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1  The Intruder

Cat Miranda’s eyes opened suddenly. A noise.  Downstairs. Then silence. Maybe she had imagined it?  No, there it was again.

She held still in her bed, almost not breathing. Her heart began to hammer in her chest. She could hear the sound of a key or something metal being thrust into her backdoor lock and jiggled noisily.

Someone was breaking into her home and her art gallery! Cat could barely control her trembling and shallow breath. She sat up, and looked at her bedside clock. Midnight. She’d been asleep an hour or so.

What the hell? She’d only been back in Bisbee for two days. She had been almost overwhelmed with exhaustion after driving nearly four hours from Phoenix, then hauling her luggage and a couple of boxes into the living quarters above the art gallery. That was tiring enough, but she was also struggling to manage all the things that her new life would bring her. That included opening the gallery again. Meanwhile, she was dealing with intense grief over the death of her brother. It was almost more than she could handle. She frequently found herself in tears.

And now a break-in? Too much! She fought back tears and struggled to control her fear. She had to deal with this and deal with it now. She threw the bed covers back, slipped out of bed and crept to her bedroom door. Now she could hear the door downstairs opening and the sounds of someone entering her house. Oh god. What to do? She was filled with alarm.

Cat reached for the baseball bat she kept nearby in the corner of her room. She silently opened her bedroom door and crept onto the landing at the top of the stairs. There were two light switches on the wall, one for a light behind and over her head, and one in the ceiling directly above the back door. She flipped on the light above the back door as she stood still in the darkness of the landing. At the same time, she lifted the baseball bat in her two hands.

The light coming on revealed a man standing inside her house at the open back door. He was shrugging off a backpack, and at the same time, pulling a small suitcase on rollers into her house.  He stopped when the light suddenly came on. He looked around, eyes squinted.

“Merde,” he muttered in an irritated voice.

“What the hell are you doing breaking into my house?” Cat said loudly. She tried to control the trembling in her voice. She was scared, but she didn’t want the intruder to know it.

The man looked up at her, seeing her for the first time. He was still squinting, trying to adjust to the sudden bright light in his eyes.

“I’m not breaking in. I have a key,” he said roughly. He held up the key in his hand.

“You have an accent,” Cat blurted out.

“I can’t help that. I’m English,” he growled.

“Okay, smart ass. Where did you get a key to my house? And why are you here?”

“I rented a room in this place for two weeks from a chap named Luis Miranda. He gave me the key. Where is he? And who the hell are you?” The man was obviously irritated. His eyes were open now and staring at her. He was scowling.

Cat felt a pain in her chest at the mention of Luis, a pain in her heart.

“I’m Cat Miranda. Luis was my brother.”

“Was? What do you mean was?”

“Luis died nearly a month ago.”

The man’s voice changed. “Oh, I’m sorry.” His tone was completely different now. He sounded genuinely sympathetic. “What happened? Was there an accident?”

“No, he was really sick. He never got better. I took care of him until the end.”

“I am very sorry. I arranged this rental about six months ago. I didn’t know he was ill.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I’m a visiting scholar doing research. I’m close to the end of my journey so I’ll be going home in a couple of weeks. I decided to spend my last days in this lovely little town near the border.”

“Oh.” That made sense. Cat agreed with him that her childhood home, Bisbee, Arizona, was indeed a lovely little town in the Mule Mountains of southern Arizona. The international border at Naco was only a few miles away. Bisbee had been a mining town for a long time, but now the Copper Queen Mine was open only for tours. Bisbee had become an arts and music destination.

She made a sudden decision the way she usually made them. Hers was a spontaneous, gut decision based on intuition. He seemed okay. If this guy was telling the truth, and he seemed to be, Luis had trusted him. If Luis trusted him, then Cat could trust him. Cat decided to let him in, just hoping she wouldn’t regret it later. She’d keep an eye on him just in case.

“You wait there. I’ll be right down.”

“As you wish, m’lady.”

M’lady. Well, she’d never been called that before, Cat thought.

The man stuck the key in his pocket and began rubbing his eyes with one hand. She thought he looked tired.

Cat disappeared into her bedroom and came out in seconds with a long-sleeve t-shirt pulled over her gown. She had clogs on her feet, too, as she came down the stairs. Gesturing to the man to enter the kitchen before her, she turned on the kitchen light. The baseball bat was still in Cat’s hand.

“You behave yourself or else,” she said.

“You’ll find that I am a really nice bloke, and my behavior is exemplary.”

“Bloke,” she repeated, shaking her head. “Sit down. Do you want something to drink? You can explain why you’re here.”

“Hot tea would be welcome.” He sat down at the small kitchen table.

Cat put the pot on the stove to heat water. “I don’t have any of that English black tea. Will you drink tea that relaxes you and reduces tension?”

“Yes. It seems that we could both benefit from a reduction in tension.”

“So who are you? What’s this about being a scholar? And tell me about renting a room here.” Cat looked the man over. He was tall, slim, and maybe about thirty years old. He had ruffled strawberry blond hair, and there was a little stubble on his face, as if he hadn’t shaved for a day or two. His eyes were blue. Very blue. And he was handsome. Yeah, muy guapo, she thought to herself.

“My name is Miles Trevelyan. I’m from Sussex. That’s on the south coast of England. I’ve been living in Oxford for several years. When I return home, I’m going to be conducting some seminars at the University of Exeter in Devon next month. I’ll be working on a book, too.”

“So you came to the U.S. to do research? What are you studying?”

Miles nodded. “The Borderlands. I started in the Rio Grande Valley in Texas and worked my way west all the way to San Diego. I went back and forth across the border as I progressed. I conducted a lot of interviews and took many photos as well as collecting documents.  I stopped in here briefly on my way west. I liked Bisbee so much that I decided it would be a great place to decompress before going home. I thought I could start organizing material for my book here, too. Do you have Wi-Fi here? I forgot to ask your brother.”

“Yes. We have Wi-Fi.”

The water in the pot was hot now. Cat retrieved two cups, put a tea bag in each and filled each cup with hot water. She placed a cup in front of Miles Trevelyan. She sat down at the table across from Miles, put a cup on the table in front of her and a saucer between them for the tea bags. She handed him a spoon.

“Your name is Cat?”

“Catalina Amalia Miranda. You can call me Cat.”

“That’s a very pretty name. Your brother spoke about you.”

“He did?” Cat felt that pain in her heart again.

“Yes. Luis told me he has….had a very sweet baby sister. He said he hoped I would get a chance to meet her…you.” Miles’s voice was gentle.

Cat’s eyes filled with tears. She nodded.

“I came through here and spent the night at the Copper Queen Hotel. I asked around about long-term rentals. It seems that someone knew someone who knew someone who had been talking to Luis. The person I talked to said he thought Luis was considering renting out a room as a trial B&B. So I showed up here. The gallery was open so I looked around while he was talking to some customers. He sold a small painting to them. Then he and I talked about me renting his extra room for a brief time before I return home.”

“He never told me.”

“If he was ill, he probably had other things on his mind.”

Cat nodded. “Luis had pancreatic cancer. He’d had the symptoms for some time. Persistent pain in his stomach, fatigue, weight loss. He ignored it. He was happy running the gallery, and I think he wanted to think about all his upcoming projects, not about being ill. But finally the pain got bad enough that he went to the doctor. He was diagnosed, but even with treatment, it was too late. About a month ago, I came back to Bisbee and took care of him. That way he didn’t have to go to hospice. He could die at home.”

Miles nodded. He frowned slightly. “Sad.”

“So I guess he made those arrangements with you several weeks before he became so ill?”

“Yes, I think you must be right about that.”

“I have been living and working in Phoenix since I finished college. I came back home to Bisbee frequently. Luis and I had some heart-to-heart talks on those visits. He and I decided together that we’d be co-owners of the gallery and that I would move back here and run the gallery with him. Then he became ill. When he was sick, he never spoke about death. I realize now that he knew he was dying. He was doing what he always did. He was taking care of his little sister and helping me have a better life.”

“You don’t think you’ll miss Phoenix?”

“No. My life will be better here.”

“What kind of work did you do in Phoenix?”

“I’m a graphic designer. I design stuff for businesses like logos and promotional material, advertisements and all that. Also I designed a lot of websites for businesses. I designed our gallery’s website, too.”

He nodded.

“I’m not really a big city girl,” Cat continued. “Phoenix is big. And it’s really a lot hotter in the summer than it is in Bisbee.” She didn’t mention that she also was escaping what she thought of as “man trouble” in the form of her ex-husband.

“Yes, Bisbee is a mile high. Much higher elevation so you have cooler temperatures.”

“That’s right. So, anyway, after he died, I returned to Phoenix for nearly a month. I had to quit my job and clean out my apartment so I could move back home. Luis had dreams for the gallery. He gave those dreams to me, and now they are my dreams, too. I’m going to try to make them come true.”

Miles sipped his tea. “This is surprisingly good tea,” he said.

“It’s Mexican manzanilla tea. Or they call it ‘chamomile’ in English. Maybe it will help you to sleep better.”

“Speaking of which, any suggestions where I could sleep tonight? Know of any cheap hotels or motels?”

Cat paused and stared at her cup of tea. She knew that this weekend was an especially busy one in Bisbee. There was a music festival going on for two days so she knew all the town’s hotels and B&Bs were full. He’d probably have to drive twenty miles to the town of Sierra Vista to find a motel. Or go across the border into Mexico and look for a hotel. It was late at night, and that would make the search more difficult.

“Oh, all right. You can stay here,” Cat said. She looked at him and said sternly. “I think you are probably okay. I’ve decided to trust you.”

“Good decision. Like I said….”

“Yeah, I know. You’re a nice bloke. Okay. Just behave yourself. I’ve had it up to here with obnoxious men.”

“I’ll be on my best behavior, m’lady. I promise.” He smiled again.

Cat put the two cups in the kitchen sink. “Come on with me, and I’ll show you to your room.”

Miles followed her up the stairs, bringing his backpack and luggage with him.

At the top of the stairs, Cat opened the door to the room opposite hers. She turned on the light.

“This is Luis’s old room. You don’t mind sleeping in a room where someone died, do you?”

“No, not at all. This happens a lot in England anyway. We’re an old country, and lots of people have died here and there.”

So Miles Trevelyan was a smart ass with a peculiar sense of humor, Cat thought to herself.

“Let’s get some sleep now, and we’ll talk in the morning. Sorry about all the confusion.”

“Thank you for allowing me to stay. Good night, m’lady.”

Cat went downstairs and checked to make sure the back door was locked. She returned to her room and closed the door. Just to be sure, she jammed the back of a wooden chair under her door knob. She went back to bed feeling even more exhausted than before.


***


This time Cat was awakened by sounds that were much louder and much nearer. She opened her eyes and sat up in bed. She glanced at the clock. Three in the morning. She could hear thumping and a crash. Then she heard what sounded like Miles Trevelyan yelling at someone.

“Get out! Now!”

There was no response to his yelling, but the sounds of a struggle continued for a few more seconds.  Suddenly everything went quiet.

Cat opened the door to her room, baseball bat in hand.

“Mr. Trevelyan?”

The door to Luis’s room flew open. Miles was standing there in a t-shirt and pajama pants, bare-footed.

“Look at this. Hurry.”

He stepped aside and pointed to the open floor-to-ceiling glass door on the other side of the room. It led out onto a deck with a stairway that went to the ground floor. The screen on the door had been ripped off.

Cat hurried to the open doorway and looked down. Miles was right behind her. She could see a form dressed in dark clothing running away down the street from her house toward the main road of Tombstone Canyon.

“Oh my god,” Cat whispered.

“You had an intruder. Has this happened before?”

“No,” Cat said. “Never. We’ve never had a break-in downstairs either.”

Miles turned on a lamp, and a soft light flooded the room. He reached over and put a chair upright that had been knocked over in the struggle.

“I had the glass door open so I could enjoy the cool night air. I sleep better when it’s cool. Then I woke when I heard him trying to get the screen door open. I jumped up just as he came into the room. He rushed me and we struggled. He knocked over the chair. I yelled at him, and he backed up, turned and ran away.”

“It was a man?”

“Yes, maybe a little heavier built than I am. Maybe not quite as tall as me but almost.”

“Are you okay?” Cat looked at Miles. The lamp light revealed a dark mark above one of his eyes.

Miles reached up and touched the spot. He grimaced. “I guess he hit me. Ouch.” He looked at his fingers that had just touched the wound. “There’s blood.”

“Come with me, and let me take a look at you.”

She led him to the bathroom which opened onto the landing between her room and Miles’s room. She turned on the light in the bathroom.

“Here. Sit down on the toilet seat.”

Miles followed her instructions. He sat quietly with his hands on his knees.

Cat bent over to take a look. “Yes, looks like a small cut. Not deep. It’s not bleeding anymore. Let me clean it up and put a little bandage on it.” She turned and reached into the cabinet over the sink to retrieve hydrogen peroxide and a box of bandage strips.

She gathered some tissue into a wad and began cleaning the cut with hydrogen peroxide. She carefully placed the bandage strip over the cut. She stood back and looked at his forehead.

“Does it hurt?”

“No, not really.” He was grinning.

“Why are you smiling?”

“The life of a scholar can be pretty quiet and uneventful. My trip has gone well. No problems at all. Now here at the end of the trip, I’ve had a chance to fight off a bandito. This little incident will make a great story to tell to my mates at the pub over some beers.”

“Bandito?” Cat shook her head. “We’re not in Mexico.”

“Almost Mexico.”

“Okay. Whatever. I’m glad you’re happy. I’m not.”

“No, I guess not.” He looked up at her.

“I don’t know why someone tried to break in here. I don’t know what they want. This is making me nervous,” she paused. “Also, I feel bad for you.”

“For me?”

“Yes, you think you are renting a quiet room in a quiet home in a quiet town so you can wind down before you go home. The first thing that happens is an intruder breaks into your room, you get in a struggle, and you get hurt. I’m not being a very good host, am I?”

Miles shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. How about if we go back to bed and get some sleep?  We can talk about this over breakfast. Maybe we can figure out what’s happened here so it won’t happen again. Okay?” He stood up.

“You’re so calm. I’m a wreck. I don’t want to cry. I cry too much these days. I’m too emotional.”

“You’re doing quite well, Cat, considering all that’s happened. Seems that you’ve just had too much to deal with lately. I’m one of the things you’ve had to deal with, and I’m very sorry about that. You go to bed now. Close your eyes and take deep, slow breaths in and out. Think about clouds drifting slowly through the sky. You’ll be asleep in a few minutes.”

“Clouds? Seriously?”

“Seriously. Don’t forget the breathing part.”

“Okay.”

As they left the bathroom, Miles clicked off the light.

Cat went into her room and turned back to him just before she closed the door.

“Clouds?”

“Clouds. Don’t forget the slow, rhythmic breathing. The clouds will start singing if you breathe properly. And call me Miles, not Mr. Trevelyan. Okay?”

Cat smiled. “Okay. See you in the morning.” She closed the door and returned to her bed. She didn’t bother jamming the chair against her door.

Things went just as Miles had said. She closed her eyes and purposefully put thoughts of the intruder out of her mind. She began the slow breathing in and out and imagined clouds floating over the Mule Mountains of Bisbee, Arizona. She drifted off before the clouds had a chance to start singing.


***


Miles, on the other hand, was wide awake. After half an hour of staring at the ceiling, he turned on a small lamp, opened his laptop and wrote an email to his dad in Sussex.

Hi Dad, Just wanted you to know that I arrived safely in Bisbee, Arizona. You can find it on the map. It’s a small town southeast of Tucson and really close to the U.S.-Mexico border. Very charming little town. You’d like it. Something about it reminds me of Cornwall, but with desert mountains, not the sea. That probably doesn’t make any sense, does it? The weather here is great. Very sunny and warm. It’s late now so I’ll write more tomorrow. Love, Miles

Miles went back to bed. He wasn’t any closer to sleep. His state of mind was a combination of excitement and concern.  La señorita Catalina Amalia Miranda was the loveliest woman he’d met on this trip. Actually, she was one of the loveliest women he’d ever met anywhere. She wasn’t really a conventional beauty, nor would she stand out in a crowd. She was so little that she’d never make it as one of those tall models he saw on television striding down the fashion runway in London. She would, however, fit right under his chin.

Yes, she was lovely. So Mexican. So American. So Borderlands. Yes, that was it. She was a womanly epitome of the Borderlands. Dark eyes. Lovely long dark hair. Rich soft brown skin. Full, soft red lips. Sweet, funny, and very sexy. She seemed completely unaware of her allure. Sitting in front of her in the bathroom when she tended his wound had been a delight. True, he found it amusing to think about scaring off a bandito. But the real delight was Cat herself. She had on a thin nightgown, and his eyes were on the level of her breasts as she cleaned and bandaged his scratch. Yes, delightful. But he’d kept his hands to himself, and he’d said nothing because he had promised her that he’d be a good bloke. He sighed.

Coupled with these pleasant thoughts, Miles also felt a deep concern. Why was someone breaking into Cat’s home in the middle of the night? Miles was so glad he’d been there. Otherwise, she would have been all on her own to face the intruder. He would talk to her in the morning to see if they could figure out what they could do to prevent this from happening again. He most definitely wanted the lovely Cat Miranda to be safe.

Miles decided to try the breathing exercises that he’d recommended to Cat. Eventually, he, too, fell asleep.





2  Miles

As usual, Cat woke up at first light. A friend had teased her once and said she must be the child of peasant farmers to wake up so early. She had no idea if she was descended from farmers. She knew only about her mother’s family. Her mother came from a long line of hardworking Mexicans and Mexican Americans. They tended shops and worked on cars and cooked meals and ran cattle and sold things in the market. Cat’s mom was first in the family to go to college, graduate and then become a nurse. But Cat knew almost nothing about her father.

She stretched out in bed and listened to morning sounds. The house was quiet though she could hear a bird in the mesquite tree near her window. The song sounded like a phainopepla, a type of flycatcher that looked very much like a cardinal but black, not red. She could hear Inca doves, too. No sounds came from Luis’s room. Her guest – she frowned slightly at the idea of Miles Trevelyan as a B&B guest – must still be asleep. She didn’t really know what to do about his presence. He seemed nice enough, and he was nice to look at. But she had plenty to deal with right now, and a guest was a bit much. Time to rise and shine. She jumped out of bed and went to the bathroom.

Cat looked in the bathroom mirror. She noticed dark shadows under her brown eyes, and her shoulder-length dark hair was a mess. She looked tired and stressed already, and it was only early morning. She sighed, tied her hair with a band and pinned it up. She stepped into the shower. The warm water felt great. After her shower, she dressed in her favorite winter outfit, black leggings, a t-shirt, and a thigh-length, knitted pull-over sweater in a rich magenta color. Her favorite black half-boots went on her feet.

Fifteen minutes later, Cat was downstairs in her tiny kitchen making coffee. She could hear stirring upstairs. While she waited for the coffee, she wandered from the back of the building, where the kitchen was located, to the art gallery in the main part of the building. The gallery had been created by Luis from a large, two-story house that had existed on the property for nearly eighty years. He had hollowed out most of the ground-floor living and dining area to make as large a gallery space as possible. There was a smaller room off the main gallery that he used for storage. The back of the old home still had the tiny kitchen with a small table only big enough for two or three people to sit and eat. Out the back door, the door Miles had entered the previous night, there was a portál, an attached covered porch that ran the length of the back of the house. A larger table and several chairs were there ready if she wanted to entertain guests. There was also an old wooden swing on a stand under the porch, too. She and Luis used to sit on it together and take turns reading to each other.

The thought crossed Cat’s mind that, if she really wanted to turn the upstairs into a B&B, she was going to have to do some serious remodeling and probably build onto the old structure. But really, there just wasn’t enough room for her to live here and have a B&B, too. She wondered what Luis had in mind when he considered opening a B&B. The idea was overwhelming, but then it seemed to Cat that nearly everything was overwhelming these days. Caring for her dying brother, escaping Phoenix, escaping her ex-husband Al, starting a new life here in her childhood home of Bisbee. It was a lot. The idea of a B&B seemed too much right now. Maybe there was something else going on that she didn’t know about. But she would never know now what Luis had been thinking because he wasn’t here to tell her. Miles Trevelyan seemed like a nice guy, but he was a real inconvenience at the moment.

And there was that second intruder last night. She cringed. Something else to worry about.

She walked slowly around the perimeter of the gallery, the Sonoran Art Gallery. She liked the name. It was a cross-border kind of name that reflected the Sonoran Desert region she lived in. She knew that Luis had a dream of building Bisbee into an art center on the level of Santa Fe, New Mexico. He wanted to give local artists in the Bisbee area a chance to show and sell their art. He hoped to bring artists in from across the border, too. His dream was to make it a real Borderlands gallery. More than anything, Luis wanted local artists to prosper. Now that dream had become Cat’s dream, too.

Cat could smell the coffee so she returned to the kitchen. She started breakfast – a typical and very simple Mexican breakfast. She cooked eggs and fried potatoes and wondered if her guest liked Mexican food. She found some salsa verde in an unopened glass jar on the shelf, and a chunk of cheese in the fridge. In the freezer, she found some frozen tortillas, thawed them out, and began frying them on the griddle. Not the best tortillas in the world, but better than no tortillas at all. She was just glad that she’d stopped off at the market for the eggs, potatoes, and coffee the night before. Going grocery shopping was on the list for today. She could hear Miles coming down the stairs. He appeared carrying a small backpack.

“Good morning,” Cat said with a brief smile. “As I mentioned last night, I don’t have any of that dark breakfast tea that you English dudes like to drink. I only have coffee.”

“No problem. I like coffee, too.”

In the light of day, Cat thought Miles looked different than he had last night. He was rested, or at least more than he had been. He seemed quite relaxed, like a man on vacation. He was dressed in jeans, a blue flannel shirt over a blue t-shirt, and hiking boots. His strawberry blond hair was tousled, and the stubble on his face was gone. His blue eyes were shining, and he was smiling. Cat couldn’t help but notice that Miles Trevelyan was an attractive man. She gestured for him to sit down.

“The food isn’t great, but it’s better than nothing. I’m going shopping today.”

He scooped both the eggs and fried potatoes onto a tortilla, then smeared the salsa verde on everything. “What’s this?” he pointed to the cheese.

“That’s quesillo. It’s Oaxacan cheese.”

Miles cut off a bite and tasted it. “Ummm….that’s good.” He turned up the lower end of his full tortilla to prevent anything from falling out of the bottom then neatly rolled it up. Half of the breakfast burrito went directly into his mouth.

“Where did you learn how to properly roll up a tortilla?”

He swallowed the first mouthful. “In Texas. McAllen to be exact. My first stop on my tour. First task. Learn how to make a proper burrito.”

Cat watched him eat. He was an enthusiastic eater. He was rolling a second tortilla now, and he had cut off more of the quesillo. She was still working on her first burrito when he finished his second.

“This is so good.” He smiled. “Thank you for breakfast.”

Cat nodded. “I was wondering if you could tell me more about yourself and how it is that you came to rent a room from my brother. You know, we shared everything about our business plans. He never mentioned a bed and breakfast.”

“I could be wrong about the B&B. It’s possible that he was just renting the room out as a one-time deal. The B&B notion came from one of the people who directed me to Luis. She told me that a lot of people in Bisbee have opened B&Bs and rent out rooms during your busy season here. Maybe I just jumped to the conclusion that Luis was thinking of that. I don’t really know for sure. After I wired the money to his attorney, Luis gave me a key to the back door and told me to text him a day or two before I was to arrive. I followed his instructions although I never got an answer to my text.

“What’s this about wiring money to his lawyer?”

“Yes, I paid in advance. The lawyer’s name is…,” he hesitated. “It’s Jeremy something. I forget his last name. It’s a Spanish family name.”

“Jeremy Flores?”

“That’s right. Jeremy Flores. He didn’t tell you?”

“I just came home
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