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Book Description

San Luis Obispo, California, 1948

An adventure to the county fair turns deadly for widow Catherine Mayfield—murder!

A woman dies at the fairgrounds and the killer comes after Catherine.

She, her man-dog Henry, and her gentleman friend silent screen star Victor Rowe must solve the crime before time runs out.

A fun mystery in the Catherine Mayfield Mysteries series.
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Death at the Fair

San Luis Obispo, California, 1948

At least as far as adventures went, this one wasn’t scary or dangerous, Catherine Mayfield decided. Yet, she missed the excitement of real adventures, even if they were a smidgeon dangerous.

But no more than a smidgeon.

Sighing wistfully, she smiled down at her little black man-dog Henry, stretched out to the end of his leash to investigate an interesting spot against the brick wall.

Everyone had come from all over the county to see the San Luis Obispo County Fair and try to win prizes. Ned Tate, that fellow who lived behind Catherine in Morro Bay, was competing to ‘catch a greased pig’ and Mrs. Foster entered her apple pie in a contest. 

Catherine wanted to watch the strongman’s feats. She’d seen one at a circus when she was ten and never tired of seeing men lift impossible weights, their muscles working hard.

The bright morning smelled wonderfully of fresh hay, popcorn, and pretzels. Her stomach rumbled loud enough that Henry’s liquid eyes glanced up at her.

“That’s a good boy, Henry,” she said, stooping to pet his head. Henry wagged his tail affectionately, giving her a doggy smile.

It reminded her she needed to buy more dog food. She set her black pigskin purse on the wall and rooted through it for a ballpoint pen and the used envelope that served as her grocery list.

“Excuse me.” The voice was sharp-edged, a woman used to giving orders.

Catherine stuffed the envelope back in the purse. “Yes?”

Henry sat on his little behind, inspecting the woman with suspicion. She probably didn’t like dogs. 

The woman’s chestnut hair was threaded with gray and she wore a sailor dress with red and white stripes. She didn’t look at all familiar, so she wasn’t from around Morro Bay.

“I saw you with Victor Rowe,” the woman said.

Oh, dear. Catherine hoped it wasn’t going to be a lecture. She got enough of that from the local townsfolk. Her husband had died during the War. The townsfolk didn’t mind her finding a new fellow, but they did mind it being Victor.

“Yes?” she said cautiously.

The woman sidled close enough that Catherine smelled the perfume, layered on thick enough to make her nose itch. She struggled not to step back, since that would be terribly impolite.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I just wanted to know—” She glanced around as if she didn’t want anyone to overhear, then leaned forward. “I just wanted to know if he gives autographs.”

Catherine felt the slightest twinge of jealousy heating her face. The woman was beautiful, after all, and younger than her.

But she smiled anyway. “Oh, yes. Tell him which of his films you enjoyed. He likes to hear that.”

“Thank you,” the woman said, and much to Catherine’s relief, hurried off.

Catherine picked up her purse, closing the clasp with a snap, and glanced down at Henry. “My mother always says to be mannerly to everyone, but I’m glad she left.”

Excited voices made her look up. A crowd of women had gathered around a tall, dapper man in a gray suit and hat. Everyone still remembered Victor Rowe from his films. He’d started in the silents, cutting a dashing figure as a rogue, and later in the talkies. Now, almost twenty years later, his hair had gone silver, but his smile still dazzled.

“There he is,” Catherine said, her heart warming at the sight of him. Henry wagged his tail in agreement.

Victor juggled two sticks of food and the leash to his dog Cotton, a white fluff ball friend of Henry’s. One of the women used the side of her purse so he could sign a scrap of paper. He did it with a flourish and a smile, tipping his hat as he sauntered toward Catherine.

But the smile he gave her was so much different. She was a friend, not a fan, and his smile turned his eyes into honey.

“I’m sorry I took so long, Mrs. Mayfield,” he said. “The line was so very long—”

“And everyone stopped you for autographs,” she said.

“The fate of being an actor,” he said. “Besides, everyone wanted to pet Cotton.”

Catherine smiled at the white dog, who wagged her stubby tail. “So you’re a celebrity, Cotton.”

“She just acts like no one ever pets her,” Victor said. “It’s that face.” He presented her with one of the sticks of food. “For you.”

“What’s this?” she asked. It smelled like cornmeal sweetened with honey and had been fried.

“It’s a corny dog,’” Victor said. “There’s a hot dog under that.”

There was only one paper cup of mustard, so he set that on the wall and they both shared it over the corny dogs. The cornmeal was spongy and sweet, the hot dog perfectly juicy, and the mustard spicy. Catherine would never eat this at her house, but the fair was the perfect place to eat strange food.

Victor tore off a small piece of the hotdog and fed it to Cotton, her pink tongue fluttering over his fingers.

“Oh, now you’re going to spoil her,” Catherine said. Especially since Henry was gazing up at her, expecting his treat.

“Already spoiled,” Victor said, lips pressed together to hide his grin.

Catherine sighed. “Oh, very well.”

She plucked off a bit of the meat. Henry came up on his hind legs to meet her halfway and snatched it from her fingers.

“So, where would you like to go next?” Victor asked. “We have the pie-eating contest, catching a greased pig, the shooting gallery—”

“Oh, not the shooting gallery,” Catherine said. “You’d just waste your money to win a stuffed animal.”

He buffed his fingernails on his lapel. “I daresay I’m pretty good. I’ve fired guns in my day.”

Laura Simpson stopped in front of Catherine and Victor, her eyes smoldering. She was dressed in a faded rose-pink gingham wrap dress and a hat made from fabric scraps and fake flowers. Two teenage boys followed her, more interested in the fair than the conversation.

“Can we go see the shooting gallery, Mom?” one asked.

“Go,” Laura said. “I’ll be there in a minute.” She watched them trot away, then fixed her anger on Catherine. “Mrs. Mayfield, you should be ashamed. Setting such a bad example. What will the children say?”

“About what?” Catherine said. “Eating corny dogs?”

“He’s been married four times,” Laura sputtered.

“Best get your gossip right, Mrs. Simpson,” Victor said, his eyes dancing with amusement. “I’ve been married five times.”

“You have nothing to brag about,” Laura said in a schoolteacher tone.

Henry planted his four feet firmly in front of Catherine and barked at Laura. Cotton joined Henry, barking as well. Catherine struggled to hide her smile, pleased at her man-dog’s support.

Just then, three sharp reports rang out.

Even Laura stilled, her hand pressed to her mouth as she tried to figure out how to react. Catherine looked around, checking the faces of the other people. A car backfiring? A hammer?

 “Those were gunshots,” Victor said.

The crowds stirred, heading like a wave in the same direction. Trotting, but not in fear.

Victor straightened up like a soldier coming to attention. “We must adventure.”

“We must indeed,” Catherine said. It was probably the shooting galley anyway, but she would enjoy investigating. She picked up her purse in one hand and the leash in the other and left Laura, mouth agape.

The crowds flowed down to the strongman’s show. The muscular man stood up on the stage, an expression of shock on his face, as he stared down at the crowd gathering in a circle. His barker, a man with hair drenched with pomade and a pencil-drawn mustache, waved his hands at the crowd like he was shooing flies. The crowd was too packed together for Catherine to see what had happened.

“Make way!” bellowed Officer Dunlap, arriving at a run.

Catherine knew him from the bad bit of business with her neighbor that had involved poisoned cookies. The crowd parted to let him in, revealing a body.

Her stomach plummeted. It wore a red and white striped dress.

#

By the time Catherine and Victor crested the hill that dropped Highway 101 into Morro Bay, gray clouds sopped up all the pretty afternoon sunlight. Fog came with it, plopping down like a fuzzy cat on the rolling hills of yellow grass, making the air prickle with moisture.

Victor drove his convertible slowly, headlights struggling to penetrate the fog. In the distance, Catherine heard the low moan of the foghorn.

“And that’s all she said?” Victor said. “She just wanted my autograph?”

Catherine nodded, absently petting Henry and Cotton, who were both sitting in her lap. She had the window rolled down enough
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