
  

 

 

Part 6 

 

            Inside the Mount Mercy Hospital for the Criminally Insane, Plexiglas 
walls separated the reception area from the rest of the grand foyer. Smithback 
went up to the reception window, where a severe looking lady with iron grey 
hair pulled into a bun was working on a computer. 
            “I’m Roger Smithback,” he said. “Here to speak to the doctor in 
attendance about my… dear, departed great aunt Cornelia.” 

            As soon as he’d spoken, he realized he’d forgotten to mention a last 
name. Clearly, though, the woman knew who he was talking about, because 
her expression deepened in severity. She nodded, picked up her phone, and 
spoke briefly into it. 
            “Please wait over there,” she told him. 
            Smithback sat down in a tiny waiting area. There was nothing to read, 
no magazines or even pamphlets, and the chair was made of wood with no 
cushion, shabby and abominably uncomfortable. Some stiff portraits, heavy 
with dust, were hung high on the walls; whether they were of directors, 
donors, or doctors, Smithback could not be sure, but at least some of them 
looked odd enough to be inmates. About ten minutes later, an aide came out 
and, passing through a door in the Plexiglas wall, gestured for the reporter to 
follow him. 
            The trip through the main floor of the asylum was long and 



labyrinthine, and it ended at a frosted-glass door which, when knocked upon, 
produced a voice that offered admittance. The doctor within sat behind a desk 
stacked with folders. The office, though it still held traces of former grandeur 
in the form of parquet floors and ornate moulding, was now reduced to the 
same shabby state as the rest of the facility. Although the doctor was young, he 
had a haggard look that was of a piece with the rest of the facility. He rose as 
Smithback came in, they briefly shook hands, and the doctor settled back 
down. 
            “How can I help you, Mr. Smithback?” 

            “I wanted to find out about my great aunt Cornelia Pendergast, who 
passed away here two years ago.” 

            “I’m afraid that HIPAA rules don’t allow me to discuss anything 
medical regarding your great aunt. I can only reference publicly available 
information.” 

            “I understand. I’d like to find out why she was here, how long, what she 
did here, and how she died.” 

            Obviously, the receptionist had given the doctor some warning: he had 
a folder open in front of him, which he now consulted. “She was accused of 
poisoning her family, found incompetent to stand trial, and was referred 
here.” He turned a page. “That was nineteen years ago. She spent seventeen 
years here before she passed. Cause of death was stroke.” He shut the folder. 
“And that’s really all I can tell you, Mr. Smithback.” 

            “Stroke? I mean, just a stroke, nothing else?” 

            “To be specific, it appeared to be a subarachnoid hemorrhage. The 
family declined an autopsy.” 

            “So she spent seventeen years here, in the same room.” 

            “No.” The doctor had evidently come across something in the folder 
that he found either interesting or revolting—it was hard to tell from his 
expression. “She was moved once, not long after her arrival.” 

            “Why?” 

            “Because she stole a tin of asafoetida from the old dispensary during a 
routine examination, and was later found attempting to…” The doctor 
abruptly looked up. “I told you: only publicly available information.” 

            “Are you saying she was moved because she required a greater degree 
of security?” 

            “Mr. Smithback, I’m extremely busy, and I’m sorry I can’t help you 
further. Now, if you’ll excuse me?” 

            “Help me further? Excuse me, but you haven’t helped at all. Given my 
relation to the deceased, I think I’m entitled to know something. What was the 
diagnosis?”  

            “Your relation, you say.” The doctor flipped through the pages. “Our 
former patient had very few living relatives when she was admitted, and even 
fewer when she died. I don’t see the name ‘Smithback’ among them here. 
Now: unless you come back with a HIPAA release, I really can’t provide any 
further information.” The harried doctor rose and gestured to the aide, who 
had remained in the room throughout the brief conversation. 
            Smithback, annoyed, nevertheless allowed the taciturn aide to now 
direct him out. He found his driver waiting for him at the bottom of the steps. 
            “Back to Queens,” said Smithback as he got into the limo. 



            As the driver began easing away from the hospital, Smithback 
remembered the big, sympathetic guard he’d met at the front gate. “Stop at 
the kiosk, will you?” 

            “Sure thing.” 

            When they paused at the gate, the guard came out. “Everything go all 
right?” 

            “Not exactly. But you were very helpful. I just wanted to say thanks for 
your concern.” 

            “No worries.” 

            Smithback scrunched up his face. “Listen, I know this is a bit awkward, 
but… they wouldn’t tell me anything. Not even what happened when she died. 
It might just be a guess on my part, but you seem to know something about 
her. I’m just so devastated…” He paused, leaning heavily on the sympathy 
card. “I’d just like to know about her last years. Was she lucid? What was she 
like?—you know, that sort of thing. Nothing that would violate the rules, of 
course, but something to help me find closure...after this awful shock.” 

            The guard looked down, and then up. “I used to be an aide, and, yes, I 
do know about her. Everybody did. She was one of the most…well, I guess 
you’d say conspicuous patients here. Not really in a good way, though." He 
hesitated awkwardly.  
            “What can you tell me? Even a few recollections, or anecdotes, would 
help.” 

            The guard was still hesitating. “I don’t want to upset you more.” 

            “The most upsetting thing to me is not knowing how she spent her last 
years. Good or bad.” He pretended to mull something over. “When do you get 
off work?”  

            “In about an hour.” 

            “Could we meet for a drink? On me, of course. I’ll send my driver 
around to where you live and we can meet somewhere nearby.” 

            The hesitation slowly faded. “No harm in telling you what I know, I 
guess. Anyone deserves that much. But I’ll only have half an hour, forty-five 
minutes free at most. The wife and I always watch the afternoon soaps.” 

            “Understood.” 

            “And please understand: you won’t find it very comforting.” 

            “Any information, no matter how disturbing, will help me achieve 
emotional resolution.” 

            The guard went back inside his kiosk, which was lucky for Smithback, 
because mouthing the ridiculous achieve emotional resolution had just about 
made him break character. The guard scribbled something on a piece of 
paper, then stepped out again and handed it through the open window. It was 
an address in Queens.  
            “I’ll pick you up at one,” Smithback said, shaking the guard’s hand. 
            The man nodded and the limo accelerated away, toward the bridge that 
led off Little Governor’s Island. 
 
 
 

 

  

  

 



 

A few links of interest 

 

To preorder BLOODLESS from Amazon or any other retailer, click here. 

 

There are a few more autographed, first-edition copies of THE SCORPION'S 
TAIL available from the Poisoned Pen Bookstore.  
 

Doug will be giving an online lecture and showing slides and video of his 
expedition that found the lost city in the Honduran jungle. Free tickets are 
available here.  
 

And here is a short video of Doug reading the first chapter of 
BLOODLESS.  
 
Photos top to bottom: The cover of BLOODLESS 
Illustration by Chris Royal, check out his other images here. 

The Oglethorpe House in Savannah, said to be haunted. 
A tombstone in the Bonaventure Cemetery, Savannah. Photos by Douglas Preston 

 

  

  

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0012Zpv-3o4wDZytZUDHot2PYCU9x7TmNhQiGXlmQvHG41VlhdGrdacBmZrfsjsCoriC4aeAyBhsMuUFGCpvr3WCjFZnF7vOZ_8LhVHpghYrZyWW2RrSnFOzeK61FdDfNh0Fy7YSUBje6iwhnue_PWnHDiOqupa87SXXtaQBAFeofo6BJhY8yAuw7quo5EH-RT76PA1NaR9MtPjusNAeHtjS7P2d3RHNVj75DXuHlNPtCwXytHcqfmVW7pe0RC7KgGc4miwKx902dtopiA5qFWGTHeH29E6R8P_mruYg2A0pJ4PMlephBuWYkotyPSc--4MQMtF7RYIy_sal2uIHrG6iZHhmzCNW5ScGosNjqDnCnZqmrCC4236rqq9iSIZfEaf&c=twoYF7o4fwrYZhwgcftg0KUfpLXoyfsr83FWtM2Ba6ZMA1kmG7VUGA==&ch=FCRo-KF_lNrUZJjp1QKQlp-_OabXTeQrKxuJnS1qocLklXgYFd2DqA==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0012Zpv-3o4wDZytZUDHot2PYCU9x7TmNhQiGXlmQvHG41VlhdGrdacBoql6Hs8QHcR2Cwl3F0Av3S8osXNUIemryYNZrtp1X0Sjps1bHcMwklF1rcwSb0JB3ES_Nf8KuQMH-nTofqViz6xB_jaNPdLrTRTUV6MNnwp16nbwSLWRYm9iMBhk_vs15QJKF7gYAM9qXDX79aNUjMqxlZJVu4B-BNQWMTVzFH2XngJFscSgObyHBAYdLWAqfobpIU8osEPmHryuZ0MmuFvYxbAOXylthzZJT06jw_acbcvsdd0YbM=&c=twoYF7o4fwrYZhwgcftg0KUfpLXoyfsr83FWtM2Ba6ZMA1kmG7VUGA==&ch=FCRo-KF_lNrUZJjp1QKQlp-_OabXTeQrKxuJnS1qocLklXgYFd2DqA==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0012Zpv-3o4wDZytZUDHot2PYCU9x7TmNhQiGXlmQvHG41VlhdGrdacBmZrfsjsCoriCZzENsWsSJmalSebZmx6NKGSa0s1w5NRdpx0WS18BUlOSNuNbm1INppP6YfblMoNoAYJY9GY88MmX3tUQZnjw5lfI3h6B_vSt_fIokwxJH1SiwZXvlV1usZfudhHpHH94gPHnYF8jfXQN8l05hyz6ReS4G7VCY36hZN1tjbQvxCTD5BSt_KUC6kgu689a84SWXKs-RPctbjOOJOV1o7AfRzMzIFHdHwD8nAV1rU-K9PI3-p3lwCtR6uNguq6TrcQ_GGPIClg5QfF1VS_mMnhlw==&c=twoYF7o4fwrYZhwgcftg0KUfpLXoyfsr83FWtM2Ba6ZMA1kmG7VUGA==&ch=FCRo-KF_lNrUZJjp1QKQlp-_OabXTeQrKxuJnS1qocLklXgYFd2DqA==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0012Zpv-3o4wDZytZUDHot2PYCU9x7TmNhQiGXlmQvHG41VlhdGrdacBmZrfsjsCoriCZzENsWsSJmalSebZmx6NKGSa0s1w5NRdpx0WS18BUlOSNuNbm1INppP6YfblMoNoAYJY9GY88MmX3tUQZnjw5lfI3h6B_vSt_fIokwxJH1SiwZXvlV1usZfudhHpHH94gPHnYF8jfXQN8l05hyz6ReS4G7VCY36hZN1tjbQvxCTD5BSt_KUC6kgu689a84SWXKs-RPctbjOOJOV1o7AfRzMzIFHdHwD8nAV1rU-K9PI3-p3lwCtR6uNguq6TrcQ_GGPIClg5QfF1VS_mMnhlw==&c=twoYF7o4fwrYZhwgcftg0KUfpLXoyfsr83FWtM2Ba6ZMA1kmG7VUGA==&ch=FCRo-KF_lNrUZJjp1QKQlp-_OabXTeQrKxuJnS1qocLklXgYFd2DqA==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0012Zpv-3o4wDZytZUDHot2PYCU9x7TmNhQiGXlmQvHG41VlhdGrdacBmZrfsjsCoriNuB4b2vO-VdQauperW1l1ucHMRY8W8KMlosJ_hKY-ugNfRifGtWCPfPmh9Kam4dtZnI-l7spObM5OFzKr9X-1kZM0jnhMMzG_xKJRjpwCchbRcXmPCkXBA==&c=twoYF7o4fwrYZhwgcftg0KUfpLXoyfsr83FWtM2Ba6ZMA1kmG7VUGA==&ch=FCRo-KF_lNrUZJjp1QKQlp-_OabXTeQrKxuJnS1qocLklXgYFd2DqA==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0012Zpv-3o4wDZytZUDHot2PYCU9x7TmNhQiGXlmQvHG41VlhdGrdacBmZrfsjsCoriNuB4b2vO-VdQauperW1l1ucHMRY8W8KMlosJ_hKY-ugNfRifGtWCPfPmh9Kam4dtZnI-l7spObM5OFzKr9X-1kZM0jnhMMzG_xKJRjpwCchbRcXmPCkXBA==&c=twoYF7o4fwrYZhwgcftg0KUfpLXoyfsr83FWtM2Ba6ZMA1kmG7VUGA==&ch=FCRo-KF_lNrUZJjp1QKQlp-_OabXTeQrKxuJnS1qocLklXgYFd2DqA==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0012Zpv-3o4wDZytZUDHot2PYCU9x7TmNhQiGXlmQvHG41VlhdGrdacBmZrfsjsCoriv2n_gXKpWZhthYnJvHLD5PIu6e6zzebJJOyf7st6HJjm9aKgDvcoSVvrnQeWn2hAe9mktFoD5jm-J3CwWRFh1UmyVa1MRryc59J5uqntoFLoaf1e6swSAannFE4p2KB5JLgKlrxKu69Vn6xcPS0wQ4k92ps_5mBr&c=twoYF7o4fwrYZhwgcftg0KUfpLXoyfsr83FWtM2Ba6ZMA1kmG7VUGA==&ch=FCRo-KF_lNrUZJjp1QKQlp-_OabXTeQrKxuJnS1qocLklXgYFd2DqA==


 

 



    

 

  

 

 


