger.


  When I settled in the taxi it hit me. This was my final scene with Alfred Hiccup. Falling back in the seat I allowed myself the luxury of tears over the loss of my old mentor. Get it out now, Wendy. You need to be a rock for your friend. This is a time of celebration for him.


  Who would Hic be if he returned? And what about the mummies in Miami? With all this wackiness going on, it was just as well I wasn’t pregnant. The baby would be break-dancing in my belly.


   


  The taxi pulled under the canopy, the morning sun highlighting my over-cooked emotions. The White Rabbit’s watch hands were on the ten and the five. The driver scrunched down in his seat perhaps dodging imaginary bullets. I leaped from the cab carrying the bronco and my courier bag, my heart raced and my legs buckled.


  The lobby lights were lit as if guiding me in. “Hic! I’m home.”


  A bell tinkled. I followed the sound. Hic sat in a chair where we’d dined days earlier.


  “MacGuffin told me you were on your way. Good girl, Wendy.” Hic extended his hands and took the bronco. A smile broke through the sags in his face. His relief washed over me. I stood next to him, my hand on his ginormous shoulder pad. I’d done good.


  He turned the bronco over and examined the bottom.


  “See… here’s the password. Memorize it.”


  I repeated it aloud. Strange word. “Hackensack.”


  “I foolishly engraved it on my bronco back in ’76. I was afraid I would forget the code for the return trip.”


  “Couldn’t you have changed it once the bronco was stolen?”


  “It doesn’t work that way. You only get one password per transmigration. Bad part is anyone can use your password. It’s good for one trip only.”


  We wound our way down the stairs to the musty boiler room. I’d been in worse situations but not by much. Hic raised his left hand and pulled a dangling string with a tiny Statue of Liberty tied on the end. A single bulb lit the room.


  My phone rang again. Dollars to donuts it was Tippy. I shouldn’t have clicked it back on but I was hoping Roger would call. I was feeling naked and alone and not in a good way. I checked the ID. Tippy. I ignored her.


  Hic and I picked our way to the furnace guided by the blue-red glow and the roar of the flames. The huge rusty door was propped open and the fire was blazing.


  “Thank you, Wendy.” He had tears in his eyes as he threw the bronze into the flames. We watched it melt into a puddle. Then we closed the door.


  “Now… if you don’t mind. I feel tired. Help me up to my rocking chair.”


  Wobbling through the lobby and up a twisty broken-tile staircase, loose stones and cracked cement skated under my feet. My palms were uber-sweaty, afraid Hic would fall sending us both into a painful, if not deadly, tumble. Twice his Kleenex-boxed feet slipped and I braced for a crash but somehow we made it to the second floor sunroom.


  The rocking chair sat in the arch of a bay window, the sun ricocheting off the spider webs. Hic backed into the rocking chair, his hands on the armrests. He settled in then turned his gaze toward me and said, “Remember the rest of your promise. Change my position in case anyone is looking at me from the street.”


  I shudder-sighed.


  “Be back in a month… give or take. Look for the twinkle in my eyes and the password. Got the key?”


  “Of course.” I pulled it from inside my collar.


  He smiled, flopped forward, and transmigrated.


  I swallowed hard and struggled to keep the tears under control.


  My phone rang. If it was that damn Tippy… It was Roger.


  “He’s dead!” I wailed.


  “Oh my God! Who’s dead?”


  I sniffled. “Not dead… transmigrating.”


  “Huh?? Where are you? Are you in trouble?”


  “I’m sitting up a dead friend.”
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  Chapter Fifteen


  Once again I was dashing to the gate to catch the two-twenty flight to Miami. I pulled my hair back in a Scrunchie and donned my dark glasses just in case bubba-guard had recovered from his self-tasering.


  The flight was uneventful or maybe it wasn’t, but I slept through it.


  I called Roger when we landed. His voice was as soothing as satin sheets, black satin sheets. I was in that kind of mood.


  “I’m at your place,” he said. “I’ll wait by the pool.”


  I tucked my phone in the side pocket of my courier’s bag. Something pressed against my back. I was being ambushed again. Same M.O. as last time. Did I have Attack Me written on my forehead?


  “If that’s a gun use it. I’m not in the mood. If it’s your dick, you’re way off target.”


  I stepped back, grinding my heel into his arch. My flats didn’t have much of an effect. I threw my right elbow into his gut. The force sending me wobbling forward. I turned in time to see that same familiar profile. He sprinted away possibly late for his Assault 101 class. Something scratched the back of my neck. I reached under my hair and pulled out a note.


  This is your last warning. Stay away from the Henman project.


  I stuffed the note in my bag. Maybe somebody would check it for fingerprints. I stomped off to the Avis desk. Kit’s cousin Jeffery gave me Goldie’s parking space number and I headed to my car, mumbling. Being accosted by such an incompetent mugger was insulting. Goldie beeped cheerfully then started without exploding when I used the remote starter. I checked her out carefully, inside and out. No muggers, fuggers, or thieves or hanging wires, mysterious boxes or bowling ball bombs. Next real estate commission I would use the money to buy me a camouflage-painted Hummer with Army Ranger plates and an inflatable dude with five-o’clock shadow to ride shotgun.


  Roger’s arms were waiting for me so I raced home, except that traffic held my speed to the pace of the James Taylor song I was belting out. “Whenever I see your smiling face…”


  I screeched to a stop in front of my garage not even bothering to pull inside. Roger was at the pool. I couldn’t wait to hold him and feel his body next to mine. No black satin sheets but I’d manage somehow. I strode toward the pool deck. My love stood on the far side gazing at the ocean. He either sensed my presence or heard my panting and turned.


  He ran toward me, his brown wingtips clopping on the coquina stone surface. We collided at full speed in a frantic flurry of kisses both butterfly light and painfully passionate. He banged my lower lip with a badly aimed incoming smooch and knocked his Indiana Jones fedora off his head.


  I released my hold on him to gaze at his joyous face. “No more adventures without me,” I said, but even as those words left my lips I realized I might be wrong. Could I manage a twenty-four/seven relationship?


  We each had our careers. Admittedly his was a hell of a lot more exciting than selling mini-mansions to the nouveau-riche. But right now, after four weeks of separation, it was heavenly to hold him. I felt as if I’d come home. Actually, I had.


  “Let’s go inside.” Lordy I missed the guy in more ways than just the bedroom but that was a good place to start.


  He brushed the hair from my cheeks. “What happened to your nose? You’re always damaging yourself. Remember you’re being careful for two, now.”


  I grabbed his hand and we ran to my condo, my mind scrambling for the let-down words. There was no Wendy-Roger baby in the works.


  “That’s one of my favorite things about you, your unlimited patience,” he said as I yanked at the buttons on his shirt. We were naked before my front door closed.


  I snapped the deadbolt and we fell to the floor. There are certain advantages to being a clean-freak, one is instant sex anywhere in the house. My foyer floor was clean enough to eat off or do other unmentionable things.


  Roger and I rolled in waves of lust, need, and just plain hug-deprivation. We fit together like two pieces of a puzzle. He nibbled my neck. I peppered his face with a zillion little kisses. He banged his knee on the foyer stair and let go with an ouch.


  In what seemed both an instant and an eternity combined we were spent, temporarily. We lay side by side on the cool Spanish tile floor.


  I stared at his cute kisser, tracing his newest worry lines. The pursuit of a super villain was taking its toll on his baby face.


  His voice was husky from sex as he kissed my neck sending a shower of sparks down to my toes. “I’ll never leave you again.”


  “Let’s adjourn to the bedroom.” I grabbed his shirt and flung it over my shoulder. “Follow me. Reunion sex beats make-up sex, I’ll show you.”


  And I did for another hour or so. Then we conked out for the night. I dreamt of Hic wandering toward a white light in his Kleenex-box shoes.


  The glare of the morning sun sneaking over the rim of the Atlantic burned my eyes. Darn, I forgot to close the blinds. Hunger overrode horny as the thought of buttery scrambled eggs and crispy toast took over my recently wicked body.


   



  Roger was asleep on his stomach. A good way to get wrinkles in his face and a great way to display his rock-hard butt. I tiptoed my fingers up his spine ending at his right earlobe. I tickled and he batted. He grabbed my digits, held my struggling wrist, and pinned me to the bed. He was ready to go again but I had to get something off my chest and it wasn’t him.


  “There’s champagne in the fridge. Let’s celebrate your return.”


  I sat and he joined me. “Should you be drinking?”


  My choice of words was painful as I picked them like porcupine quills. “Sweetie… we’re…”


  His eyes got small, bracing for disappointment. He held my hand and watched my eyes knowing whatever it was would register there first.


  “I’m not… we’re not…”


  The look on his face was a kid finding out about Santa.


  “No?” he shook his head.


  “No. I was mistaken.”


  Now he held both my hands massaging the palms. “We could try?”


  I thought we just did. Drawing the sheets around me I let the tears of disappointment dribble down my cheeks. Disappointment over disappointing Roger.


  “Wendy, it’s okay. It wasn’t meant to be.” He gave me one sweet long kiss then holding me by the shoulders he pushed me away. “Let’s check out those sitting mummies.” Men are great at compartmentalizing. Roger was already on to the next problem while I was gathering my emotions like squiggly ramen noodles.


  I snorted in a runny nose and nodded. “’Okay. Give me a few minutes to get ready. The mummies were moved to the San Sebastian forensic lab. The traffic out to Florida City will drop off in an hour. No rush.”


  “Now that really is suspicious. Why weren’t those mummies put under protective custody with the archaeological society? Somebody’s playing hide the mummy with us.”


  Roger was right. Whoever ordered the removal of those mummies wasn’t making it easy for Roger to investigate. San Sebastian was a lab used by defense attorneys scratching for last minute evidence and a bit of joke in the legal community.


  “I’ll put on the Keurig while you shower,” he said, perhaps sensing I needed to be alone. Or maybe he needed his private time to adjust to the no baby.


  I let the water run over my non-pregnant body wishing I felt more maternal. Being in Big Brothers Big Sisters satisfied my need to nurture but also gave me the luxury of dropping my little sister, Treanna, back with her grandmother at the end of the day. My life had a certain delicious chaos to it and perhaps I was too selfish to give it up.


  Swathed in my light blue terry robe, I slipped into the kitchen. Roger handed me a cup of rich dark coffee with chicory and a touch of half and half. Just the way I like it. I perched on a stool and he leaned over the counter, our eyes locked on each other searching for the next step in our relationship.


  “What’s with the key around your neck?”


  I forgot about Hic’s key. I tucked it under my robe dodging a response. “Tell me about your Mexico thing. I thought you were trailing some super thief in Peru.”


  The world famous archaeologist and A+ lover cradled his mug, rolling it between his hands. A sigh escaped his lips. He placed the coffee on the counter, and pushed back standing erect, all five-feet-ten of him slender but solid muscle, dressed in a tan safari shirt with more pockets than a pool table, tan cargo pants, and his ever-present brown wingtips.


  “I was in Peru, and close to catching the world’s most notorious mummy thief. Two mummies had been mummy-napped from a Peruvian museum.”


  I could see he was choosing his words carefully. “Now don’t get all worrisome but you should know, someone put a rare viper in my bedroom.”


  “Tell me that’s a new communication device.”


  He smiled. “Snake. Not indigenous to Peru.”


  “Was it the mummy thief?”


  “That’s his style. A bullet is never exotic enough.”


  “Thank heavens you got your bod out of there,” I pinched his butt.


  “Interpol received an anonymous tip the Red Queen of Palenque mummy had moved to the top of the list of black-market targeted antiquities. I caught the first flight to Mexico City and then bussed to Palenque in southern Mexico. Hot, dusty, poverty-stricken. The kids standing by road begging…” He caught my eyes and looked away.


  “If you find any red on my clothes it’s not lipstick.” He cut me a weak smile. “The Palenque mummy is covered in a red powder which makes her an enigma worth further study but first we had to protect her from the mummy menace.”


  “I thought the thief was in Peru?”


  Roger paced the kitchen, a worried expression on his face. “This guy slips in and out of countries smuggling black market mummies. A trail of dead archaeologists is the only proof we have that he exists.”


  “Do you think you can catch him?”


  He shrugged. “I feel as if he’s within my grasp, but the more he eludes me the more everyone thinks he’s just a legend. The greatest trick that devil ever pulled was convincing the world he doesn’t exist. He’s become a myth, a spook story. Poof!” He snapped his fingers. “He disappears!”


  Leaning on the counter he faced me eye-to-eye. “If he shows up again it will be to get rid of me. The only thing that scares me is Kyzer Saucy.”


  And that scared me because I’d never known anything to scare Roger.
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  Chapter Sixteen


  We arrived at the San Sebastian forensic lab, which was on the edge of the Everglades miles past Florida City, at ten-twenty. An eight-foot chain-link fence topped with wicked razor wire protected a group of one-story industrial buildings. A middle-aged tubbo in a pseudo-cop uniform sat in a camo-green guard booth. He peered at us over a copy of Guns and Ammo. He checked Roger’s ID and directed us to a bunker with an Authorized Personnel Only sign.


  Roger’s jaw tightened as he opened the unlocked door. He cursed under his breath. “Some security.”


  The cinderblock building had a corrugated metal roof and steel doors. A mild hurricane would chew it up and spit it out. A paper sign taped to the wall above a vacant reception desk bore the image of an arrow pointing to the left. We trotted down a corridor carpeted in indoor-outdoor flooring that probably held more forensic samples than the safekeeping rooms.


  We walked up on a skinny Pee Wee Herman look-alike. I didn’t know lab coats were available in plaid. He was engrossed in a video on an iPad. Roger cleared his throat. The tech jumped a foot in the air. His horn-rimmed glasses fell to his chin and he flipped the iPad face down.


  He almost poked his eye out trying to get his glasses back onto his nose with super-shaky hands. “Can… can… I… I… help you?”


  Roger flashed his International Archaeological Society ID card. “I’m Dr. Roger Jolley, here to examine the mummies. And this is my associate Ms. Darlin.”


  “Of course, Dr. Jolley. My name is Igor. Let me check the list of authorized personnel.”


  A lab assistant named Igor? Really?


  Igor lifted a clipboard from a hook on the wall. He examined the top page then pressed the clamp and about twenty sheets slipped out and scattered on the floor.


  Roger pointed with the toe of his brown wingtip. “There’s my name.”


  Igor pushed his glasses higher on his nose and peered at the mess on the floor. “Are you sure?”


  Roger crossed his arms. “Of course I’m sure. Now take us to the mummies.”


  Igor bent over and squinted at the nearest page. He shrugged and motioned to follow him.


  He led us down a corridor. We passed a large observation window cut into the wall of a dark room. He pointed at the glass. “The mummies are in here. The door is around the corner.” He turned down a smaller corridor, stopped in front of the first door, and pulled a fifty-pound key ring off his belt. He unlocked the door and flipped on blindingly bright lights.


  Roger gave Igor a hard stare. He gulped and said, “I’ll leave you to your examination. I have to check on some cultures in the lab next door. Just don’t tamper with the glass cases.”


  Roger gave him an even harder look. Igor’s glasses slid down to the end of his nose. “Let me know when you’re finished so I can lock up.” He backed out, closing the door behind him.


  The room smelled like antiseptic, disinfectant, formaldehyde, and bad news. I shivered. Goose bumps covered my body.


  My guy strode to a large autopsy table in the center of the room. “I’ll be damned, they are sitting mummies!”


  Each was contained in a separate temperature-controlled glass case. The bodies were in cross-legged squats, their heads drooped on their chests. They could have been two little kids wrapped in tattered blankets huddled around a campfire except that they were thousands of years old.


  Roger paced slowly around the glass cases. His eyes never left the mummies when he whispered, “These are the missing Incan child mummies. They were stolen from the museum in Peru last month. I was investigating their theft less than a week ago.”


  I stepped aside feeling a weird mixture of fear and sadness. Incans had a tradition of mountaintop child sacrifices. Were these children drugged and left to die on frozen summits? What agony did they suffer before they died? Were they accepting of their fate or did they struggle calling for their mothers?


  The thud of a compressor kicking in made me jump out of my shoes. Heavy-duty air conditioners and dehumidifiers labored to fight the Florida heat and humidity.


  Roger leaned closer to the mummies. “There’s no gauge on these cases.” He put the back of his hand against the glass. “Damn. It’s not cold enough for these children.”


  I sensed his tender heart torn by what should have been purely scientific observation, but the setting had become a requiem for his younger brother kidnapped so many years ago. “I must call Delaquez and tell him his Incan children are in Florida.”


  He turned to face me. “That downtown site was salted with these mummies.”


  “Salted mummies?”


  “They were planted there. Sitting mummies are indigenous to the Incans or the Mayans, not the Florida Tequesta tribe. No way were these mummies originally buried in Miami. I don’t even have to take soil samples from their wrappings to confirm it. I can tell they are the stolen Peruvian mummies. Why anyone would stick these valuable specimens into a dig in Florida is the real question.”


  “Are they fake mummies?”


  “They aren’t forgeries. Not like the Hackensack mummy.”


  Hic’s password! I heard a gulp. It was mine. “What made you say that?” I studied his face for a sign. No response. He was lost in thought. I made a mental note to Google Hackensack.


  Roger circled the cases, stopping on the opposite side of the table and shaking his head, “This must be the work of—”


  A loud crack followed by the sound of glass crashing to the floor. A second crack. I looked toward Roger. There were two bullet holes in the wall above his head. We dropped to the floor and met under the autopsy table.


  A third shot ricocheted off the concrete floor near Roger’s ear.


  We were the proverbial sitting ducks. I snatched Roger’s Indiana Jones fedora from his head, Frisbeed it toward the hole in the window, and croaked, “Roll.”


  The unseen shooter flinched and fired. The bullet flipped the hat in the air while we dove and rolled against the wall under the window. The shooter would have to stick the gun through the hole in the window and aim downward to have a chance to hit us.


  The door flew open and Igor did a Kramer entrance sliding in and saying, “What was that noise? Did you break a case?”


  When he came to a complete stop, his horn-rims flew off his face. The shooter’s next blast sent them to eyeglass heaven. Igor’s eyes rolled up in his head and he collapsed knees first, ending up flat on his back.


  I worked my feet under me into a squatting position. I was directly under the shattered part of the window. If the shooter stuck the gun through the hole, I could spring up and grab it and with luck hold it ’til Roger could help.


  The shooter must have decided it was a failed mission because I heard feet pounding down the corridor.


  I duck-walked to Roger. “Are you okay?”


  He smiled at me and patted my knee. “Thanks, sweetheart. That was quick thinking.” He got to his feet, brushing himself off, picked up his hat, and showed me the bullet hole in the crown, saying, “But a little hard on the wardrobe,” before jamming it on his head.


  The first chance I got that holey hat was going to hit the trash. Ick.


  Roger acted as if we hadn’t just been used for target practice. He walked around the two mummy cases, verifying they were intact. He stopped by Igor’s carcass. “I guess we should revive this guy.”


  I knelt beside Igor and whispered in his ear, “Someone is stealing your iPad.”


  He bolted upright almost taking my nose off. “What? OMG somebody shot at me.” He passed out again.


  This time I slapped his face lightly until his eyes fluttered open. He sat up slowly. “I have to file a report about this. Where are my glasses? OMG they were shot.” He passed out again.


  It was looking like a long afternoon.


  Roger muscled him to a sitting position, propped him against the wall, and squeezed his cheeks. “Igor can you hear me? Stay calm. You aren’t in danger.”


  His eyes opened with a look of panic. He dug in his pocket and pulled out a capsule which he dry swallowed. He blew out a breath. The panic left his eyes. “Medical bacon.”


  The gunfire must have affected my hearing. “Medical bacon?”


  He nodded. “Comfort food in a capsule. Drives cholesterol through the roof but what the hey?”


  Roger shook his head. “Listen, Igor, you asked us to tell you when we’re leaving so you could lock up. Well, break out your keys because we’re gone.”


  Panic started to show in his eyes again. He popped another capsule. “But… but… this mess?”


  Roger made a show of looking around. “What mess?”


  He took out his iPhone and snapped a few photos of the mummies. We left Igor sitting on the floor babbling about reports and eased into the corridor. We inched along the walls and scooted out the door into the parking lot, quiet as mummies in a tomb.


  Not one gun-toting mummy stealer in sight. We jumped in Goldie. Her engine purred to life. I backed out and headed toward the guard gate. “Okay, Roger, who were you going to name just before the shooting started?”


  “Kyzer Saucy because I’m positive he’s behind the theft of the mummies in Peru. But bringing those mummies here doesn’t compute.”


  “Saucy? You said he wants to kill you and somebody just tried. That computes. Perhaps you’ve become the man who knew too much.”


  “I can’t figure it. Saucy wants me dead because I’m getting close to him and his multimillion-dollar-stolen-mummy-and-antiquities operation. But to bring his action to the states is really pushing his luck. The feds just broke up a major mummy smuggling ring in Virginia.”


  “Is Saucy connected to Senator Grant? Tippy thinks he’s mixed up in the mummies being found on her property then mysteriously being moved out here.”


  Roger shrugged. “Not that I know of, but anything’s possible with Saucy. One thing is obvious. Somebody’s trying to keep me away from that dig and killing me is an acceptable option to accomplish that. Let’s get there fast before they succeed.”


  We reached the guard booth which was empty and turned onto the unpaved road that brought us here. I checked the rearview mirror a dozen times. We weren’t being followed. The more I thought about it the more it worried me. Mummies among the kale and cabbage.


  Goldie sputtered. I looked at the gas gauge. “That can’t be. I always keep her at least three-quarter full. And the dinger didn’t go off.” I thumped the gauge as if that would help.
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  Chapter Seventeen


  We coasted to the side of the road into a rut near a field of sprinklers swishing over rows of dull green plants. Ignoring Roger’s frown I said, “AAA will be here in no time.”


  I fumbled in my bag for my membership card. Nuts. It was on the kitchen counter as a reminder to renew. I smiled at Roger sheepishly. “Slight problem. My membership expired. No road service. How about a quickie instead?”


  “Never a quickie…always a longie.”


  I laughed. “Love at First Bite with George Hamilton.”


  Roger hmmpfed. “Now that we have the humor out of the way, where’s the nearest gas station?”


  The GPS showed a gas station one thumb distance away. I tapped the mileage. Six miles. Shit. We had a mummy emergency and no gas. How did this happen?


  “Call nine-one-one. They should be able to send road service to us.” A great idea but flawed, no cell service down in the boondocks.


  Roger scowled at me. I shrugged. We popped our doors and stepped onto the sandy limestone road. I clicked Goldie’s locks and followed Roger. “Speak to me,” I called after him. He was twenty feet from the car when I caught up. “You know I always keep a full tank. This isn’t my fault.”


  “Maybe someone syphoned your gas while we were in the lab. Your car’s probably bugged, too. If this mummy mess didn’t have Kyzer Saucy’s fingerprints all over it, I’d think it was connected to that key around your neck you avoided discussing.”


  Damn, he hadn’t been distracted by my interest in his Peruvian-Mexican adventure.


  He turned our walk into a trot. Good thing I was in my Nike trainers. Plumes of dust coated my black jeans and DKNY t-shirt. We’d been stumble-trotting for about ten minutes when a biplane crop duster appeared in the sky to the west and passed over us at a couple hundred feet. It did a U-turn and came diving toward us. Good, help was on the way. I expected the agile little plane to land or at the least give us a wave and thumbs-up to let us know he was calling for road service.


  I pulled Roger to the side of the road into a dry drainage ditch making way for a rescue landing. Instead the rattling two-winger dove at us full bore trailing a stream of white powder. What the hell?


  We covered our heads and flopped into the ditch. The plane cleared us by about five feet but the powder covered us and fouled the air, a white granular fog cut our visibility to a few feet. I didn’t know what he was dumping but it sure as hell wasn’t health food. My eyes were on fire and I couldn’t catch my breath. I heard the plane slow. It was going to circle and make another pass at us.


  Roger was coughing violently. I stood and pulled him to his feet. “Run!”


  My eyes were blurry and streaming tears but Roger appeared to be blinded. My sunglasses must have given me some protection.


  I held on to his hand as we staggered down the road, coughing and hacking, unable to build up speed, Roger clomping along in his wingtips. I glanced over my shoulder and saw the crop duster banking.


  We couldn’t survive another direct hit of that toxic spray and if we stayed on the road, the plane could give us a fatal haircut with its wheels or fuselage. I angled us to the right side of the road and chanced a peek. The plane was about five feet off the ground bearing down on us, the nasty spray thick behind it.


  “Roger, can you see at all?”


  He was still wiping his eyes but choked out, “A little.”


  “When I say go, make a hard left and dive into the ditch on that side of the road.”


  I heard the plane closing in, took one last look, and screamed, “Go!”


  We streaked across the road, and hit the ditch as the crop duster roared by blowing dirt and sand, but the wheels and body of the plane and the heavy part of the spray missed us.


  The pilot had to pull up sharply to avoid a stake-bed truck about a hundred yards down the road. The driver had his bare arm out of the window shaking his fist at the crop duster. I dragged Roger to the middle of the road and did some jumping jacks to flag the rattling truck to a dusty stop.


  A weathered farmer in bib overalls and no shirt sat behind the wheel. His face resembled a dried apple doll with tobacco-stained picket-fence teeth, gray hair cut short under his straw cowboy hat. He raised a knotty-muscled veiny arm and put the truck in neutral.


  “Looks like you folks need a hand and that dang fool crop duster needs a foot up his butt,” he said in a Florida cracker twang. His truck was bursting with watermelons, the wood-slatted sides ready to release the load and create a Gallagher mash up.


  I heard an engine. I turned and saw the plane had circled and was coming at us again with spray spewing.


  The farmer did a double take. “What in the blue blazes? That guy’s dumber than a bag of hammers.” He stuck a giant Dirty Harry revolver out his window and fired. One shot hit a wheel, popping the tire. The second shot shattered the windshield. The plane banked and flew off without getting close to us with the spray.


  “High on drugs. Seeing more and more of that out here.”


  He pulled a gallon water jug from the passenger floorboard and handed it out the window. “First thing you need to do is wash that crap he was spraying off your faces. I got two more gallons if you need it. Old Betsy here occasionally gets cantankerous when she’s loaded and needs some juice for her radiator.”


  I bent Roger backward over the fender and used half of the gallon to flush his eyes, face, and hair then carefully dabbed the other half on me. My face and eyes quit burning and Roger and I quit coughing. But I was pissed. Somebody was going to pay for this, and not with money.


  I gave the farmer the empty jug. “Thanks. I’m Wendy Darlin and this is Roger Jolley.”


  “Pleased to make your acquaintance. I’m Squire Pengallon.”


  “Are you really a squire?”


  “Nah. My momma had a thing for English novels.” He turned his craggy face and took a hard look at me. “You appear familiar, little lady. I’m getting old but I never forget a pretty face. Matter of fact, I remember them better now than when I was young.”


  He chewed on it for a minute then slapped the steering wheel. “I got it. I saw you on TV, on that early Sunday morning local news magazine, I think they call it Miami Nice. They talked to you about how you went from selling exclusive real estate to finding valuable old junk, you know, treasure hunter stuff. You were in some tight scrapes too, best I recall.”


  “We’re more like treasure rescuers.” I figured I’d get his attention. “And we’re hot on the trail of stolen treasure right now.”


  “Well smack my ass and call me Norma, this is exciting. Never been in an adventure except gators and snakes, and they hardly count. What can I do you for?”


  “My car broke down and we need to get to downtown Miami. It’s a matter of life and death.” I exaggerated. “We’ll pay you for your gas.”


  “Don’t be insulting me. I’m mighty pleased to assist a hero lady. Just tell me where we’re headed and hang on.”


  Roger and I crammed into the passenger side along with the tools, jugs, old newspapers, and cardboard coffee cups Squire had stashed in the cab. He floored old Betsy. The watermelons shifted in the truck bed which creaked ominously.


  “You are a god-send,” I said.


  “I like your unjustified positive attitude, missy.”


  Within a few miles we had cell phone service. Roger placed a call to Peru, and then a call to the archaeological society ordering them to secure the sitting mummies, immediately. I loved watching him in action.


  I called the Jag dealership. They promised to rescue Goldie. I could pick her up after they checked her out.


  Forty-five minutes later we were in downtown Miami. Getting there we’d broken the watermelon truck land speed record. Twice. Squire pulled onto Tippy’s construction site. Roger and I took our dusty butts out onto the rough gravel and crumbling macadam. My back felt as if I’d been mule-kicked. A watermelon truck does not ride like a Jaguar.


  The abandoned Bates Hotel had a semi-stunning view of the Miami River surrounded as it was with mirrored high-rise condos and office buildings. If this worked out the way it should Tippy would have a kick-ass condo complex and a penthouse for herself.


  Roger shook Squire’s hand, and I squeezed his bare arm.


  “Take a melon to remember me,” the old guy said looking awestruck to have been in my presence.


  And to think I’d done the TV magazine interview just to help out my friend who was the producer and looking for filler. If I hadn’t, Squire wouldn’t have recognized me and Roger and I might still be stuck in the boonies outside Florida City.


  I didn’t want to hurt Squire’s feelings so I hefted one of his huge watermelons out of the bed. A twenty-pound watermelon was exactly what I needed on a mummy hunt.


  “Give ’em hell!” he yelled, bouncing onto Southeast Fifth Street, his cargo verging on hitting the street and becoming a Guinness Book fruit salad.


  “Nice guy,” I said to Roger who was already climbing over the dig, a kid in FAO Schwarz.


  He turned his head and said, “As long as you’re not on the wrong side of his .44 magnum,” then chugged on.


  “Hey! Wait up!” I ran with the watermelon cradled in my arms. The lingerie football league was in my future.


  The site was covered with bright blue hurricane tarps held down by stakes and stones, which almost broke me as I tripped over them with my melon burden. Red string looped around iron pins and formed a square at the dig site. Mounds of orange clay and sand were heaped in bulldozer size piles outside the tarps. The clay, a remnant of early twentieth-century developer Henry Flagler’s efforts to increase the size of his riverfront land by trucking in clay from north Florida, buried the remnants of an ancient civilization at the mouth of the Miami River. The dirt had to be carefully removed by skilled workers.


  There wasn’t a soul around, and the only sound was the constant hum of the traffic on the South Miami Avenue overpass bridging the Miami River. There must be a thousand mirrored windows looking down on the site and yet not one on guard duty.


  According to recent news, Tippy cooperated with the city by following the code for historic preservation but she still stood a chance of losing the land to the state. I hoped we didn’t bump into the prickly princess until Roger had a read on the mummies. Her lawsuit threats had pissed me off and I was already a little grumpy after somebody tried to kill us twice and the day wasn’t over.


  
    Miami Mummies
    
  




  
  Chapter Eighteen


  Roger held his freshly bullet-holed fedora in one hand, shaded his eyes with the other, and spun a slow three-sixty. “I must be going blind. I don’t see the first sign of security at this site.”


  I watched the hole in his hat, waiting for my chance to make his precious fedora disappear.


  His jaw muscles bunched. “What the hell is going on? If this is an archaeological dig and integrity is to be maintained, security is mandatory. And who leaves a construction site unattended? There should at least be a watchman here. As Shakespeare penned, ‘Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.’ Except in this case Denmark is spelled F-L-O-R-I-D-A, or more specifically, M-I-A-M-I.”


  He started to roll back a section of blue tarp. I placed Squire’s melon on the ground. I ran around the pit, and pulled the cover ’til we had it flopped back a good ten feet. Roger slid down the stones bracing his hands on either side of the tunnel-like entrance, and disappeared from sight.


  “Have you got a flashlight in the car?” he called.


  “Yup. But the car is out in the sticks.” When he zones in on an antiquity Roger’s short-term memory evaporates. Goldie was having lord knows what done to her fanciness on a lonely country road waiting for a tow truck. Probably stripped of her parts and left to die like Hic, fermenting in the sun parlor of an abandoned hotel. I felt helpless.


  “There’s a pharmacy a couple blocks away. I’ll be right back,” I called to the absent-minded professor who teetered at the edge of the pit like Alice down the rabbit hole.


  I felt angry eyes bearing down on me as I turned to make a quick run to the Walgreens. Two tall young dudes with straight black hair and chiseled features approached. It was too late to jump back in the pit, besides Roger was exposed and not in a good way.


  The taller man was yummy in an ethnic-male-with-long-dark-hair way. He took care not to touch me if you don’t count eye-locking. “You’re that Wendy woman.” It was a statement not a question.


  I nodded.


  “The government has taken our ancestors’ bodies. Our tribe demands they be returned so their spirit journeys will not be disturbed. Senator Grant is ignoring our requests. He will live long enough to regret his greed. But now you must leave and take the man in the hole with you.”


  I bounced from foot to foot trying to decide whether to run or light up a peace pipe. Problem was I wasn’t packing a pipe. “Gentlemen, I am a licensed real estate broker and that man in the pit is a world famous archaeologist. We have seen the mummies that were taken from this sacred ground. They are sitting mummies. Do you know what that means?”


  They looked at each other in puzzlement and stepped aside to engage in head nodding and brow twisting. I waited hoping Roger wouldn’t pop to the surface like a whack-a-mole and mess things up.


  The yummy dude spoke in a courteous voice, “We will give your expert until the next full moon to share what he knows of those mummies.”


  “When is the next full moon?”


  “One week from today.”


  “Piece of cake.” I smiled hoping to seal the deal. “Excuse me now. I’m going to assist Dr. Jolley. Nothing will be desecrated. I promise.”


  There goes that word again. Where the heck was the pause button on my promises?


  The tribesmen left and I completed my Walgreens run.


  Ten minutes later I held the flashlight as a weapon and ducked into the dig site. I stumbled down the steps cut into the sandstone whispering Roger’s name. The air was damp and oxygen poor although I was only a few feet below ground level. I managed to scrape my right arm along the rough walls and twisted my ankle, twice.


  The pit smelled like seawater. It occurred to me that the Miami River could sweep in and create an underground tidal wave or the dig had hit the water table and the pit was about to flood. That would explain why everyone scrammed or I’d been watching too many Indiana Jones movies.


  I pointed the light at a platform with a string of rope pulleys anchored to the wall. It looked like a Chitty-Chitty-Bang-Bang prop. The pit was silent as a tomb. I hate when I say that, it’s so cliché.


  “You’ve got a flashlight!”


  “Yipes!” I almost peed my pants as Roger stepped out of the darkness.


  Roger pulled a tampon-shaped gadget from his pocket. He’d perfected the Multi-phasic Unidirectional Density Diviner or MUDD as it’s commonly known, to a higher sensitivity. It could now detect abnormalities as finite as cloth in the earth.


  “Shine the light on the MUDD while I set the controls.”


  With shaking hands I focused the beam on the device while I stood in a pool of murky gray-black water.


  Roger fiddled with the MUDD settings, aimed it down the pit, nodded, and patted my shoulder. “I may be awhile. You go back up top and keep watch. Call for help only if there’s a cave-in.”


  I looked at the fissure he was about to drop his semi-hunky body into. “I’m going with you.”


  “I’m only going down as far as they’ve dug, another five or six meters.”


  I shot him a blank look.


  He smiled. “Fifteen or twenty feet, max. There’s not enough room on the elevator for two.”


  “That’s no elevator. That’s a board on strings.”


  Roger stood between me and the rickety Otis lift. “Those sitting mummies were planted here to delay the condo construction. My archaeologist gut feeling is someone is trying to buy time to get down there and grab something worth the risk of transporting two ancient cadavers from one continent to another. This goes beyond the boundaries of dirty developers.”


  “If this were some sort of antiquity plot couldn’t the bad guys have recruited some local mummies?”


  “Too obvious. Someone wanted to arouse my curiosity. And they did. Maybe this is about killing two birds with one stone.”


  “Kyzer Saucy? See I told you it computes.”


  He searched his jacket pockets until he pulled out a gadget similar to a tiny hearing aid. “Take this earpiece. We should be able to stay in contact at least for the first ten or twenty feet.”


  “Here, hold my hat.”


  I took the edge of the fedora with my thumb and index finger and held it at arms length.


  He wedged a matching earpiece in his ear. After a round of “testing, testing,” we were audibly linked. Roger aimed the flashlight toward the street level opening.


  “Go back up top. I’ve got this under control. Somebody has to be available to call for help.”


  Dizzy from the lack of air, I nodded. The grit in my eyes burned like salt. “Please don’t take any foolish chances,” I said.
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  Chapter Nineteen


  Warning Roger Jolley about a dig equated to telling a child not to play with the Legos. He radiated excitement as he crab-walked to the rickety wooden platform, fiddled with the pulleys, and disappeared. I could hear him mumbling to himself through the headset. There went the love of my life.


  The fedora fit nicely in a dark crevice of the dig, and with a few kicks of sand it was buried. We’d replace it with a new hat tomorrow.


  I used the rough-cut steps to exit the pit; swinging one knee over the lip, I hoisted myself onto the sandy ground. Sites similar to this one had been discovered a few blocks south on the Miami River and a huge ancient cemetery was revealed about a hundred miles north of the city of Miami. Was this a part of that civilization? But why slip two foreign mummies into the deck?


  I sat on the watermelon watching the afternoon traffic build while trying to look as casual as I could. I’d been in the development business long enough to know that you chain a site like this if for no other reason than someone taking a shortcut could stumble into a hole and sue the landowner. It defied logic for this dig to be sitting open for vandalism.


  “Eureka!” Roger yelled from somewhere down in the pit. The plug popped in my ear.


  “Did you find a vacuum cleaner?”


  “I’ve hit limestone bedrock and…”


  There was a scratchy sound and my earpiece went dead. My heart ponged against my ribs. I jumped into the pit and yelled Roger’s name three times with no response. I considered calling nine-one-one and then considered how pissed Roger would be if he weren’t in trouble.


  Relief spiraled through my body when I heard him yell, “Coming up!”


  I leaned against the wall, my spine performing a shimmy. The ropes and pulleys squealed like a herd of pigs but brought Roger to the surface in less than five minutes, his eyes two giant chocolate drops, his mouth struggling with words to contain his excitement. “I think there’s a mummy in the bedrock!”


  He flicked on the MUDD and a tiny screen appeared showing a strange twisted fiber. “It looks like the edge of a cloth, but different than the palmetto fabric found at the Windover Bog site. I’m sure it’s not just a wrapped body, it’s a mummy.”


  Located about two hundred miles north of Miami, Windover Bog revealed one-hundred and sixty-eight skeletons from infants to sixty-year-olds. Estimates placed the bodies two thousand years before the pharaohs. But they weren’t mummified, they were skeletons, each one wrapped in woven grass. Was this yet another civilization? From what I knew, which wasn’t worth a hill of sarcophaguses, a wrapped skeleton is not the same thing as a mummy.


  “If this is what I think it is, it could throw an uber-monkey wrench into what we know about prehistoric society in North America.” He looked at the MUDD screen again. “It looks like mummy wrappings. Native American people did not make mummies. This could be an entirely different civilization overlapping the Bog people. But mummies need a dry environment otherwise they rot.” He scratched his head. “If this is a mummy how did it stay preserved in wetlands? How does this mummy relate to the Peruvian child mummies?”


  “It can’t be a dried mummy, right? Dig down twenty feet and Florida is muck and water,” I said.


  “It’s off to the side in a cavity. It seems like a tiny limestone tomb. I could swear the air felt dry. Here look at the moisture meter on the MUDD. It’s reading Sahara humidity… minus fifty points. That is the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen.”


  Panting, Roger indulged in an archaeological orgasm. I checked my watch to time him. He had three minutes to come.


  The crunching noise above our heads could only be a vehicle cracking the shell and macadam surface. I popped out of the hole like a prairie dog.


  A black stretch limo stopped twenty feet from me. With a theatrical flourish a young chauffeur slid from behind the wheel and stepped to the way-back door. The plate on the front of the car was a replica of the Florida State flag.


  Roger prairie-dogged next to me then we stepped up to the surface in time to watch Senator Harry Grant extend his skinny silk-suited legs from the car. He reached in and assisted a redhead in an Yves Saint Laurent burgundy pantsuit. I heard Roger gasp. He was at my elbow so I elbowed him. The redhead was a real looker but Roger could have been subtle.


  A third passenger slithered from the limo.


  It was the guy who’d mugged me in the airport. Now I knew why he looked familiar. I recognized him from the news. It was the Senator’s son and lobbyist from hell, Gary Grant.


  Roger marched to the limo and got right to the point. “This site is protected. Off limits!”


  The Senator snorted and looked above Roger’s head as if he were a child to be ignored. He extended his hand to me oozing charm. It didn’t work. “This is my right hand.”


  “Of course it is.”


  He nodded to the redhead. “I mean this lady is my right hand. Mace Kelly, meet Wendy Darlin.” Her hand looked clean so I shook it.


  Gary Grant came from behind his father, his index finger waving like a weapon. He poked Roger in the chest. “Keep your nose out of this Jolley or you will find yourself barred from digging so much as a pail of sand on the beach.”


  Roger ignored Gary and came back at the Senator. “It’s no secret you’ve been trying to swap your Everglades land for a downtown parcel. This is not the piece for a trade. Don’t even think about it.” Roger closed the inches between them.


  The Senator brought his hand up to his nose in a protective gesture. Was he afraid Roger was going to bite off his patrician proboscis?


  Mace cast a disgusted look at Grant. It appeared she wasn’t exactly a fan of her boss.


  A white Mercedes pulled to the curb. Tippy Henman. Perfect timing. Wearing knee-high tan leather boots and a white mini-skirted suit, she stomped toward our group, her sky-blue colored contacts fixed on the Senator. “Get off my land, you carpetbagger!”


  Senator Grant lowered his voice but I was close enough to hear. “Today it may be yours, Ms. Henman, but tomorrow the state will file for possession of this historic site. And then who knows? I might decide to erect a tot lot over that pit.”


  Out of the corner of my eye I caught sight of Detective Farley Stranger leaning against a Crown Vic parked at the curb. You’d think with this crowd someone would have thought to bring refreshments. I was thirsty and killer-hungry.


  A dozen dark dudes headed our way, a thundercloud of angry tribal force. Every eye was fixed on Senator Grant. The scene was starting to look like West Side Story. The Sharks and the Jets and now… the Semaphores.


  “I repeat. Get the hell out of here, Senator!” Tippy was jumping up and down her tiny boots springing off the ground in a princess hissy fit. “Out! Out!”


  A silver-haired Native American stood front and center of the Semaphore entourage. “Silence!” He caught Tippy in an icy-black glower. “Have respect for the spirits of those who rest here.”


  He cut his eyes from person to person. “I know who all of you are. Not one of you has a right to be here. I will allow the scientist to stay. We will believe in the truth he seeks. His spirit is pure.”


  A gnarled finger came from his sleeve and pointed at me. “And this woman I know to be truthful. I have seen her on that early Sunday morning TV magazine, Miami Nice. We hold her to her promise that nothing will be disturbed. If the scientist finds an ancestor in this ground we will declare it sacred and seal this hole for eternity. The rest of you must leave now.”


  He took a menacing step toward Tippy. “You have spilled the blood of my blood.”


  “It was self-defense!” She hid behind me.


  Stranger trotted toward us ready to protect his favorite murder suspect and, if he had to, her real estate broker. He stopped dead in his Don Johnson tracks when Silver Hair held his hand in a “stop” position.


  The tribal leader’s face reminded me of Hic when he passed, tired, weary, and ready to go. Silver Hair’s voice was heavy with misery. “Running Water was my only son. He had a bad temper, but a good Semaphore heart and would not have hurt you. You will pay for taking his life.” I felt the threat slice through me and stab Tippy.


  A shiny army-green Jeep pulled onto the site. It was jacked up at least a foot over its Big Foot tires and could have been the personal wheels of the Incredible Hulk. Half a dozen braves stepped from the vehicle armed with shovels. One young brave stepped forward swinging a flat spade. “We have come to protect our ancestors’ burial grounds no matter the cost in lives.”


  The backup braves formed a tool-armed line behind their leader and stomped to the edge of the pit glaring at Roger and me. This version of whack-a-mole could end up with his and her concussions. I shot a pleading look at the chief.


  “You will all leave now,” Silver Hair commanded, his tone said do not cross me. The new arrivals studied Silver Hair and lowered their shovels. He was clearly the boss of them… for now.


  “Except for the promise giver and the scientist. No one else is permitted.” He turned to Roger, the frown between his brows deep as an axe blow. “You and the Wendy woman will explore this burial ground alone. If we observe anyone assisting you, we will declare this site sacred to our tribe and protect it with our lives. You have until tomorrow to prove this site should not be sacred to the Semaphores.”


  His point was sharp and well taken. Roger and I would finish the job alone, together, tonight.


  Tippy’s hands gripped the back of my arms.


  Silver Hair’s eyes grew to knife slits. “Small woman your time will come.”


  Gary Grant slipped a wink at Tippy. I caught it like one would catch a gnat in your mouth while speaking. It surprised the heck out of me. She released her grip and ran stumbling to her Mercedes, gunned the engine, and squealed from the curb.


  The Senator stood red-faced, goggled-eyed, and pissed. It was evident he wasn’t used to being ordered around. Why didn’t he call for protection? Was he afraid of the publicity surrounding the bad blood with the Semaphore tribe, or was the land swap so slimy a deal it couldn’t stand the light of day?


  Mace Kelly eased next to me. “Watch out for Grant. He’s dangerous,” she whispered. “I’ll explain later.”


  The Senator and his son stomped back to the limo with Mace wiggle-waggling behind.


  Head erect, the chief strode into a beam of sunlight and disappeared. The young braves grabbed their shovels, boarded their high-riding green machine and bounced along the rocky site taking the curb as if on a moonwalk.


  I looked around for Stranger but he’d vanished. Probably stalking Tippy.


  Roger and I were alone except for the invisible spiders dancing on my neck.
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  Chapter Twenty


  I shrieked. Real, not metaphorical, spiders were on my neck. I swatted at them frantically.


  Roger casually brushed them to the ground. “No problem. They’re harmless daddy-long-legs.”


  No problem if you don’t have arachnophobia, which I don’t of course. But the disgusting eight-legged monsters do give me the heebie-jeebies.


  He struck a standing version of Rodin’s The Thinker pose. “I probably can free the mummy enough to examine it, at least partially. It’s about twenty-five feet down, wedged in a curious airless pocket. I’m certain it will be destroyed in minutes if exposed to this humidity.”


  “How about calling your archaeology buddies?”


  “They can’t help. I don’t have a permit for this dig. They could get in big trouble. Plus, a few members of the Society would love to crucify me if they found out what I’m doing. I don’t like working without a permit, but I must. Tippy, Senator Grant, and the Semaphores all have different plans for this land. I want to protect history. I have to inspect the mummy so I can formulate a plan to accomplish my goal.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “See what you can find at Walgreens that I could use as tools to free the mummy without damaging it. I’ll stand guard, actually sit guard, on the melon until you get back.”


  He gave me a peck on the check for luck. I loped the two blocks to the traffic light by Walgreens. I ignored the Don’t Walk command and dashed across the street weaving among a host of drivers who displayed their wrath with horns and hand signals. The door to the drugstore whooshed open.


  I ran down the nail and eye care aisle plucking tweezers, eyebrow brushes, and an assortment of nail files. I hit the hair products aisle and threw assorted metal combs, picks, soft brushes, and a cordless hair dryer in the carry basket. At the toy aisle I grabbed a couple of pails and two plastic shovels. The hardware section yielded a screwdriver, a box of heavy-duty clear trash bags, and three battery-operated lanterns. At the register I found cheap one-size-fits-all raincoats. I took two in day-glow pink. I was out in less than ten minutes and back to Roger in another five with a similar harrowing experience bucking the Don’t Walk admonition.


  I handed Roger the bags and said through sheepdog panting, “Are you sure we can’t call for help? Manpower, Inc? Merry Maids? Anybody?”


  He stood, sending the melon rolling. “The Semaphore chief gave us our marching orders. We must do this alone or face them.”


  Armed with the Walgreens bags Roger headed into the pit. I repositioned the melon and was just about to get ostrich-egg-sitting comfortable when a dark gray Audi bounced over the curb onto the lot. Senator Grant was behind the wheel and Mace Kelly sat in the front passenger seat, staring straight ahead. He had returned in his personal car instead of the publically recognizable limo. I felt a bribe in the air.


  Roger dropped the bags and joined me watching the Audi come to a stop about ten feet away. Grant left the engine running. Maybe it was going to be a drive-by bribe. He slid from behind the wheel and stepped between the front of his car and a broken section of cinderblock wall. He curled his finger in a come-here motion to Roger.


  Mace stretched a long muscular leg out the passenger door and was about to completely alight when the driverless car lurched throwing her out the door.


  The Audi rolled forward. The bumper knocked the senator down and then sent him headfirst into the wall with a bursting cantaloupe pop. He dropped to the ground, his head leaving a red smear on the cinderblock. The car continued advancing until the wall stopped it with the right front wheel resting in the middle of Grant’s back. The crunching had been his bones. His eyes were big as golf balls and his tongue poked out of his mouth. Senator Harry Grant would bribe no more.


  The momentum of the car knocked Mace to the ground, the side of her leg a swirl of blood.


  “Is he okay? Is he okay?” she screamed scrambling to her feet and backing away from the splat that had been one of Florida’s most notorious legislators.


  I remembered Roger’s reaction to blood and spun around. He had already passed out and was buckling at the knees. I caught him and lowered him to the ground before he hit his noggin.


  A thud came from behind me. Mace had collapsed in a heap.


  One dead. Two down. Time to call nine-one-one. My hand was shaking so badly I couldn’t get it into my pocket. I swallowed hard to keep from throwing up. I closed my eyes and took deep breaths; I had to get myself under control. I finally got my phone out of my pocket and with much difficulty dialed nine-one-one.


  I spoke distinctly into the phone. The operator was as dumb as Squire’s bag of hammers. What didn’t she understand? A senator had been run over by his own car. Wait, it had to be me. I slowed down and tried again. This time she understood me.


  She asked, “Is the victim in pain?”


  “I’d ask him but I can’t see his mouth. We could use the full contingent including HAZMAT, we’re talking politician’s blood no telling what contaminants we’ve got here. Send the police, the medical examiner, and an EMT truck loaded with smelling salts. I have two who have passed out and I’m not so sure about me.”


  I glanced at Mace. She’d fallen in a stylish TV-scene swoon. She’d probably look stylish slopping hogs. Well, Mace would have to take care of Mace. I had Roger to tend to.


  His eyes were still closed. I sat on the ground and eased his head into my lap, stroking it gently. He came around with a lurch then turned and retched in the sand. Darn good thing neither of us had eaten all day.


  A yellow Ferrari tried to mount the curb but got hung up on its low frame. Gary Grant leaped out and ran to the smush that had been his father. He staggered and fell over backward, feet in the air.


  EMS wailed onto the lot in a combo fire truck-ambulance. Three police cars howled in, skidding to a stop fifty feet from the Senator’s car. The poor mummy was probably frightened back into eternity.


  I escorted Roger to edge of the pit. He sat on the watermelon and I stood over him, holding his head against my thigh.


  When I turned my attention away from Roger, I saw Mace had been revived and was sobbing in the back of a cop car. An officer, notebook in hand, struggled to question her. She looked up, caught my eye, and flagged me. I shook my head.


  Detective Farley Stranger tramped toward Roger and me. He was chewing on a lollipop stick and wearing the same grease-stained sport coat. He jumped at me, accusations written all over his chubby face. “Well Ms. Darlin, another unusual death?”


  I ground my teeth. “I had nothing to do with this. Is that a lollipop? What happened to the gummy bears?”


  He pulled it from his mouth. It was a gummy bear on a stick. “Want to give me your version of how a senator ends up being run over by his own car?”


  So I made a mistake when I hard-timed this guy about calling me Ms. instead of Miss and I couldn’t blame him for hard-timing me back. I shouldn’t have pissed off an overworked cop but now he’d pissed me off. And enough was enough.


  I poked my finger in his chest. “Listen, buddy boy, you don’t get to talk to us like this. We’re witnesses, not suspects. There’s no our version about it. Show some respect or I’ll beef you out to the chief. That means the Miami PD Chief of Police whose wife is a close friend of mine. And the chief himself is very grateful for the deal I got them on their home.” I put my thumb and fingertips together and turned them upward under his nose. “Capisce?”


  He stepped back. “Okay, okay, Miss Miami Nice. I just want to know what you saw.”


  I wasn’t about to fall for his just-the-facts-ma’am act. He’d screw us when, not if, he could. But Roger and I cooperated and recited every detail we could dredge up. I was pretty acidic as I told my story. Roger kept giving me worried looks but what did he know? He was used to dealing with gentlemen from Scotland Yard and Interpol, not a Miami Vice wannabe.


  He closed his notepad then looked at me. “One more thing.”


  I rolled my eyes. Make that a Columbo wannabe.


  “How long have you and Ms. Mace Kelly been friends?”


  Snatching the notepad from his hand and stuffing it down his throat skimmed through my mind along with a dozen smartass responses.


  Instead I said through clenched teeth, “Never saw her before this afternoon when the three-ring circus was here.”


  “Three-ring circus?”


  “Senator Grant and Mace in his limousine, Chief Whoever and enough Semaphores to fill the FSU stadium, and Tippy. You do remember Tippy, don’t you?” I paused for effect. “And you. Make that a four-ring circus. And if you count the mummy or mummies the Semaphores want us to look for, the number of rings goes up to five.”


  Evidently that was more than he could get his sugar-coated mind around. He gaped at me vacantly, chewing on his gummy bear.


  “Dr. Jolley and I have scientific research to do here.” I scooped up the fluorescent pink raincoats and the plastic sand pail. “If you don’t mind, we’d like to get back to work. It’s getting late.”


  Roger nudged me. “Look at that.”


  I turned from Stranger. While I was engaged in scintillating repartee with him, the place had turned into a hubbub. The crime scene and medical examiner’s vans had arrived. Techs were photographing the car, tire tracks, and body. Others were bagging scrapings and soil samples.


  But the reason Roger had nudged me was the incredible amount of media crowding the street with more arriving. More uniform police had shown up also and had their hands full keeping the newsies off the property. Bedlam.


  And it got worse. The bellow of a bull moose caused me to jerk my head around. The bull moose was Gary Grant. He was trying to get to Mace inside the cruiser. Two uniforms pulled him back and stuffed the grief-stricken son in another police car. Both cruisers drove off.


  The chaos continued for nearly two hours. We were stymied until things calmed down. When the senator’s body was removed and the Audi was hauled off on a flatbed wrecker, the newsies and their satellite-dished trucks left. Most of the police cars followed suit.


  Stranger waved to the last of the uniforms to leave.


  “Detective Stranger, can we get some police protection? Just one officer for the night?” I asked.


  He yanked the naked lollipop stick from his mouth and shook his head. “We’re understaffed. An accident scene doesn’t require security, Ms. Darlin.”


  He spun on his battered heels and trudged back to his car.


  “I’m going to have that guy’s badge before this is over,” I said.


  Roger put his arm around my shoulders. “It’s a good thing that you know the chief.”


  “Of the Semaphores? I saw him today for the first time, same as you.”


  “No, of the Miami PD. Stranger treated us better after you told him about knowing the chief.”


  I said nothing.


  A few seconds later Roger said, “You don’t know the police chief, do you?”


  “I don’t even know his name.”


  Roger slipped into his professional mode. “I’ve got a mummy to identify.”
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  Chapter Twenty-One


  Roger lowered himself into the pit and I stood sentry on the lip of the dig.


  I did the guy-thing and compartmentalized the squashed senator, and the Semaphore surveillance. The only thing I couldn’t put out of my mind was my hunger.


  I would have traded the mummy for a juicy burger and a vodka tonic, hold the tonic. I considered mashing the watermelon but then what would I sit on?


  Hic slipped into my mind. My sixth sense was bleeping “action in the afterlife.” I paced away from the melon avoiding the yellow-taped accident scene. Oh Hic, where are you? When I made my U-turn, Mrs. MacGuffin was perched on the melon. I’d given up trying to figure out her supernatural hokey-pokey. I dashed to her side. “Hic?”


  “Not much longer. He’s an old soul. I brought him into the world at least a dozen times. He’ll make it through.”


  “Shouldn’t I go check on his body? Rotate it?” I shuddered.


  She patted my hand. It felt like the kiss of a butterfly. “There is really no need for you to discover his body. It wouldn’t be pleasant, my dear.”


  A giant sigh of relief escaped my lips. I was not looking forward to doing the Norman Bates thing. “I could just call the Nashville police to look in on him as a concerned friend.”


  “Exactly.” She nodded.


  I scooched down making eye contact with the fairy godmother of the afterlife. “You saw what happened here, earlier? Where does someone like Senator Grant go? Surely he isn’t permitted to come back again.”


  She patted my hand. “Oh, but he can and will. Meantime we keep them in a vault. Let one out for every one hundred good souls. It’s an algorithm we maintain.” She grinned a naughty grin. “Some we keep for scratch paper.”


  “Yikes!” Roger’s voice echoed up the walls of the fissure.


  “I believe your young man has his mummy.”


  I jumped in the pit which glowed from the light of two of the battery lanterns.


  Roger was pulling the Chitty Chitty Bang Bang elevator hand-over-hand from the fissure, the third lantern wobbling on the platform. He stumbled off the elevator giddy with excitement. “It’s just as I thought. It’s a full-fledged mummy tucked into an airless pocket in the bedrock.”


  He paced back and forth, punching his right fist into his left palm. “I need to get a legal Stay before the state starts messing with this property. I need…” His eyes glowed, a cat in the shadows. He whooped, “I need to file an Amicus Mummius!”


  I flattened myself against the crumbly sandstone wall to get out of the blast zone of his enthusiasm.


  “You, my darling, Wendy,” he kissed me with a smacking sound. “You must stay here. Don’t let anyone mess with that mummy. And don’t let the Semaphores attempt to fill in this excavation. If the wet sand gets into that dry air pocket the mummy is a goner.”


  After a ten-second hugging session he was off and scrambling out of the pit.


  “Whoa!” I yelled. “What’s an Amicus Mummius?”


  He laughed. “I have no idea. I just made it up. Amicus Curiae is a Friend of the Court. I’ve just invented Friend of the Mummy. Let’s see if I can get a judge to fall for it. We just need a little time to properly excavate this baby!”


  Roger whipped out his cell phone and walked to the curb. Five minutes later he disappeared into a green cab. I stood at the top of the pit feeling like the last woman on earth. The dusk of the setting sun illuminated the smog giving the site a dystopian aura.


  The walls of my stomach stuck together from hunger. I should have thought of grabbing at least a candy bar or one of those expired bags of chips at Walgreens.


  I heard a wolf howl. Fear was replacing logic. “This is downtown Miami, you idiot.” I said it aloud and wondered if the mummy thief was nearby. Torn between staying on the melon as the sun went down or slipping into the pit where the mummy lived, I chose to hunch over the fruit. It was time to call my BFF.


  Kit grabbed his phone on the first ring with his comforting mac-and-cheese voice.


  “I need you,” I whimpered then let the words spill out in a semi-coherent Readers Digest version of my situation.


  Ice tinkled in a glass on his end of the phone. It sounded like a vodka tonic… with a lime wedge, but I could have been wrong.


  “So you have a rogue mummy, a squashed senator, a missing boyfriend, and the Semaphore nation after you. Did I miss anything? Oh yeah… you’re starving,” he said with a soft snort.


  Hearing it repeated back to me made me laugh. “And Goldie’s sitting cold and lonely at the dealership. I’m car-less.”


  “I’m due on stage in two minutes for the early teaser show. I can be there by eight if I don’t stop to change costumes. But I’ve gotta be back here for the late show at ten-thirty.”


  I could last that long. My nerves would keep me from passing out. I glanced over my shoulder. A shadow drew closer. Now what? Senator Grant’s ghost or another tribal leader protecting his ancestors?


  Damn Stranger. He could have authorized at least one cop, even a short one. Whose pocket was he in? Three deep breaths later I noticed the jacked-up Jeep. It made a second pass, circled the block then disappeared. Either the Semaphores were making sure we kept our promise or this was a renegade group determined to fill the dig tonight despite Silver Hair’s orders.


  Roger wasn’t answering his phone. He must be judge-wrangling, trying to double-talk his way around an Amicus Mummius. He could be adorable at times. I hoped he found a female judge with a weakness for guys with long dark eyelashes.


  Crap! The yellow Ferrari was back carrying the Senator’s hotheaded son. He was bigger than I was and probably packing a gun.


  Gary Grant sat in the car under the streetlights for a full five minutes. Maybe determining whether I was alone. It was clear he wanted to use the mummies as a reason for the state to grab the land but was he in a financial position to trade something for the land? With these Tallahassee dudes and their shifty Monopoly games you ever knew who was sitting on Park Place with three hotels.


  Standing tall, I slipped my hand inside my jacket imitating Michael Corleone in the Godfather. I love that scene where unarmed, he bluffs the gangsters who’ve come to kill his father in the hospital. If only I could hide the mummy before Grant’s henchmen rushed me.


  Grant held something to his ear. He gunned the Ferrari and left the curb at ninety miles an hour. Spoiled brat ignoring city speed limits. I hoped I’d seen the last of him.


  My legs were getting tired. I sat on the melon and punched in Roger’s numbers. He picked up. “Cripes Wendy. I’m getting a serious runaround. They’re playing who’s got the judge? How are you holding up?”


  “I’ve had a spooky visit from Gary Grant and my stomach is growling. Please bring me something to eat on your way back. I’m peckish and squeamish.” It sounded like a law firm.


  Two minutes later, the darn Ferrari returned followed by a van with a faded gold real estate logo on the door. Two more sedans pulled to the curb. Both had magnetic signs on the doors. Faded real estate signs. Grant left his car and climbed into the back of the van. The lobbyist was gathering his little army. Was I willing to die for a mummy?


  I redialed Roger. No answer. If he wasn’t on his way back I was going to be petrified besides being peckish and squeamish.


  I paced around the melon, the steady hum of rush hour traffic wiping out the sounds from Team Grant’s van. What the heck were they up to? High tech or low stuff like shovels and pick-axes?


  Crackly noises behind my back caused me to jump three feet in the air. It was Mace Kelly wearing a pink Chanel mini-skirted suit and a bandage around her right leg. “Where’s your archaeologist?”


  I was glad to have company and needed a friend, even though she was a stranger, not an actual friend. Relief loosened my lips. “Roger’s seeing a judge… filing a protective order… because… well…. for the mummy in the hole.” I mentally kicked myself. Way too much info.


  Her eyes lit up. “Another mummy?”


  “That’s why I’m up here standing guard. How come the cops let you go?”


  “All they needed was my statement. They said mechanical failure. The transmission slipped. Bull shit. We were set up. I figured someone would shoot the bastard, instead they monkeyed with his car.”


  She bent over the pit, “You have a real mummy down there?”


  “Yup. It’s a game changer. With a genuine mummy, a developer swap would be out of the question.”


  She leaned in to whisper as if we could be overheard. “If there is another mummy Ms. Henman is going to have to deal with the Semaphores, the state and Gary Grant. Senator Grant may be out of the game, but Gary plans on taking over the site tonight. The old possession is nine-tenths of the law thing. He’s going to grab the dig and hold it until he can push the state to close it down because of the first two mummies. He’s gathering his squad of developer’s mercenaries right now.”


  “Developer’s mercenaries?” I’d been in the real estate game for years and never heard of a mercenary.


  “They’re rogue real estate agents who couldn’t cut it. Hire out as muscle for developers. Pays very well, I hear.”


  So that’s what those car signs were. Renegade real estate agents. Now it all made sense.


  “Grant can’t grab the mummy. If the Semaphores see Grant taking over the dig, they’ll bring in earthmovers and bury it.”


  “Has Roger called for reinforcements from one of the archaeological societies?”


  “He doesn’t want to get anybody else involved. He’s positive an international mummy thief salted the site with the sitting mummies.”


  She smirked. I guess salting with sitting mummies was kind of comical. “Well, Doctor Roger Jolley is foolish to think he can do this by himself. Look I’m district leader for a covert group, P.P. I can help you.”


  “I think I‘ve heard of P.P.”


  “Pure Politics.”


  “I thought it was an urban legend.”


  “I hired on to Grant’s team yesterday specifically to catch that bastard in something we could pin on him. I’m used to doing what needs be done and asking permission later. Sometimes it’s the only way.”


  “So you’re an investigator?”


  “More or less. Now let’s get that mummy to safety.”


  “Roger will kill me if I mess up this find.”


  “He’s more likely to kill you if Gary Grant carries off the mummy. Or if the Semaphores bury it further underground. I suggest you move it now and ask Roger’s permission later.”
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  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Mace was right. The mummy should be taken to a place of safety. Tribesmen gathered near a broken entrance that had once walled off the Bates Hotel property. A single brave stepped into the center of the group and began to perform a spirit dance. Beautiful as it was, each beat of the drum made my skin clammy. I was treading on dangerous religious ground. What does Kit always advise? Do the opposite of my gut feeling because my gut is usually wrong.


  The van door opened and Gary Grant tumbled out followed by a team of portly agents in faded gold jackets. Each swung a softball bat, some pounded the ground as if on home plate. This was going to get ugly. The sedan spit out more agents, each one looking more desperate than the last batch. Some wore team jackets others ball caps backward. With their longish hair it was hard to tell if they were coming or going.


  The Semaphores stepped from their Jeeps and twirled their shovels like sandwich boards. Mace and I stood at the edge of the pit. I punched in nine-one-one, my finger poised over the send button.


  A black Escalade arrived on the scene bumping and grinding up the curb and stopping within two feet of the edge of the dig. Kit jumped out of his SUV carrying a pizza box and a six-pack of Coke. He was dressed in his stage drag costume as Queen Kitten. A six-four stunner in five-inch heels, a platinum blonde wig, Carol Channing eyelashes, and a gold lamé cocktail dress. He was every macho dude’s nightmare. You could have heard a gonad drop.


  Grant and his real estate mercenaries froze as Kit teetered over the loose rocks and gravel balancing the pizza box on the flat of his giant manicured hand. If he was trying for shock value, he nailed it. To a man, the Semaphores dropped their shovels. The gangs of Miami were transfixed by a transvestite.


  I took advantage of the mass hypnosis created by Kit’s theatrics. The best way to keep someone at a distance is to act insane. I spread the pink raincoats on the ground and squatted, motioning for my compadres to join me in a picnic.


  Kit hiked up his lamé cocktail dress and scrunched down on his platform heels. If Carol Channing could see him she’d bust out in her raucous laugh. I opened the box and we each grabbed a slice of the cold cardboard food.


  Mace fiddle-nibbled on a slice of pizza and fixed me with her bright green eyes.


  My eye itched. I rubbed and got some garlicky pizza sauce in it which burned like the dickens but ignited a brilliant Wendy Darlin idea. My garage was dehumidified and temperature controlled. If we could get the mummy from the pit to my condo in reasonably good condition, it would be safe until Roger got his Amicus Mummius. Even nit-picky Roger couldn’t fault that plan.


  Somewhere in the pit lay the box of large trash bags. We could body bag the mummy and slip it into Kit’s car then pretend we were calling it a night.


  Dropping my voice to a whisper I said, “Kit do your best to keep them away until Mace and I get into the pit. We’re going to loosen that mummy and take it to my place.”


  “As long as I’m back in time for my next show.” On cue, he stood to his full height, kicked out his right hip, and began fussing with his platinum wig, and checking his makeup in the Escalade’s side mirror. He was at his drag-queeniest best.


  Mace slipped into the pit. For a Tallahassee lassie she seemed not to be particular about being in a cavity in the ground with a dead body, albeit a long-time dead body. She must really be a political activist.


  My side vibrated. Caller ID said it was Roger. “They’ve got me in a holding cell. I’m afraid I became a bit testy when they wouldn’t produce one judge. All of a sudden the courthouse was empty. Bull.”


  His voice was hoarse. I feared he had gotten more than a bit testy.


  “I’m in overnight for contempt of court, filed without a judge! Can you believe it?” he growled. “Come and get me in the morning.”


  “After eight? Bail money?”


  “More like nine. Right now no bail.” I could hear him release a blow of frustration. “One of the bailiffs is a member of the Tribe. He says the Semaphores are on their way to the site to fill in the dig as they know the state is going to defy them. Gary Grant is leading a counter-faction. He’s got developer mercenaries with him. Do whatever you have to do to protect that mummy!”


  “How do you know about developer mercenaries?”


  He hung up.


  Roger said to do whatever I had to do to protect the mummy. I casually kicked the pink raincoats into the pit and dropped down after them joining Mace in the dig. Kit was prancing above ground in a music-less performance of Hello Dolly.


  Mace’s eyes followed me as I clambered past her, grabbing the Walgreens bag of nail and hair tools, I released the ropes that held the Chitty Chitty Bang Bang elevator. The platform squeaked down in an uneasy fall lodging against a rough edge that looked suspiciously like the cavern Roger mentioned. I stepped out on a two-foot wide ledge. The elevator squealed back up and returned with Mace. She was one game chick. You have to love those activists.


  A corner of the mummy was visible. Standing side by side on the ledge we reached into the niche and whittled with the nail files, cosmetic brushes, and our bare hands. Eww… the top of a head appeared. I tugged on it hoping it wouldn’t pop off. The shoulders presented. It was like delivering a baby. A baby with… damn… holes in the cloth wrappings. I stepped away tumbling from the ledge and twisted my back. Something popped in my vertebrae. It hurt like hell.


  Mace held the mummy’s feet and pivoted the body to line up with the elevator platform. I was in agony but somehow I managed to brace the mummy on the ledge. “Call Kit,” I told her. “We need another pair of hands.”


  She squeaked up the elevator to the main cavern and called, “Psst, Kit!”


  I imagined he’d have to work on getting his clingy lamé dress up and over his long legs, then wobbling on gold heels at the top of the drop off point. I wondered if the gangs of Miami would charge the dig once Kit dropped out of sight.


  Mace elevatored back to my side and together we carefully hoisted the mummy free of the airless chamber and off the narrow ledge. She held the feet and I had the holey head. I felt the clock ticking down as the ancient body was exposed to the salty moist air. My nerves turned me into an all-thumbs klutz while my new partner slipped the mummy’s feet into a clear trash bag. I pulled it up over the mummy’s head, and flipped on the battery-operated hairdryer moving the control to super-high.


  We squeezed the bag with our hands, squashing out as much air as we could.


  The soft crackle of the mummy’s bindings sent chills down my back. The heat from the dryer liquefied my synthetic nails melting me to the top of the gooey plastic bag. Gummy strings dangled from my fingertips as I pried them away from the mummy bag. Roger’s mummy was sealed nice and tight. I hoped he would be pleased once he calmed down. I braced my feet and pulled the body onto the elevator platform.


  Mace remained on the ledge and held the mummy steady on the board with her fingertips and standing on her tippy-toes as I ascended with the corpse. I worked the ropes and pulleys and made it up into the main cavern without banging my passenger to bits.


  I sent the elevator down for Mace and she joined us in the cavern.


  The look on Kit’s face matched his expression the first time he spotted a Laura Ashley dress. He put his hand on his chest, gulped, and straightened his stance. Reluctantly, he stretched out his hands to accept the corpse.


  I cut him a weak smile. “You can do it.”


  Adept at dancing with lightweight bodies Kit held the mummy against his chest as Mace and I double-bagged from the other direction. I limped around the bagged mummy in agony. I must have slipped a disk down in the pit. Biting the inside of my cheek to fight the pain in my back I mumbled, “’ink runcoats.”


  My two person street team understood and wrapped the mummy in the pink fluorescent raincoats. Kit settled the rain-coated mummy around his neck. It resembled a stiff shawl and clashed horribly with this gold lamé gown. He rose from the pit, a giant Barbie doll wearing a mummy shawl.


  A collective gasp from Gary’s mercenaries and the Semaphore tribesmen rose over the drone of traffic on South Miami Avenue. The apparition was enough to refreeze them into inaction.


  The tailgate of the Escalade popped open with a fob click and Kit secured the pink-coated mummy inside. He slipped into the driver’s seat, skirt riding up his lanky legs, started the engine, and slowly rolled off the site.


  “See you at the drag club!” I yelled hoping to throw the tribesmen and Grant’s mercenaries off the scent. Out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw Detective Stranger but that could be a trick of the lights.


  Mace’s car, a black Honda CRX, was parked in a gap between the streetlights on Southeast Fifth. I eased in, trying not to set off a new wave of back pain. I checked the side mirror and watched silhouettes tentatively creep onto the site like vultures approaching carrion on a country road.


  I checked the mirror for tails every second as we followed the Escalade to my place. Kit kept just a smidge under the speed limit. It would be a stretch to explain to a traffic cop a mummy in pink in the back of the SUV. We arrived in less than twenty minutes. I struggled out of the car and pressed the code on the garage door. It rolled up and Kit rolled in.


  I deactivated the security system, cleared a space on the workbench against the back wall, and amped up the dehumidifier. Kit and Mace eased the mummy to the counter. I’d had enough holey heads to last me for the night.


  I would have invited Mace in for a glass of wine and a bite to eat but a long hot shower had my name on it. The holey spots had to be scrubbed from my body immediately and my collection of restaurant leftovers weren’t enough to share.


  “Thanks, Mace. I really appreciate your help,” I said shooting her my warmest, under the circumstances, smile. “Not too many dames would touch a mummy for a friend let alone a stranger. You’re a pretty strong woman.”


  She ran her fingers through her silky red hair. “All female agents at Pure Politics are put through Marine Corps boot camp. Comes in handy working undercover, you never know when a politician is going to put the moves on you.”


  She glanced around my garage. “Your place looks pretty secure with that little guard at the toll booth and a security system.”


  I nodded. “The mummy will be safe until Roger can sort this out.”


  “No gun? Huh?” She shook her head. “Be careful until Roger returns.”


  I walked her to her car and saw her safely in with the doors locked. She waved and cruised down the community road toward the main street.


  As I returned to the garage, Kit backed onto the driveway. I punched in the code and lowered the door with fresh reservations on my mind. I always seem to do the wrong thing where Roger is concerned. He’d be pissed, and not in the British way, if he thought I’d pushed the panic button and foolishly moved the mummy. But it was the best solution. Grant’s mercenaries wouldn’t have been able to stop the Semaphores if they’d decided it was time to fill in the dig. It would have been a bloody battle between opposing factions with the poor mummy in the middle.


  Kit leaned out the car window and checked his watch. “Oh Mildred! It’s almost ten. I’ve got to be at the Queen’s Croquet like yesterday. He flipped down the lighted makeup mirror. My face is a mess! I’ve got a second Carol Channing wig in my dressing room, but… Oh nuts!” His hands shook. I patted his arm. I wasn’t about to lean in and hug him with mumminess all over me.


  “You are coming back? Right? I need you to help me guard the mummy until I can pick up Roger.”


  “Wendy, have I ever let you down? I’ll be back at two-ish.”


  I was alone with an illegal mummy and no backup. What would Olivia Benson do? Take a hot sudsy shower with her gun on the soap shelf. I had no weapon, but I feared would soon be in a lot of hot water with Roger.


  
    Miami Mummies
    
  




  
  Chapter Twenty-Three


  I limped through the front door, activated the security system, and hobbled to the bathroom, my back hurting more now that I could focus on me. Stabbing pains shot down my thigh and up my spine. I opened the medicine cabinet and gagged down two aspirin.


  The warm shower eased my muscles. Lather, rinse. Lather, rinse. Wipe out the holey contact. I rubbed a lavender loofa into the sore spots and the knots fell away.


  I heard what sounded like a squealing violin. I shut off the shower and listened. Plumbing problem? I turned the water back on adjusting the showerhead. The violin returned, high-pitched and off key. A shadowy form appeared through the shower curtain. My heart pounding, I backed against the tile wall and prayed the loofa would intimidate my intruder. The silhouette disappeared. I turned off the water and made ready to rumble. The thought of naked wrestling exhausted me.


  “Whoever you are, get ready! I’m armed.” Yeah, armed with a left and right arm.


  I stepped from the shower into the steamy bathroom. No lurkers. Bracing myself over the sink I checked out my face to see if I still looked human. Swiping the mirror haze I spotted a shadowy image over my shoulder. I spun around holding my toothbrush as a weapon.


  “Don’t move! I’ve got you covered!” I stabbed the fog with my Colgate medium brush.


  A ghostly chuckle blew through the mist. Mrs. MacGuffin hadn’t changed from her housedress and apron. She wore a pleased smile as she stepped toward me.


  “Put down the toothbrush, sweetie. I’ve come to tell you Hic is on his way.” She placed her withered hand on my arm. “Now’s the time for you to call the Nashville police so they can find his shell. When the new Hic comes to you with the password, help him to establish himself as his own rightful heir.” She reached through the steam and touched the safe deposit key around my neck. “Then you shall be free from your promise.”


  I felt the tension drain from my body like water from a leaky pitcher. There would be no need to come up with a tall tale for Roger to explain my mad dash to Nashville in the middle of playing mummy Monopoly.


  Mrs. MacGuffin blended into the fog, disappearing as quietly as she had arrived.


  What a day. Along with being a real estate broker and a trainee tomb rescuer, I had become a ghost whisperer. I flexed my legs. Could they carry me to the kitchen?


  The last of the leftovers called from the fridge. I staggered through the hall, peeked in the garage to verify the mummy hadn’t walked off, and then set about feeding my aching bones. But first a call to the Nashville police.


  “My name is Wendy Darlin. I’m a friend of Alfred Hiccup.”


  The female voice was all southern kindness as I spewed out my concern for Hic, carefully avoiding a flat-out lie.


  “We’ll send a squad car to the Thornhill Hotel right now. Can I reach you at this number?”


  “Thank you. That’s very kind of you.” I hung up feeling the finality of the loss of my old mentor. It was show time. I imagined them lifting the shell of his body from the rocking chair, placing it on a gurney, and wheeling it to the morgue.


  Then the stalling would begin… delaying until the transmigrated Hic showed up with his password, ready to reclaim his fortune. If this turned out to be a flight of an old man’s fantasy I might find myself behind bars for fraud.


  I nuked the leftover steak and pasta, washing it down with a tumbler of red wine to keep me awake. I sat on the sofa to wait for Kit, the alcohol from the Cabernet coursing through my veins, energizing me. The wine plus the presence of a thousand-year-old mummy in my garage kept me awake but I felt myself slipping into a much needed sleep.


  My cell phone chirped its Pink Panther ring jarring me from a rather nice doze I’d fallen into. It took a minute to remember the many things this call could be about. I put the pillow over my head and hid from the incoming news. There was no way to duck it. If Roger were in trouble at the jailhouse I needed to be there.


  The voice carried a deep-south accent. “This is officer Christy of the Nashville police. I’m sorry to tell you but we found your friend, Alfred Hiccup, deceased of natural causes,” she paused.


  I sighed as befit the news. “Where is he?”


  “His body is in the county morgue. Does he have a family?” Officer Christy asked.


  “I’m the closest thing he has to family. May I have a day or two to make arrangements?”


  “You can reach me at this number. Please don’t take too long.”


  It was a done deal. The Alfred Hiccup was officially dead. Now to keep the will hidden until Hic returned as Alex.


  “Oh, Hic. You really left me in a pickle.” I punched the pillow beating it into a pocket. I fought sleep but it came at me with both fists and knocked me out.


  Knees to my lips in a fetal position on the sofa, I knee-jerked, kicking myself in the mouth when a light tap sounded on the door. Two minutes to two. I checked the peephole. It was Kit still in drag with a fresh Carol Channing wig and an emerald green sequined cocktail dress and green feathered boa. Relief sucked the adrenalin out of me and I collapsed in his arms the sequins digging at my chest.


  “My hero.” I hugged him. “Come in. Thank the saints you’re here. Now I can get some sleep. There’s a half bottle of wine and tons of mango ice cream in the freezer. Help yourself.”


  “Sorry for the outfit.”


  “That’s okay. You look like my drag champion.”


  “You misunderstood. I’m sorry for the outfit. It’s one of my best and not designed for guarding mummies.”


  Kit sprawled on the couch. I zigzagged to my bedroom on rubber knees, holding my injured back. Gingerly, I dropped my aching bones on my bed, pulled the quilt, and went to sleep.


  The early morning sun cut through my bedroom blinds jarring me awake. I felt as if I’d been used as the ball in a Super Bowl game. It was hard to say what part of me ached the most as I made my way through the kitchen to check on my houseguest, the dead one in cool storage. I opened the door between the kitchen and the garage. The mummy rested under the pink raincoats the top of his holey head visible enough to gross me out. I closed the door with a tiny click.


  Kit snored softly on the sofa, large bare feet dangling over the end, arm over his face, gown clinging to an un-godly morning erection. A giant roach sat on his chin. I flicked it with the lid from an empty quart of Häagen-Dazs that lay on the coffee table. The roach didn’t budge. On closer inspection it turned out to be a thick band of false eyelashes. I picked it off his face and placed it on his handbag.


  Poor guy needed his sleep after doing double-time at the nightclub and mummy moving for me. The smell of coffee would wake him so I nobly delayed my caffeine fix. I went to my spare bedroom and booted my computer. When the Google search bar came up I typed in Hackensack.


  My search revealed it was a city in New Jersey and the frequent butt of comedians’ jokes. I Googled after-life and came up with dozens of interesting sites, bookmarking them all. I Googled Kyzer Saucy, the snarky response in the search bar read no such person. I gave up and went to my bedroom.


  Pulling on a pair of blue silk-blend trousers and a matching lightweight silk knit top, I slipped into my Zappos bargain ballet flats. Next to brown, Roger’s favorite color was blue. The blue outfit a deliberate choice as I had ‘splainin’ to do regarding the mummy and it couldn’t hurt to kick up my appeal quotient a notch. I spent ten minutes working on my makeup, aiming for that fine line between pretty and pathetic and coming up with pretty pathetic.


  Holding my aching back I minced into the kitchen to wake up the Keurig. I took an armchair across from Kit’s prone form and waited for the aroma of the French Market coffee to work its magic. Two minutes later he was rubbing his eyes and sniffing the air. He reminded me of a Standard Poodle, long legs, tousled hair and worried eyes. He sat up leaning back against the seat and rubbing his neck. I remained silent until I was sure he’d gathered his senses and remembered where he was.


  “Can I borrow your car? Goldie’s at the dealership, I have to pick up Roger at the courthouse. There’s still some mango ice cream left in the fridge.” The ice cream was a sorry reminder of my false pregnancy.


  Groggy, he glanced at the kitchen then toward the front door. “Mango ice cream,” he said in a zombie trance.


  “Don’t let anyone in. I’ll be back in an hour. Expect Roger to be a hysterical weenie when he finds out the mummy has been moved. I suggest once he gets here, you split like the slit in your gown. By the way, that shade of green suits you.”


  “You think?” He woke up at the sound of a compliment, and adjusted the drape of the fabric over his knees, then accepted the coffee from me.


  He sipped, swallowed, and smiled. “Don’t hurry on my account. Last night the show received two encores. I’m pooped. I doubt if Mick Jagger could wake me.”


  “Don’t fall asleep! You are here to guard the mummy. I’m counting on you.”


  He stood and stretched almost touching the ceiling. “I’m your man!” He jutted his hip and wiggled his boob-less top. I noticed his falsies were stacked on top of each other on the coffee table.


  Locking the door behind me I set the alarm. I climbed into his Escalade and tinkered with the seat until I could touch the pedals. Off to get one cranky archaeologist. I shivered when I imagined his fury. But what else could I have done? Grant’s goons or the Semaphores, one side or the other would have rendered the mummy mute or moot.
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  Chapter Twenty-Four


  The sun had a head start on what looked to be another broiling Florida day. Roger stood in front of the courthouse looking like a homeless Indiana Jones. I imagined him with a sign “Will work for antiquities.”


  I tapped the horn, did a U-turn and waved out the window. “Your chariot awaits, oh jailbird.” He pulled the door open and slung his body into the front passenger seat. No hello. No kiss. He smelled like a smoky locker room. “Let’s get back to the mummy quick! Who’s guarding it?”


  “Kit.”


  “Perfect. A drag queen.”


  “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. That drag queen kept both the gangs of Miami at bay with the twist of his wrist. Did you get your Amicus?”


  “No. But I got my ass kissed.”


  “You didn’t get…?”


  “No! Bad joke. I was just verbally abused and fined. I’d rather not talk about it. Show me the mummy!”


  He buckled up suddenly realizing where he was. “Why are you driving Kit’s car?”


  “I haven’t had a chance to pick up Goldie. The dealership has her.”


  “Sorry. I forgot. We’ll get her later.”


  I headed toward the causeway and my beachfront condo.


  “You’re headed in the wrong direction. Take South Miami Avenue,” he growled. Boy one night in jail and he’d turned into Snake Plissken. I wondered if he’d picked up any jailhouse tats last night. He frowned as I continued toward the beaches.


  “I said take South Miami Avenue,” he spoke through clenched teeth.


  That icky feeling that you get when you’re pulled over by a traffic cop set in along with a patch of panic. I looped back on East Flagler and headed south to the site, my mind buzzing like a bumblebee on diet pills. How do you tell the man you love that you’ve moved his mummy?


  “Can’t you drive any faster?”


  Maybe it wasn’t too late to trade him for Johnny Depp.


  Normal people passed us on their way to their normal jobs with normal stress. I envied them for two seconds. In reality I wouldn’t swap places with those cubicle desk jockeys for a Vera Wang wardrobe. I’d become an adrenalin junkie.


  “Err… there’s something you should know,” I said, sounding like a kid expecting a reprimand.


  “Wendy!” his perfect teeth were clenched so tight I couldn’t slip a toothpick between them. “Is the mummy safe?”


  “Yes. Of course!”


  “Is the mummy in our control?”


  “Completely.”


  “Is the mummy in the chamber?”


  “Define chamber.”


  “Wendy!” He punched his fist against the passenger window.


  With the blinker on I cruised to the right edge of the bridge. Roger’s eyes spun nasty little knives at me. Men! They sure could get testy. Putting the car in PARK I rested my left arm on the steering wheel and prepared to ‘splain’ myself. We were over the midpoint of the Miami River, the Bates Hotel site with its yellow accident tape was visible on the left river bank, a healthy drop down from the overpass where we sat.


  I turned to look at my lover, now pissed off passenger. “Last night Grant’s goons and the Semaphores were moving on the site. I had no police protection, I couldn’t reach you…”


  Glancing over Roger’s shoulder, I spotted Tippy’s pale pink thirty-nine foot cigarette boat “Daddy’s Girl” floating like a prissy cork in the river bobbing toward the Metro tracks overpass. I leaned around Roger and squinted against the morning sun.


  “Is that Gary Grant in that cigarette? Because I’m one-hundred and ten percent sure that’s Tippy Henman next to him.”


  Roger turned to look and nodded. He opened the window. “What they hell are they doing together? Drive onto the riverfront. Let’s get a closer look.”


  I pulled off South Miami and onto Southeast Fifth. We rolled silently toward the overpass where the pinkish boat dipped against the seawall. Gary had one arm around Tippy and the other hand filling a champagne glass. They were celebrating something.


  “Strange combination of canoodlers,” Roger mumbled.


  I gasped when I saw what was coming. Sunlight flashed off the champagne bottle as Gary Grant brought it crunching down on the back of Tippy’s head. It was only the wobble of the boat that prevented it from being a dead-on blow. She staggered back. He glanced around, and pushed her over the side of the boat. Tippy went under like a rock.


  Careening off the exit and skating along the river seawall, I skidded to a stop, cut the engine, and leaped from the Escalade.


  Roger was two steps ahead of me. “Son of a bitch!” he yelled at Gary who did a perfect imitation of a killer deer caught in the headlights. The little creep backed up and revved the boat engine. I prayed Tippy was free of the props as I dove in clothes and all. Roger kicked off his shoes and followed me into the river.


  It wasn’t until I heard him splash that I remembered I can’t swim and I panic when I get my face wet. Using every ounce of my Silva Mind Control training I convinced myself I was a Weeki Wachee mermaid. With my cheeks puffed like a chipmunk I flailed my arms until I had my hands on the unconscious Tippy. I held her head above water and did some kicking thingie I remembered from swimming lesson number one hundred and one.


  The sound of pummeling and cursing came from the bow of the boat. Roger was struggling to board “Daddy’s Girl.” Gary swung a metal pole imitating a Highlander in battle. Roger ducked and re-ducked. He always was a good ducker.


  I was about out of Mind Control tips and ready to follow Hic into the great beyond. The seawall seemed to be moving further away. Where was Mrs. MacGuffin? I had a few arrangements to make before the river current took me out to sea riding on Tippy’s body. Now that would make a great headline. Local real estate broker found floating in gulfstream aboard dead client.


  Something large and white and fiber-glassy banged against my shoulder. It wasn’t a manatee and was too slick for a shark. It was a Boston Whaler bouncing at my side. A pleasant male voice said something but with my ears full of water I couldn’t make out the words.


  Strong hands popped Tippy from my death grip and lifted her into the boat. From where I was drowning it appeared that her eyes opened and then closed. Thank God she was alive. A hollow thud followed as her body dropped into the hull.


  The hands reached out for me and not a second too soon. I went down, fought to come up trying that treading water thing swim instructors keep lying about. The human body was not meant to float unless thoroughly deceased. Of that I am very sure.


  Someone pulled me into the whaler. Gentle gray eyes and a twinkly smile went with the muscles that went with the arms. There was something familiar about him. When our eyes met, I was stunned and nearly toppled back in to the water.


  When I revived I was sitting on a plastic cushion on the boat. Tippy lay prone on the floor of the whaler, our rescuer pumping her chest. Her eyes fluttered, she caught me looking at her and closed them. With a smile on her face she turned and vomited river water on the deck. Faker.


  I looked upriver. Roger stood triumphant on the bow of the pink speedboat. Gary Grant lay at Roger’s feet tied up like a Thanksgiving turkey. “Call the cops,” the world’s greatest archaeologist yelled falling short of beating his chest like a lowland gorilla.


  “Police are on their way,” our host yelled as he brought the whaler to the seawall. I fell back on the cushions fighting to catch my breath and closed my eyes to wait for the cops.


  Sirens wailed by land and sea. I opened my eyes. Tippy sat across from me, a blanket wrapped around her scrawny body. This time the blood in her platinum hair had to be hers. She held an icepack to her head. Roger remained in his conquering hero pose standing over Grant until the police took the lobbyist into custody.


  Our savior vanished before I could thank him. I found two beach towels tucked near the whaler’s console and handed one to Roger. I dried the stinky river water from my face and hair, but my silk outfit clung to my body like hotdog casing.


  It was near noon by the time the police and the Coast Guard had taken our statements. I explained the rescue but couldn’t describe the guy who’d saved both Tippy and me. I couldn’t recall what he was wearing only that he was young and had nice eyes. The officer quizzing me pocketed his notebook with a shake of his head.


  “I’m sorry but I’m drawing a total blank. It must be the shock.”


  The police manhandled Gary Grant into the squad car, his hands in cuffs.


  He screamed for a lawyer even as a plainclothes officer gathered the broken pieces of the champagne bottle in a plastic evidence bag. All his lobbyist friends in Tallahassee weren’t going to save his murderous butt.


  I was curious why Tippy went cruising with the shifty dude.


  Roger and I trotted to the EMT truck where Tippy moaned as a medic checked the crack on her skull informing her she was on her way for an MRI.


  She clutched at me, her fingers digging into my hands. “Gary promised to chaperone my project and keep it out of the state’s hands. We came to celebrate our new partnership with a champagne breakfast at the site.”


  I exchanged glances with Roger. He shook his head in disgust.


  “Did you sign an agreement?” I asked the dingbat.


  “Last night.” Head down she began to whimper.


  “Signed under duress. Invalid.” I said.


  “Add attempted murder,” Roger threw in his two cents.


  I scanned the assembled collection of law officers and emergency personnel. No sign of Detective Stranger. I’d been tripping over him for days and now that the crime was wrapping up he chose to drop out of sight. There must be a gummy bear sale at Target.


  Roger shot me another stink eye, dropping his voice to a whisper, “This is how you protect my mummy?”


  “I did the best I could. Mace and Kit helped me.”


  “Mace?”


  “The redhead from Tallahassee.”


  “You let a stranger touch my mummy.”


  Tempting as that line was I let it slide.


  Tippy looked like a child on the gurney as the EMTs lifted her into the truck. I brushed aside the attentions of the female emergency dudette. Aside from a rapidly shrinking blue silk ensemble causing me to move like a robot, my only concern was the location of the holey mummy.


  Confession is supposed to be good for soul but I didn’t feel cleansed after I told Roger we’d stashed the mummy in my garage. I held my hands over my ears and waited until he calmed down. I reminded him it was temperature and humidity controlled for Goldie’s sake but even that didn’t placate him. He’s unbearable when he gets his panties in a wad.
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  Chapter Twenty-Five


  It took close to thirty minutes to get to my condo. The lights were on but the place had an eerie aura. I put the key in the lock noticing the alarm wasn’t on. I called out to Kit. No response. Was he merely sleeping soundly or something worse?


  Roger and I made our way through the foyer to the living room. The sofa was vacant. The condo had that too quiet feeling. I tiptoed past the refrigerator and turned the deadbolt lock on the garage door. Flipping the light switch my eyes shot to the workbench. Mummy-less!


  It couldn’t be. I ran to the bench in the futile hope the mummy had rolled off and onto the floor. I looked beneath and behind although there was only a three-inch gap between the bench and the wall.


  My right shoe released from the floor with a smack sounding. Something sticky glopped on my sole. My left shoe made the same tacky sucking noise. Blood?


  “Look away,” I said to Roger.


  “Is it my mummy?”


  “Might be blood.”


  He backed away and leaned against the workbench.


  I lifted my right shoe toward the overheard light. A purple gummy bear stuck to the bottom. My other shoe carried two gummy bears, one red and one green.


  Roger leaned forward his hand shielding his eyes.


  “Not blood. Gummy bears. Detective Stranger is addicted to them.” I grabbed Roger’s shoulders and shook him. “Stranger must be the mummy thief! He dropped these when he stole the mummy.”


  Roger pulled free of my grip. “Makes no sense,” he leaned back with a sigh. “Kyzer Saucy travels the world stealing mummies. How would a Miami cop get time off for jet setting?”


  “Perhaps he accumulated a lot of personal days?”


  Roger glared at me.


  “Let’s check the rest of my place!” My heart said a little prayer on Kit’s behalf.


  My condo is small and it didn’t take us long to tear it apart. The last room we hit was the guest bath. The door was locked. Strange. Roger slammed his shoulder into the white panel and it burst open.


  The room stunk of male sweat and sugar. The pink raincoats covered a body-sized heap in the tub. Oh please don’t be Kit. My vision was blurred by tears, and my hands shook as I peeled back the raincoats.


  Detective Farley Stranger lay in a heap, his grease-stained coat swirled over his belly.


  Roger slammed into my already injured back. I teetered at the edge of the tub.


  “Is he alive?” he asked.


  I felt Stranger’s rubbery neck and found a pulse. I also found a business card tucked in his sweaty shirt collar. With my index finger and thumb I extricated the soggy paper. Black ink on gray paper it read, Marnie’s International Funerals. You clip ’em. We ship ’em.


  Roger grabbed the card from my hand. “A body transporter! That’s how Kyzer Saucy smuggles the mummies!”


  I took the card back and flipped it over. Tiny hand-printed letters sliced at my heart. I have Kit. Will trade him for Roger Jolley.


  Roger read the notation. “The airport. Now.”


  It was the spaces between his words that worried me.


  I propped Stranger up in the tub and smacked his face to rouse him. His bloodshot eyes drooped open, and the pupils rolled into place like messages in a Magic 8 Ball. I threw my demand at him before he could think. “Call your office. We need to know where they load bodies for funerals on private jets. Where in Miami International Airport are those hangers located?”


  He stared unblinking, his complexion a perfect match for my pale green bathroom walls. Rummaging in his pocket he plucked his phone, pushed a button with his fat bruised thumb and repeated my request.


  Stranger clicked off and looked from me to Roger and back. “Where am I? How’d you guys get here?”


  “This is my home. What are you doing here?”


  He ran a hand over the back of his neck. “I followed the mummy.”


  He fell back in the tub hitting his head with a thunk, and conking out. Either Saucy drugged him or he was in a gummy bear diabetic coma.


  His phone bleeped. I grabbed it. “Detective Stranger can’t speak right now. Whatcha’ got for us?” I asked in rapid fire before the voice on the other end could question my identity.


  A moment of hesitation and then the voice on the line shared. “There’s a body shipping service at the north side of the airport. Come in off Airport Expressway. No visible markings on the building but long boxes in and long boxes out. It’s a white hanger with a tan metal roof about four-thousand square feet.”


  I clicked off and tried to revive Stranger. Whatever it was that took him down he was not coming back. I punched in nine-one-one on his phone. “Officer down. Possible gummy bear over dose.”


  The operator hesitated, “Is this Wendy Darlin?”


  You know you’re having a bad week when nine-one-one recognizes your voice. I wedged a rolled up towel behind Stranger’s head and scribbled a note for the EMTs, Come on in. Victim in guest bathtub.


  Roger and I fought our way out the bathroom door and raced through the living room. Wedging the note in the front door, I closed it gently without locking it. Jangling the keys for Kit’s car, I motioned Roger to the passenger side mainly because he’s a lousy driver.


  Mashing the gas pedal to the floor, my wet silk slacks now shrunk to a second skin, they formed a grip around my thighs tighter than the super-small sized Spanx.


  We arrived at the airport so fast I must have performed a Star Trek teleport. My best buddy was the tradeoff for my lover. What would Spock do?
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  Chapter Twenty-Six


  The scorching Miami sun reflected off the dozens of private hangers, each one glaring white with a tint of color. This was really a needle in a haystack. I tried to sense Kit’s presence through our BFF connection. Slowly so as to not miss a clue I tooled the Escalade up and down the tarmac covering acres of airplane hangers.


  Cruising around the corner of a building the size of Costco but with no cars in the lot, I spotted a smaller building with a tan roof. It looked about the right size. A Lear jet more like a baby airliner sat fifty yards from the building. The name Marnie was written in swirling black and gold letters on its tail.


  “Bingo,” Roger said. “Kyzer Saucy!”


  I swung the Escalade in front of the jet blocking its escape, not that it appeared ready for takeoff. The door was open and the steps were down.


  Roger leaped from the car.


  “Careful! He’s bound to be armed.” I yelled as I threw the keys under the car seat for safekeeping. I joined Roger sandwiched against the plane’s hull out of range in case anyone on board was packing a gun, a probable one-hundred-percent sure thing.


  “Kit!” I called leaning from the shelter of the hull.


  No response.


  “We’re coming in! Don’t shoot we’re unarmed!” Roger said.


  I followed Mr. Big Mouth into the plane. Now that the international mummy thief and everyone within shooting distance knew we weren’t carrying guns we were definitely dead meat.


  My eyes adjusted to the dim light in the aircraft and my breath caught in my throat. Mace Kelly was slumped unconscious in the pilot’s seat. I scanned the cockpit but she was alone. I fell on my knees in front of her and checked for a pulse. She was alive. I smacked her twice and she came around. I was getting good at smack-revival.


  Saucy must have kidnapped both Mace and Kit. He had to be carrying a gun.


  Roger cursed and bounded down the aisle into the cabin.


  “Is Kit back there?”


  “No!” he yelled.


  “Where am I?” Mace looked out the windshield her eyes two green eggs. “Am I a pilot?” Her orbs went buggy as she fought to focus.


  “Where’s Kit?” I shook her again.


  She peered over my shoulder toward the rear of the plane. In the very back of the eight-passenger jet sat the two Peruvian child mummies, seat belts across their chests, ready for flight. They provided a slightly different take on being stuck too long on the tarmac.


  “Where is Kyzer Saucy?” Roger stormed into the cockpit swinging his fists. I was afraid he was going to pop her. I stood between Mace and Roger. “It’s not her fault!”


  The redhead tried to stand and tumbled in the seat. She rubbed the back of her skull. “I followed Gary Grant here. Someone must have whacked me on the head.”


  I elbowed Roger. “Mace is an activist cleaning up politics in Florida.”


  Roger smirked.


  “I’ve got to find Kit.” I scanned the length of the plane. My buddy was too tall to be stashed in the leather-upholstered cabin.


  Mace pointed to the hanger. “I heard someone scream right before I was hit. Maybe I was in that building and they dragged me here!” She stumbled from the seat and fell to the floor.


  There wasn’t time to slog her behind us. I resettled her in the pilot seat with her head flung back against the headrest.


  Roger was pumped. “You check out the hanger. I’ll stay on board the plane with what’s-her-face.” He made a shooing motion. “Kyzer Saucy is setting his getaway. He’ll be here and I’ll be waiting. I have him right where I want him.”


  It wasn’t a good time to correct Roger. His testosterone glistened but his common sense was a little on the dry side. I stumbled toward the door, hesitant to leave my love waiting for someone who had sworn to kill him. “Saucy could be in the hanger. Maybe you should come with me?”


  Roger’s eyes grew to twice their size. “Go! If that crook is headed anywhere it’s here to the plane. Those sitting mummies aren’t waiting to be served peanuts.”


  Roger fought like a hamster, all punch and no delivery. He needed some sort of weapon against a vicious international smuggler. No way was I going to leave my man unprotected. I gave the cockpit a once over looking for something heavy. Not an ashtray in sight. Figures.


  A bottle of Dom snuggled in an ice bucket behind the pilot’s compartment. Bizarre but doable. “Grab the bottle!”


  “Not now, Wendy.”


  “Doofus. Use it as a weapon.”


  Roger picked it up by the neck and turned it upside down, water dripping along his arm. He swung the bottle over his head coming close to whacking himself. “I’m okay!”


  With my hands on either stair rail I leaped to the ground sending a shock wave through my injured back and splitting the silk pants which were now a child’s size four.


  I dashed to the hanger. The flight door was wide open like an unhinged snake’s mouth. The main bay, which could have accommodated three airplanes, was empty. To the right sat a small glass-walled front office, a short hallway ran between it and a row of closed doors on the opposite side. I headed down the hall calling Kit’s name and throwing open the doors on the left. Surprisingly they were all unlocked but on second look, not so surprising. Long thin boxes stood against the far walls. Coffin crates for shipping. I shivered thinking of her slogan. You clip ’em; we ship ’em.


  I screamed Kit’s name into the first room, paused to listen and then kept on running, repeating the peek and yell until I was out of rooms.


  Half my mind was in my frantic mode, the one where I can’t handle a clear thought. The other half was stewing over something not adding up. I slowed my pace, leaned against the corridor wall, and took a deep brain-organizing breath. The pieces were coming together like one of those crazy pictures that require crossed-eyeballs in order to detect the image.


  Did I misunderstand Mace? She said she followed Grant here to the airport. But the police had him in custody since his attempted murder of Tippy. That was this morning so Mace couldn’t have followed Gary Grant. Was she really passed out in the pilot’s seat or setting Roger up to be taken down?


  My face flushed, fear and anger fighting for first position. Roger was in danger and I’d been blind to the threat. I would have kicked myself but not even Uma can run and butt-kick at the same time.


  I returned to the main bay walking in a zig-zag crabwalk in case I was in someone’s gun sight. Roger was alone in the plane with Kyzer Saucy aka Mace Kelly, the mummy thief and master of disguises. Clever stunt, pretending to be knocked out so she could remain alone with Roger. Dumb. Dumb. Dumb.


  I glanced back over my shoulder. Kit might be seconds from death, how could I leave my best buddy? Torn between two loves. Giving it one last try I belted out the chorus of our song, Que Sera Sera, sounding like Lucy Ricardo with a sinus infection. My singing voice carries further than my screaming.


  As I finished the last Sera, a jet engine began to whine. A cold chill ran from the back of my neck to my heels. Roger wouldn’t fly off voluntarily! Kyzer Saucy must have taken over the plane! Roger probably blew it with the champagne bottle weapon. I spun on my tired heels and headed to the hanger door.


  Oh my God! I heard the muffled hum of Que Sera Sera below the noise of the jet engine. Freezing in my tracks I held my breath and tried to separate the song from the ambient noise. Easing back down the hallway I sang my Lucy-loudest Que Sera, Sera!


  The muffled melody seemed to be coming from the third room on the left. I dashed to a travel coffin at the back of the room and put my ear to the lid. The box was nailed shut with tiny finishing nails but the chorus of Que Sera Sera continued and it definitely wasn’t Doris Day.


  I wedged my fingers under the lid and pulled.


  The box responded with a little wobble and a soft mutter; while the jet engine became louder and drowned out any sounds from the travel coffin.


  My bare hands were useless with splinters poking under my fingernails. My fingertips bled on the bare pine box. I spotted a dainty little hammer on the windowsill. I grabbed the tool and using the prying end I pulled on the stubborn little pinhead nails one at a time. Tiny, frustrating little suckers. Who thinks of these things? After the third nail I lost my world famous patience, put my fingers under the lid and yanked breaking three really nice nails. Damn.


  The wood lid splintered and gave way in shattered pieces one of which bopped me on my skinned nose. I pushed a section of plank to the floor, it fell with a carpenter’s thud.


  Kit lay in the box, his green feathered boa a gag in his mouth, his wrists and ankles bound with duct tape, and his sequined gown jacked up around his thighs. His pancake makeup outlined craters on his laugh lines and mascara moons hung under his tired blue eyes.


  I untied the boa gag freeing his mouth. He moved his jaws and squinted. I used the end of the hammer to work the duct tape loose from his wrists. He pushed himself into a sitting position and between us we freed his ankles from the melted tape. My heart was about to break through my chest with the thought of Roger on the body-toting jet ready to take off, the engine whining louder and louder.


  Kit’s eyes blinked anxiously “She—”


  “Roger’s in trouble!” I yelped.


  He popped from the box and swung his feet to the floor. “Your friend Mace…”


  “She’s not my friend, she’s going to kill Roger!”


  I helped him find his balance on his platform heels. He wobbled, braced on me, and poised to run. Weaponless is not my favorite self-description, but there we were two unarmed crusaders. The hammer! I stuffed it handle first in the back of my waistband. It hurt like hell what with the silk pants having shrunk to toddler size and the waistband chewing into my skin. Cops must have gun-calluses on their backsides.


  We darted down the hall and into the yawning snake’s mouth of a hanger. I peeked round the doorframe in time to see Mace headed toward the jet’s stairs, wheeling a catering cart with the Miami mummy strapped in the clear plastic bags. Mace was wearing the same Chanel pink mini-skirted suit she’d worn when we stashed the mummy in my garage.


  The handle of the hammer had worked its way between my butt cheeks and the metal head was eating at my waist. I thought my back hurt before but this was pure hell.


  Roger was nowhere in sight. I took an uneasy breath. I needed a plan to outwit Mace Kelly, I mean Kyzer Saucy.


  Kit tapped me on the shoulder. “You keep her busy. I’ll come up behind her.” He slipped off his platform heels and barefooted into the interior office. I could see him through the glass partition and then through the office window as he galloped out a side door headed to his Escalade parked sideways at the nose of the plane blocking its takeoff.


  “Yoo-hoo Mace or should I say Kyzer Saucy!” I waved walking slowly toward her hoping to draw her attention. Stepping like a baby with a full diaper to keep the hammer from slipping any lower and totally eliminating my sex life, I minced closer.


  Mace looked up at me with an evil grin. “I was worried you wouldn’t show up for the grand finale. I almost squished you and your lover boy in the veggie fields but a Lear is a classier way to go than that old crop duster, don’t you think?”


  “Where’s Roger?” I said, taking subtle little steps that would put me in lunging range.


  Kit finished the fifty-yard dash in his tight sequined gown and giantess bare feet. He threw himself down on the far side of his Escalade out of Mace-Saucy’s view.


  Once he was hidden I openly advanced on the bitch.


  Saucy pulled a gun from the catering cart and pointed it at me. “Do back off Wendy, I am so bored with your antics.” She waved the gun in the air. “I got what I came for, the Miami Mummy. I bet two mummies in order to steal the third. God, I’m brilliant!”


  She twirled the gun in an Annie Oakley spin.


  I took advantage of her showing off and ran two steps.


  She pointed the gun at my chest and I backed off.


  “It’s been a good week. Time to enjoy the fruits of my labor. Maybe spend some time at a spa. But first I have a little personal task to tend to. I’ve grown tired of looking over my shoulder. Your archaeologist is a pain in the neck. How do you tolerate him? I’m going to do away with Roger Jolley.”


  “No!” I came at her.


  She fired her gun chipping the tarmac at my feet.


  “That was a warning shot.”


  Aiming her gun at me with one hand, she banged the cart up the stairs with the other, the mummy bouncing and jiving. She braced the catering cart at the top and disappeared into the cabin. She sure wasn’t careful with antiquities. Some freakin’ expert. Bet she sells only dented inventory.


  Kit slipped under the belly of the plane on the left side of the door. Saucy couldn’t see him but with the element of surprise on his side, he might be able to yank her out the door the next time she appeared… if she appeared. He gave me a thumbs-up and a big grin.


  I took a few more steps toward the plane before Saucy returned holding a gun in her left hand. She leveled it at my heart. I tried not to telegraph Kit’s movements by following him with my eyes.


  The sun reflected off Kit’s sequins into Saucy’s eyes. She reached behind her then lashed out with a bullwhip in her right hand. The whip coiled around Kit’s neck and snapped into a noose. She yanked pulling Kit onto his tiptoes. He clutched at the whip and his face turned an alarming shade of red.


  I threw myself into a mad dash at his body. “Let him go!” I grabbed the hammer from the back of my pants and flung it at her head but banged it off her right shoulder. She dropped the whip. I pulled Kit away from the plane loosening the leather from his neck. His knees buckled and he fell, gasping and rubbing his skin.


  “You get to keep the drag queen and I get to send Doctor Jolley skydiving without a chute.”


  She reached into the cabin and dragged Roger to the doorway with her gun to his head. He was wrapped in mummy rags from head to toe. A bloody spot showed through the bandages on the side of his head. Evidently, Saucy had used the champagne bottle instead of Roger.


  “Since Doctor Jolley can’t keep his nose out of my mummy business, I’m wrapping up his career.”


  The only thing Roger had ever feared was Kyzer Saucy and now Saucy had mummied him.


  Saucy slammed his body against the gangway handrail. “Doctor Roger Jolley is officially off the Henman case. He’ll be dropping by. Catch him if you can!”


  “No,” I screamed. “Please don’t. He’s going to be a father.” I lied. It was the only thing I could think of. “He’s retiring from archaeology and going into real estate.”


  “And this is good how?” she snarked.


  “He’s giving up mummies to become a daddy. Aren’t you dear?”


  Roger nodded chewing on the gag over his nose and mouth. The rags made it impossible for him to move. It was nasty-looking cloth. The super-thief must travel with a trunk of authentic mummy accessories.


  Kit leaned on his elbow, silently struggling to get to his feet.


  She pushed Roger over the handrail. I sucked in a breath so sharply it hurt my lungs. He didn’t fall. He was suspended by the mummy bandages, the main shred of fabric around his waist was rigged along his shoulders and through his head wrap.


  I jumped as far up the gangway as I could and launched myself at her. She kneed me in the side of the face. I bit her shin. It was boney and sweaty. I slid off and banged my chin on the metal stair. She kicked at me, I grabbed her foot and we rolled down the gangway entangled in a four-legged, four-armed ball.


  We rolled under the plane. I heard her gun slide on the tarmac. It lay two feet away from the wrestling knot that was us. Kit kicked it toward me but it spun to the right and landed in her hand. Damn.


  She stood, dabbing at her bleeding mouth. “This is going to go harder on you.”


  Motioning with the gun she had me move to the foot of the stairs. She backed up the stairs and stood next to the dangling Roger.


  She waved the gun between my head and Roger’s mummy-wrapped skull. I could see the end of the mummy cloth wrapped around Roger’s waist was hooked somewhere above the door. He was destined to be dragged into the sky when the jet took off.


  Saucy aimed the gun at my head. “A fatal fall has so much more panache than a mere gunshot.”


  A hydraulic motor kicked in and the gangway lifted. The bandages holding Roger raised him as the gangway went up. By the time the door closed Roger dangled ten feet off the ground. The bandages holding Roger to the plane stressed. I saw holes appearing in the material. I fought every instinct to let go.


  The jets got louder. But I had Saucy pinned by an SUV. Goody for me except the image of birds caught in jet engines, nothing but feathers and beaks spewing sent a chill through my bod. Would we be sucked into the jet engines?


  The bitch put the plane in reverse and eased it away from the SUV. We were still standing not being confettied out of the engine.


  Kit rolled out of the way and staggered to his feet.


  The plane backed far enough from the Escalade to clear it. The legendary mummy thief might make her getaway with Roger swinging from the side of the jet until he broke loose and fell to earth. I jumped trying to grab his feet but he was too high for me to reach. The holes in the bandages grew. Holes or not I had an idea.


  I yelled to Kit, “Get your car. The keys are under the seat! Get me close to the plane!”


  Kit scrambled into the driver’s seat, fired up the engine and backed toward me. I jumped on the running board and using my momentum swung to the roof. I white-knuckled the roof rack and went into a crouch. Thank you, Uma Thurman!


  We ran side-by-side in reverse. I yelled to Kit, “Get me even with the door but don’t go too far or the wing will scimitar us.”


  Kit lined me up with Roger’s body as if he’d been doing movie stunts all his life. I took a deep breath and threw myself into the air praying my timing and my aim were good. I crashed into Roger’s body and wrapped my arms around his neck and held on for dear life.


  The additional weight of my body caused the bandages to tear in plug-ugliness. The holes touched my face and sent shredded pieces into my open mouth. It would take countless facials and lots of scotch to restore my sanity.


  With a Tarzan yell I kicked off the side of the plane and Roger and I crashed onto the tarmac.


  The jet engines roared, threatening to break our eardrums or blow us both to Key West. We rolled behind the Escalade. The jet took off with three mummies, but I saved the best one. I hugged him, holes and all.


  Kyzer Saucy disappeared into the blue Miami sky.


  
    Miami Mummies
    
  




  
  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  The next morning Roger and I spooned in my bed. I’d been up all night grinding my teeth thinking of the holes that had touched my face. I slipped out of bed without awakening Roger and called the Jag dealership. They delivered Goldie to me.


  I took my phobia-freaked body to the Elizabeth Arden Red Door Salon in Fort Lauderdale and placed myself in their sympathetic hands.


  Swathed in a fluffy white robe and slippers I made the facial rounds with a kindly dermatologist and part-time shrink. She held my hand while my face underwent a microdermabrasion facial. In a comforting tone she explained the process, which I heard to mean the first layer of holey skin would be removed. I was relieved to learn I wasn’t her only client with a hole-a-phobia.


  Spa music gently played in the background as another tech led me to a eucalyptus-scented room where my face was treated to their sensitive skin facial complete with heavenly herbs that carried me to la la land. Then we went on to the ultimate facial where loving fingers massaged the holey memories from my pores. I drifted in a picturesque dream; Roger and I ambled through a green meadow, a kindly sun kissing my cheeks. And then limp as a rag… without holes… I finished with the oxygen infusion facial. I caught sight of myself in the mirror. Wendy Darlin was back.


  I left the spa and stopped at Kit’s beachfront house located on the rooftop of his nightclub, the Queen’s Croquet. I found him chilling on the patio, his long body sprawled on a striped lounge, an exotic paper-umbrella drink in his hand. His toes shone from ointment and oil. They’d taken a shaving on the tarmac and his neck was still swollen with yellow and blue bruises from Saucy’s whip.


  I changed his ice pack, re-oiled his tootsies, and settled down next to him on the lounge. “I’m so proud of you. Your nifty reverse stunt driving saved our lives. The three of us would make a good circus act if the bottom fell out of tomb rescuing.”


  He shot me a droopy look.


  “Need anything else before I head home?”


  “Comfy stiletto heels for tonight’s show.”


  “No such animal,” I laughed, kissed the top of his head, said my goodbyes, and let myself out of his condo.


  By two-thirty I was back at my place. Roger and I spent an hour in bed, but neither of us felt like sexing again. He replayed the events of the last few days for the thousandth time restaging his actions for my critique. I reassured him until I ran out of patience.


  I finally gave up on calming him down and wandered into the guest bedroom desperate for sleep. Saucy may have escaped with the mummies but we were left with the nightmares. I snuggled under the duvet trying to imagine myself a fairy princess with no problems. But the twists and turns of the last few days spun through my mind with all the finesse of a buzz saw.


  Who knew Gary Grant was as much a victim of Saucy as he was of his own greed. He rushed his father to the mummy site with a scheme to close down the dig and force the trade of the valuable Miami Riverfront land for swampland.


  When Tippy found herself in a squeeze play between the Semaphores and the state, Gary had the balls to step up to the plate and offer her a deal she couldn’t refuse. He’d protect her investment from state takeover for fifty-percent of the profits and rights-of-survivorship. I was surprised Tippy fell for his scheme. The word survivorship should have been a red flag. No telling what a broad under stress will swallow.


  Bottom line… all three mummies were gone, along with the mysterious Kyzer Saucy. Her gender and our description to a police artist were the only clues to her identity. Marnie’s International Funerals. You clip ‘em. We ship ‘em was a sham, a rented facility with no paper trail.


  Since I couldn’t nap I went back to Roger… “Want to reconstruct the last few days for the thousandth time or try another round of survivors-sex?”


  He laughed, swung his leg over me and came in for a kiss. “You and Saucy tumbling on the tarmac looked like a scene out of Wrestling Women vs. the Aztec Mummy.”


  “I’d have nailed her if she hadn’t gotten the gun back.”


  He sighed and plopped back on the pillow. “The greatest trick that devil ever pulled was convincing people she was a guy.”


  “Why did she stick the Incan mummies on Tippy’s land?”


  “That’s the part that bugs me the most. It was obvious and I missed it. She salted the site so construction would stop allowing her time to get the Miami mummy.”


  “But how did she know it was there?”


  “That’s the difference between a good international mummy thief and a great one.”


  In an effort to get his mind off the failed caper, I flopped on top of him and leaned so he was forced to tumble over me. We did some roll-playing, rolling over in the sack until we were exhausted. Speaking of role-playing I had yet to tell him about the cat suit. I had yet to tell him about Nashville.


  Alex and I had an appointment tomorrow at Thirty-Ninth Federal Bank thanks to Mrs. MacGuffin. It was time to hand the new Hic his transmigrated identity and turn the will over to the lawyers. Yesterday’s headlines took note of the discovery of Hic’s body in the Thornhill Hotel, dead from natural causes.


  I lay on my side staring at Roger and fiddling with the key around my neck.


  “Rog, I’ve got do a quickie in Nashville.”


  “Okay…” he said hesitantly. “How do we do that? It’s kinky, I hope.”


  I sat up, tucked the sheets under my arms covering my breasts.


  “Oh, oh… no joke,” he said.


  “Remember the dead friend I was sitting up?”


  “With. You mean sitting up with.”


  This was going to be a little tricky. I patted his hand and started my story. Winding up with the need for my mission to the safe deposit box in Nashville.


  I trotted into the bathroom while Roger lay in bed staring at the ceiling with a confused expression on his face. Nothing new there. The less he knew about Hic’s heir, the better.


  Roger was still staring at the ceiling the following morning bearing the classic signs of depression. He’d be back to normal, soon. Dangle an obscure antiquity under his nose; he’d jump on it like a bloodhound.


  I wriggled into my undies and donned my gray business suit, my red-rubbed knee shone from just below the hem of the pencil skirt. I touched the key that dangled safely around my neck, kissed Roger on the forehead avoiding his gaping mouth.


  “I’ll be back by seven,” I said. Not sure if it registered in his fog.


  I settled into Goldie’s soft leather seat, and her engine purred to life. I looked to my right and was surprised to see Mrs. MacGuffin sitting in her prim Mary Poppins pose, a rather large handbag in her lap, and a satisfied smile on her face. “This will be my last case for awhile. I need a holiday. Might take me to Disney World. Some fantasy would be a pleasant change.”


  Nodding, I put Goldie in reverse and we eased out of the garage. I’m sure even transition coaches need a break now and then.


  “Oh dearie, just to put your mind at ease. Mrs. Lipschitz? That was I looking out for your safety.”


  She unfastened a big brass buckle on her purse and ferretted out her goodies. “This is for your baby.” She handed me a pair of tiny crocheted booties, blue and white with pompoms on the toes.


  “Mrs. MacG… there is no baby.”


  “There is now.”


  She snapped her purse shut.


  I held the booties in my hand. They felt right… as if they belonged. I laid them in my purse and turned to look at her. She’d vanished.


  “Thank you, Mrs. MacG,” I whispered wondering if Roger and I had made a baby yesterday. I rubbed my tummy and felt a little gurgle. “Anybody in there?” It was too soon for an answer.


  
    Miami Mummies
    
  




  
  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  I arrived at the Thirty-Ninth Federal Bank at two on the nose. I clutched the key around my neck. It made me mega-nervous to think I was releasing a fortune to a stranger based on one word. Was I committing a crime by handing this person an identity kit? He could be a terrorist, a spy, or a Justin Bieber fan.


  The lobby was empty except for the tellers and two banker types in an office to the right. I glanced to the left and saw my reflection in the tinted picture window. A slender man in khakis and a blue shirt was facing the glass watching the street. He locked eyes with my reflection.


  “Hackensack,” he said and then slowly turned around.


  I gazed into the twinkly gray eyes of my savior from the river.


  Hic was back. I stepped forward, and hugged him.


  The inheritance process would require a few return trips to Nashville to clear up the details, but as I sat on the plane caressing the little blue booties from Mrs. MacGuffin, all I could think of was Roger’s smiling face.


   


  
    ~~~
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