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Chapter 1 – In the Beginning
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It all started with a simple escape from the desert southwest heat and an ad on Craigslist.

The ad was a barter opportunity. Here’s how it read:

‘Camp for free in the forest in exchange for helping 3 old ladies get their house in order. No special skills needed.’

If Sally had known the rest of the story, would she have answered the ad?

It doesn’t matter now. She answered the ad. 

The ‘three old ladies’ were ecstatic to have engaged a fourth in their favor. Martha said, in her deep, officious voice, “Come as soon as you can! We need help!”

Joan Freed, the rebel life coach and bossy niece of Sally, argued with her spunky Aunt. They were loading Sally’s valuables into the Conex box she’d bought for secure storage.

“What do you know about these ladies? How do you know they’re not witches looking for a live one to sacrifice on their altar?”

Sally laughed, “Oh, Joan! Don’t be silly! If anything looks or feels hokey, I’ll shove it into go gear and get out of town before sundown.

How can I look this gift horse in the mouth? I call it opportunity knocking. And I’m answering the door.

Deal with it!”

Joan rolled her eyes and snorted. “Well, expect me in the very near future. I’ll be joining you when I get my own Conex box filled. Jenny might come, too.

Maybe I’ll even call Delores and Mary Linn. We can spend our summer together in the tall pines of the north.

What do you think of that!”

Sally chuckled, “I think that’s just fine. As long as we each have our own space to cogitate in. I haven’t seen your sister and gravestone hunting niece in several years. Maybe we can locate some old graveyards for a lark.” 

They each grabbed a heavy-duty steel door and swung it closed in the middle. With the metal bars in place, Joan squeezed the padlock closed.

“Well, Aunty. You might still have a bag lady camping out in your igloo. But the worst he or she can do now is make a mess. No more having to replace valuable tools and weapons. Just food and water; I hope.

Did you find somebody to take a spin through here often?”

They trekked back to the house to double-check the emptiness.

“Bobby’s mom said she will when she can. Bobby knows what to look for. I’ll miss him. Maybe he can come and stay with me for a few days now and then. He could ride the airport shuttle to Flagstaff. I’ll mention that... now that you thought of it.” She snickered. “And then there’s you and Jenny – if you’re here.”

“Don’t count on that. We’re considering our options for a monsoon break, too. As I told you. Is your memory going?”

“Ha ha. Only when it wants to. 

I think we’ve done everything we could to preserve and protect my place, Joany. I’m going to sleep in the van and head out about 2 AM. I’ll get through Phoenix while everyone is dead to the world. And the sun won’t turn my van into an oven.” She closed the door to her desert igloo, but only dummy locked it. 

“No point in making it too hard to get in. Maybe they won’t tear my place up if it’s relatively easy access.” 

She swept the landscape with her arm. “We’ve got the cameras on place. They’re up and running. Young Bobby did a fine job of setting the system up. I should be able to put the fear into invaders over my phone.”

Sally frowned and sighed. “I know it’s a crapshoot, but I can’t let the vandals rule my life.”

At the door to Joan’s ‘Cream-puff’, her niece’s pride and joy old Chevy truck, Joan pulled Sally in for a bear hug.

“You be careful. Text me everyday so I know where to find you. If you don’t, I’ll have the cops out looking for you. Just sayin’.” She let Sally squirm out of the hug. “Be cool. Be safe. And have fun!”

Joan climbed into her truck and left Sally to her own devices.

Sally put together a peanut butter and pickle sandwich for her supper. She closed up the van and crawled into her bedroll. 

By daylight she was pulling into the compound where Martha said they would meet up. But Martha hadn’t said when the ladies would arrive.
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Chapter 2 – Sally, Meet the Mistresses
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The compound was north of Mormon Lake Lodge. In the tall Ponderosa pines. The morning was shivery compared to the desert. But it smelled heavenly.

Sally pulled on her flannel shirt and jacket. Then slid the van door open and stepped out onto the forest floor of last winter’s pine needles. 

The needles were deep. They sprung and crunched under her steps. She made note to be extra careful with any kind of a flame or ember.

She spied a cabin and two sheds. One shed held an old wood stack. The wood was dry, dirty, and had dead grass growing between the blocks. “I guess the ladies haven’t been here all winter.”

Sally doodled away her day. Keeping an eye and an ear out for her bosses. To occupy herself, she made a list of obvious cleaning and repair chores. She assumed she would be responsible for outside clean-up, too.

And, breaking her own rule twice now of ‘don’t assume anything’, she assumed they were held up in traffic when nightfall came. And hadn’t bothered to let her know they’d be late.

She heated her beef stew in a pouch, ate it, locked up, and tucked in.

Startled awake by a tap on her shoulder, she tensed. Grabbed her walking stick that lay next to her, and swung hard as she sat up in bed. But she connected only with the refrigerator.

“Whoa!” a deep, authoritative voice ordered. “Be careful with that thing! You’ll hurt yourself.”

Sally shook her head. “Huh? Who are you? How did you get in here?”

The voice chuckled. “I’m Martha. We spoke on the phone. You’re here for me and my two friends. Remember?”

Sally reached for her flashlight. She switched it on and shown it toward the voice. 

Behind the voice was a gray-haired, busty lady in a red hat and purple dance outfit. She sat on Sally’s folding chair. "I had to sit on your chair without a proper invite. Your ceiling makes me stand with my neck kinked.”

Sally flustered, “How did you get in here without me unlocking the door?”

She laughed, “Oh, we have our ways. That’s Georgia and Marietta perched at the foot of your bed. Marietta’s very short, but even she had to sit. Your ceiling is much too low for comfortable living.”

Sally shook her head, trying to clear the sleepwebs away. “It works for me. If you’d arrived in the daytime, we could have met outside, where the sky’s the limit. I suggest we meet outside after dawn.”

Martha shook her head. “That won’t work for us. We only come out at night.” Georgia and Marietta tee-heed.

Sally rubbernecked between the ladies. Noting the other two women wore the same outfits. “Well then, ladies. This won’t work. I’m a morning person. I only function and come out in the daytime.” She hunkered down into her flannel bedroll.

“You gals can see yourselves out the way you came in. I’ll be gone in the morning.”

Martha gasped, “No! Wait! We need you to help us. We just can’t do this job alone!”

Sally stuck her hand out from under the covers and waved them off. “Off with you. I’m going back to sleep. If you’re here when I get up, we’ll talk. But not now. 

Goodnight, ladies.”

Sally awoke at her usual 2 AM. She turned the light on that hung over the desk... sometimes a dinner table. She choked when she saw Martha, still occupying her only chair.

“Why are you here? I thought I dreamed you.”

Martha yawned. “Because we need you. We’re meeting you on your terms – for now.”

Sally shook her head. “You’ll have to move. I need to get my coffee perking. You’re blocking my hot plate.”

Martha moved to the driver’s seat. “Fine. Have your chair. But you’re getting mighty officious. We can be pushed only so far...

Just sayin’.”

Sally gawked at her. “I’m 87-years-old. What could you do to me that I haven’t already lived?”

Martha sputtered, “Well. Well. We could haunt you.”

Sally chuckled, “Been haunted by the best... my own drama director mother. What else you got?”

“Doesn’t it frighten you that we’re ghosts?”

Sally shook her head, “Not so much. It surprises me. I didn’t expect to come 200 miles to meet ghosts. Why didn’t you just come to my place if you wanted my help?”

Martha’s double chin squished to her chest. “Because we can’t.”

“Oh? Why can’t you?”

“Because we’re stuck. This cabin is our limit for travel from the lodge. The cabin is Marietta’s. We need your help to break-thru and join our families in the hereafter.”

“Wow! I admit that’s a new one. How can I help?”

“We have a score to settle. Being transparent, we can’t physically punch anybody in the kisser. We’ve been trying for 30-odd years. All we can do is harass by levitating things. Georgia has managed to turn on the jukebox and turn off equipment. But we can’t connect with another being.”

Sally’s mouth dropped. “Boy, did you get the wrong number. I’m a lover, not a fighter. I don’t punch people in the kisser – or anywhere else for that matter.”

“Maybe you can do it with words, then. We can’t be seen or heard by anyone but you. That’s how we knew you were the one for the job. That and what your mother, May Blossom, had to say about you.”

“My mother?” Sally lowered the flame on the perking coffee pot and set the timer.  She perched on the edge of the bed and raised an eyebrow. “How do you know my mother?”

Martha grinned. “Oh, she came through a while ago. Time means nothing to us, so I can’t give you a date and time.

We visited. I told her our dilemma. She said you are the one to help. We’ll catch up to her when we’re free to travel.”

Staring at her hands and shaking her head, “I don’t get it. What could she have thought I could do? What, exactly, do you need to have happen to claim your freedom?”

“Marietta’s murder has to be solved. The story is that she fell from the table she always danced on. The truth is that the table was rigged to dump her. 

We don’t know if death was the intention. But die she did when her head hit the concrete floor. We succumbed from the fire that broke out while we were trying to help her.”

Sally closed her eyes, sighed, and dropped her head to her chest. “Oh, Mama! What were you thinking? It took a village to solve the auctionhouse murders. I didn’t do it on my own. And I can’t do this one, either.”

She shook her head, “I’m not your gal. Mama was wrong. I’ll leave at first light.”

Martha’s nose shot up, “She said you’d say that, too. But that you have a need to right the wrongs you come across. And this is a horrific wrong. Somebody’s getting away with murder.”
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Chapter 3 – It’s a Fact, Sally
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“Oh, for heaven’s sake! You’re not going to let me move on, are you?”

Martha smirked while she moved her head from side to side. 

“And what will you do to me if I can’t solve the murder?”

Marietta cried out. Georgia growled. Martha sat up straight and said simply, “You will.”

Sally sighed, “Thanks for that vote of confidence. Confidence that I don’t have. I hope you have enough for two.”

Martha chuckled. “With me and your mother goosing ya, how can you fail?”

Sally shut off the burner under the coffee. The aroma of the fresh, hot coffee was captivating. She nabbed her coffee mug with one hand, her notebook and pencil with the other.

“Alright. Give me the details. I’ll have to call in my support team. There’s no way I can do this alone.”

Martha nodded. “That’s fine. You’re the medium. We deal with you. There are no secrets... no security clearance is needed. Do what you gotta do. We have places to go and fun to have. So many casinos. So little time.”

Georgia snickered, “Oh, Martha! You and your casinos!”

Marietta stargazed at the picture in her head, “I just want to dance on tables throughout the world.”

Sally poured her coffee, glancing at the transparent visitors. “Anybody else? I have only one extra mug. You’ll have to take turns.”

All three shook their heads in succession. Martha chuckled, “We have no place to put it. But it smells divine.”

Her pencil poised over the spiral notebook; Sally zeroed in on Martha. “So, tell me the story from the beginning. Just the story of the murder. Not to be confused with the beginning of time.”

Martha cleared her throat. “It was 1970 something. Summer. Mormon Lake Lodge was a roaring venue back then. Locals, world traveling hikers, and Phoenicians flooded the place. Weddings, reunions, live music nightly, and tons of fun.

My uncle had just sold the place to a resort franchise. They kept me on because I knew everything about the place. Not only where the skeletons were stashed, but where every electrical box was.”

Sally made notes. Very few, so far. This was all background. She hoped to fill-in-the-blanks of what she always wondered about. Martha continued.

“I was working the bar that night. It was a Saturday night. The bar crowd was wild... buying drinks all around like there was no tomorrow.

Marietta,” Martha nodded toward the skinny, curly headed, petite form sitting at the foot of my bed. Marietta waved at me. “Well, Marietta had enough booze in her to dance herself onto her usual table.” Martha smiled at her, “Table dancing was the signal that Marietta was a VIP – a visibly intoxicated person. It was time to cut her liquor off. 

The usual guys drooled, tossed money and egged her on while she danced and leaped from table to table. But when she’d made the rounds and landed back onto her ‘usual’ table, a terrible thing happened.

I saw the table tip and down she went onto the concrete floor.” Martha frowned and shook her head, rejecting the picture of the event. “I heard the crack of her skull over the din of the crowd.

Suddenly the room was silent. The band quit playing. Georgia was at Marietta’s side, trying to revive her. I pushed my way through to clear the looky-loos away and assess the situation.

Her head oozed blood all over the floor. Like a shot, somebody yelled ‘Fire!’ Smoke filled the room. Patrons stampeded to get out the door, trampling right over the three of us.

I heard somebody shout, ‘I called the fire department!’. Never mind that the fire chief was one of the customers scurrying out the door. I gave him the benefit of the doubt that he was trying to get to the fire trucks.

Neither I, nor Georgia, nor Marietta made it out of the bar alive. The coroner ruled each of our deaths an accident. 

And we disagree. Somebody rigged the table that caused Marietta’s death. And that rigging is what made all three of us get trampled and smoked to death.

That’s two involuntary manslaughters and one homicide in my book. 

Whoever rigged that table needs to be brought to justice and the truth be told. When that happens, we’ll be free. And so will you.”

Sally slurped her coffee and studied her notes. “And how do you propose I proceed? You hand me a crowd of well-lubricated partiers that have a panic attack when the fire broke out. Who had it in for Marietta? Were they in the bar at the time?

Was she a morally challenged woman? Did she cheat with married men? Did she reject any particular suitor wannabe? 

Who would want to harm Marietta? Or put a stop to her dancing on the table? 

What was her work that supported her need for a good time? Did she make enemies or friends among her coworkers? 

What about family? Who could take sibling rivalry too far?”

So far, this drunken crowd has turned into a can of worms with no defining factors. It’s an impossible feat you’re demanding. No matter how large my posse is.”

Martha nodded to Marietta, “It’s your turn to fill in the blanks, Marietta.

For once, the voice fit the person. She spoke in a petite voice that matched her petite body. 

“It’s not my coworkers. I have none. I lived on a trust my father set-up for me. I’m also an only child. So, no sibling rivalry. I’ve never had loose morals. I just love to dance. And to party.

Now, suitors, as you call them, flowed out the drain pipes. There was never an end to wolves in sheep’s clothing. Both in the bar and out. 

Do you want a list of fellas, both married and single, who wanted to take
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