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      Dr. Jack Winston finally asks for Sally’s help. He thinks there might be a ghost in Crystal Cove Memorial Hospital. And as much as it bothers him to admit it, maybe Sally’s ability to communicate with the dead might come in handy.

      Sally O’Brian had a near-death experience that allowed her to pierce the veil between this realm and the realm of the afterlife. Along with her deceased husband, Matthew O’Brian, she has found herself helping those who have questions about how and why they died to get the answers they need to pass on.

      So when Dante McAllister comes to her and asks for help, she has to search for the answers. But everyone tells her, including Dante himself, that he died peacefully in the hospital.

      So what is going on? Why is he still hiding in a gurney and haunting the living?
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      1. In the Memorial Hospital Storeroom

      Sally O’Brian spent way too much of her time in Crystal Cove’s morgue.

      Normally, when she visited the morgue, she would do so to check on the latest victim or body discovered in the small California coastal town.

      This time, however, she was following her son-in-law, Dr. Jack Winston, as he led her through the hospital on their way to the subterranean corridors and storerooms of Crystal Cove Memorial Hospital.

      With the exception of her visits to the morgue, Sally did her best to avoid Memorial Hospital. She had been here fifteen months earlier, a victim of a car crash that had killed her husband Matthew and left her in a coma.

      Sally had woken up in a hospital bed after laying unconscious in a coma for several weeks. She found herself surrounded by a dozen smiling faces. One of the faces saw that Sally was awake and called out for a doctor. Suddenly, most of the faces disappeared. Only the nurse and her husband were left. They were joined by a doctor who hurried into the room.

      The doctor was Jack Winston. He stared at her, his face beaming with happiness. “You made it!” he exclaimed.

      “I need to talk to Matt,” she had croaked.

      Jack looked miserable. “Sally…Matt didn’t survive the crash.”

      She could see Matt quite clearly. “No, he’s right there.”

      It didn’t take her long to realize that she was seeing a ghost. At first she believed what everyone told her. She was just lost in the morass of grief, imagining that her husband was still around when in fact he was gone. But eventually she discovered that the family dog Salem also reacted to the apparition, and even more definitively, her granddaughter Kiera Winston actually carried on conversations with her deceased grandfather. Sally had to admit the truth.

      She could see and talk to ghosts.

      That new-found ability, acquired in the sterile halls of Crystal Cove Memorial Hospital, had changed her life even more dramatically than the unfortunate death of her husband.

      And now, here she was again, back in the place where it all seemed to begin.

      Today, as she trailed alongside of Jack, the hospital was brightly lit, almost too bright. Pale green walls contrasted with shiny linoleum floors, scrubbed and polished to an unnatural degree.

      The strong smell of antiseptic, a bitter smell tinged with a trace of pine, permeated the hallways and triggered more of those memories of waking up, smelling starched sheets and day-old flowers.

      The sounds of doctors, nurses and hospital codes periodically echoed through the hallway leading to Dr. Jack Winston’s office in the hospital.

      While Jack was not a resident of Memorial, he did have privileges in the hospital. When Sally was brought in after being pulled from the crushed wreckage of her car, Dr. Winston had stayed with her, day after day, often spending nights by her bedside.

      Jack had been there when she needed him. Now she had a chance to return the favor.

      Jack was a tall, lanky fellow. He had a long face, wavy brown hair, and soft brown eyes. He also had the lean body of a runner. He jogged at least five days a week and on weekends, he would run at least twenty miles.

      Jack married Sally’s daughter Jennifer in 2015, a marriage that proved that opposites attract. Where Jennifer was emotional, volatile, and impulsive, Jack was methodical, studied, and cautious. While Jennifer fretted and worried about Sally’s ability to see ghosts, Jack had a more measured response. Jack had been more tolerant than Jennifer of Sally’s conversations with her dead husband. “It’s a behavior we often see in grieving individuals,” he had explained. “It helps the person accept the reality that their loved one is gone. It’s nothing to worry about.”

      Jack was understanding, but still skeptical. He needed proof that ghosts existed, and despite seeing things like his daughter talking to her dead grandfather, despite seeing objects apparently move on their own, despite a lot of circumstances that were hard to explain, Jack took great pains to find a rational explanation for whatever he observed.

      Yet despite this skeptical attitude, just this morning, Jack had asked Sally to come to the Crystal Cove Memorial Hospital to solve a “problem” the hospital staff had. “It’s a problem that requires your strange proclivities.”

      Sally knew that he was referring to her ability to talk to ghosts. She initially found it amusing that he was actually acknowledging her ability.

      Jack stopped in front of a closed door. “We’re here,” he announced. He cautiously opened the door, quickly feeling for the light switch.

      He led her to a gurney, parked out of sight in a corner of the storage room. “The staff thinks the gurney is cursed,” said Jack. “Nonsense, I know. But patient after patient has complained about being hurt, sick, or traumatized when they are lying on the gurney.”

      Sally laughed, then stopped herself. Trying to be more serious, she added, “If they’re on the gurney, aren’t they sick or in pain?”

      Jack grimaced. “When they get moved to another gurney or to a hospital bed, they no longer experience the feelings that bothered them. I can’t explain it, Sally. I’m hoping you can.” He hesitated. “No, actually, I’m hoping you can’t. But it’s an expensive piece of equipment. We really would like to use it again.”

      Sally walked around the gurney, examining it carefully. It looked like a moveable hospital bed on four – no, make that five wheels. There was a fifth wheel underneath the middle of the gurney. It had a sidebar on one side, and on the other, a pole for attaching IV bags. The mat on the gurney was about two inches thick. In all, it looked very simple and uncomplicated.

      “I don’t see anything that could cause pain or problems for a patient,” she said.

      “No one can. But patients complain that they feel shooting pains from the gurney.”

      Sally could not detect any ephemeral presence with the gurney. “I’m sorry, Jack, I can’t see anything strange or ghostly about this.”

      Jack sighed and nodded. “I suspected as much. I’ll tell the Administrator that I wasn’t able to help.”

      Sally felt bad that she had let Jack down, but she wasn’t going to pretend that there was a ghost when in fact there wasn’t one. She headed towards the door, but as she was leaving the storage room, a voice had called out to her.

      “Don’t leave me here! You have to help me!”

      Sally turned and saw a ghost sitting on the gurney. Unlike most of the ghosts she had encountered, whose appearance conformed to making the ghost look presentable, this ghost looked monstrously deformed. It had open wounds, with body fluids oozing out; broken bones protruded through the skin of arms and legs. The ghost exhibited extensive areas of putrefaction.

      Even Sally found herself feeling frightened by the horrible apparition.

      “Hold on,” she said. “I was mistaken.  There is a ghost there. It looks like he was in an accident. He looks like he was run over several times by an angry driver.”

      Jack was silent for a moment. Then he asked, “Can you get him to leave the gurney?”

      Sally frowned. She knew that ghosts often attached themselves to people, objects, or places. Getting a ghost to leave its point of attachment to this plane was often difficult. Sure, ghosts could move around, but rarely did a ghost go too far from the physical entity or place that kept it attached to this plane.

      A ghost would only do that if there was a new person, object, or place that might further its quest for existential resolution.

      “I’ll try,” said Sally. “But I can’t promise anything.”

      Jack stared at the gurney. Sally could tell that all he saw was a gurney. He, like most people, lacked the capability to perceive creatures from another realm. “If you can do that, Sally, the staff here at the hospital will forever be in your debt.”

      After seeing the ghost, she was certain she didn’t want that monstrosity following her around. But the hospital staff had been really helpful to her when she was near death. She had to do something to repay them.

      “Apparition,” said Sally forcefully, “leave that gurney. Go on to the other place. Leave this plane.”

      The ghost barked a laugh. “Go to hell, old lady. Oh, wait…you’re talking to me. That means you’re already in hell.” The ghost’s laughter filled the room long after the ghost faded from her view.

      2. In the Memorial Hospital OR-2

      Nurse Wendy Bakazey hurriedly but thoroughly scrubbed up and raced into the operating room. The scene that confronted her was one that she always dreaded: an angry doctor yelling at and intimidating the nurse who was assisting him.

      Wendy smiled sympathetically as she relieved Irene Russell. Irene was one of the better nurses at Memorial. Quite outgoing, chatty, easy to get along with. Wendy knew that Irene was not likely to cut corners. So what could have triggered the surgeon’s outrage that he demanded she should be replaced?

      Leticia Obedan, the House Supervisor, had been vague about the reason Wendy had to step into the middle of a surgical procedure. But as soon as she approached the operating table and could see the doctor’s face, she understood immediately.

      Dr. Chesterfield Wood.

      Probably the grumpiest, most demanding, and unfriendly doctor in the hospital.

      Besides Dr. Chesterfield, there was an intern who watched quietly off to the side, the anesthesiologist, the documentation nurse, who also stood back from the operating table, and of course Irene. Irene saw Wendy approach, and moved away from the table.

      As Wendy stepped into her place on the other side of the operating table, Irene gave her an uncertain smile of gratitude and raced out of the room. Wendy took in the situation.

      Dr. Wood was doing an appendectomy, a routine surgery. She wasn’t expecting him, however, to be doing an open appendectomy. A laparoscopic appendectomy would be far more preferred. It wasn’t her place to question the reasoning of a doctor. She could see exactly where he was in the procedure, and automatically grabbed the next instrument he needed from the surgical field. Even before he called out for the clamp.

      The operation proceeded smoothly. Wendy admired the efficiency and skill Dr. Wood exhibited. She found him easy to work with. She also found that she personally preferred the open surgery. It gave her a more productive role throughout the surgery, rather than simply doing prep and closure.

      Dr. Wood finished the operation, closed up the incisions, and turned the patient over to Wendy. He pulled off his gloves, giving the attending intern who had been observing the operation a questioning stare. Wendy didn’t recognize this doctor, but it wasn’t surprising. A lot of the interns who worked in Memorial were medical graduates from nearby universities, struggling to gain experience.

      “I hope you learned something,” Dr. Wood lectured to the intern. “You can’t be successful if you don’t have competent staff working with you. Never just settle for whatever nurse they assign you. Incompetent staff can undo whatever miracles you’ve performed.”

      The two doctors headed into the scrub room to clean up, leaving Wendy and the documentation nurse to stare at each other in bemused surprise. Wendy watched Dr. Wood out of the corner of her eye, wondering why a man who seemed to have so much going for him would treat others so brusquely. Was there something about becoming the best in your field that just twisted the human spirit into something unrecognizable?

      The documentation nurse nodded towards the exit. “Is this your first time working with Dr. Wood?”

      Wendy nodded, smiling. “Yes, though I know of him by reputation. But I’ve worked with lots of prima donnas over the years. I’ve found that if you just do your job as best you can, then they’re not so hard to get along with. I just wonder if he treats his wife the same way he treats nurses.” Wendy laughed at the audacity of her question.

      “Dr. Wood isn’t married,” said the other nurse. “Unless you say he’s married to his career.”

      “Not married?” repeated Wendy. Then, catching sight of the other nurse’s bemused expression, she laughed. “I can see why.”

      An orderly entered the theater to move the patient to recovery. Wendy assisted with that, then helped clean up the surgical area. After that she checked to make sure the patient was in recovery. Finally, she set out to find Nurse Russell.

      Wendy was sure the poor woman needed a shoulder to cry on and perhaps a little bit of advice on how to deal with ogres. Hospitals were strange places. One never knew what monsters with medical degrees to their name worked in a hospital. Not all doctors were ogres. Surgeons were probably the worst. No, neurosurgeons surely dominated that end of the normal distribution.

      Even so, somebody had to help Irene get over being bullied by that arrogant SOB. She wasn’t likely to encounter Dr. Wood again, since none of her patients were under his care. Just as well. Otherwise she would have to put him in his place.

      3. In the Big Yellow House

      Sally arrived home feeling distraught and a little perplexed. She felt bad that she hadn’t been able to get rid of the ghost in the gurney. Although the ghost had faded from her view, she was not at all certain that it had passed on. She turned to Matt, who floated quietly behind her.

      “How can I tell if a ghost has moved on?” she asked.

      Matt fluttered nervously. “How would I know, Sally? When I died,, but I didn’t acquire special arcane knowledge about that noble state. I just know what you know. When spirits pass on, they go up a stairway, or elevator, or into a building, or something like that. I didn’t see anything like that with that freak we saw in the hospital. How inconsiderate he was! No man should have his bones sticking out when he greets a lady.”

      “I think he was trying to frighten me,” said Sally. “He did a good job.”

      “Well, you don’t have to deal with him anymore,” said Matt. “Jack knows the gurney is haunted, and as far as I’m concerned, they can drag it out to the parking lot and burn it up.” He laughed gleefully. “Now that I would love to see!”

      Sally frowned. “That sounds pretty drastic, Matt. Why are you so negative?”

      Matt fluttered with frustration. “You heard how he talked to you, didn’t you? Some ghosts deserve to wander the earth forever, trying to find answers. If anyone deserves his punishment, it’s him.”

      Sally walked into the kitchen. Her daughter, Jennifer, was preparing dinner. Her granddaughter Kiera was sitting at the table, drawing pictures with colored markers.

      “Were you able to help Jack?” asked Jennifer when Sally entered.

      “I think so. I’m not sure.”

      Jennifer cocked her head questioningly. “Really? What did he want?”

      “It had something to do with a gurney,” said Sally.

      Jennifer shook her head. “Sometimes, Mom, you simply don’t make any sense. Why would Jack ask you about a gurney?” She finished putting cut beans into a pot of boiling water. “Oh, by the way, Uncle Henry has been calling you. All afternoon.”

      “Uncle Henry,” repeated Sally. “Great. What did Henry want?”

      Henry was Matthew’s younger brother. Henry O’Brian and his wife Claudia lived in San Francisco. Like Matthew, Henry was an investment banker. Or at least he claimed to be, according to Matt. “He’s just a lazy freeloader,” Matt once complained.

      Sally wasn’t sure about Henry being a freeloader, but Henry clearly was not happy that Matt left control of all his businesses with Sally instead of with him. Sally couldn’t understand why he felt he had more claim to running Matt’s investment company than she did. In any case, Matt had a more than competent associate, Roger Iverson, who actually did run the company from day to day.

      “He wanted you to call him,” said Jennifer. “Do you think he tells me anything, Mom? The messages are on the table.”

      Sally headed for the table and picked up the Post-its Jennifer had scribbled on. “They’re just telephone numbers. The same number.”

      “That’s all he gave me,” snapped Jennifer.

      “Should I call him?” asked Sally.

      “I wouldn’t,” said Matt.

      “You can’t Grampa, Uncle Henry can’t hear you,” laughed Kiera, avoiding the frown her mother threw in her direction.

      As much as Sally didn’t want to talk to Henry, she dutifully pulled out her phone and called him up. She headed out of the kitchen, then put the phone on speaker. It was easier to make faces when the phone wasn’t next to her face.

      “Finally,” snapped Henry. “I’ve been calling you since this morning.”

      “I’ve been busy,” said Sally. “What can I do for you, Henry?”

      “How could someone who’s retired and has no job have anything to do? I wish I had your life, Sally.”

      Sally bit her lip and counted to ten. Then twenty. “What do you want, Henry?”

      “I’m working on a deal and I don’t want you to mess it up.”

      “What’s the deal?” asked Matt.

      “What’s the deal?” asked Sally.

      “I can’t talk about it right now. I just wanted you to stay out of the business for a while. Until after I get this deal closed.”

      Sally took a deep breath. “How can I stay out of a deal if I don’t know what it is?”

      “It involves a tech company,” said Henry. “That’s all you need to know.”

      “Is he talking about SLBT?” asked Matt.

      Sally shrugged. “Are you talking about SLBT?”

      “I told you to stay out of the business,” barked Henry. “Damn, woman, you’re going to mess up a fifty million dollar deal. Don’t do anything, Sally O’Brian!”

      “Tell him to stay out of my business,” growled Matt.

      Sally was about to do just that when she discovered that Henry had disconnected the call. “That was rude,” she said. She returned to the kitchen.

      “Did you talk to Uncle Henry?” asked Jennifer, not looking up from her cooking.

      “I guess you could say that,” said Sally. Ever since Matthew died, her relationship with Henry and his wife had become strained. Sally suspected that it was due entirely to the fact that Matt left everything to her, but Matt insisted it was primarily because his younger brother was a jerk.

      “So what did he want?” persisted Jennifer.

      “Nothing, Jen. He was just being his usual self.”

      “Mom, please try to be more pleasant with him. He is family, after all.”

      Sally rolled her eyes, but didn’t argue. She was too busy staring at the entranceway to the kitchen.

      The ghost from the gurney stood there, grinning happily.

      Kiera saw him and smiled. “Hi,” she called out.

      The ghost waved back.

      “Who did you say hi to?” asked Jennifer.

      “One of Grampa’s friends,” said Kiera.

      Sally rushed past the ghost, heading out of the kitchen before Jennifer could say anything else. The ghost followed her.

      “What are you doing here?” she whispered. “How did you get here?”

      “I have a nose for doctors and hospital people.”

      “I’m not either of those,” replied Sally. She was not happy that a ghost could follow her across the entire town. At least this time, the ghost did not look disgusting. In fact, he was rather handsome, though in his late forties, perhaps. Or in his forties when he died. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Dante McAllister,” said the ghost, bowing dramatically. “I checked up on you after you left the hospital.”

      “Checked up on me? How? With whom?”

      “Oh, the other ghosts. They told me that you can help people like me.”

      Sally regarded the apparition with suspicion. “How can I help you?”

      “You can find out who killed me.”

      4. In Dr. Wood’s Office in Memorial Hospital

      Dr. Wood always went back over every surgery he performed, rehashing in his mind what he did right, what he did wrong, why it was wrong, and what he could do better the next time. It was a solitary review. No other doctor was ever good enough to find the minor imperfections that Chet could see in his own work.

      “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” was not a slogan Dr. Wood ascribed to.

      “Human beings are fallible,” he would tell interns and others who had to listen to him. “Doctors are human. Therefore, doctors are fallible. The goal of every doctor is to constantly weed out every possibility of a mistake or flaw.”

      This time, the error wasn’t his, but belonged to the nurse assisting him. Bleeding had started and he called for her to sponge the area, but she took longer than she should have. More blood filled the cavity, delaying the surgery. While it was only seconds, she should have realized that seconds counted when someone’s life was in your hands.

      He had Nurse Crawley paged and sent to his office.

      She arrived, looking contrite. “Yes, Doctor? Did you want to see me?”

      Dr. Wood regarded her with an angry scowl on his face. “Can you think of any reason why you should continue working in this hospital?”

      “What? It’s my job,” stuttered Gwen Crawley. “What did I do wrong?”

      “Are you serious? You don’t know why I had you replaced?”

      Gwen’s face was blank. “No, actually I don’t.”

      “I told you to sponge, nurse! You dawdled! That could have put the patient in danger. Do you want that patient’s death on your conscience?”

      Gwen was visibly confused. “But, but the patient…it was a successful operation! Nothing went wrong!”

      “And how was that due to you? The bottom line is this. I don’t want you assisting in any more of my operations, got it? And be glad that I didn’t recommend your termination. Now, go.” Dr. Wood went back to reviewing the notes on his operation.

      Gwen Crawley stood in front of Dr. Wood’s desk, unable to move. She fought back tears, though her sniffles were loud enough to alert him that Crawley was still in his office.

      “I told you to get out,” he barked.

      “Why are you so mean?” cried Crawley.

      “I am the man who is responsible for the lives put in my care, nurse. I will not let anyone put those lives in jeopardy, and that includes sloppy, slow, or incompetent nurses. Now, get out of my sight.”

      Nurse Crawley darted from his office, slamming the door behind her.

      Dr. Wood stared at the folder on his desk, but he no longer was able to focus on the words he had scribbled on the page. What he was seeing was a thirty-five year old woman who had died on the operating table when he was an intern. That woman’s death had a profound impact on him. What was more distressing to him was that he didn’t get the blame for the woman’s death. That blame had been levied at a nurse, who did lose her job as a result.

      He had objected, but his mentor, the surgeon in charge, had told him to keep his silence. “We can always get another nurse,” his mentor had said. “Surgeons are a rare commodity. Don’t be a fool, Chet. Let this just be a learning experience for you.”

      That it had been. He learned a lesson, but not the one his mentor had tried to teach him. He vowed that he would never allow someone else to get the blame for any problems that happened in surgery.

      He would do that by making sure they never made any mistakes.

      Nor would he make any mistakes. After that first disastrous surgery, Dr. Wood made sure that he reviewed over and over every aspect of how the surgery proceeded. Anything that could be done to make it more efficient, more successful, or less risky became an objective he pursued with determination.

      He had joined the staff at Crystal Cove Memorial Hospital in February, five months earlier. He came at the invitation of his mentor, Dr. Hockstein, who had relocated to this small, backwater hospital two years earlier.

      Chet now regretted coming here.

      A surgeon with his talent shouldn’t be in a 100 bed hospital in the boondocks of California. He should be working at a major teaching hospital or magnet hospital in San Francisco or Los Angeles, where he would be able to use those talents on significant surgical challenges.

      He had to get out of here as soon as he could. And now that he was no longer an intern, he could admit to himself that Dr. Wesley Hockstein wasn’t really that great a surgeon after all. Sometimes, it would be better to have a good nurse than a surgeon like him.

      He wasn’t going to let history repeat itself. Even if that meant he had to perform all his surgeries by himself.

      5. In the Offices of the Crystal Cove Tribune

      On Wednesday morning, Sally opened her eyes and looked cautiously around the bedroom. Matt was still hidden away in the hatbox he used when he was “sleeping.” Of course ghosts didn’t sleep. He was just hiding away so that his constant presence didn’t disturb his wife. He could have faded away, but Sally always objected to him doing that.

      Matt finally peeped over the rim of the hatbox. “He’s not here, Sally.”

      Sally nodded, then slipped out of bed. Dante McAllister had disappeared shortly after announcing that he had been murdered. Sally had wanted to find out more from Dante, but was unable to. She did ask Jack if he was familiar with a former patient named Dante McAllister, and while Jack said the name sounded familiar, he couldn’t place where he had heard the name.

      “Are we heading back to the hospital?” asked Matt.

      Sally shook her head. “I need to do some research.”

      Matt smiled cheerfully, floating up and out of the hatbox. “That means we’re going to see Avery, right?”

      Sally smiled.

      Avery Harrison was one of Crystal Cove’s most beloved citizens (“relics” added Matt). He had inherited the Crystal Cove Tribune from his father, who had taken over from his own father. Ever since 1988, Avery Harrison had been the heart and soul of the Tribune. He refused to let his father’s paper go the way of other tabloids, and as a one-man show was the news reporter, editor, copy editor, proofer, and publisher of the small paper. For its size, however, the paper covered a wide variety of topics, from current events in the town, to county and state politics, local events up and down the Pacific Coast. No event was too minor, from a local High School production of Grease to the latest scandals to hit City Hall.

      Of course, Harrison was aided by a large coterie of contributors -- print addicts, news junkies, and social misfits -- who defied the progressive trend towards internet blogging and questionable news.

      The Tribune was located in a quaint Victorian house on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Coit Street. Sally parked on the street, since the driveway to the old house was already filled with several cars. The misfits must be here in force today.

      Sally found Avery in the main room, giving instructions to five high school students and three older -- considerably older -- ladies.

      “So do all of you have your assignments?” asked Avery.

      Members of the group nodded.

      “Good! Now, go out there, get your interviews, and if you can, a couple of pictures.” As the group exited the room, Avery turned to face Sally. “Sally! So good to see you again.”

      Sally was quite impressed with Avery. Despite his 69 years, he was as spry and alert as men half his age. She also knew that despite having an incredible memory, Avery had a database, part manual, part digitized, that put Wikipedia to shame. “It’s nice seeing you again, Avery. What’s with the Spring-Winter crowd?”

      “Ah, it’s a project the Grover Cleveland High School is conducting. They are looking into commercial companies intruding into the National Forest just north of here. I do so love budding journalists! So, what can I do for you, Sally?”

      “I’m looking into a death at our local hospital,” said Sally.

      Avery got a gleam in his eye. “Finally! Someone besides me wants to know who is killing all those economically burdensome patients!”

      Sally stared at Avery in shock. “What are you talking about?”

      Avery looked flustered. “I thought you were referring to the spate of deaths at Memorial Hospital.”

      “I was referring to the death of Dante McAllister.”

      Avery nodded excitedly. “Yes, yes, he was one of them. I’ve been wanting to write an expose on this for years now, but I just haven’t found the time to pound the pavement. You know, time is catching up with me.”

      “So you know about Dante,” said Sally.

      “Dante and others, I suspect. No proof yet. Doctors and hospital administrators are really closed-mouthed and they hide behind a screen of health privacy walls that make finding the truth always challenging. If I wanted to operate a CIA black site, I’d put it smack in the middle of a hospital. Man, the things you could get away with!”

      “Oh, I’m sure that’s an exaggeration,” said Sally.

      Avery smiled broadly. “Let’s go check the Morgue,” he said. He led Sally downstairs to the basement when he stored every back copy of the Tribune since the date of its inception in 1930.

      “How is the digitizing coming along?” asked Sally as they passed by a large scanner and a computer.

      “Not as fast as I wanted,” said Avery. “My budding journalists would rather be out in the field than down here battling silverfish.”

      Matt fluttered. “I can’t blame them.”

      Avery had a card file cabinet, reminiscent to the card index system Sally had seen in libraries ages earlier. He flipped through one drawer, then went over to another drawer. He pulled out several cards, then proceeded to the stacks of newspapers on the shelves in the basement. He retrieved four newspapers, which he took to a large table in the middle of the room.

      “These are all fairly recent, so they have not been included in the electronic scanning yet. Shame, since even I am now beginning to appreciate the Computer Age.”

      Matt coughed. “It’s clear he hasn’t discovered on-line pornography yet, isn’t it?”

      Sally gestured for Matt to be quiet, even though she knew Avery couldn’t hear a word Matt said. She just didn’t want to burst out giggling at one of Matt’s inane comments.

      “Okay, here we are,” said Avery, reading the first newspaper article. He then summarized what he read. “Dante McAllister died today in Crystal Cove Memorial Hospital of complications sustained from an auto accident. Mr. McAllister has no known relatives in Crystal Cove.”

      “Was he murdered?” asked Sally, trying to push Avery aside so she could clearly see the page.

      Avery studied the article, refusing to budge. “He was injured by a hit and run driver, so if that’s murder, yes. But I know what you mean. Since he died in the hospital, the autopsy was minimal. At the time, when I looked into the story, I learned that McAllister was on life-support and in a coma. He had no insurance and no assets. I always find that suspicious, Sally.”

      Sally frowned. “No, you don’t mean…”

      Avery’s smile was grim. “Let’s look at another hospital death.” He checked his note cards, then opened up the second newspaper. “Here we are. Saturday, May 11, 2019. Debra Wynette, age twenty-seven, died during the night at Memorial. The cause of her death was listed as cardiac arrest.” He looked up at Sally, a sly grin on his face. “She’s twenty-seven and dies of cardiac arrest? Interesting, don’t you think?”

      “Damn, he’s a suspicious old coot,” muttered Matt.

      “It is suspicious,” said Sally.

      “Okay, here’s another one. Oh, I should have started with this one. It’s much more recent. This year, in fact. On May 15, Howard Pixler died of complications after surgery at Memorial Hospital. He is survived by his wife of thirty-two years, Sharon Pixler, and their three children Anthony, Howard Junior, and Norma. Funeral services were—well, that’s not important to our discussion, is it?”

      Sally shook her head. A common misperception that Sally often had to address…ghosts didn’t normally frequent graveyards, unless that was where they died. She would be more likely to find Howard Pixler’s ghost in the hospital. “Are there any more strange deaths in the hospital?”

      “Just one more. Here it is. Blain Freeman, age 34, died on September 26, 2017 while recuperating from an operation in Memorial Hospital. No survivors. I do remember this one. No insurance, no family. Short, pot-bellied guy, going bald – at thirty-four! Was fondly remembered by all his friends at Tootsie’s Tavern.”

      “So he did have friends,” commented Matt. “The guy wasn’t a total loser.”

      “Was that the last one?” asked Sally.

      “I could check through some other entries and see if more pop up. Want me to get back to you with that?”

      “That would be nice,” said Sally. “But I’ve got a start. Let me see what I can do with these four names.”

      “Please o that Sally. Let me know what you fin. See if it matches my theory.”

      “Your theory?”

      Avery was silent for a moment. “Yes, my theory. I think the hospital is killing off patients who don’t have any real income, insurance, or family to look out for them.”

      Sally couldn’t hide her shock. “That’s murder!”

      Avery nodded. “Yes, it is. So be careful. That hospital may not be the life-saving institution it pretends to be.”

      Sally was thoughtful. “But Mr. Pixler. He doesn’t fit your profile.”

      Avery shrugged. “I think Pixler was a mistake.”

      6. In the Memorial Hospital Administrative Offices

      Sally headed over to the Crystal Cove Memorial Hospital on Pear Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues. It was a four story building, built in the style of bland government ‘30s architecture, when keeping people busy doing things was more important than doing those things with creative flair. At least, that’s what her father George Pierce always told her. It was strange how some things a parent told you never really disappeared from your memory.

      Sally wasn’t sure who she should talk to about former patients, but Medical Records quickly pointed out that they were not the right place to start. Admissions was just as uninformative. However, the nurse there did suggest Sally find Linda Reinhold, the Patient Advocate.

      Reinhold’s office was just down the hall. Linda looked up when Sally knocked on her open door. Sally introduced herself. “They said you might be able to help me, but I’m not exactly sure what your job is.”

      Linda Reinhold was a short, thirty year old bundle of energy. She had short blond hair, blue eyes enlarged with thick glasses, and a pixie chin. She laughed at Sally’s comment, then settled into a well-rehearsed introductory speech.

      “My job is to advise patients on their medical options. No, not what treatment they can get, but what treatment they can afford. Many patients who require medical services don’t understand how their insurance coverage works, what they might be responsible for, or even what options they have available. Medical law is very complicated, with national, state, and local regulations to be considered. But mostly, I have to be a voice for the patient. Even though the hospital pays me, I can’t put the hospital first. I have to put the patient first.”

      “So if a patient can’t pay for services, you help them?”

      Linda’s enthusiasm dipped slightly. “I tell a patient what options they have. I often help them find ways to handle financial challenges, such as local charities that might cover medical expenses.” Linda tapped a pencil on her desk. “May I ask, are you representing a patient? How can I help you?”

      “Actually, I’m trying to find out about a specific patient. Or several, in fact. Dante McAllister, Debra Wynette, Howard Pixler, and Blaine Freeman.”

      Linda’s smile disappeared. “I’m sorry, I’m not allowed to discuss current or former patients, except with a blood relative.”

      “I’m pretty sure that what I’m asking about is not private information. I just want to know the circumstances of how they died.”

      Linda stood up, a gesture meant to emphasize her authority, but failing to have that effect on Sally. “Mrs. O’Brian, please leave. I think we’re done here.”

      Sally had more success getting information from the police than she did from the staff of Memorial Hospital. Perhaps Harrison was right about CIA black sites. Sally stood up, thanked Linda Reinhold, and headed out into the corridor. She was walking towards the exit when she heard a voice behind her.

      “Mrs. O’Brian?”

      Sally turned around and smiled. She immediately recognized the nurse’s pretty face. It was the nurse who had been standing near her bed when she woke up from her coma the previous year. “Nurse Bakazey,” said Sally joyfully.

      “Wendy. Nurse Bakazey sounds so formal. You have a good memory, Mrs. O’Brian. Is everything okay?”

      “Please call me Sally, Wendy. Yes, I’m fine. It’s hard to forget the first face you saw when you woke up from a coma.”

      “I worked with Dr. Winston the entire time you were here. He’s your son-in-law, isn’t he?”

      Sally nodded. “Yes.”

      “Are you here to see him?”

      “No,” said Sally. “He has his own clinic. He only works here on Mondays, if he’s needed. I’m here today because I’m trying to check on a friend who was a patient here.”

      “Oh, perhaps I can help you. What is the patient’s name?”

      “There are actually several patients.”

      Wendy smiled. “No problem. What are their names?”

      “Dante McAllister, Howard Pixler, Blaine Freeman, and Debra Wynette.”

      Wendy giggled. “Wow, I only recall one of those patients, Sally. Howard Pixler.” Then her mood became more serious. “Unfortunately, he recently passed.”

      “So have the other three,” said Sally. “I’m trying to find out how they died.”

      “Well, this gets ticklish. There’s some legal problems with Mr. Pixler’s death. The hospital counsel has instructed us not to discuss that situation.”

      “I didn’t know that,” said Sally. “I don’t want to cause problems.”

      “I’m sure you don’t,” said Wendy. “But here’s what I can do. I don’t know about three of the patients, but the nurse who was caring for Howard Pixler was Kim Franklin. Maybe you could talk to her.”

      “Thanks, Wendy, I’ll check with her.”

      Sally watched Wendy hurry off.

      “Now what?” asked Matt. “Do we track down Nurse Franklin?”

      She rubbed her chin, thinking. “Well, Matt, I think we should see if we can find Dante himself. Maybe he can shed some light on how he died.”

      Matt shook his head. He floated up off the floor. “Okay, but if he knew how he died, dear, he wouldn’t need to talk to you.”

      7. In a Memorial Hospital Storeroom

      Sally headed for the stairwell and then descended to the basement level. She hurried past the morgue, a place she had visited many times in the past.  Right now, the glass paneled door was dark. Good, no one had died recently.

      Further on down the hallway were rooms that led to the boiler room, the hospital laundry, and a collection of work rooms and storage rooms. She hurried over to the storage room at the end of
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