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Virginia’s chief forensic pathologist, Dr Kay 

Scarpetta believes a recently discovered body is the 
handiwork of a serial killer, but when the autopsy 

reveals that the victim may have been exposed to 
smallpox, she fears that a more sinister plot is at 

work. To complete her personal nightmare, 
Scarpetta may have been exposed to the virus, and 

the killer has started sending her gruesome e-mail 
messages. 
 

The storm door was unlocked, and Hoyt had 

thought to tape on it a homemade sign that 

warned: SICKNESS, DO NOT ENTER!! I 

supposed he had figured that Tangiermen 

might not know what a (1)______________ 

was, but he had made his point. I stepped 

inside a dim foyer where a portrait of Jesus 

praying to His Father hung on the wall and I 

smelled the foul odor of decomposing human 

flesh. 

In the living room was evidence that someone 

had not been well for a while. Pillows and 

blankets were disarrayed and soiled on the 

couch, and on the coffee table were tissues, a 

thermometer, bottles of aspirin, liniment, dirty 
cups and plates. She had been feverish. She 

had ached, and had come in here to make 

herself comfortable and watch TV. 

Eventually, she had not been able to make it 

out of bed, and that was where I found her in 

a room upstairs with rosebud wallpaper and a 

rocker by the window overlooking her street. 

The full-length mirror was shrouded with a 

sheet, as if she could not bear to see her 

reflection anymore. Hoyt, old-world 

(2)______________  that he was, had 

respectfully pulled bed covers over the body 

without disturbing anything else. He knew 

better than to rearrange a scene, especially if 

his visit was to be followed by mine. I stood in 

the middle of the room, and took my time. 

The stench seemed to make the walls close in 

and turn the air black. 

Pruitt had been old and alone, with very little 

money, and probably had been off this island 

few times in her life. I expected she had not 

attempted to seek help from any of her 

neighbors because she had no phone, and had 

feared that if anyone had seen her, they would 

have fled in horror. Even I wasn’t quite 

prepared for what I saw when I peeled back 

the covers. 

She was covered in pustules, grey and hard 

like pearls, her toothless mouth caved in, and 

dyed red hair wild. I pulled the covers down 

more, unbuttoning her gown, noting the 

density of (3)______________  was greater 

on her extremities and face than on her trunk, 

just as Hoyt had said. Itching had driven her 

to claw her arms and legs, where she had 

(4)______________  and gotten secondary 

infections that were crusty and swollen. 

“God help you,” I muttered in pain. 

I imagined her itching, aching, burning up with 

fever, and afraid of her own nightmarish 

image in the mirror. 

“How awful,” I said and my mother flashed in 

my mind. 

Lancing a pustule, I smeared a slide, then 

went down to the kitchen and set my 

(5)______________  on the table. I was 

already convinced of what I’d find. This was 

not chicken pox. It wasn’t shingles. All 

indicators pointed to the devastating, 

disfiguring (6)______________  variola 

major, more commonly known as smallpox. 

Turning on my microscope, I put the slide on 

the stage, bumped magnification up to four 

hundred, adjusted the focus as the dense 
center, the cytoplasmic Guarnieri bodies, 

came into view. I took more Polaroids of 

something that could not be true. 

Shoving back the chair, I began pacing as a 

clock ticked loudly from the wall.  

“How did you get this? How?” I talked to her 

out loud. 

I went back outside to where Crockett was 

parked on the street. I didn’t get close to his 

trunk. 

“We’ve got a real problem,” I said to him. 

“And I’m not a hundred percent sure what I’m 

going to do about it.” 

My immediate difficulty was finding a secure 

phone, which I finally decided simply was not 

possible. I couldn’t call from any of the local 

businesses, certainly not from the neighbors’ 

houses or from the chief’s trailer. That left my 

portable cellular phone, which ordinarily I 

would never have used to make a call like this. 

But I did not see that I had a choice. At three-

fifteen, a woman answered the phone at the 

U.S. Army Medical Research Institute of 

Infectious Diseases, or (7)______________, 

at Fort Detrick, in Frederick, Maryland. 

“I need to speak with Colonel Fujitsubo,” I 

said. 

“I’m sorry, he’s in a meeting.” 

“It’s very important.” 

“Ma’am, you’ll have to call back tomorrow.” 

“At least, give me his assistant, his 

secretary…” 

“In case you haven’t heard, all nonessential 

federal employees are on furlough.” 

“Jesus Christ!” I exclaimed in frustration. “I’m 

stranded on an island with an 

(8)______________  dead body. There may 

be some sort of (9)______________  here. 

Don’t tell me I have to wait until your 
goddamn furlough ends!” 

“Excuse me?” 

I could hear telephones ringing non-stop in 

the background. 
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“I’m on a cellular phone. The battery could die 

any minute. For God’s sake, interrupt his 

meeting! Patch me through to him! Now!” 

Fujitsubo was in the Russell building on Capitol 

Hill, where my call was connected. I knew he 

was in some senator’s office but did not care 

as I quickly explained the situation, trying to 

control my panic. 

“That’s impossible,” he said. “You’re sure it’s 

not chicken pox, measles…” 

“No. And regardless of what it is, it should be 

(10)______________, John. I can’t send this 

into my morgue. You’ve got to handle it.” 

USAMRIID was the major medical research 

laboratory for the U.S. Biological Defense 

Research Program, its purpose to protect 
citizens from the possible 

(11)______________  of biological 

(12)______________. More to the point, 

USAMRIID had the largest Bio Level 4 

containment laboratory in the country. 

“Can’t do it unless it’s (13)______________,” 

Fujitsubo said to me. “Outbreaks go to CDC. 

Sounds like that’s who you should be talking 

to.” 

“And I’m sure I will be eventually,” I said. And 

I’m sure most of them have been furloughed, 

too, which is why I couldn’t get through 

earlier. But they’re in Atlanta, and you’re in 

Maryland, not far from here, and I need to get 

this body out of here as fast as I can.” 

He was silent. 

“No one hopes I’m wrong more than I do,” I 

went on in a cold sweat. “But if I’m not and 

we haven’t taken the proper precautions…” 

“I’m clear. I’m clear,” he quickly said. “Damn. 

Right now, we’re a skeleton crew. Okay, give 

us a few hours. I’ll call CDC, we’ll deploy a 

team. When was the last time you were 

vaccinated for smallpox?” 

“When I was too young to remember it.” 

“You’re coming in with the body.” 

“She’s my case.” 

But I knew what he meant. They would want 

to (14)______________  me. 

 

They descended loudly from the moonlit night 

at almost nine P.M. The Army Blackhawk 

thundered over the Methodist Church, 

whipping trees in its terrible turbulence of 

flying blades as a powerful light probed for a 

place to land. I watched it settle like a bird in 

a yard next door as hundreds of awed 

Tangiermen spilled out onto the streets. 

From the porch, I peered out the screen, 
watching the (15)______________ climb out 

of the helicopter as children hid behind 

parents, silently staring. The five scientists 

from USAMRIID and CDC did not look of this 

planet in their inflated orange plastic suits and 

hoods, and battery-operated air packs. They 

walked along the road, carrying a 

(16)______________  shrouded in a plastic 

bubble. 

“Thank God you’re here,” I said to them when 

they got to me. 

Their feet made a slipping plastic sound on the 

porch’s wooden floor and they did not bother 

to introduce themselves as the only woman on 

the team handed me a folded orange suit. 

“It’s probably a little late,” I said. 

“It can’t hurt.” Her eyes met mine and she 

didn’t look much older than Lucy. “Go ahead 

and put it on.” 

The Blackhawk was open and lit up inside, and 

the team was tying down the litter the same 

way they would have were the patient alive. I 
climbed aboard, took a crew seat to one side 

and strapped myself in as one of the scientists 

pulled shut the door. The helicopter was loud 

and shuddering as we lifted into the sky. It 

was impossible to hear without headsets on, 

and those would not work well over hoods. 

This puzzled me at first. Our suits had been 

(17)______________, but the team did not 

want to take them off, and then it occurred to 

me. I had been (18)______________  to Lila 

Pruitt, and the torso before that. No one 

wanted to breathe my air unless it was passed 

through a high efficiency particulate air filter, 

or (19)______________, first. So we mutely 

looked around, glancing at each other and our 

patient. I shut my eyes as we sped toward 

Maryland. 

 

At exactly five minutes past five, a bell 

sounded off-key inside my computer, and the 

Instant Message window suddenly dominated 

my screen. I stared in disbelief as a 

communication from deadoc appeared, words 

that I knew no one else in the chat room could 

see. 

 

DEADOC: you think you re so smart 

SCARPETTA: Who are you? 

DEADOC: you know who I am I am what you 

do 

SCARPETTA: What do I do? 

DEADOC: death doctor death you are me 

SCARPETTA: I am not you. 

DEADOC: you think you re so smart 

 
From Unnatural Exposure, by Patricia Cornwell, Berkley 
Publishing Group, New York, 1997. 

 


