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When I first wrote this cozy mystery back in
June of 2014, I tried to include all my favorite locales in Orange
County, California, where I’ve lived for 65 years. To read of these
places again now in March of 2020, during the height of the
coronavirus pandemic, is bittersweet. With a heavy heart, I’ve
discovered that I cannot visit my favorite places mentioned in my
story. The entire county is on lockdown and the restaurants, malls,
and theaters I love are all closed.

With fondness, I look back at the time when I
attended a mystery dinner show with my husband, sister, and
brother-in-law that took place in the dining room of a Newport
Beach golf course which is now closed. The show we saw was supposed
to be set in the French Rivera at a wedding reception and the
audience was encouraged to dress as if it were the early 60s, the
time frame in which the mystery took place. Most of the dialogue
from the show I’ve tried to recreate in my story. The only
difference is that someone wasn’t murdered in the one I attended,
as happened in the pages of this cozy mystery and romantic
comedy.

So, come along with my alter-ego, librarian
Isabella, who attended the mystery dinner show and fell
head-over-heels in love with the detective who came to investigate
the murder.

Does the detective return her affections?
Will she help him solve the mystery? You will have to read
Watchin’ the Detective: A Mystery Dinner Romance to find
out.

 



Chapter One

 


 


It would be so fun to go to one of those
mystery dinner shows, Isabella Forshey told herself on her
morning walk to work. She had read about one while eating breakfast
and drinking her first cup of coffee. It was a beautiful spring day
in downtown Santa Ana, the heart and soul (according to some
people) of Orange County, California. The jacaranda trees were in
blooming and lavender petals drifted down, blanketing the streets
and sidewalks. Isabella lived in the Washington Square District of
Santa Ana, an oasis of beautiful homes, many built in the 1940s,
which were often showcased on home and garden tours. She was a
pleasingly plump 35-year-old librarian at the Santa Ana Public
Library.

As she walked, she felt her thigh-high black
nylons—the ones she just bought at Victoria’s Secret—slipping down
her legs. These are supposed to stay up on their own without
having to use a garter belt, she told herself in frustration,
as she awkwardly tried to hike them up while walking. When she got
to the intersection of Flower and Civic Center and waited for the
traffic light to change, unhappy and confused jurors reporting to
the courthouse for their first day of jury service complained. I
don’t know what their problem is, Isabella thought. I loved
serving on a jury. It was interesting and fun.

One of the jurors saw the id badge that
Isabella wore on a lanyard around her neck and asked, “Do you work
around here?”

“Yes, I do.”

“How far is it to the courthouse?”

“You are almost there. It’s only one more
block.”

“Is my car going to be safe in that parking
garage?”

“I hope so,” she responded, wanting to say,
how should I know?

Someone else waiting for the traffic light to
change asked her, “Where’s building 22?”

She answered, “I’m not really sure.” She felt
like asking, what am I? A guided tour director here?

“But I need to get there by 8:00. I have an
appointment. It’s important.”

“I hope you make it.”

“Why don’t you know where the building is? I
thought you worked around here.”

For heaven’s sake, she thought and
didn’t respond to the rude remark. The traffic light finally
changed, and she and the crowd made their way across the street.
The line going into the courthouse stretched out for almost a
block. Some of the potential jurors walking with Isabella let out a
collective groan when they saw the line. One of them asked her, “Is
that the line for the jurors?”

“Afraid so.”

“Why is it so long?”

“You all have to go through the metal
detector.”

One of the ladies complained, “I don’t like
doing that. It’s too much radiation.”

Isabella answered, “It’s for your own safety.
You don’t want a crazy man to come in with a gun and start shooting
people, do you?”

The lady looked frightened. “Is it dangerous
around here?”

Isabella asked herself when are these
people going to leave me alone?

“Not in the daytime,” she answered and then
said, “Bye,” to the crowd. She tried to keep in her “happy zone”
and noticed how pretty the Lilies of the Nile were in front of the
courthouse. She walked by a man hawking newspapers the
old-fashioned-Norman-Rockwell way, yelling out, “Update on Ebola
Preparedness. Read all about it.”

There was a coffee cart called “Legal
Grounds” parked in front of the courthouse and Isabella stopped to
order one of their delicious Café Lattes.

The barista was an attractive blonde in his
mid-twenties who had sparkling blue eyes that his suntan
accentuated. He liked to surf when he wasn’t working or going to
classes at the community college.

He had a crush on Isabella and warmly greeted
her. “Hello, sweetie. Do you want your usual?”

“Yes, Joshua. But you’d better make it a
small. I’ve already had a lot of coffee at home.”

“Got it,” he answered and started brewing.
“You’re looking very beautiful today, Isabella.”

“Oh, thanks. I just kind of threw this outfit
together.”

“It looks good on you.”

“Well, I’ve put on a few pounds lately,” she
answered, adjusting her skirt.

“You look great the way you are. I like your
curves.”

“Thanks,” she answered, feeling a little
embarrassed.

“I like that you’ve finally let your hair
down. You usually have it tied up in that bun like you’re ashamed
of it or something.”

“Always the charmer. Aren’t you, Joshua?”

“Oh, Isabella,” he complained. “You are
breaking my heart. When will you finally agree to go out with
me?”

“Joshua, you know I’m about ten years older
than you are. I’m thirty-five, for heaven’s sake. We have nothing
in common.”

“Let me take you out. Anywhere you want. You
name it. Where could we go on a fun date together?”

She thought, I’m dying to go to that
mystery dinner show, but I couldn’t use him like that. Or could I?
Hmm…

A man was standing in line behind her waiting
to place his coffee order. He complained, “Would you two hurry it
up? There’s a whole line of people waiting back here, you
know.”

Isabella turned around and answered, “Oh. I’m
sorry. I had no idea.”

“Just tell him you’ll go out with him,
already; and stop dancing around.”

How embarrassing she told herself and
looked at Joshua. “Okay. Yes. Let’s go out.”

“Awesome!!” he answered. “You won’t regret
it!! I promise!!”

The man behind her said, “Finally.”

Feeling really self-conscious, Isabella
grabbed her latte and headed out towards the library, ready to
begin her work week, and hoping her thigh-highs wouldn’t fall down
to her ankles while Joshua watched her walk away.


Chapter Two

 


 


There was a line of people in front of the
library, waiting until the doors opened at 9:00. Isabella walked up
toward the entrance and could see her coworker and best friend
Nicole unlocking the front door, letting everyone inside. The crowd
surged forward, trying to get first dibs on the computers. Isabella
practically got knocked down in their mad rush.

“Welcome to the Happiest Place on Earth,”
Nicole told her. The guys at the library referred to Nicole as “the
smokin’ hot one” and she was wearing a short leather skirt that
they would definitely be noticing. She was a twenty-five-year-old
daughter of a Korean couple who immigrated to the United States in
the 1960s. Isabella joined her at the reference desk and set down
her purse. The two friends watched as the homeless people started
coming inside, making themselves at home, and ready to camp out
there until the library closed at 10:00 PM.

Isabella whispered to her friend, “Don’t
libraries have any ‘regular people’ coming in anymore?” The two
librarians would love it if a patron came up and asked them if they
have any books on Renaissance painters or global warming. You know,
the good old-fashioned reference questions, like the ones “Merriam
the Librarian” was asked in It’s A Wonderful Life. Instead,
the comments they usually got were, “The copier ate my quarter. I
want my money back.” Or “That homeless guy stinks. Kick him out of
here!”

The two librarians began catching up on their
email.

Isabella told her friend about the mystery
dinner theatre article she read in the paper. “Wouldn’t it be fun
to go? I read that it’s supposed to take in the early 1960s on the
French Riviera during a wedding reception. Somebody gets murdered
in the show, and the audience has to try to figure out
whodunit.”

Nicole, ever the fashionista, answered, “Ooh,
I love the 60s fashions. We could buy some long black gloves like
Audrey Hepburn wore in Breakfast at Tiffany’s and wear them
with a little black dress.”

With enthusiasm, Isabella told her, “I can
see you in that little black dress for sure. You’d look so cute in
it. You could get your hair done in an updo and wear a tiara like
Audrey did.”

Her friend was really getting interested, now
that clothes were being discussed. She told Isabella, “You could go
for the Mad Men look.” She was referring to a TV series
about a Manhattan ad agency in the 60s. “You’d be a perfect
Joan.”

“You mean because of my big butt?”

“That’s not the only thing that big about
Joan’s body. Or yours.”

Isabella blushed. “Well, I think I could have
some fun trying to look like the women in the show. Hmm…”

Nicole told her, “Oh…let’s do it. Let’s
go!”

“Great! It’ll be a lot of fun!”

They wasted a good part of their first hour
of work looking at clothes on the Internet before their boss walked
in. When they saw her, they started checking in books that were
left overnight in the book drop.

“Good morning ladies,” their boss told them
as she walked by on her way to her office while they did their best
to look industrious.

“Well, the party’s over,” Isabella told her
friend and resumed checking in books. When she looked up from her
computer, she noticed that a lot more people had come inside the
library. It was supposed to be a hot day, so these folks were
probably just looking for a place to cool off.

A middle-aged lady who looked very angry
approached the reference desk. She stormed up to Isabella and said,
“There’s a man at the computers who’s looking at pornography!!”

Isabella secretly groaned. Men can be such
scumbags, she told herself. She stood up and followed the lady
over to “the culprit”. Isabella couldn’t see the computer screen
from where she was walking but took the lady’s word. She whispered
to the offender, “If you don’t stop looking at pornography, you are
going to have to leave.”

He jumped upon hearing her and protested,
“I’m not looking at pornography!”

She put her finger to her lips and shushed
him. “Keep your voice down,” she whispered. “We’ve been getting
complaints about you.”

He looked around nervously. “Who said
anything?”

“It doesn’t matter. You are upsetting other
patrons.” She pointed to a sign on the wall which listed the rules
for using the library’s internet.

Getting very defensive, he told her, “I was
looking up information on breast cancer. My wife has it. That’s the
only reason I was looking at breasts.”

She thought, Oh, boy. That’s a good
one, and then told him, “I’m trusting that you know the
difference between what’s a legitimate website and what isn’t. But
if I get any more complaints, I’m going to have to ask you to
leave.”

She tried to believe him but couldn’t help
noticing that he was spending a lot of time looking at her
breasts. Walking away, she felt as if she needed to wash her
hands.

“The next one’s yours,” she told Nicole after
returning to the reference desk.

Fifteen minutes later, a very angry man
approached them waving an empty coffee pot.

“Hello, Bill,” Nicole greeted the library’s
cataloger.

He complained, “Why wasn’t any coffee made?!
There are all sorts of us here this morning who are in the coffee
club. The first one to arrive is supposed to make coffee for
everyone else.”

“Don’t look at me,” Isabella answered. “I
bought my coffee off the cart in front of the courthouse.”

“Well, you still should have made coffee for
everyone else when you got here.”

“That doesn’t seem fair.”

Nicole tried to butter him up and chimed in,
“Bill, give me the pot. I’ll go make you some coffee.”

He was putty in her hands. “Well, it won’t be
just for me, you know. It’ll be for everybody, too.”

“That’s right,” Nicole answered and winked at
Isabella, then went to the staff lounge to make coffee.

When she returned to the reference desk,
Isabella asked, “Is the little boy happy now?”

“He is really grumpy today.”

“Who designated him ‘the coffee Nazi’?”

They briefly laughed until one of the library
patrons came up to them complaining, “The toilets are overflowing
and there’s water all over the floor.”

“What a day!” Isabella told Nicole and
followed the lady into the bathroom where she discovered that it
was indeed a plumbing emergency. She put some paper towels on the
floor, wrote a sign saying, “Restroom Closed,” and then called the
city facilities’ guys requesting a plumber to come over ASAP.
Afterward, she walked to her boss’s office to report what
happened.

Her boss asked her, “Did you put up the
hazard sign? Did you use a mop?”

“No. I didn’t use the mop, just paper
towels.”

“We have two mops in the janitor’s closet.
Ask Bill to help you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Isabella answered and said
under her breath, he isn’t going to like this.

After much grumbling, he followed her to the
restroom where they spend the next half hour mopping the floor
until the plumber finally arrived to fix the leak.

When Isabella returned to the reference desk,
she told Nicole, “I hope the rest of the day isn’t going to be like
this.” She bent down to grab her purse on the floor and searched
for her phone.

Nicole noticed that her friend’s skirt was
torn and said, “Oh, no!!”

“What? What now?”

“You’ve ripped your skirt.”

“Tell me you’re kidding.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Lovely. Where did it rip?”

“At the zipper.”

“Great! Just great. It’s a good thing I keep
a long sweater in the desk drawer.” She opened the drawer and
searched for it.

Nicole consoled her, saying, “What a day!!
Let’s go out to lunch at Original Mike’s. We haven’t been there for
a long time. It’ll be my treat.”

“Sounds good! I could really use a margarita
right about now.”


Chapter Three

 


 


Original Mike’s was built in 1919 by real
estate developer, Mike Harrah, who bought and restored it after it
had been vacant for several years. He collected antique cars, so
there were some in the restaurant. The bar had saddles for bar
stools and an outdoor patio called “Palm Court Oasis” and that was
where Isabella and Nicole liked to sit.

It was a near The High School of the Arts and
an Artist’s Village, so many bohemian types worked at the
restaurant. A pink-haired waitress with blunt-cut bangs and a
“sleeve” of brilliantly colored tattoos came to their table. “Hi,
ladies. I haven’t seen you two for a while. Where’ve you been?”

Isabella answered, “We don’t get out of the
Civic Center much these days. Today’s a splurge.”

“Sounds good. What will you have?”

“I’m going to go off my diet and have some
beef taquitos. They’re my favorite.”

“Good choice,” the waitress reassured
her.

“And for you?” she asked Nicole.

“I’d like the Quesadilla appetizer.”

“And to drink?”

Nicole answered, “Isabella had a rough
morning. We’re gonna have two margaritas.”

The waitress looked at Isabella and told her,
“I hope things get better for you.”

“Just a typical day in the life of a
librarian.”

When the waitress returned with their drinks,
Nicole took a sip and then asked, “So what’s new with you?”

“Well, believe it or not, I’m thinking about
going out with that coffee cart guy. You know, surfer boy.”

“You’re kidding? You’ve been dodging him all
year.”

“I know and he hasn’t given up. He must be a
glutton for punishment or something.”

“Isn’t he a little young for you?”

“Yes, and thank you very much for reminding
me how old I am.”

“I didn’t mean it like that. Sorry. It’s just
that he isn’t your type. You’re usually dating a higher echelon of
people.”

“Higher echelon? Listen to you. Little
Ms. Snob.”

Nicole laughed at herself. “You know what I
mean. That last guy you dated was a lawyer, after all.”

Isabella shot her an ironic look. “And look
how well that all turned out.”

“Okay. Bad example.”

The waitress came over and set down their
food.

Nicole was having second thoughts about going
to the show. “Don’t you and Joshua want to go by yourselves, just
the two of you?”

“No. What if it doesn’t work out? I need you
as my foil.”

“I don’t know about this, Isabella.”

“Why not? I can ask him to bring a friend.
You’re about the same age as he is.”

“Oh, no. Not another one of your hook-ups.
The last blind date you got for me started stalking me, sending me
poetry, and telling me I was the love of his life. And we only went
out once. I practically had to get a restraining order to get rid
of him.”

“I
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