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ABOUT THIS GUIDE

The questions, discussion ideas, and author biography that follow are intended to enhance your group’s reading and discussion of Kit Ehrman’s debut mystery, At Risk.  The author is also available to speak with your reading group via telephone if you so desire.  Please email the author at kit_ehrman@tls.net to schedule a phone conference.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

This stirring first mystery is set in Maryland’s rich horse country where Steve Cline seems, at twenty-one, much too young to be in charge of a major stable.  Seasoned by summers on a dude ranch, his skills and stamina are sorely tested when he’s hijacked early one morning along with some of the stable’s horses.  His escape turns him into a killer’s target in an environment where a complex scheme develops and everyone, no matter how innocent, courts risks . . .

FOR DISCUSSION

1. What kind of mood did the author establish in the opening of At Risk?  How did the author achieve this?  Did you anticipate that something bad was about to happen, and if so, can you pinpoint a phrase or sentence or paragraph that made you feel that way?

2. Do you think Steve’s reaction to the attack and abduction was realistic?  Why or why not?

3. We glimpse Steve’s relationship with his parents from the following thoughts.  About his father, Steve thinks, “One thing was certain, they hadn’t kidnapped me to collect a ransom. Though my father had a ton of money, few people knew I was the son of Robert J. Cline, MD, cardiovascular surgeon extraordinare. One of Johns Hopkins’ elite superstars.”  And when we first meet his boss, Mrs. Hill, Steve thinks the following of her, “She would have been thrilled if I’d been more willing to accept her as a motherly substitute. God surely intended her to be one, unlike my own mother who was more adept at managing fund-raisers and organizing charities for strangers than caring for her family.”

How does Steve’s poor relationship with both parents, especially his father, affect how he views the world?  How does it influence the choices he makes and the risks he takes?  Is there any evidence that Steve realizes the impact his parents have on his attitudes and relationships?

4. Steve and Detective James Ralston’s relationship slowly changes over the course of the book.  In what way?  By the end of the book, how do you think Detective Ralston views Steve and vice versa?  How did you feel about Detective Ralston?  Was he a sympathetic character?

5. Which secondary character did you like the most and why?

6. Whitcombe, the trainer, has always been difficult, but his irritation with Steve grows stronger throughout the story?  Why?

7. Elsa Timbrook uses sex as a way to remain in control.  Why do you think she’s like this?  Why do you think she cooperates with Steve toward the end?

8. During the investigation, Steve will not allow himself to suspect his best friend, Marty.  Did you suspect him and, if so, why?

9. Steve is rather mature for his age.  Do you think his unusual upbringing, and the fact that he had to fend for himself every summer since he was eleven years old, adequately explains his maturity?

10.  One of Ehrman’s goals is to use setting in such a way that the reader feels as if he’s in the story.  Do you think the author was successful?  Did you feel there was too much description?  Were the horse details confusing, or were you given enough information to understand the gist of what was happening?

11. Was the ending exciting?  Was it satisfying?  In a sense, At Risk is a coming-of-age story.  How do you think Steve is doing emotionally by the end of the story?  How has he changed?

12. Steve has his share of shortcomings, but overall, did you like him?  What would you like for his future?

13. What question would you most like to ask the author?

Thank you for using this guide.  We hope you enjoyed At Risk.  The second book in the Steve Cline Mystery Series, Dead Man’s Touch, is now available in hardback and LARGE PRINT trade paperback.  The Reading Group Guide for Dead Man’s Touch will be posted on this site in January, 2004.
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