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In this Cat Latimer mysteries prequel: Cat must prove her mom isn't a killer—before the real culprit decides curiosity really does kill the Cat. 
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The Cat Latimer Mysteries

A Story to Kill

Fatality by Firelight

Of Murder and Men

Slay in Character

Sconed to Death

A Field Guide to Homicide

And coming soon

A Killer Christmas Wish (Fall 2021)
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Dedication


To all my college professors. Thanks for trying to show me the right path, even if I wasn’t able to see through the mist at the time.
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Chapter 1
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Cat Gibson loved sitting in her mother’s cozy robin’s egg blue kitchen. White curtains framed the window, and under the window stood a four-chair white table. Cat sat in the same chair where she’d done homework for years. Now that she’d rented an apartment closer to the campus, she missed the warm kitchen which always smelled like cookies or bread baking. The view of the mountain range had been her touch base for years. The mountain had been a part of her life for as long as she remembered. A part of her and her ex-boyfriend’s life if she were honest. But no crying over Seth. Not today. 

“So, what has you here so early?” Her mother, Loraine Gibson, set a plate of warm from the oven banana bread on the table and refilled Cat’s coffee cup. “Don’t tell me you’re worried about your old mom being alone in the house?” 

“No, I just wanted to see you.” Her dad had asked her to stop by more often during the month he was in New Jersey for a business trip. His company was instituting a new computer system that he’d be responsible for but he missed home. She sipped her coffee, hoping her mother didn’t see the lie. 

“Whatever. I know how you and your father think.” Mom sat at the table and glanced at her clock. “The library doesn’t open until ten today, so I’ve got some time to chat. How are your studies going?” 

“I’ve been doing some creative writing this week. Something my fiction professor is going to hate because it’s all paranormal and young adult. But I’m having a great time writing it. I might have to write a second, more literary project before the end of the semester, but I’m not worried about it now.” Cat took one of the slices and spread some butter over the warm bread. “Writing genre fiction is considered slumming by the college crowd. Yet, everyone who’s reading for pleasure on the quad has a romance or mystery in their hands.” 

“You have to find out what makes you happy. Like me. I went to school for accounting, but I love working at the library so much more than when I did people’s taxes. I earn so little. Thank goodness your father makes a good wage so we can eat.” She took a bite of the bread. “I put dried cranberries in it this time. Do you like them?” 

Her mother’s gaze took in Cat’s face and hair. Cat self-consciously tucked a loose lock of hair behind one ear. “I always love your banana bread.” 

Mom’s banana bread had been one of Seth’s favorites too, a thought that crossed her mind before she could stop it. And it must have shown on her face because her mom reached out and touched her shoulder. “Have you heard from him?” 

Tears filled Cat’s eyes even though she’d tried to stop herself from even thinking about him. Having the same boyfriend for so many years was problematic in itself. Seth was everywhere. In the memories of her high school years. Walking to campus from her apartment. Even here, sitting at her mother’s table. They’d spent their free time here. Playing games. Doing homework. Talking about the future. A future that wouldn’t happen now. “No. He hasn’t called. The Army is shipping him from Germany to Washington sometime this month. I guess he’s too busy to check in with an old friend.” 

“You two were more than friends.” Her mother stroked her arm, a habit she had when life wasn’t working out for her only daughter. 

“Were is the word. I have to admit it, Mom. Our relationship is over.” Cat’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the text. A smile creased her face. Michael Latimer checking in on her. He’d been so understanding when she’d fallen apart during their chat last week. When he’d taken an interest as her mentor last year, his prominence in the Economics’ department had been instrumental in helping her get into the MFA program at Covington College. Now he reached out at least once a week even though his mentor responsibilities were over, just to make sure things were going well with her classes. 

She looked up to find her mother watching her. She gripped her coffee mug in both hands. Her lips were tight. 

“It’s just a friend,” Cat explained. 

“Really? A friend? Male or female?” She picked up the bread, then set it back down. From the look on her face, it was time for a lecture. “Honey, I know you’re an adult and in charge of your own life. I’ve heard rumors that you’ve been seen with one of the professors from Covington lately. You know you can’t get involved with those people. It’s not safe.” 

“Mom, you’ve been telling me that the Covington crowd isn’t our type of people for years. If I get hired there after I finish my graduate program, I’m going to be one of those people.” She turned off the phone. “And why you’d have me be afraid of an economics professor, I don’t know. They’re mostly just eggheads, like me.” And you, she added silently.

“It’s not the same. Covington is special. I hate to say it because I’ll miss you, but you need to look for jobs outside of Aspen Hills. Denver is nice and still close. They have good schools there.” Her mother forced a smile that even Cat could see was false. Her phone rang, and she looked at it and put it down. “It’s Mr. Hines from work. He can wait until I get in. I’m sure the board’s going to tell me they cut my budget again. Seriously, if people didn’t donate their used books to the library, we’d be down to books the library purchased in the 60’s.”

“Sorry you’re having funding issues. But you’re right. I’ll start looking for a placement next year when I’m close to graduating. It might be nice to get out of Colorado for a few years. Besides, Covington might not have a place for me anyway.” Cat decided to change the subject. She wouldn’t win an argument with her mother anyway. “So, work is good?”

“Remember, Denver is close. Work’s fine. We have a homeless man, Charlie, who comes in most days. The kids were a little scared by him at first, but he’s such a kind heart. He’s always opening doors for people, and he reads so widely. I tried to get him to sign up for a library card, but he says he doesn’t want to ruin a book by taking it out with him.” Mom shook her head. “I talked to your uncle about helping him find a place to stay but I guess there’s not a shelter or anything close that has room for him.”

“I’m surprised Uncle Pete has time to help someone. Isn’t he on speed trap duty until the town gets a new stoplight?” Cat liked her uncle, but it had been hard in high school when her uncle was always breaking up the parties she and Seth had attended. Finally, she’d stopped going and their group started hanging out at the creek instead. They sometimes snuck some beer or wine with them, but they mostly sat around a campfire and talked about the future. 

And now she’d gone down another Seth story track. She rubbed her face. “I really need to get out of this town for a few years until I don’t see Seth around every corner. Why didn’t you tell me how hard it was going to be when I broke up with my one and only boyfriend?” 

“You and Seth were perfect together. I’m still not sure why you broke up. Maybe you should call him and try to fix this.” Mom stood and dumped her coffee. “I’ve loved your father since the day he asked me to dance at Homecoming freshman year. He had just moved to Aspen Hills with his mother from New York and I thought he was the most amazing boy I’d ever seen.” 

Cat had heard the story many times and it always made her smile. Her parents’ marriage had been solid for almost thirty years. When her friends had all been complaining about their parents divorcing, Cat knew hers wouldn’t. Her father brought home flowers on Wednesdays just because. And they had a date night weekly. Which teenage Cat had used to her advantage, sneaking out with Seth until her parents had found them at the Gas and Go. They’d had to stop to fill Seth’s truck. After that, date night was never on the same night or announced ahead of time. And Cat had a visitor to entertain on those nights. Her Uncle Pete. 

She glanced at the clock and stood. “I need to get going. Have a great day. Do you want to grab dinner at The Diner this week?”

“I’d love to grab dinner. Let’s say tomorrow night?” Her mother moved the dishes to the sink.

“I’m getting my first check from my teaching assistant position on Friday, so I’ll pay. And it’s not coming from my college fund.” Cat felt excited about having her own money, finally.

“Nope, I’ll pay. You need to save that money so you can set up your new apartment when you move to your first real job.” Mom wrapped her arms around Cat. “Have I told you I love you lately?” 

“Every time we talk.” Cat hugged her mother and shrugged into her leather jacket. “I’ll come by tomorrow at six and we can walk over.” 

“Tell your dad hi when he calls to see if you came over,” her mom called from the kitchen when Cat opened the front door. 

The one thing about her mother was she was never wrong. And she never let you forget it, either. 
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Chapter 2
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As Cat walked away from her mom’s house, she wondered how she could keep her promise and leave Aspen Hills. She loved it here. Growing up in the small Colorado college town two hours south of Denver had been a childhood dream. She’d learned to ski on the nearby Rocky Mountains. She’d visited Pike’s Peak at least once a year, just to drink in the beauty. And she’d attended Covington College, a small liberal arts college where most of the students lived on campus giving it a community feel. A lot of kids came from the east coast, taking advantage of the nearby amazing skiing. Cat had gotten scholarships as a town kid that had cut her costs to almost nothing. She couldn’t even go to the state school for the cost of Covington. As a townie, she didn’t really hang with the out-of-towners. Their Boston accents started to fade by senior year, but it never went away. One more difference between the rich kids and the rest of the world. 

Cat thought most of the separation was probably due to the fact local parents had the same fear of the outsiders that her mother had just expressed that morning. Maybe they didn’t like the idea of kids leaving home after college. Or maybe they just didn’t like the college kids. 

Cat turned down Main Street and headed into The Morning Bean. She was the only one in line even though all the booths were filled. She ordered her mocha to go, deciding not to stay long. Especially since he’d chosen a booth in the back. Her mother’s warnings made her feel guilty about even being here. After paying for her drink, she slipped onto the bench across from him. 
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