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“What are we doing here? And tell me again why you wanted me to bring Sherlock and Watson? I ... wow. Someone really enjoys decorating for Halloween, don’t they?”

I should probably backtrack a bit and tell you what’s going on. For those who may not know me, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Zack Anderson. I’m happily married to my beautiful wife, Jillian, and together, we live in a small town in southwest Oregon by the name of Pomme Valley. PV, as we tend to call it, is situated less than ten minutes from Medford, and we’re about thirty minutes from Grants Pass, which lies northwest of us. 

I also own two corgis, who go by Sherlock and Watson. They have got to be, hands down, the smartest four-legged critters I think I have ever encountered. Those two dogs—believe it or not—are actual working dogs for the Pomme Valley PD, with me as their handler. On paper, we’re consultants, but everyone knows those two dogs are the only thing the police department cares about. They are, in fact, PVPD’s secret weapons. The only title I hold is Filler of Food Bowls.

The four of us had just walked up the steps, onto the front porch, and seeing how the main entrance had both double doors propped open, stepped inside PV’s favorite historic building. Inside, we encountered a short, narrow hallway with a single door on either side. The right side, I knew, had the old den, and the left? Jillian said it was something that was originally called the reception room. As for now, it was simply a closet.

My wife purchased this place recently as a business investment. The only way she had been allowed to buy one of the town’s historic properties was with the promise that she was not going to sell the house anytime soon. Instead, the only stipulation the mayor of PV had given was that it be given a complete overhaul. Since Jillian’s plans were to convert the building into an old-fashioned bed and breakfast, she had agreed on the spot.

Renovations had been interesting. Turns out, this building had a few secrets of its own. The first, we discovered, was that this home had once belonged to Dame Hilda Highland. Apparently, Highland House had been built with the sole purpose of keeping things hidden. In this case, keeping stashes of illegal alcohol away from prying eyes during Prohibition, and as such, a number of secret rooms and passageways had been discovered. The second was that Dame Highland had used all the various nooks and crannies at her disposal to hide her more valuable jewelry. 

And, of course, I would be remiss if I forgot to mention the people of PV thought the building was haunted. 

Entering the former living room, which had been turned into a lobby, my eyes were automatically drawn to the right, which was where the dining room was located. The long, rustic oak dinner table, which had room for twelve, had been shoved up against the wall. What captured my attention, though, was what was on the table and, for that matter, practically every square inch of space in and around the room.

The table had been draped with two different cloths; light blue on the left, and a deep purple on the right. The two different colored linens had some type of white lace pattern on it, but I couldn’t tell what it was due to the enormous amount of ... stuff on it. Bright orange marigolds were everywhere, and if I’m not mistaken, paper flowers of just about every hue you can think of were scattered along the surface. The next thing I saw was a large, black candle—currently lit—that was situated at the back of the table and was set on some type of raised platform. Black candles aren’t really that spectacular, but when it was shaped like a skull, with a huge grinning smile, it was bound to get a second look. 

As I slowly inspected the table, I saw several more of the skull candles, only they were a few inches shorter than the large one. Directly in the middle of the table, arranged in an altar, were photographs, not of one person, but of many. Also present was a collection of plates and baskets. What was on them? Food, of course. I was looking at loaves of bread, baskets of fruit, a plate of enchiladas, and so on. My stomach threatened to rumble if I lingered too long over the display. The walls had additional pictures, more paper flowers, and brightly colored fabrics as backdrops. I could also see several plush animals placed here and there, only they didn’t look like any type of child’s toy I had ever seen before.

Stepping back from the table, the first thing I thought I was looking at was an homage to someone who had recently passed away. Only, thanks to the numerous photographs, I knew that wasn’t the case. This certainly wasn’t any funeral reception I had ever been to. Since when were there jet-black skull candles and brightly-colored flowers in the same friggin’ room? I was clearly missing something.

“¡Feliz Día de Los Muertos! Mrs. Anderson! Mr. Anderson! Thank you so much for coming!”

We turned to see Lisa Martinez, a Hispanic woman in her early thirties. Highland House’s manager was wearing a white, frilly blouse, a floor-length gray skirt with ruffles on the edges, and a red sash around her waist. Her long, black hair had been braided into twin pigtails, and she wore a floral tiara on the top of her head, which consisted of a series of flowers that resembled a rainbow when viewed side-by-side. What stopped me in my tracks was her face. No, don’t get me wrong, Lisa is very attractive. What took my breath away was the simple fact that her face was painted bone-white, her left eye socket area had been painted black, and her lips were also black. She produced a silver tray and held it out to us.

“Calaveras?”

“Cala-what?” I wanted to know.

“Calaveras,” Jillian repeated, smiling. “And of course, I’ll have one. Zachary? Will you try one? They’re edible. I mean, most calaveras are not, seeing how they’re used for decorations, but these? Something tells me that you’ll like them. I just hope they taste half as good as they smell.”

“Mmm, tastes just like a cookie,” I said, after taking my first bite. “I don’t care what they are. They get two thumbs up in my book.” 

“That’s because they are cookies, Mr. Anderson,” Lisa clarified. “Kimmi made them last night.” In case I didn’t mention it, Kimmi is Lisa’s girlfriend. She’s Hawaiian, and basically uprooted her entire life to move out here when Lisa took the job as manager of the Highland House B&B. “If you’d like to see some actual calaveras, then you’re in luck. Kimmi made some of those, too. I helped decorate, of course. And here, I made these myself, for your two wonderful dogs.”

Lisa squatted to present two decorated doggie biscuits. Sherlock and Watson promptly sat and enjoyed their treats. Once they were finished, they practically glued themselves to Lisa’s side, hoping they’d be rewarded with another goodie. Brown-nosers.

For the next fifteen minutes, we followed Jillian’s manager around the display, listening intently as we were schooled on everything one needed to know to observe this traditional Mexican holiday. First and foremost, it wasn’t anything like Halloween, even though it did fall on the day after. And, much to my surprise, one didn’t need to be of Mexican heritage in order to celebrate the holiday. It helps, yes, to have someone explain what is what, but it certainly isn’t required. After all, this was a day meant to honor loved ones who have passed away, regardless of ethnicity. That was why, Lisa explained, there were so many bright colors. We weren’t supposed to be feeling sorry for anyone. Quite the contrary, this was when the spirits of the dead were actually welcomed back, with open arms.

I pointed at a few of the cooked dishes on the table. 

“Oh, so that’s why there’s food present? To entice them to return?”

Lisa nodded. “They’re ofrendas. Offerings. People will make their loved one’s favorite dishes, in the hopes that they will be visited by their spirits.”

Jillian turned to point at one of the animal figurines. The painting scheme was just as colorfully executed as all of the skulls.

“I see several animals, Lisa. I remember you telling me they were, what, spirit animals?”

Lisa nodded again. “Alebrijes. Spirit guides. They can come in many forms. Pedro Linares, a folk artist living in Mexico City in the 1930s, came up with the idea. He was sick with fever, and claims he started hallucinating when he passed out. He insists he saw a forest with strange animals, with elements from multiple creatures.”

Intrigued, I leaned closer. “You mean, head of a lion, body of a goat, that type of thing? That’s why this cat-thing has wings?”

Lisa grinned at me. “Precisely. Alebrijes literally translates to fantasy, or imaginary. Therefore, Pedro theorized these mystical animals were there to guide the spirits from one side to the other, and back again.”

“I’ve always seen those decorated skulls,” I said, as I jammed my hands in my pockets, “but never knew the story about them. We appreciate the history lesson, Lisa.”

“Indeed, we do,” Jillian agreed. “Now, would you care to tell us why you wanted the four of us out here?”

My head jerked up. “What? She’s the one who called us out here? What in the world for? Next, you’ll tell us that the spirits are here, and you need them gone.”

Lisa laughed. “Not quite, I’m afraid. Oh, let’s see. How do I put this? Well, here we go. Some of my ofrendas have gone missing.”

I blinked a few times. “Your ... offerings? From the table? They’re, uh, missing? Man, I was totally joking earlier.”

“What’s gone missing?” Jillian wanted to know. “Are you sure someone didn’t just walk away with it?”

“The first thing I noticed was my mother’s hand-knitted scarf. She made it for my abuela many years ago. It was her favorite.”

“Her what?” I whispered in Jillian’s ear.

“Her grandmother. Now, shush.”

“Yep. Sorry.”

Lisa leaned forward and tapped a section of the table next to one of the skull candles.

“I had it here, next to her picture.”

“When did you last see it?” Jillian wanted to know.

“Yesterday. I went to straighten the table and refresh several dishes and noticed it was missing.”

“What else has been taken?” I asked. My notebook had found its way into my hand and, in proper police consultant fashion, I was taking notes.

“Several small, hanging pictures.”

“Hanging pictures?” I repeated, looking up.

“Yeah, you know, the kind that are homemade?”

“Like homemade ornaments?” Jillian asked, coming to Lisa’s aid.

“Yes, exactly. And, then there’s the food.”

It was Jillian’s turn to look surprised.

“Food? What about the food?”

“Several plates have been tampered with,” Lisa reported. 

“As in, tainted?” Jillian asked, horrified.

“More like ... sampled,” Lisa corrected.

Jillian’s look of horror switched to one of anger. 

“Oh, that’s unacceptable.”

“I couldn’t agree more, Mrs. Anderson. If I didn’t know any better, then I’d either say we have a vagrant living somewhere inside this house ...”

“... which we know we don’t,” Jillian interrupted.

“Yes. Either a vagrant, or ...?”

“Oh, no you don’t,” I scolded, becoming stern. “Don’t even go
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