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			PRAISE FOR

			Arsenic and Adobo

			“I love to read a well-written and quirky cozy mystery. Manansala has created just that with her debut novel, a tale full of eccentric characters, humorous situations, and an oh-so-tricky mystery. Check this one out for the poetic prose and the mouthwatering recipes that are integral to the plot.”

			—The Washington Post

			“This book hits the exact right spot. . . . Mia P. Manansala manages to create a murder mystery where nothing is too horrifying and you know everything will be okay in the end. . . . I’ve heard it described as a ‘cozy mystery,’ and that’s exactly what it is, a perfectly cozy puzzle to solve.”

			—Taylor Jenkins Reid, New York Times bestselling author of Malibu Rising

			“This breeze-right-through-it mystery follows baker Lila Macapagal as she investigates the murder of her ex-boyfriend, the town’s too-mean food critic, after he dies over a meal in her aunt’s flailing Filipino restaurant. Finding out whether or not Lila can solve the crime and save the restaurant is as satisfying as it is climactic, with just the right amount of drama.”

			—Bon Appétit

			“[An] enjoyable and endearing debut cozy. . . . Manansala peppers the narrative with enough red herrings to keep readers from guessing the killer, but the strength of the novel is how family, food, and love intertwine in meaningful and complex ways.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“This debut introduces readers to Filipino-American food and culture, with its emphasis on family. There are cozy tropes (the close-knit community, the food business), but the emphasis on the Tagalog language, the culture, and drug dealing in a small town adds gravity and individuality to this outstanding series kickoff.”

			—Library Journal (starred review)

			“A super-fun read that’s perfect for the beach, your couch, or any Sunday afternoon.”

			—theSkimm

			“This debut mystery has a snap and sparkle that breathes a bit of new life into the cozy genre. . . . I wholeheartedly hope this is a kickoff to a long-lived series.”

			—Mystery Scene

			“Manansala, a Chicago Filipina, has reinvigorated tired tropes to create a multicultural, queer-friendly culinary mystery, making Arsenic and Adobo an envelope-pushing, world-expanding debut that goes down easy.”

			—Los Angeles Times

			“A delightfully decadent whodunit.”

			—Woman’s World

			“Mia P. Manansala has crafted a delicious mystery full of wit and wile that kept me laughing and guessing as I devoured every page. . . . I can’t wait to read more in this fabulous new series!”

			—Jenn McKinlay, New York Times bestselling author of One for the Books

			“Chock-full of food lore, this delicious mystery will leave readers hungry for more of the adventures of Lila, her friends and relatives, and her chunky dachshund (who is named after a kind of short, fat sausage). Cozy fans are in for a treat.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Manansala’s fun, fresh voice spins an enchanting fusion of Filipino-American food and culture, artfully and seamlessly woven into a smart, satisfying mystery that made me laugh out loud.”

			—Olivia Blacke, author of Killer Content

			“Mia Manansala’s debut, Arsenic and Adobo, serves up a cozy plate of ube crinkles with a side of murder. Readers are sure to salivate over this Filipino-American mystery as Lila smokes out the food critic’s killer.”

			—Roselle Lim, author of Vanessa Yu’s Magical Paris Tea Shop

			“A standout cozy mystery full of heart, the importance of home, and tons of good food. . . . Lila Macapagal is fun, fierce, and all about family.”

			—Gigi Pandian, Agatha Award–winning author of The Glass Thief

			“A much-welcome entry into the culinary cozy genre, packed full of mouthwatering food and jaw-dropping reveals. . . . It’s guaranteed to be your next favorite cozy series. Just don’t read it on an empty stomach!”

			—Kellye Garrett, Agatha Award–winning author of Hollywood Ending

			“Mouthwatering dishes and a funny, smart amateur sleuth make Arsenic and Adobo by Mia P. Manansala my favorite new culinary cozy mystery series.”

			—Lynn Cahoon, New York Times bestselling author of the Kitchen Witch Mysteries

			“You will be rooting for Lila Macapagal to save the family restaurant and keep herself out of jail while interacting with her interfering yet well-meaning relatives. The first in a lip-smacking series!”

			—Naomi Hirahara, Edgar® Award–winning author of Iced in Paradise

			“Arsenic and Adobo is pure murder-mystery fun with a hefty dose of humor and heart. . . . It’s an utter delight from the first sentence to the very last page.”

			—Sarah Echavarre Smith, author of On Location

			“Cozy fans are gonna love this series! Filled with Filipino food; a bevy of meddling relatives; and a plucky, unflappable but admittedly flawed amateur sleuth, Lila Macapagal . . . Arsenic and Adobo shines.”

			—Abby Collette, author of A Game of Cones

			“Manansala’s writing is so approachable that you’ll want to be Lila’s friend and beg her to feed you. If you love cozy mysteries with a strong dash of large-family dynamics and [a] self-journey all set in the world of delicious food, then this is for you.”

			—BuzzFeed

			“Along with Lila’s funny and feisty voice, there is a lot to love here: complex clues, mouthwatering food descriptions, and a diverse cast of characters. Fans of Vivien Chien will devour this one and look forward to more.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“A hilarious and delicious mystery that is bound to leave you laughing and wanting more.”

			—Medium

		

	
		
			TITLES BY MIA P. MANANSALA

			
				Arsenic and Adobo

				Homicide and Halo-Halo

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
				[image: Book Title, Homicide and Halo-Halo, Author, Mia P. Manansala, Imprint, Berkley]
			

		

	
		
			
			BERKLEY PRIME CRIME

			Published by Berkley

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: ]

			Copyright © 2022 by Mia P. Manansala

			Excerpt from Blackmail and Bibingka copyright © 2022 by Mia P. Manansala

			Penguin Random House supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader.

			BERKLEY and the BERKLEY & B colophon are registered trademarks and BERKLEY PRIME CRIME is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			The Edgar® name is a registered service mark of the Mystery Writers of America, Inc.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Manansala, Mia P., author.

			Title: Homicide and halo-halo / Mia P. Manansala.

			Description: First Edition. | New York : Berkley Prime Crime, 2022. | Series: Tita Rosie’s Kitchen mysteries

			Identifiers: LCCN 2021038454 (print) | LCCN 2021038455 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593201695 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9780593201701 (ebook)

			Subjects: GSAFD: Mystery fiction.

			Classification: LCC PS3613.A5268 H66 2022 (print) | LCC PS3613.A5268 (ebook) | DDC 813/.6—dc23

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021038454

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021038455

			First Edition: February 2022

			Cover illustration and design by Vi-An Nguyen

			Book design by Kristin del Rosario, adapted for ebook by Estelle Malmed

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

			PUBLISHER’S NOTE: The recipes contained in this book are to be followed exactly as written. The publisher is not responsible for your specific health or allergy needs that may require medical supervision. The publisher is not responsible for any adverse reactions to the recipes contained in this book.

			pid_prh_6.0_151959343_c0_r0

		

	
		
			
			To Mommy,

			Thanks so much for your endless support and for introducing me to the wonderful world of cozy mysteries. This series was always meant for you. Love you!

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			I wrote Homicide and Halo-Halo while both me and my protagonist, Lila, were in rather dark places in our lives. I was working through the mental health issues that a worldwide pandemic brought about, as well as the ripple effects from it, such as unemployment, bereavement, added pressure to succeed as an author, etc. Lila is still working through the repercussions from the events of Arsenic and Adobo, since they happened only a few months before this book opens. Because of that, this book is slightly heavier in tone than the first.

			It is still a cozy mystery, with humor and food and love and a happy ending, but I wanted to prepare you, my dear readers, in case you’re not in the right headspace for this book. If you’d like to avoid potential spoilers, stop reading here. Otherwise, I’d like to provide content warnings for PTSD, fatphobia, fertility/pregnancy issues, predatory behavior, unresolved grief, parental death (occurred in childhood), and dismissive attitudes toward mental health.

		

	
		
			Glossary and Pronunciation Guide

			HONORIFICS/FAMILY (THE “O” USUALLY HAS A SHORT, SOFT SOUND)

			Anak (ah-nahk)—Offspring/son/daughter

			Ate (ah-teh)—Older sister/female cousin/girl of the same generation as you

			Kuya (koo-yah)—Older brother/male cousin/boy of the same generation as you

			Lola (loh-lah)/Lolo (loh-loh)—Grandmother/Grandfather

			Ninang (nee-nahng)/Ninong (nee-nohng)—Godmother/Godfather

			Tita (tee-tah)/Tito (tee-toh)—Aunt/Uncle

			FOOD

			Adobo (uh-doh-boh)—Considered the Philippines’s national dish, it’s any food cooked with soy sauce, vinegar, garlic, and black peppercorns (though there are many regional and personal variations)

			Arroz caldo (ah-rohs cahl-doh)—A soothing rice porridge containing chicken, ginger, and green onions

			Halo-halo (hah-loh hah-loh)—Probably the Philippines’s national dessert, this dish consists of shaved ice layered with sweet beans and preserved fruits, topped with evaporated milk and often a slice of leche flan (crème caramel) and ube halaya or ube ice cream. The name means “mix-mix” because it’s a mix of many different things and you usually mix it all together to eat it.

			Lumpia (loom-pyah)—Filipino spring rolls (many variations)

			Matamis na bao (mah-tah-mees nah bah-oh)—Coconut jam (also known as “minatamis na bao”)

			Pandesal (pahn deh sahl)—Lightly sweetened Filipino rolls topped with breadcrumbs (also written as “pan de sal”)

			Patis (pah-tees)—Fish sauce

			Salabat (sah-lah-baht)—Filipino ginger tea

			Sinigang (sih-ni-gahng)—A light, tangy soup filled with vegetables such as long beans, tomatoes, onions, leafy greens, and taro, plus a protein such as pork or seafood

			Turon (tuh-rohn)—Sweet banana and jackfruit spring rolls, fried and rolled in caramelized sugar

			Ube (oo-beh)—Purple yam

			OTHER

			Balikbayan box (bah-lik-by-yahn)—Boxes sent by overseas Filipino workers and diaspora Filipinos to their families back in the Philippines. These boxes are filled with gifts such as nonperishable food items, household items, toys, clothes, appliances, etc. that are expensive or difficult to find in the Philippines. “Balikbayan” literally means “returning to the country.”

			Bruha (broo-ha)—Witch (from the Spanish “bruja”)

			Diba (dih-bah)—Isn’t it?; Right?; short for “hindi ba” (also written as “di ba”)

			Kain tayo (kah-in tah-yo)—Let’s eat

			Maarte (mah-art-teh)—Used to mean “artsy” or “creative” but now is used to describe someone who’s overdramatic, extra, nitpicky, and/or difficult to please

			Macapagal (Mah-cah-pah-gahl)—A Filipino surname

			Oh my gulay—This is Taglish (Tagalog-English) slang, used when people don’t want to say the “God” part of OMG. “Gulay” (goo-lie) literally means “vegetable,” so this phrase shouldn’t be translated.

			Papansin (pah-pahn-sin)—Attention seeker; self-centered

			Tama na (tah-mah nah)—That’s enough; Stop; Right/Correct (depends on context)

			Tsismis (chees-mees)—Gossip

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			
				
			

			Curls of smoke drifted around the Brew-ha Cafe, a pleasant floral aroma filling the space while hints of an unknown herb tickled my nose, making me sneeze.

			“Salud,” said Elena Torres, the pierced-and-tattooed woman holding the smoldering bouquet, as she wafted a bit more smoke toward me. Adeena Awan, Elena’s girlfriend and my best friend, stood next to her, breathing the mixture in, bathing in the smoke.

			I held back a cough. “Didn’t we already cleanse the place?”

			Elena nodded, circling me with the smoke cleansing stick in her hand. “Yes, but I did some research and saw that guava leaves were used in ancient Filipino practices the same way the indigenous people here use sage. Thought it would bring some good energy into the shop and be something nice for your ancestors, without us having to appropriate white sage. This is a special blend of guava leaves, rosemary, and lavender my mom and I grew in our greenhouse.”

			Ah, so that explained the floral scent my trusty nose detected. I wasn’t as into the woo-woo stuff as Adeena and Elena, but I appreciated how thoughtful Elena was being. Besides, the place could use a good cleanse after what happened here back in March.

			She continued, “I’m really liking the vibes this blend is bringing. I’ll need to make more for the altar.”

			We all glanced toward the employees-only corner of the shop. It used to be the back room of the cafe, but after the events that happened a few months ago, neither Adeena nor I could stand to look at it, so we had the walls knocked down and converted it to a semiprivate alcove. Elena wanted to use the space to set up an altar, to both pay homage to those who came before us and to have them bless our business venture. She’d been bugging me to give her something to add to it, but I kept putting it off. I knew what she really wanted were photos of my dead parents, but I refused to put them on display, even if the only other people who’d see them were Adeena and Elena. They weren’t for public consumption, even in a way that was meant to honor them. Besides, I wouldn’t even look at the photos of them inside my own home—what made her think I’d be comfortable seeing them in my place of business?

			“It’s getting way too hot in here. I’m gonna close the door now. Can you turn on the AC and make sure it’s not acting wonky anymore?”

			Adeena had propped open the door earlier to “let out the negative energy” and the sweltering summer heat rolled in, the temperature having already reached a stifling eighty-six degrees at seven in the morning. Any of the bad juju Elena had managed to cleanse would be replaced with my dark mood if it got any hotter.

			The air conditioning kicked in, and I breathed a sigh of relief as the cool air washed over me. Summer had just started and the cafe had been closed since the . . . unpleasantness, but we were finally ready for our soft opening in a few days.

			I looked around the room, once a monochrome minimalist space, now full of color and life. We’d outfitted the area with Adeena’s artwork, Elena’s plants, and my . . . well, OK, so I hadn’t added any personal touches to the cafe yet, but I was more of a back-of-the-house person. I handled anything involving organizational skills, such as ordering, sourcing suppliers, bookkeeping, etc. I was also the baker, so my contribution would be more evident once we opened.

			If we opened.

			I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were missing something, that we were rushing into opening too soon. This was my dream, after all. It needed to be perfect. It needed to be a success. It needed to be right.

			Before I could voice these doubts, Adeena said, “Stop it. We’re not pushing back the opening.”

			I struggled to keep my facial expression neutral. Had I been thinking out loud or had Adeena finally progressed to full-on mind reader? “What are you talking about? I didn’t even say anything.”

			She studied my face. “You didn’t have to. I know you and I know the way you think. Plus, you had that look on your face.”

			I crossed my arms. “What look?”

			“The one where you don’t know whether to run away or puke. You really need to start dealing with your anxiety and stop sticking your head in the sand over every little thing.”

			“What Adeena is trying to say,” Elena cut in, giving her girlfriend a warning look, “is that we’re worried about you. You’ve seemed really stressed out and—”

			“Of course I’m stressed out! We’re opening on Monday and we’re so not ready. We haven’t even—”

			“Haven’t what? We’ve done everything possible.” Adeena ticked off the list on her fingers. “We’ve replaced all the furniture because neither of us could stand to look at it anymore. We hired industrial cleaners to go over the entire place,” here her eyes flicked over to a particular spot near the door, “and the space is sparkling. It’s even cleaner than your family’s restaurant, which is really saying something. We’ve registered the business with Illinois, had my brother draw up all the legal papers, gotten every freakin’ license possible. We could’ve opened even sooner if it hadn’t taken the county so long to replace Mr. Nelson.”

			Mr. Nelson was the previous health inspector, currently in jail after I’d exposed his shady dealings with the help of Adeena, Elena, and some of the other Shady Palms restaurant owners.

			She continued, “And it’s not even our official opening on Monday, just the soft opening. Which you conveniently won’t be present for since you decided to take that judging position without consulting us.” She put her hands on her hips. “You know. Us? Your business partners? Who have just as much riding on this as you do?”

			I sighed and toyed with my necklace, already tired of the conversation. I’d agreed to judge the Miss Teen Shady Palms Pageant yesterday, after one of the judges had to drop out at the last minute. The pageant committee had wanted me, a former winner, to be part of the original lineup, but I’d turned them down. I’d already had my hands full preparing for the cafe opening and didn’t need to be reminded of my pageant past, especially with Elena harping on about remembering those we’d lost.

			However, with the pageant down a judge and the first event happening later tonight, the committee had decided to play dirty. They not only offered the Brew-ha Cafe the catering contract for all the pageant events plus a free booth and advertising at the Founder’s Day Festival, our town’s biggest celebration, but they also brought in the big guns: the Calendar Crew, aka my godmothers—Ninang April, Ninang Mae, and Ninang June.

			Nobody, but nobody, wielded guilt and tsismis the way these three women did. Once those aunties got involved, it was all over. How could I have possibly said no when Ninang June, my mother’s best friend, said things like “Ay, Lila, it would mean so much to Cecilia, God rest her soul. You know how much she loved the pageant and believed in helping the community. Paying it forward, diba?”

			Nothing like conjuring up the name of my dead beauty queen mother to convince me to do something that I absolutely did not want to do.

			Which was what made Adeena’s comment so unfair. If anyone knew my complicated feelings about the pageant and my mom, it would be her.

			“You act as if me taking on the position is a huge inconvenience for you. May I remind you that I’m the one stuck dealing with this for the next three weeks? And that my sacrifice ensures a strong opening since we’d never have been able to afford a booth or the kind of advertising that they’re providing? Not to mention the catering contract, and that I was able to convince them to hire Terrence to design everything!”

			Terrence Howell was one of our closest friends, and a freelance graphic designer. He’d finally quit his construction job to do his design work full-time and I wanted to support him as much as possible. He’d already designed the Brew-ha Cafe logo, website, and social media banners, and did the same for my aunt’s restaurant, but it wasn’t enough. I knew he was hurting, both emotionally and financially, after the mess his fiancée, Janet, got him into a few months ago.

			Elena, ever the peacemaker, stepped in. “She’s right, Adeena. Besides, it was my idea to do the soft open, remember? We agreed it was the best way to work out the kinks in the system before officially opening since we could test what our customers are drawn to. Plus, I’m still trying to figure out the shop’s energy. Without it, I won’t know what other plants to bring in.”

			The three of us brought very different skills to the table. Adeena was our potion brewer/barista and had come up with an impressive menu that offered the usual cafe staples as well as more creative drinks, drawing from our collective Pakistani, Filipino, and Mexican backgrounds. Elena was our green witch, providing not just the decor, but also ingredients from her family’s greenhouse and garden. The herbal remedies, teas, and natural bath and beauty products that she and her mom made lined the shelves, scenting Elena’s corner of the shop with a lovely, subtle aroma. And I crafted the baked goods, putting a Filipino spin on coffee shop classics.

			Or at least, that was what I was supposed to do. One of the biggest reasons I was hesitant to open was something I could never admit to Adeena, something that pained me to even think about. Something that proved the timing wasn’t right. Because I wasn’t right.

			And as if on cue, Adeena asked about it. “OK, fine, I’m sorry. I do appreciate all the publicity you’re drumming up for us. But we still haven’t seen your part of the menu. When do you plan on getting it to us?”

			The tinkling of the door chimes interrupted us, announcing the arrival of an unexpected savior, my not-related-by-blood cousin, Bernadette. The sight of her got my adrenaline going, as if my body were gearing up for a fight, but I tamped it down. A year older than me, we’d been rivals almost our entire lives, but had formed a truce a few months ago back when things were bad and I needed her help.

			“Hey, Ate Bernie. What’s up? Do you need me to let you into the restaurant?”

			My family’s restaurant, Tita Rosie’s Kitchen, was conveniently located next door to the cafe. I technically still worked there since the cafe hadn’t opened yet, but my aunt and grandmother only called me in on the weekends and the occasional lunchtime rush. They’d even hired a new server, which was the first time a non-Macapagal worked at the restaurant. She was the sister of one of Bernadette’s old college friends and also Filipino, which in the eyes of my aunt made her family, so it was close enough.

			Bernadette shook her head. “This isn’t a social visit. You’re needed next door.”

			I’d barely succeeded in calming myself down and those words got my blood pumping again. “What happened? Are Tita Rosie and Lola Flor OK?”

			A look I couldn’t read crossed her face. “Detective Park is there and he wants to speak to you. He needs your help on a case.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			
				
			

			Tita Rosie’s Kitchen was most famous for our breakfast platters and Sunday lunch specials, and usually at this time of day, Tita Rosie and Lola Flor would be busy preparing for the Saturday-morning breakfast rush.

			Instead, they were setting platters of garlic fried rice, sunny-side up eggs, and Filipino breakfast meats on the large table where Detective Park and the Calendar Crew sat waiting for me and Bernadette.

			“Took you long enough.” Ninang April looked me up and down, then gestured toward her eyes. “You look tired. Staying up late is bad for your skin, diba? And you’re getting too much sun.”

			I sighed. “Good morning, everyone.”

			Tita Rosie waved me over to the seat between her and Detective Park, who’d quickly become part of the family. Shocking, considering a few months ago he got me locked up for murder and tried to convince everyone I was a small-town drug queenpin (it’s a long story). Anyway, I caught the real killer—at no small risk to my own life, I might add—and as if to make up for his mistake (and possibly to get back into my aunt’s good graces), the detective had been nothing but kind and solicitous ever since, which I appreciated. He also insisted on referring me to a therapist and talking about feelings, which was not appreciated.

			My aunt shoved a piece of pandesal that she’d thickly coated with my grandmother’s special coconut jam, minatamis na bao, into my hands. “You look hungry, anak. Kain tayo!”

			She gestured to the plates on the table, urging everyone to help themselves to the do-it-yourself silog platters. I dished up a big plate of longsilog—longganisa (the delicious sausages I loved so much I’d named my adorable dachshund after them), sinangag (garlic fried rice), and itlog (fried egg). Traditional Filipino breakfasts typically included sinangag and itlog, as well as some form of protein, and the name of the dish changed depending on which protein you chose—tocilog, tapsilog, spamsilog, bangsilog, etc. It sounded intense, but this hearty meal was the only real way to start the day. No bowls of cereal or skipping meals in the Macapagal household. We worked long, hard hours and needed the delicious fuel to get us through the day.

			Once plates were full, everyone except for Detective Park crossed themselves, which I copied belatedly, before tucking into the food. Joy Munroe, the teenager my family hired to help out at the restaurant since I was busy with the cafe, came out with a tray of drinks, her willowy arms straining as she tried to place the carafes of coffee and tsokolate on the table without spilling anything.

			I offered to help her, but she demurred politely. “Thanks, Ate Lila, but I’ve got it. This is good training for me.”

			Bernadette smiled at her as she accepted a mug of tsokolate, our version of hot chocolate. “Love your positive thinking, Joy. Remind me to work more strength training into your routine in addition to your lessons on grace.”

			Joy beamed at her. “Great idea, Ate Bernie. Does anyone need anything else?” We all shook our heads at her. “Then, Tita Rosie, I’m going to do my homework in your office. I ate before coming here and want to make sure my work’s done before the first pageant meeting tonight.”

			After she left, Detective Park said, “Diligent girl. But shouldn’t she be on summer break?”

			“She’s going to summer school to make room for more AP classes when school starts. She’s hoping to get an early acceptance into one of Chicago’s top schools for civil engineering,” Bernadette said, her chest puffing up as if she were bragging about her own daughter. “I’m coaching her for the pageant. She could really use the scholarship that comes with the crown. Lord knows, her parents are no help.”

			Joy was the younger sister of Bernadette’s best friend, Pinky, a fellow Filipino nurse at the Shady Palms Hospital. I didn’t know much about Pinky, other than she worked hellish hours to provide for her family, so it was nice that Bernadette had taken Joy under her wing.

			Detective Park cleared his throat. “Now that we have privacy, we should probably get to business. What we talk about here doesn’t leave this table. Am I clear?” He leveled a look at my gossipy godmothers, who had the nerve to look affronted.

			“Detective, shame on you. We would never share classified information,” Ninang Mae said, lying with the face of a saint.

			“You better not, because if there’s a leak, I know exactly who to blame. I called you here since you’re all either good sources of information,” he nodded at the aunties, which seemed to mollify them, “or directly involved with the pageant.”

			This he directed at me and Bernadette. He continued, “Ordinarily, I wouldn’t get civilians involved, but according to the chief there isn’t even a case. I wanted to get your take on the problem.”

			He pulled a sheet of paper out of his pocket and put it on the table between us. At his nod, I picked it up. It took me a minute to decipher the cursive script before reading aloud,

			
				Cancel the pageant if you know what’s good for you

			

			I looked up at him. “That’s it? Ominous, but not particularly threatening. Is the SPPD taking this seriously?”

			Detective Park made a noise of frustration. “I tried, but the chief is blowing it off as a prank. Won’t even add extra guards until the final event because it’d be ‘bad optics’ and ‘there’s no room in the budget.’” Even without the gesture, I could hear the air quotes in the detective’s voice. He continued. “Rob Thompson invested fifty thousand dollars and has devoted hundreds of hours on the planning committee to make sure it’s a success. Plus, the mayor has been making a big to-do about it for months. Thinks it’s the perfect opportunity to sweep away the last bits of bad press from, well, you know.” He paused, softening his tone. “How are you doing, by the way? Did you ever get in touch with Dr. Kang? She can do a quick virtual session with you, see if she’s a good fit for—”

			I was spared from answering when Lola Flor cut in. “She’s fine. She doesn’t need to talk to a doctor. Now what exactly do you want us to do about this?” she asked, pointing to the note with her lips.

			“I was hoping you could tell me all you know about this pageant and the people involved. Has there ever been a problem before? The department may think it’s a hoax, but I’ll be damned if I let any of the kids get hurt.”

			Tita Rosie frowned at his use of a swear word, but said, “I’m glad you’re taking this seriously, Jonathan. Miss Teen Shady Palms is very important to our town.”

			That was an understatement. Shady Palms lived for this pageant. So many girls tried out for it—or were forced into it—that it had weekly elimination rounds so there’d be a manageable number of contestants for the final event that took place at the Founder’s Day Festival. Momtestants attempting to bribe the judges and getting into fistfights over the evening dress selection at the nearby mall were not unheard of. But actual threats against the pageant itself? Never. As much as I hated the concept of beauty pageants, I knew Miss Teen Shady Palms was a necessary evil. It promised a generous college scholarship, which had allowed quite a few ambitious women, like me, to make it out of this tiny town situated a few hours outside of Chicago and see what the world had to offer.

			Something I’d felt extremely guilty about since I officially quit school at the end of last year just a few credits short of receiving a degree. I had already taken a leave of absence to help my ex-fiancé set up his new restaurant, but had planned on going back once we were more settled. After catching him cheating on me, though, I’d hightailed it back to Shady Palms to lick my wounds in peace, leaving my entire Chicago existence, and responsibilities, behind me. Not that that’d been going so well.

			Tita Rosie continued, “Other than that, I’m afraid there’s not much I can help you with. I don’t really follow the contest the way everyone else does.”

			Not sure if it was Lola Flor’s influence, but Tita Rosie had never been big on the pageant scene. From what I remember, it was my mom who had given her the idea to have special viewing parties for the Big Four (Miss Universe, Miss World, Miss International, and Miss Earth, obviously) to drum up business for the restaurant. If you wanted to draw a large Filipino crowd, the surest way to do so—outside of karaoke, of course—was to have a viewing party for a beauty pageant, a basketball game, or a boxing match.

			“Don’t worry, we’ve got it covered. How much time do you have, Detective? We can give you a rundown on all the past winners and judges, plus the rivalries and scandals. We could write a book about the Thompson family alone,” Ninang Mae said.

			The Thompson family was one of the oldest and most prestigious families in Shady Palms and had funded the pageant since its inception. They owned several businesses and dabbled in construction, but the most lucrative was their sporting goods store that had adopted the athleisure trend early on. The current head of the family, Rob Thompson, had been the subject of several scandals in his youth, many involving the pageant his family ran. Now in his early fifties, he seemed to have calmed down and reveled in the role of pillar of the community—his generous donations and fundraising attempts had increased tourism, brought sports and the arts back into our local schools, and his grants for local farmers and gardeners had enabled Elena and her mom to build the greenhouse that housed their various edible plants and herbs.

			At the mention of the Thompsons, Detective Park gave a smile that looked suspiciously like a grimace. “I’m afraid I don’t have time for all that right now, but let’s make an appointment to go over your information in depth. Before I go, Lila,” he turned to me, his gaze so direct and intense, I flinched instinctively, “keep your eyes open when you’re around these pageant people. Let me know if you hear anything suspicious. Even if it doesn’t seem like a threat, I want to know about anyone who may have a beef with either the pageant or the people involved.”

			“Ooh, you want me to go undercover?” I gave him a mock salute. “Miss Congeniality, reporting for duty.”

			Bernadette snorted. “Miss Congeniality, yeah right.”

			Detective Park held up his hands, signaling it wasn’t the time for a fight. “You’re not going undercover. I just want you to be vigilant. I’m hoping it all comes to nothing and we have a great Founder’s Day Festival. But you’re a smart girl. Observant. We’ll have increased security on the day of, but I’m hoping to nip this thing in the bud before then. You are not to take action in any way, just report to me if you see or hear anything suspicious. Are we clear?”

			I nodded. “Crystal. The first meeting is in a couple of hours, so I’ll let you know if I learn anything.”

			“Good.” Detective Park drained his mug and wiped the crumbs from his face. “Thanks for breakfast, Rosie. I’ll stop by again soon, OK? Maybe we can grab dinner sometime.”

			My aunt smiled at him and said that would be great. She stood to let him out, but he paused at the door.

			“I shouldn’t have to say this, but watch yourself, Lila. We don’t want a repeat of last time.”

			And then he was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			
				
			

			After Detective Park left, the breakfast party broke up. Bernadette needed to get to the hospital, and the restaurant would be opening soon. I spent the next few hours going over my aunt’s books, getting so into my task that I lost track of time. I had planned on baking something for the first pageant committee meeting, but it was too late now. I grabbed a tray of my grandmother’s freshly fried turon to bring with me and hurried out to my ancient SUV.

			As I drove, I helped myself to the sweet banana spring rolls, the crisp wrapper crackling in my mouth, little shards of caramel littering my dress and clinging to my freshly painted lips. I probably should’ve waited to eat, but I needed to fortify myself. This snack was meant for the pageant committee, but the thought of reentering that world left me scrambling for comfort food.

			A world I hadn’t been a part of since my mother died. One where beauty was the only commodity a girl had, where a single slipup—in heels, in hitting the wrong note during your talent portion, with a boy—could somehow be enough to derail all the hopes and dreams your mother had heaped onto your shoulders. My mom had pushed me into one contest after another when I was a kid, determined that I would pick up where she had left off. Her winning her Philippine province’s big beauty pageant had gotten her to the U.S. and no further. Her dreams for herself had ended once she reached the safety and security of a life with my father in quiet, safe Shady Palms.

			“But you, Lila,” she’d say to me at night, as she tucked me in after making me recite my prayers, “are American. There’s no limit to what you can accomplish here. You can be so much more. And I know how to get you there.” These memories of my mother always stirred up something uncomfortable in me, both tender and resentful.

			She’d been gone so long that I sometimes forgot what she looked like. The sound of her voice. The feel of her hand stroking my hair. The warmth of her smile when I won another competition. Yet all the memories I didn’t want to keep stayed, jagged pieces lodged into my brain and heart. The rivalry she constantly stoked between me and Bernadette. Her blind faith in the lie that was the American Dream. The narrow way she defined beauty, and her belief in its power. Her desire to mold me into whoever she thought she should’ve been—and my yearning yet constant failure to be the girl she wanted me to be.

			I shook my head. It didn’t have to be that way. I wasn’t a kid anymore, my mom was gone, and Bernadette and I were friends. Joining—and winning—the pageant as a teen had been more about using the scholarship to get out of Shady Palms than anything to do with my mom. Just like back then, I needed to stay focused on my goals and away from the drama of that world. This pageant had no power over me. I repeated that last statement over and over to myself like a mantra as I drove to the community center, but it took two more turon before I started to believe it.

			

			•   •   •

			
			The Shady Palms Community Center was newly renovated, one of the pet projects of the illustrious Thompson family, and housed a swimming pool, basketball court, gym, craft room, meeting rooms, a party room, and an auditorium. This last room was where the pageant committee was meeting. It was also where we’d hold the majority of the contest, with the big final event taking place at the town square’s Main Stage on Founder’s Day.

			I arrived right on time, a first for me, but everyone else had already assembled. William Acevedo, the head of the chamber of commerce, was in conversation with a tall White woman, who was dressed like she was about to go hiking and looked to be in her mid- to late fifties. She looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t quite place her. A few paces away from them were Rob Thompson and Mayor Gunderson, both of them laughing it up like two good ol’ boys, dressed in matching outfits of crisp, tucked-in white button-down shirts, slacks, and navy blazers. A gorgeous Black woman I’d never seen before kept an eye on the proceedings from a distance. She was also turned out in business casual attire, but her blazer was a shade of coral I’d never wear (dark color palettes were more my thing) that glowed against her lovely dark skin. She’d paired it with form-fitting capris, and her matching suede open-toed booties completed the look.

			Mr. Acevedo noticed me coming down the aisle and waved me over. “Lila! So glad you could make it!”

			The mayor flashed his campaign smile and made his way forward with his hand out as if for a handshake. He must’ve realized that was impossible since my hands were full, and smoothly changed his gesture to seem like he was helping me with the tray.

			“How lovely! Did you bring us a treat from your restaurant? It’ll be nice to have something decent to eat during these meetings. For once,” he added under his breath. A small table near the stage held a couple of carafes as well as a fruit salad and a box of donuts.

			“Oh? It looks like there’s plenty of food for a group this small,” I said, as he set down the tray and pulled back the foil. “My grandmother’s special turon, fried shortly before I got here. The spring rolls are stuffed with saba banana and a strip of jackfruit.”

			I waited until everyone had helped themselves, then grabbed a paper plate and piled a bit of fruit salad on it, as well as a chocolate cake donut and another piece of turon. I’d had more than my share already, but I couldn’t help myself—the crisp, sweet coating and firm-yet-creamy inside were wonderful. The donut, in contrast, was not quite so wonderful. Dry, with an odd, crumbly texture and not a bit of chew. I tried to set it aside discreetly, but the mayor noticed and laughed. “See what I mean? Valerie brings those things to every meeting and she’s the only one who’ll eat them.”

			Valerie, the woman who’d been talking to the head of the chamber of commerce, lifted her chin. “Well, I’m sorry that my gluten ataxia is so trying for you, Mayor Gunderson.” It was then that I noticed the mobility device propped up against the stage next to her. She turned her gaze to me. “I’m Valerie Thompson. Lovely to meet you, Lila.”

			We shook hands, and as I studied her closely, it was easy to see the resemblance between her and Rob, particularly regarding the famous Thompson nose. I always forgot Rob had an older sister, since she didn’t work at the Thompson Family Company and never appeared in any of their press releases.

			“Sana is kind enough to bring fruit to every meeting, but since the men seem to think it’s beneath them to provide food for us, I don’t see where they get off complaining.” Valerie stared longingly at the turon. “I’m guessing those aren’t gluten-free?”

			I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize anyone here would have dietary restrictions. I’ll make a note of it for next time.”

			She lifted an eyebrow. “You know that’s not necessary. I’m capable of providing my own snacks.”

			I shrugged. “I want everyone to enjoy my food. Dietary restrictions aren’t a burden. Plus it lets me be creative. It’ll be fun.”

			The other woman came over to us and held out her hand. “I’m Sana Williams, one of the judges for the pageant. I like your attitude. Love your lipstick as well,” she added with a wink.

			Her silky soft skin encased my hand in an iron grip—this woman was strong. And possessed great style as well as an excellent skincare routine. Clearly this was someone who understood the importance of exfoliation. “Nice to meet you, Sana. I’m Lila Macapagal. My family runs Tita Rosie’s Kitchen, and I’m the owner of the Brew-ha Cafe, opening soon.”

			She smiled even wider. “Oh, you’re friends with Adeena and Elena! I’ve been wanting to meet you.” At my confused look, she explained, “Elena is a regular at my fitness studio. She started bringing Adeena around recently and they talk about you often.”

			“Only good things, I hope,” I said, in a clichéd attempt at a joke. Knowing how Adeena had been feeling about me lately, I doubted everything she’d said had been complimentary. She wasn’t the type to hide her feelings or mince words.

			Sana made a noncommittal noise and gestured to Valerie. “Valerie’s part of the pageant committee and her brother, Rob, is our fellow judge.”

			Rob had been chatting with the mayor and chamber head, but made his way over to us after hearing his name. “So, this is our lovely third judge, eh? Pleasure to meet you, Lila.”

			He winked at me, an appreciative gaze sweeping over my body. I wore my favorite summer outfit, a simple fit-and-flare dress in a deep shade of maroon, the closest to a summer shade I owned in my decidedly winter-toned wardrobe. The only good things about summer were these dresses and that it was finally sandal weather. I had paired the dress with intricately laced black leather sandals, whose stacked heels added another three inches to my five-foot-three-inch frame. Those additional inches, along with the dress’s very forgiving fit, made me look nice and voluptuous. I tried hard to embrace my curves and dressed in a way that showed them off, though it was still difficult to shut out my grandmother’s judgmental voice and the cruel taunts from other girls that had been on the pageant circuit. Another reason I wasn’t eager to reenter the pageant world.

			“Anyway,” Rob said, breaking into my train of thought, “now that we’re all here, we
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