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Abstract: “Culinary mystery” describes the subgenre of crime mystery fiction that brings together 
food and crime. This article explores the connection between knowledge about Caribbean food 
and crime detection skills in Raquel V. Reyes’ culinary mystery Mango, Mambo, and Murder: 
A Caribbean Kitchen Mystery (2022). The novel accentuates the pan-ethnic Caribbean heritage 
by combining the cuisines from Haiti, Puerto Rico, Cuba, and the Dominican Republic. The 
main Latina character is a food anthropologist who becomes an amateur sleuth and uses her 
culinary skills as prime detection tools. Her cooking style corresponds with the traditions of 
Floribbean Cuisine, pioneered by a group of South Florida chefs known as the Mango Gang. 
Finding ingredients, adapting the proper instructions, and preparing meals are metaphors for the 
investigation leading to the culprit’s identification. The amateur/academic sleuth employs the 
analytic skills she has developed through her scholarly pursuits. 
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This article explores the connection between knowledge about Caribbean food 
and crime detection skills in Raquel V. Reyes’ culinary mystery Mango, Mambo, 
and Murder: A Caribbean Kitchen Mystery (2022).1 In an interview with Teresa 
Dovalpage for Latino Stories (20 Dec 2021), Reyes explains that the book is dedicated 
to her stepmother, who taught her to cook Cuban dishes. The novel accentuates the 
pan-ethnic Caribbean heritage by combining the cuisines from Haiti, Puerto Rico, 
Cuba, and the Dominican Republic. This essay analyses how a food anthropologist 
becomes an amateur sleuth. Examining the culinary recipes, selecting the ingredients, 
following the instructions, and preparing the dishes become prime detection tools. 
Food anthropological knowledge and cooking skills help the amateur sleuth trigger 
the chain of reasoning, identify the clues, and investigate the crime mystery of the 
apparent murders. The article outlines the generic conventions of culinary mystery 

1	 Raquel V. Reyes is a Cuban American from Miami. She is a co-chair for SleuthFest and the 
author of three novels in the Caribbean Kitchen Mystery series: Mango, Mambo, and Murder 
(2022), Calypso, Corpses, and Cooking (2022), and Barbacoa, Bomba, and Betrayal (2023). 
The first novel won a LEFTY for Best Humorous Mystery, was nominated for an Agatha 
Award, and optioned for film adaptation. Reyes’ short stories exploring colorism in the Latinx 
community were published in various anthologies, including Ellen Hart Presents Malice 
Domestic 15: Mystery Most Theatrical (2020) by Ellen Hart et al., and The Best American 
Mystery and Suspense 2022: A Mystery Collection (2022) by Jess Walter. Biographical details 
of Raquel V. Reyes are available at https://rvreyes.com/.
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and examines the interconnectedness between food and crime in the first novel from 
the Caribbean Kitchen Mystery series.2

The themes of food preparation and consumption are frequently explored in 
literature and film. Charles Camp defines “foodways” as “the system of knowledge 
and expression related to food that vary with culture” (29). Food may communicate 
various concepts, such as love, grief, nutrition, social standing, ethnicity, acculturation 
patterns, and cultural identity (Christou 116; Abarca 206; Michelis 30). Descriptions 
of food, its smell, and its taste enhance a text’s realism and shape the pace of a plot 
(Franks et al. 41; Leotta 40). The term “food voice” has been coined by Annie Hauck-
Lawson in her article “Hearing the Food Voice: An Epiphany for a Researcher” and 
defined as “the dynamic, creative, symbolic, and highly individualized ways that 
food serves as a channel of communication” (6). Eugene N. Anderson elaborates 
on the communicative aspect of “food voice.” He argues that “Food is used in every 
society on earth to communicate messages,” for example, offering food can substitute 
a verbal greeting (6). Sarah Sceats examines the metaphorical meaning of food and 
states that “the giving of symbolic bread and wine” is “a token of love and trust” (11).

The term “foodscape,” a contraction of food and landscape, is defined by 
Urszula Niewiadomska-Flis as “a physical space connected with food-related activities 
(foodways)” (13). Food exhibits a multitude of literary contexts, including the 
domestic sphere, and frequently refers to culinary venues, such as diners, restaurants, 
or hotel bars. Those are the places where characters meet, celebrate special occasions, 
and create social bonds between family members and friends (Hynynen 71-72; 
Grünewald 88). Food can reveal a character’s personality (Henderson 55; Leotta 
41), as in the case of Nero Wolfe, a detective created by the American crime writer 
Rex Stout.3 Wolfe is a connoisseur of fine cuisine who eats for pleasure rather than 
sustenance, and his sophisticated tastes reflect his extravagance. Culinary whodunits 
link food to women and present cooking as an expression of female independence, 
especially in the case of professionals, paid for their skills. Hence, food provides 
women with the self-sufficiency needed to support themselves financially. Food can 
also be a social marker because access to various types of food differs depending 
on social class (Grünewald 89; Battaglia 110; Crawford 127);4 thus, consumption 
of gourmet dishes conveys messages of wealth and privilege (Franks et al. 41). As 
stated by Anderson, “Elite groups always try to mark themselves off by consumption 
of special status or prestige foods” (136). A high position in the social hierarchy is 
indicated when dining takes place in luxurious venues (Bourdieu 185; Goody 103).

The acts of cooking and eating play a special role in the lives of diasporic 
communities. Dallen J. Timothy claims that foodways are significant markers of 

2	 The theme of Cuban food is also explored in Leonardo Padura’s tetralogy: Havana Blue (1991), 
Havana Gold (1994), Havana Red (1997), and Havana Black (1998), featuring the Detective 
Mario Conde. Padura uses food and drink to convey his views on Cuban national identity 
(Garcia 482; Battaglia 99-100).

3	 Between 1934 and 1975, Rex Todhunter Stout wrote 33 novels and 41 novellas and short stories 
featuring the character of Nero Wolfe (Nyren).

4	 Pierre Bourdieu claims that with social advancement, the proportion of income spent on heavy, 
fattening foods diminishes, whereas a higher budget is spent on lighter foods (177).
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ethnic identity because immigrants settling in the new land carry memories of 
ethnic cuisine and recipes, which they try to adopt in the new circumstances (6). 
This process is also described by Psyche Williams-Forson, who states that migrating 
cuisines evolve into new hybridized forms articulating elements of their ethnic and 
mainstream culture (37). Zilka Janer underscores the relationship between fusion 
cuisine and cultural identity: “Food plays an important role in the construction 
of identity, and as a new identity is being forged, a new food culture is created” 
(102). Many cooks create transnational recipes by combining local ingredients with 
the ones sent by relatives from their home countries. The contemporary cooking 
techniques used in Florida are influenced by those in Cuba, Jamaica, and the 
Bahamas (Nenes 137, Gabaccia 207). When Hispanics cook their traditional dishes 
based on indigenous ingredients but prepared in the American environment, the 
cooks frequently accentuate the bicultural nature of the meals by using Spanish or 
Spanglish terms. Spanish is also used when the recipes include ingredients that do 
not have corresponding American equivalents.

Culinary Mystery

“Cozy mystery” is a subgenre of crime fiction in which violence takes place off-
stage, and a murder is committed “in an ordinary, domestic environment of which 
food is an indispensable part” (Baučeková 44). The crime-solver is usually an 
amateur sleuth who investigates the case in a closed community (Martin). Cozy 
mysteries are often written in series; thus, the reader becomes emotionally involved 
with the reoccurring characters. Mysteries featuring a culinary theme have proven 
to be popular in recent years. The subgenre of crime mystery fiction that combines 
food and crime is called “culinary mystery” (Franks 3-4). Those novels are created 
mainly by women and feature women as the main protagonists. The primary female 
characters take on the roles of amateur sleuths, which disrupts the hard-boiled 
tradition of noir detective fiction (Hynynen 64). Culinary mystery novels feature 
financially independent protagonists working in food-related occupations, such as 
café owners, restaurant chefs, bakers, caterers, herbalists, hoteliers, store owners, 
and other entrepreneurs. The places where community members talk freely, like 
restaurants or small shops, become crime scenes. The main characters possess skills 
required for food preparation and crime detection capabilities, which facilitates 
the transition of cooks into amateur sleuths. Their personality is often revealed 
through first-person narration.

The idyllic settings of culinary mysteries include villages and small towns 
or self-contained communities, such as islands or hotel resorts; nonetheless, urban 
localities are featured as well. The genre features no violence, profanity, or explicit 
sex, and the crime takes place “off stage”; instead, the plot revolves around domestic 
settings and pets. Another generic convention requires that no children or animals 
are harmed during the story (Young). In most cases, the mysterious death involves 
a murder case, but sometimes it relates to other types of law-breaking, such as theft 
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or blackmail. As summed up by John Cawelti, “The fundamental principle of the 
mystery story is the investigation and discovery of hidden secrets” (42).

The authors of culinary mysteries intertwine food with the main plot of 
a whodunit, and the solution to the murder case is encoded in the dishes served. 
The novels combine food and crime, recipes and murder. As claimed by Silvia 
Baučeková, the contradictory nature of food involves life sustenance and termination, 
nourishment and death (35-36). The female sleuths investigate the cases and find 
solutions to crime mysteries while preparing and serving delicious dishes. The 
recipes for those dishes are frequently attached in an appendix to the novel, like 
in Julie Hyzy’s White House Chef Mysteries, or integrated into the narrative, like in 
Cleo Coyle’s Coffeehouse Mysteries. Some readers contribute to food tourism market 
by visiting restaurants and bars where they search for meals presented in the novels 
(Franks 6). Many publishers offer samples of dishes prepared according to the recipes 
from the text at public readings by the author. Moreover, bookstores may display 
the novels in the cookbook and the mystery sections, appealing to a broader range 
of customers (Henderson 59).

The female sleuths in the mystery genre use culinary skills as detection 
tools. Finding ingredients, adapting the proper instructions, and preparing meals 
become metaphors for the investigation, leading to the culprit’s identification. 
As Anderson observes, “Solving crime requires skills that can equally be used to 
discover hidden truths about food” (Anderson et al.). Culinary whodunits expose 
similarities between the skills required for food preparation and those needed 
to solve a crime. Rachel Franks draws a connection between the worlds of crime 
and cookery, stating, “Working with cooks or crooks, or both, requires planning 
and people skills in addition to creative thinking, dedication, reliability, stamina 
and a certain willingness to take risks” (2). The amateur sleuths conduct criminal 
investigations while performing jobs in culinary occupations. Their success in the 
food industry exposes a quality of resourcefulness, a characteristic helpful in solving 
criminal mysteries. The female sleuth is on good terms with the investigating police 
detective, but she usually solves the crime without too much help from the police. 

Food can add a sinister undertone to crime stories. As Baučeková clarifies, 
food “can conceal the criminal, distract the victim, or it can even be transformed 
into a murder weapon” (36). Food and drinks may be used to administer poison 
(Leotta 40) or trigger an allergic reaction; thus, nutrition products become deadly 
weapons. The same applies to kitchen utensils, such as sharp cutlery. Eating places 
may not only be the setting of the crime scene but also provide an alibi when the 
suspect consumes a meal in the company of other people. Someone’s absence at a 
mealtime can indicate that something terrible has happened, and the individual is 
missing in connection with the crime committed. 

Literary killers from culinary crime mysteries tend to use deadly poisons as 
effective murder weapons: the almost undetectable arsenic, the more toxic cyanide, 
and strychnine. Such cases are presented in Emily James’ Poison-Spiced Cupcakes: 
Cupcake Truck Mysteries. Identification of the poison allows the detective to establish 
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the time of death and provides clues to the crime committed in the context of 
the dishes and drinks consumed by the victim. Poison-related crime gives some 
clues about the murderer, as most poisonings are done deliberately with harmful 
intent, involving premeditation and preparation. When poison becomes a murder 
instrument, it means that the crime was committed without violence or physical 
strength, possibly by a woman. Poison is considered a woman’s weapon because 
it does not require physical force to succeed. Additionally, poison is frequently 
related to homemade food, which makes women primary suspects due to their 
association with nurturing and domesticity (Baučeková 45; Abarca 206; Hynynen 
68). An additional tragic element of murder by poisoning refers to the fact that 
the individual consuming the poisoned dish or drink unknowingly participates in 
his/her own fate. In this way, poison becomes a “devious way to commit murder” 
because the danger is not as apparent as with guns or other murder weapons (Franks 
et al. 41). Poisoning exhibits the two contradictory aspects of food: the nurturing 
and the lethal.

The genre of culinary mystery has received a multitude of literary depictions. 
Most of those books are set in the USA and written by American authors. The crime 
committed is always related to food, but the food itself does not always become 
a murder weapon. Vivien Chien’s Death by Dumpling (2018) features a Chinese-
American character, Lana Lee, working in her family’s restaurant in Cleveland’s Asia 
Village. The protagonist investigates the suspicious death of a customer who had 
a severe shellfish allergy. Ellery Adams chooses a vacation resort in rural western 
Virginia for the setting of her novel Murder in the Cookbook Nook (2021). The resort’s 
manager, Jane Steward, starts her investigation when one of the cooking contest’s 
competitors is stabbed to death. Chien’s novel illustrates the use of food as a murder 
weapon, whereas Adams’ book depicts a crime committed in a culinary context. 

Novels within the same series usually exhibit a permanent location as the 
primary setting. This tendency is presented by Cleo Coyle’s Coffeehouse Mysteries 
series, with the female protagonist, Clare Cosi, who runs a coffeehouse and 
investigates murder cases committed in New York City’s Greenwich Village. Another 
example is Olivia Matthew’s Against the Currant (2023), featuring the character of 
Lyndsay Murray, who works in a family bakery in Brooklyn, where she conducts 
investigations involving neighborhood crime. Occasionally, the setting of the novels 
from the same series changes when the character of an amateur sleuth conducts her 
professional activities in several towns. This case is presented by Josi S. Kilpack’s 
Culinary Mystery series, featuring a baker, Sadie Hoffmiller, who solves murder cases 
in various American states. When searching for clues, she cooks up her favorite 
dishes, which are not gourmet foods but home-cooked meals. Another exemplar is 
The Biscuit Bowl Food Truck Mystery series, created by a couple writing under the 
pseudonym J. J. Cook. The series focuses on the character of Chase, who investigates 
murder mysteries in the competitive world of food truck owners operating in the 
American South. The culinary mystery novels usually depict realistic American 
locations; however, on rare occasions, the setting represents a fictional site. This 
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case is illustrated by Diane Mott Davidson’s Goldy Bear Culinary Mystery series, 
featuring Goldy Schulz, a caterer and an amateur sleuth who solves mysteries in a 
fictional Colorado town, Aspen Meadows. 

Although American culinary mysteries depict characters performing 
a variety of food-related occupations, the baker’s job receives the most frequent 
portrayal. This case occurs in Joanne Fluke’s Hannah Swensen Mystery series, with 
a small-town baker in Minnesota as the main protagonist. Another example is Jenn 
McKinlay’s Cupcake Bakery Mystery series, featuring the characters of Melanie 
Cooper and Angie DeLaura, who run a bakery in Scottsdale, Arizona. A similar 
case refers to Bailey Cates’ Magical Bakery Mystery series with the main protagonist 
Katie Lightfoot, an amateur sleuth who works for a family bakery in Savanah, 
Georgia. Baking requires some qualities and skills compatible with the detective’s 
job, including patience, dedication, creativity, and precision. Moreover, bakers need 
to be detail-orientated and organized when inspecting ingredients and making cakes. 
Hence, culinary mystery writers tend to choose professional bakers, among other 
food-related occupations, to take on the roles of amateur sleuths.

Food and Crime in Mango, Mambo, and Murder:  
A Caribbean Kitchen Mystery

The novel’s main character is Miriam Quiñones-Smith, the wife of Robert Smith and 
mother of Manuel (Manny) Douglas Smith. Other key protagonists include Miriam’s 
Cuban friend, Alma Dias, and her Anglo-American mother-in-law, Marjory Smith. 
Miriam raises her son to be a bicultural Cuban-American; she speaks with him 
exclusively in Spanish, while Robert and Marjory communicate in English. Ms. 
Quiñones-Smith grew up in the working-class town of Hialeah and obtained a 
doctoral degree in food anthropology at New York University. In the interview for 
Latino Stories, Reyes explains that her motivation to create a Latina character with 
a doctorate was to counter the underclass images of Hispanic females: “Latinas are 
underrepresented in academia. And the few that there are often maligned. So, I want 
to help normalize a Latina with a Ph.D”. The main character’s personality is revealed 
through the first-person narration, and she describes her professional activities in 
the following way, “I study how food, culture, and history intersect” (47-48). Her 
research interests concern the importance of Caribbean cuisine in retaining the 
cultural identity of the diasporic populations. Miriam’s cooking style corresponds 
with the traditions of Floribbean Cuisine,5 pioneered by a group of South Florida 
chefs known as the Mango Gang.6 The novel’s setting is Florida’s Fort Lauderdale, 

5	 The term “Floribbean” was coined for regional Florida cuisine, combining Cuban, Jamaican, 
Puerto Rican, Haitian, and Bahamian influences. Floribbean cuisine frequently uses tropical 
fruits, like limes, mangoes, and pineapples; the standard sauce is mango salsa. The influx of 
Cuban immigrants to South Florida after the Cuban Revolution was essential in the development 
of Floribbean cuisine because traditional Cuban food culture inspired Floridan chefs (Sands). 

6	 The Mango Gang is a group of South Florida chefs that includes Norman Van Aken, Mark 
Militello, Douglas Rodriguez, and Allen Susser. In the 1980s, these chefs pioneered the idea of 
innovative regional cuisine based on fresh local ingredients (Simmons). 
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Coral Shore neighborhood, which Miriam calls a “Village.” Upon arriving in Coral 
Shore, she discovers that her surname denotes a privileged status because the Smiths 
are one of the founding families of her new town.

	The narrative explicitly accentuates food as the key theme guiding the plot 
development. Ms. Quiñones-Smith perceives the world from the perspective of 
a food anthropologist who appreciates the plethora of multicultural foodscapes. 
While staying in New York, Miriam lived with her family in the Puerto Rican and 
Dominican neighborhood where “The streets smelled of rice, beans, and platanos” 
(15) and the local bakery served a bizcocho de pasa, a raisin pound cake, at breakfast 
time. They did not restrict their culinary choices to Caribbean dishes and frequently 
went to eat in Chinatown or Little Italy. As a food anthropologist, Miriam seeks to 
understand the world from the perspective of other cultures rather than her own. 
She intrinsically links New York’s multiculturalism with ethnic cuisines: “I wanted 
to stay in the city with its vibrant ethnic communities that fed my work and passion” 
(16). Upon returning to Florida, Miriam plans to continue her anthropological 
research in the Caribbean communities of Creoles in Little Haiti, Puerto Ricans in 
Wynwood, and Cubans in Calle Ocho (16). 

The culinary motifs usually appear in the Caribbean context, with 
occasional mention of the food eaten by the white characters. The scenes involving 
the consumption of meals facilitate the characters’ meetings and provide the setting 
for the plot. When invited for lunch at the Women’s Club, Miriam is served a chicken 
salad, a bland dish she finds particularly tasteless, since “It had more mayonnaise 
than meat. And the celery was mushy when it should have been crunchy-crisp. My 
taste buds rioted after the first bite, and I set my fork down” (6-7). The white ladies’ 
food served in the club for the privileged elite differs tremendously from the ethnic 
cuisine researched by Miriam. The club’s theme for the year is the Caribbean, and the 
annual fundraising focuses on feeding “the children stricken by the hurricanes that 
had hit the islands of Puerto Rico, St. Maarten, and Dominica” (11). The narration 
juxtaposes the white ladies’ exclusive club with the notion of feeding the Caribbeans, 
accentuating the superior status of the Anglo-Americans and the inferiority of the 
Latinx. Nonetheless, Hispanic food is depicted as more delicious than the poor-
quality dish served for the whites. Miriam also values the high quality of food 
ingredients sold at the Latin supermarket. She is willing to drive a few miles for 
grocery purchases instead of buying products at the local shop (77).

The novel accentuates that the characters identify with the Anglo-American 
and Hispanic cultures. The complex cultural identities of Hispanic Americans are 
frequently expressed through a linguistic code-switching7 variety called Spanglish. 

7	 Code-switching means going back and forth from one language belonging to one grammatical 
system to another. There are different versions of code-switching, e.g., one speaker speaks 
in one code, and the reply comes in another, or conversation participants code-switch inter-
sententially or even intra-sententially. It can be a straightforward Spanish-English blend, where 
sentences can begin in English and end in Spanish, or vice versa. However, it can also be more 
complex, including words created by the collision of the two original languages. Sometimes, 
code-switching involves regional variations within the same language. The English-Spanish 
code-switchers tend to focus on phrases in one language that would be difficult to substitute 
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This code emerges from the context in which English and Spanish are in constant 
contact and requires from its speakers a certain degree of fluency in both languages 
(Fought 44-45). The use of Spanglish raises controversies, being criticized for 
delaying the acculturation of Hispanics and praised for its dynamic creativity 
(Stavans ix). Code-switching enables speakers to broaden their communication 
ability and requires expressive skills in both languages (Osorio 26). In an interview 
for CrimeReads, Reyes explains her motivation for using Spanish in her English-
language novel: “I want to use the occasional “foreign” language (especially Spanish) 
to be normalized in American-English fiction. That is why I insist that my Spanish 
not be italicized.” The author also accentuates her motivation to use Spanglish in an 
interview with Richie Narvaez for Latino Stories (18 March 2022), stating, “I live in 
Spanglish. From home to workplace and everything in between, my life is a mash-up 
of English and Spanish.”

Spanglish appears in the novel in culinary contexts, illustrated by way of 
introducing a Caribbean culinary show to Ms. Quiñones-Smith, “Cosina Caribeña 
is normally a five-to-seven minute spot” (50). When offered participation in the 
program, Miriam doubts her show-making potential: “I am not a celebrity chef. I am 
an academic” (2). The juxtaposition of a food anthropology specialist and a celebrity 
chef seems contradictory initially; nonetheless, both occupations involve research 
in food and ingredients, formal training, patience, and collaboration. Located in 
Florida’s Latinx town of Hialeah, the UnMundo TV station broadcasts in Latin 
America and the Spanish-speaking Caribbean. The idea behind the culinary show is 
to present it in Spanglish to target the Latinx and Anglo-American audience. At first, 
Miriam makes a Spanish-version recording of Cosina Caribeña, and then the English 
subtitles are put for the Caribbean Kitchen YouTube version. The Spanglish version 
on YouTube has a tagline “Abuela8 Approved,” which is a reference to the respected 
role of Hispanic grandmothers as the transmitters of ethnic heritage, including 
Latinx recipes (Norat 98). Meredith E. Abarca accentuates that remembering family 
recipes and recreating them in public settings is a way of honoring family traditions 
(194). Cooking the dish and presenting it within the Florida context is a way of 
reinterpreting it to preserve it. “The Abuela Approved” version targets a younger 
audience who may not have learned to cook yet or are not fluent in Spanish. The 
idea behind the show is that no one is such a good cook as one’s grandma, and 
not everyone can learn from an elder. It could be a language barrier with only a 
Spanish-speaking person or the distance when the elder has not joined the diasporic 
community and stayed in the home country. When Miriam watches the papaya 
milkshake demo with Robert and Manny, her son insists on playing the tagline 
“Abuela Approved” again. The culinary show demonstrates its family-unifying force 
when the nuclear family members sit together and watch the visual presentation of 
the recipes approved by the hypothetical Latinx grandma. 

in another. Code-switching also softens formal language and evokes an emotionally positive 
response (Martínez-Brawley et al. 59-60; Usborne 19).

8	  “Abuela” means “grandma”.
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The positive aspect of Spanglish is its potential to pan-ethnically unite 
diverse populations from Anglo and Hispanic cultures (O’Connor 8). Miriam 
Quiñones-Smith presents her hybrid Latinx-American identity when she switches 
between English and Spanish and speaks in both languages simultaneously while 
narrating the grocery shopping: “And I’d purchased a yerba Buena plant, a seven-
quart calendro, tons of spices, fresh bread, a twenty-pound bag of rice plus a ten-cup 
rice cooker, and a decorative tinajón. The yerba Buena, a Cuban variety of mint, 
and the pint-size terracotta tinajón were designed for the kitchen windowsill.” (77). 
The list of purchases for the Caribbean dish accentuates the use of spices, termed in 
Spanish, which creates a dose of tropical exoticism. While presenting the ingredients 
for the tropical fruit smoothie, Miriam also uses English and Spanish fruit names, 
“Tamarino, mamey, mango, and my son’s favorite, fruta bomba” (49). This tactic aims 
at reaching a broader, pan-ethnic audience. All ingredients presented in Spanish 
are translatable into English, but Miriam chooses to communicate in Spanglish to 
target the Latinx and Anglo-American viewers. Using mixed codes may be essential 
in marketing a recipe or a cookbook (Kusumaningrum 402).

Depending on the context, bicultural bilinguals may exhibit different verbal 
behaviors in their two languages (Ożańska-Ponikwia 204). In emotional moments, 
bilingual people tend to switch back and forth between languages, choosing the one 
that more appropriately expresses their feelings at the time. Spanglish is an expressive 
lingo with an emotional force. The Latina protagonist switches into Spanglish to 
convey anger, joy, love, or anxiety because this dialect is more descriptive and 
convenient for individuals with dual heritage. Such a situation occurs when she is 
informed at the last moment about Robert’s family coming for dinner: “Normally, 
I’d have replied with besos y cariño,9 but just then I wanted to shoot” (61). When 
Miriam’s friend Alma gets arrested, she worries about her friend and the poor quality 
of food served to people in custody: “Jailhouse food, pobrecita10” (124). Interestingly, 
Spanglish-expressed emotions denote culinary contexts.

The Cosina Caribeña becomes the platform for Ms. Quiñones-Smith’s 
expertise in food anthropology when she combines presented recipes with their 
Latinx heritage. Miriam tells the story of each recipe by stating precisely who gave 
it to her and the specific occasion for cooking the dish. Recipes inform about 
familial practices and shifts in culinary tastes. However, their primary function 
is to “guide readers in the selection, measurement, and preparation of ingredients 
in order to produce a tasty dish” (Hoffman and Kytö 261-262). Preparing a meal 
according to a family recipe and sharing it with family and friends contribute to 
community building (Abarca 196-197). The transmission of knowledge from the 
older generation demonstrates respect for the Caribbean legacy. Christine Folch 
claims that “There is an inherent nostalgia to the recipe: it involves a remembering, a 
recapturing of an event that happened before. The imagined ‘iterability’ of a recipe is 
its defining characteristic” (208). The sharing of recipes evokes the idea of continuity 

9	 “Besos y cariño” means “Certainly, with love and kisses”.
10	 “Pobrecita” means “poor baby”.
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and repetitiveness in various culinary contexts. “The sensory-logic, or knowing 
through senses” (Abarca 196) is essential to recreating family recipes. Cooks have to 
use their sensory memory to accomplish this task. The sensory skills are developed 
while cooking with a family member, and the process is recreated numerous times.

By combining storytelling and food, Miriam indicates the pan-ethnic 
character of the dishes originating in the Caribbean and popularized in the USA. 
This approach is illustrated when she considers whether the papaya fruit recipe 
should be presented in the context of Oviedo’s Spanish expedition in 1526 or with 
the tale of Christopher Columbus’ encounters with the indigenous population (78). 
Another instance occurs when Miriam prepares the meat stew called sancocho, 
including squash as its vital ingredient. She denotes that the squash is called auyama 
in the Dominican Republic and Colombia, and calabza in Cuba and Puerto Rico 
(130). Ms. Quiñones-Smith also highlights that the recipe for this special baptism 
stew (126) was shared by a Dominican lady Doña Adela. While cooking this dish for 
the culinary project, Miriam asks for some Caribbean music, “Delvis, is there any 
chance I can play a little music to get me into the mood? It’s a Dominican recipe, 
so maybe a merengue or bachata?” (145). The protagonist is not simply a cook but 
also a food anthropologist and an artist who creates Caribbean dishes intrinsically 
embedded in Latinx culture. Her sensory perception of Latinx cuisine encompasses 
the senses of taste, smell, and the sound of ethnic music. As a food anthropologist, 
Miriam understands that food is inextricably linked to its cultural heritage.

	Ms. Quiñones-Smith links her professional interests with her childhood 
experience of working in her aunt’s restaurant. While visiting this familiar place, she 
orders the stewed beef, known as ropa vieja11 (53), a signature dish of Cuban cuisine 
with regional variations in other Latin American countries. The mention of ropa 
vieja demonstrates that the foodways of the narrative are not restricted to Caribbean 
cuisine and pan-ethnically encompass the broad culinary traditions of Latinx. 
Donna R. Gabaccia connects culinary traditions and ethnicity in the metaphorical 
title of her book We Are What We Eat. Miriam makes a similar anthropological 
association using a ropa vieja example, “The socioeconomic legacy of colonialism 
in the Caribbean was in that pot of peasant stew . . .” (172).

	The themes of food intertwine with spiritual motifs in the narrative. The 
Cubans are known for syncretic religious beliefs, combining Catholicism with 
Santeria rituals. Worshiping orishas, the divine spirits ruling over the forces of 
nature, is the central element of Santería practices. Santeros and santeras believe 
that the orishas must eat like all living creatures, and animals die so that humans 
may live. The animal sacrifice is offered to orishas to show “the relationship and 
interdependence of living things” (Murphy 44). Orishas appear under certain 
circumstances, such as ritual rites and festivals. Miriam’s Aunt Elba is a Santeria 
practitioner who honors the orisha of Elegua, a deity supposed to open the doorways 

11	 “Ropa vieja” translates into English as “old clothes.” An old legend says that a poor man boiled 
his clothes to feed the family. During the cooking process, a guardian angel turned the clothes 
into a delicious meal of meat and vegetables. According to the legend, the dish represents a man 
who supports his family (Jones).
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for opportunity. Elegua is known as the ruler of crossroads, protecting homes and 
controlling people’s destinies (Canizares 30). Elba keeps the orisha’s statue in the 
kitchen and shows him respect by making tamales the restaurant’s special because 
she believes this dish is Elegua’s favorite. While having lunch with Detective 
Pullman, Miriam immediately recognizes that the server is Cuban after seeing her 
gold medallion of Caridad del Cobre, the patron saint of Cuba (160). When the 
investigation is over, the amateur sleuth organizes a party for family and friends. 
Celebration with food and thanking La Caridad for the blessing (295) becomes the 
means of restoring calm after the inquiry into the crime. The narrative draws a 
connection between Latinx food culture, festivity, and spirituality. 

	The novel demonstrates that Ms. Quiñones-Smith is a specialist in 
food anthropology and Latinx cuisine, and those two fields provide the crucial 
background for Miriam’s investigative capabilities. As the literary critic Rosemary 
Herbert points out, “the reasoning processes that facilitate productive academic 
research closely parallel the reasoning processes necessary for successful detection” 
(3). The novel manifests belonging to the genre of culinary mystery when the main 
protagonist becomes an amateur sleuth who investigates two suspicious deaths 
occurring in food contexts. The narration accentuates that Miriam’s preparations 
for the Cosina Caribeña parallel her inquiry into the crime. Hence, a connection 
appears between the skills required for food preparation and those needed to catch a 
criminal. Nonetheless, it is herbology,12 not food anthropology, which is the critical 
field for solving the novel’s crime mysteries. As a scientist, Miriam is open-minded 
and ready to accept new research tools. She demonstrates a similar attitude when 
dealing with crime mysteries and new scientific problems. Herbology is introduced 
with the character of Dr. Mario Fuentes, who “combines Western medicine with 
ancient herbal practices from the West Indies” (40). He claims to have studied with 
herbalists from Jamaica, the Dominican Republic, Haiti, Puerto Rico, the Bahamas, 
and Brazil (48). The acquired knowledge has helped him create a unique teabag 
mixture, which he successfully promotes among the elite circles of Coral Shore. 
However, the narrative creates some doubts about Fuentes’ professionalism when 
mambo-cise instructor Jorge Trujillo calls him “a New Age herb doctor” (184).

	The herbal context occurs again with Miriam’s visit to the botanica, where she 
buys a hex-removing despojo. There is a longstanding tradition of spiritual healing 
within the Caribbean communities involving unique healing practices, such as herbal 
medicines, baths, and performing exorcism (Glazer 199).13 The herbal bath mix is 
supposed to give Miriam protection against a curse or evil spell after performing 
the hex-breaking spell ritual. There, she finds a book Yerbas de Cuba, which is an 
interesting addition to her home library collection, containing “textbooks, cookbooks, 
fiction, Caribbean history, island travel guides, two poetry books (José Martí and 

12	 Herbology is the study of plants, herbal medicine, and their relationship with humans. Collins 
Dictionary. https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/herbology

13	 The colloquial term for traditional plant medicine in the Caribbean region is “bush medicine.” 
Plants and herbs with medical properties are used to treat various medical conditions despite a 
lack of scientific research regarding their safety and effectiveness (Alexis).
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Julia de Burgos), and many reference encyclopedias” (207). The new book describes 
the medical and culinary qualities of the herbs with their detailed botanical drawings 
(165). One herb featured in the encyclopedia becomes the key to solving the novel’s 
crime mysteries.

	Although Ms. Quiñones-Smith becomes an amateur sleuth who occasionally 
disturbs the police investigation, Detective Pullman appreciates her deductive skills. 
Additionally, her assistance becomes useful because of her dual belonging to the 
whites and people of color. By saying, “Coral Shores society doesn’t talk to Black men 
unless they’re the help. Sundowner towns don’t change their stripes that quickly” 
(163), the detective implies that conservatism and racial segregation are still part 
of Southern life. On several occasions, Pullman makes explicit references to the 
crime mystery genre by calling Miriam “Mrs. Fletcher” (261) and “Veronica Mars” 
(272), the characters of amateur sleuths from popular detective drama series. In the 
interview for CrimeReads, Reyes explains the unique status of the sleuth in a crime 
mystery: “The Sleuth in cozy/traditional is an insider-outsider. They have access but 
perspective.” With her Anglo-American family and Latinx friends, Miriam becomes 
an ideal informer for Detective Pullman.

	The novel features two victims who died in suspicious circumstances and 
intertwines the supposed crimes with culinary contexts. The first death occurs in 
the novel during the meeting of the Women’s Club. When one of the ladies, Sunny 
Weatherman, faints, everybody suspects her dietary and athletic regime has caused 
it; however, the collapse turns out to be fatal. The narrative implies some connection 
between her death and food as the victim’s head lands in the chicken salad. The 
autopsy reveals that Sunny died of a cocaine-induced heart attack. Miriam begins 
searching for information with the mission of revealing the suspicious circumstances 
of Sunny’s death and soon finds out that she was a woman of poor health and a 
recovering anorexic. The second victim, Elliot Truman, collapses at the fitness center 
and dies of asphyxiation after choking on her vomit. The autopsy reveals that Mrs. 
Truman had undiagnosed liver disease, “Alpha-1 antitrypsin deficiency” (261). The 
circumstances of her death also imply some culinary context because vomiting may 
result from food poisoning. Miriam soon discovers that Elliot had experienced 
multiple miscarriages, and Doctor Fuentes had treated her for infertility, which puts 
his name on the list of persons to interrogate.

The amateur sleuth’s search for hidden secrets is primarily an intellectual 
reasoning activity, involving the discerning of clues, making deductions, and 
completing the scheme of cause and effect. The connection between two suspicious 
deaths and Dr. Fuentes’ treatment is the first step in her chain of reasoning. However, 
the prime suspect has no apparent motive to commit the crimes, which triggers the 
next stage of Miriam’s unofficial investigation. The conflict between Elliot and the 
mambo-cise instructor Jorge is the next clue for the amateur sleuth. Avenging a 
rival seems a good motive. Miriam immediately makes a metaphorical reference to 
revenge as food, “revenge is a dish best served cold” (116), implying that vengeance 
is more satisfying if not inflicted immediately. The protagonist demonstrates 
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particular creativity for metaphors involving food and crime when she considers the 
amalgamation of suspects, motives, and means to be “more muddled than the mint 
for a mojito” (190). Nonetheless, she can examine the clues thoroughly, ignoring 
the useless information and finding the relevant evidence. 

Ms. Quiñones-Smith demonstrates inquisitiveness, accuracy, and open-
mindedness in her academic research and crime investigation, because, as she admits, 
“To explore the hows and whys of Sunny’s and Elliot’s deaths, I should be looking 
at behavior, culture, and expression” (192). Her academic specialization guides her 
investigation when she accentuates the cultural factor as the key to solving the case. 
After seeing the rue plant in the herbal encyclopedia, she immediately recalls that it 
is the same herb she noticed at Doctor Fuentes’ clinic. Further investigation reveals 
that rue is an ingredient of the unique tea mix formula that Fuentes used to treat 
Sunny and Elliot, his deceased patients. Miriam conducts anthropological research 
on “the Cuban ethnopharmacological history of the herb” (262) and discovers that 
rue is used in traditional and herbal medicine; however, due to its toxicity, it can be 
applied only externally. If used internally, it can cause vomiting, liver damage, or, in 
severe cases, even death (“Herbal Safety”). The protagonist also finds out that despite 
Fuentes’ belief in rue’s fertility powers, the consumption of the herb has the opposite 
effect. The toxic herb wrongly prescribed to Elliot caused poisoning and accelerated the 
deterioration of her liver, finally leading to her suffocation. Although Doctor Fuentes 
did not poison Elliot intentionally, he demonstrated a negligent attitude towards his 
patient’s medical history. 

The solution to the second suspicious death does not provide the answer 
to the death of the first victim, Sunny Weatherman, who was officially no longer a 
drug addict. Hence, Miriam continues her inquiry and searches for the culprit, who 
must have added cocaine to Sunny’s drink or food. The police treat Miriam’s friend 
Alma as the prime suspect because of the cocaine traces left in her purse. Alma 
resorts to the spiritual aspect of Cubanness and performs the hex-breaking spell 
ritual with a despojo, which effectively refreshes her memory. The herbal bath makes 
her realize that the powder with cocaine was planted because a local cocaine dealer 
was trying to frame her for Sunny’s death. The dealer attempted to make Sunny 
relapse into cocaine addiction and killed her unintentionally. Sunny died of a heart 
attack resulting from the combination of cocaine and rue-infused tea mix, which 
together proved fatal for this weak and anorexic woman. The rue plant did not kill 
her but contributed to her death. Identification of the toxic herb does not provide 
the answer to ‘whodunit’ but explains the circumstances of the crime. In a way, the 
herb substitutes for poison, the traditional murder weapon in the culinary mystery.

Conclusion

Mango, Mambo, and Murder connects cookery and crime, and numerous aspects of 
the narrative confirm the generic conventions of the culinary mystery. The novel’s 
author and the main character are both female. The amateur sleuth makes numerous 
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mistakes but actively supports the police in their work, gradually earning the trust of 
the leading detective. The story gives a more thorough depiction of the investigation 
than the crime committed; it focuses on the mystery aspect of the crime, not the 
violence of it. The suspicious deaths occur in culinary contexts, and the primary 
detection methods constitute cooking and researching ethnic cuisines. The focus 
of the crime story is placed solely on the character of the amateur sleuth; therefore, 
she receives an accurate portrayal. 

The book’s originality lies in the construction of the main Latina character 
as an academic who employs the analytic skills she has developed through her 
scholarly pursuits. Unlike a typical crime mystery sleuth, who tends to be a baker, 
Miriam never manifests any baking ability. The amateur/academic sleuth broadens 
her specialist knowledge and eagerly embraces the field of herbology as a valuable 
tool in crime-solving. Crime mystery fiction usually features murder investigation 
and only occasionally depicts other crimes. Mango, Mambo, and Murder constitutes 
a rare example of the genre in which the murder was committed without deliberate 
harmful intent. The solution to the culinary whodunit is usually encoded in the 
food served. However, in this novel, the suspicious deaths are connected with 
unintentional toxic herb poisoning. 

The novel follows the typical practice for culinary mystery of attaching recipes 
at the end of the book. The element of novelty is exhibited when Reyes demonstrates 
the interconnection between food and cultural anthropology. Apart from the list 
of ingredients and instructions, the recipes presented by the novel’s main character 
include the food’s history. The author accentuates the pan-ethnic and Creole context 
of the dishes cooked in Cuban-American and Puerto Rican homes and enriched 
by French and African influences (304-306). In Reyes’ novel, Caribbean food is a 
collective reflection of Latinidad, and traditional recipes emphasize cultural roots.

The mystery is solved in the classic closure of crime fiction, thanks to 
the combined effort of the police and an amateur sleuth. The narrative shows the 
protagonists festively celebrating the closing of the case, emphasizing the role of 
food in the plot development. At the party ending the story, Robert gives his wife 
a mango tree as a gift. He intends to plant it in the backyard garden to accentuate 
the permanence and stability of their marriage. This tree has a broader meaning, 
highlighting the tropicalism of the Latina hostess who is keen to use mango fruits as 
ingredients for her elaborate meals. The mango fruit is an apparent reference to the 
novel’s title and South Florida’s food culture, enriched by the Mango Gang, whose 
recipes frequently use tropical fruits.
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