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Kissed: Cat Miranda Mystery #1

 








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 to Bisbee. I haven’t had a chance to see Jeremy. But I’ll go see him this morning and find out about this. And there may be other things I need to know about, too.” Cat frowned. “How much did Luis charge you?”

“About three hundred and eighty-five British pounds,” Miles smiled. “Five hundred U.S. dollars.”

“Wow. That’s a good deal. Two weeks for five hundred dollars. Why did he give you such a good deal?”

“I think your brother liked me. He wanted to talk about the history of the Borderlands. He liked it that I am a scholar.”

Cat nodded. “That sounds just like my brother. He liked to read, and he loved history. I think maybe Luis gave you a good deal in exchange for good conversation.”

“The good deal also includes breakfast.”

“What? Breakfast, too?” Cat snorted. “I’m not much of a cook. Are you ready for a bowl of cereal or eggs and tortillas every morning while you’re here?”

“No problem. I like to cook. I’ll make breakfast for us, m’lady.”

“Why do you say that ‘m’lady’ thing?”

Miles shrugged his shoulders. “I’m an Englishman. And you seem like a lady to me.” He reached for a third tortilla.

Cat couldn’t help herself. She was surprised and unaccountably pleased to hear him say this.

“So you’re working on a book? What’s the book about?”

“About four hundred pages.” He smiled.

Cat rolled her eyes. “You’re such a smart ass.” She couldn’t help but smile a little.

“I’m a witty Englishman, not an American smart ass.”

“Want to try again? What’s your book about?” she repeated.

“My book will be about the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands. I started out studying the history of Mexico, specifically the post-1910 Revolutionary period. That was the subject of my dissertation and my first book. That led me to learn about a lot of interesting events on both sides of the border. From there, I became more and more interested in the entire U.S.-Mexico Borderlands, its history, culture, and the people who live here. I have found that the Borderlands are unique — not really American, not really Mexican.”

“That’s true.”

He stared at his empty plate. “I probably ate too much. I like Mexican food. In my opinion, the food here is better than in Texas. Tucson has some really good restaurants.”

“Yes, Sonoran cuisine is better than Tex-Mex. Everyone knows that except the Texans. Want more coffee?”

“Yes, please. Then I’d like to ask you some questions. We need to figure out why someone wants to get into your gallery and your living quarters.”

“Like Englishmen who get really fabulous deals on a room and breakfast for a couple of weeks?”

“That’s your good bloke. What about the bad bloke dressed all in black who broke in upstairs last night? Any ideas about who he was and what he wanted?”

“No,” Cat frowned. “I have no idea. We’ve never had a break-in here.”

“He may have thought that no one was here.”

“Possibly. I just returned yesterday. My car is at the truck rental place. He probably saw the moving van outside but figured it was just parked there overnight.”

“Do you think he wanted to steal some art?”

Cat shrugged her shoulders. “If that’s the case, why not break in downstairs? He could have come in the back door. I doubt if it’s that hard to break open. The kitchen windows also would be easy to get into, I think.”

“Let’s look in your gallery. Perhaps you can show me what’s there.”

They both rose and went into the main gallery. Paintings were on all four walls and there were a couple of sculptures on pedestals. A glass case against the back wall held some unique, original jewelry pieces that looked more like sculpture than jewelry.

Miles stopped in front of a painting that dominated one wall. At eight feet tall and five feet wide, the painting dwarfed all other paintings in the gallery. It had diagonal stripes in shades of gray across the canvas with three huge pairs of human lips in black topped by three additional images of lips in red and orange, ready to give someone a kiss. Miles looked closer at the placard attached to the wall. It read: “Kissed.” Then the artist’s name.  Jax Beringer.

“The title is ‘Kissed’?”

“That’s right.”

“What does it mean? Why is it so big?”

“I don’t know,” Cat said. “Luis hung it not long before I came back here to take care of him. Luis said he put it up for gallery visitors to see the latest Jax Beringer painting. Beringer is an up-and-coming artist. Luis sold a lot of his paintings, mainly online through our website.”

“So Jax Beringer lives in Bisbee?”

“Yes. I only met him once and just briefly. I thought he was kind of a pendejo. Oh, do you know that word? You speak Spanish?”

“Yes, I speak a little. That word means ‘arsehole,’ right?”

Cat nodded. “Luis introduced us one weekend when I came home for a visit. Honestly, within five minutes of meeting me, he was hitting on me and making sexually suggestive comments.” She wrinkled up her nose. “He was really arrogant. He seemed to think he was God’s gift to women.”

“So Luis represented Beringer mainly for financial purposes? Not because they were friends?”

“That’s correct. I don’t think Beringer was such a dick at first, but he got more demanding all the time.”

“Do you have more of his paintings? Are they the most valuable of all the artists you represent?”

“Yes and yes. His paintings have greater financial value than any of our other artists. There are a couple of smaller ones on that wall.” She gestured behind her. “And we have at least ten in storage. Maybe more. I have to do an inventory. That’s a key issue. We have in our possession a bunch of his paintings and a firm, legal contract to sell them. Jax Beringer moved to Bisbee a couple of years ago from Los Angeles. I never understood why he came here. Not long after he arrived, Luis signed a contract to represent Beringer. Luis was the one who really helped Beringer get established. Beringer’s career took off when Luis started representing him. But Beringer felt no loyalty or gratitude toward Luis at all. Beringer now wants to break the contract and start selling his paintings himself. Or sell through an upscale New York City gallery. I’m not sure what his plan is. We figured he would leave here and go on to New York City. Apparently he thinks he can become famous in New York and make a lot of money.”

“Any chance Beringer might be the one who broke in last night?

“Unlikely. Beringer disappeared a month before I came back here to take care of Luis. So he’s been gone like three or four months.” Cat frowned.

“Interesting. Did the police look into this?”

“Yes, the Cochise County Sheriff did an investigation. There was no sign of foul play. And absolutely no sign of Jax Beringer. He seemed to have walked out of his house without even looking back.”

“Do you think he might have been abducted or something?”

“Maybe. Who knows? Do you want to know what I think happened?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I think it’s some kind of publicity stunt. I think Jax Beringer figures if he disappears for a while, he’ll become this mysterious, sexy, enigmatic artist. I think he thinks it will make his work more desirable to collectors. I bet he’s on a beach somewhere drinking margaritas and plotting his triumphant return to the art world.”

“So back to square one. Is there anything upstairs that a thief might consider valuable?”

“Not that I know of. Luis had a laptop, which is in his closet. I brought in stuff like my computer and a little television. I have a little bit of jewelry but nothing very valuable. He had all those books.”

“Yes, I noticed that bookshelves completely cover one wall in his room. He has…had a very good collection, especially history books. But I doubt a thief would be interested in that unless Luis had a rare first edition or something.”

“I don’t think he had anything valuable like that.”

“Let’s go back to your kitchen. I could use another cup of coffee.”

They returned to the kitchen, and Cat poured Miles another cup.

Cat began cutting up a cantaloupe. She placed the plate full of pieces on the table and handed Miles a fork. She took her fork and chose a piece.

“I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, but is there any chance the intruder wasn’t after some thing but instead, some one?”

“What do you mean?” Cat asked.

“A woman all alone in the house?”

“Oh god. Am I going to have to start worrying about that?”

“We have to consider everything.”

They fell silent and sipped their coffee.

“I’m glad you were here last night,” Cat said finally. She smiled.

“Me, too.”

“I’m so sorry about all this. You should be having fun.”

“No need to apologize. I actually find this very intriguing. I can work on the book anytime. But to find myself in the middle of a mystery, fighting off banditos and drinking coffee with such a charming and lovely señorita is infinitely more interesting than organizing my notes. Luis was right. You are very sweet.”

At that, the smile disappeared from Cat’s face. Tears filled her eyes and began rolling down her cheeks. She clasped her hands in her lap and suppressed a sob.

“Oh god,” Miles blurted at the sight of her tears. “I’m such an idiot. A total clod. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Please forgive me.”

Cat looked up. Miles had a genuinely distressed look on his face. She managed a small smile.

“It’s okay. I’m still kind of raw. I miss my brother. I know you meant well. You are very kind.” She found a paper napkin and wiped her eyes. “So what are you going to do today, Mr. Bloke?” She smiled and tried to lighten the mood.

Miles returned her smile. “This morning I plan to just go for a little walk around Bisbee and reacquaint myself. Unless you think I should stay here with you.”

“Nah. I’ll be okay. Do you know about the trail that goes along the mountainside above the town?

“No. Tell me. I quite enjoy hiking. That will go first on the list of things to do.”

“The trailhead is close to here. I’ll show you when you get ready to leave.”

“And you. What will you do today?”

“I’m going to go see my lawyer, Jeremy Flores. I’d like to find out if there will be any more surprises in addition to an Englishman showing up in the middle of the night. I guess I should call the local police and report the intruder, too. Then this afternoon, I’ll continue unloading the moving van and haul everything upstairs.”

“Oh, you’ll have to let me to help you with that.”

“No. You should be having fun here, not doing manual labor.”

“It’ll be my pleasure. It’s just too bad that you don’t have a lift.”

“A lift?” Cat looked puzzled. “Oh, yeah, a lift. Hey, you want to hear a dumb joke?”

“Certainly.”

“Okay, so there were these two dudes. One American and one British.”

“You mean a dude and a bloke.”

Cat rolled her eyes. “Whatever. So the English bloke was in the elevator…”

“The lift?”

“Miles, be quiet and listen.”

“Okay. I’m listening.” He chuckled.

“The American dude came running up and said, ‘Wait! Wait!’ The English bloke pressed the stop button, and the American got into the elevator. He turned to the Englishman and said, ‘Thanks so much for holding the elevator for me.’”

“‘You mean ‘lift’ said the Englishman.’ ‘No, I mean ‘elevator,’” said the American.”

Miles was grinning now.

“The Englishman said, ‘We English invented the language, you know.’”

Cat paused, smiling. “The American said, ‘Well, we Americans invented the elevator.’”

Miles laughed. “Touché.”

Cat smiled. “Pretty dumb joke, huh?”

“It’s nice to see your smile.” Miles stood up and took his cup to the sink. “If you will be so kind to show me the trailhead, I’ll be off on my morning trek.”

“Sure. Come with me.”

They went back through the gallery and Cat unlocked the front door. She pointed up the hill. “See those madrone trees?”

“The ones with the red trunks and branches?”

“That’s right. That’s where the trail is. So you go up the street. See that big rock? There’s a short trail behind the rock that goes up to the main trail where the madrone trees are. The trail is well-marked and easy to follow. It will take you all the way along Tombstone Canyon. You’ll end up above the main Bisbee business district. All along the way, you’ll see smaller trails and paved walkways with lots of stairs that take you down into town.”

“Great.” He shifted his backpack onto his back.  Miles hesitated. “I have a favor to ask of you, m’lady.”

“And what would that be, guapo?”

He smiled. “Will you please keep your doors locked when you’re here as well as when you’re gone? Please.”

“Of course. After that intruder last night, I don’t want to make things easy for him.”

Miles hesitated. “Okay, then. I’m going. See you later.” He took off at a stride toward the trail. Once on the trail, he looked back and waved.

Cat waved and went back inside.

She stopped in her tracks. Oh no! She had called Miles guapo. She wondered how well he understood Spanish. Did he know that she called him ‘handsome?’ She didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. Get a grip, Cat. Okay, so he’s good looking. Yes, very attractive and charming, too. But he’s only here for a short time, and the last thing she needed right now was to get involved with a man. She wanted to learn more about Luis’s plans, and most of all, she had to find out why someone tried to break into her house.


***


Miles had done his best to appear confident and relaxed so as to not further distress the lovely Señorita Miranda. Obviously, she was distracted by her grief and not in the most alert frame of mind to be watching out for anyone who might pose a danger to her. He would do his best to step in and watch out for her. Perhaps before his time in Bisbee was over, they would be able to resolve any vulnerabilities she might have going forward. He wanted her to be safe.

He easily found the long trail and within minutes, he was meandering along through the madrone trees and cacti of various species, enjoying the intense blue sky, the red hills and the lovely little town below.

Miles smiled to himself. Cat had called him ‘guapo’ when she answered him. He knew that guapo meant ‘handsome’ in Spanish. He would like very much for the lovely Miss Miranda to find him attractive as well as kind. As for himself, he decided that she was the loveliest woman he’d met in a long time, maybe ever. She was a Borderlands woman.

He whistled as he walked.





3  Visitors

Cat did as Miles requested. She went around the ground floor and made sure all doors and windows were locked. Then she did the same upstairs. She hesitated to go into the room occupied by Miles. He should have his privacy.  Also, the room still belonged to Luis in her mind, and she couldn’t stop the sad memories of sitting with him as he wasted away. She knew it would take a while before the sadness eased. She hoped she would be able to focus on all the good times she’d had with her big brother.

She looked into the room and saw that Miles had secured the door to the deck. Anyone attempting to enter there would have to break the glass.

A quick phone call to attorney Jeremy Flores came next. Jeremy apologized three or four times in their brief conversation, but he made it clear that he couldn’t spend more than a few minutes with her.

Cat decided to walk to Jeremy’s office, which was located in downtown Bisbee. The word “downtown” always made her smile because the word made it sound like Bisbee was much bigger than it really was. In fact, fewer than six thousand people lived in the spread-out city of Bisbee. Old Bisbee, the downtown area, was where all the tourists visited. The best restaurants and bars, shops, and music venues were found in the narrow, steep-walled Tombstone Canyon with all its colorful houses and many staircases that led to houses and streets on the upper hillsides. Old Bisbee was the heart of a small town that also included several satellite communities. The thought occurred to Cat then that later she would take Miles Trevelyan on a driving tour of the communities of Warren, Lowell, and San Jose and some smaller neighborhoods that were included in the “city of Bisbee.” She thought he’d be interested in learning about her hometown. Miles seemed interested in everything about her part of the world.

The central road through Tombstone Canyon tilted downward slightly, and she made good time. She arrived at Jeremy Flores’s office in only ten minutes. She opened the door and walked in. There was no one at the receptionist’s desk.

“Hey, Jeremy. Are you here?” she called out.

“Yeah, I’m here. Come on back.”

Cat and Jeremy had gone to high school together. He went off to university and law school. She went to university and to work in Phoenix. He had come home to Bisbee last year, and now it was her turn. She remembered him from high school as being smart and cocky, a prankster and teller of jokes. He was a small man, never very involved in athletics, more dependent on his brains than brawn. Once when they were both home on university holiday, she and Jeremy had gone across the border to Naco to hear a cumbia band and to drink beer. She learned from their conversation that he was also an idealist who saw the law as a way to help people. She liked him, and she admired him, too.

Cat walked into Jeremy’s office. It was a mess. Stacks of papers on his desk, on the floor, on the chairs in front of his desk, everywhere. Jeremy was a mess, too. His dress shirt was rumpled, his necktie lose around his neck. He looked exhausted.

“Jeez, Jeremy. What’s going on with you? Where’s your office receptionist? Are you getting any sleep?”

“The receptionist won’t be here for another hour. No, I’m not getting much sleep, Cat. You know when I signed on to work at this firm, I had a senior partner, Abe Meyer. He and I were going to work together, and he was going to mentor me.”

“I heard that he died suddenly.”

“Yeah, Abe had a heart attack about a week after I arrived. I’m on my own now. I have too much work, plus I’m dealing with a lot of new stuff that I’m not all that familiar with. I haven’t been out of law school that long.” He paused, “Don’t tell anyone I said that. I don’t want anyone to lose confidence in me.”

“I won’t. And for the record, I have complete confidence in you.”

“Your stuff is actually pretty easy,” Jeremy said. “Luis left a will, and all his papers are in order. You and Luis are formal business partners with inheritance rights if the other partner dies. And he left all his personal possessions to you, too. We’ll just have to go through the probate process, but I see no problem at all.”

“So what’s keeping you so busy?”

“First, I volunteered to help out some of the Central American migrants at the border who are attempting to get asylum. That’s a huge job. I could work there full time. But I’m a volunteer and get no pay so I can’t very well do that. And I have my regular work here. On top of that, this investor group of outsiders has purchased a big acreage in Bisbee’s San Jose district. The outsiders want to put in a housing development. I’m representing a group of citizens concerned about water resources, environmental damage, traffic, all the problems that come with development. There’s a concern about how the San Pedro River will be affected if all these houses go in.”

“Not to be all motherly, but if you get so worn out that you get sick, you won’t be able to do anything at all. You have to take care of yourself.”

“My wife is upset with me, too. She says she never sees me. She’s worried about my health, too.”

Cat nodded sympathetically.

“Yes, you’re right,” Jeremy added. “I just don’t know how to prioritize. I’m not taking on any more clients, and I’m going to cut back on some of this stuff. I need some rest.” He looked at Cat directly. “You’re just as pretty as you always were.”

“Oh, stop it. I’m just a typical Mexican girl. Thanks, though.”

“A very pretty typical Mexican girl.”

“I won’t tell your wife you said that,” she smiled.

“Not to worry. My wife is the most beautiful girl in the world, and I’m crazy about her. What can I do for you anyway?”

“This British dude showed up at my house late last night. He said Luis rented him a room for a couple of weeks. I want to make sure he’s legit, and also to ask you if there are any other surprises Luis left for me.”

Jeremy turned and opened a door on one of three filing cabinets. He pulled out a file folder and began shuffling papers.

“Miles Trevelyan? Is that your man?”

“Yes. He claims he paid in advance for a room and breakfast.”

Jeremy looked at her and nodded. “Yes, he paid in advance. Wired the money to Luis’s account.” He grinned. “And who is going to make breakfast for this Englishman?”

“Me, I guess.” She shook her head and chuckled. “Poor dude. Stuck with a bowl of cold cereal every morning. Or burritos. He seems to like burritos. Anything else I should know?”

“About him, I don’t think so. Well, you know about the acreage that Luis bought over in San Jose a couple of years ago. Other than that, I see your tenants have given notice that they are moving in a couple of months.”

“What? Acres of land? Tenants? What are you talking about?” Cat was genuinely surprised.

“Luis bought that house next door to the gallery a few months ago. It’s yours now because he left it to you. There’s an older couple living there. They‘ve decided to move back to Tucson to be nearer their kids and grandkids. The twenty acres are just west of San Jose. It’s undeveloped. Just open desert.”

“I don’t know what to say. I didn’t know about any of this. The house right next door? I guess I better go over and introduce myself.  Anything else I need to know?”

“No, but we may have an ongoing problem with that artist Luis represents, Jax Beringer. He wanted to contest his contract with your gallery and get it nullified when he disappeared. He’ll be a problem when he shows up again.”

“I bet he’ll be a problem. He’s just a pain in the butt. Any other surprises?”

“I don’t think so. Luis was a very organized person. When we worked on his will, he talked about how much he loved you and how grateful he was for you taking care of him in his final days. My bet is that he bought the house as a nice surprise for you.”

Cat felt her eyes filling with tears again. She stood up.

“Thanks, Jeremy. I won’t take any more of your time. I appreciate all you did for Luis and all you’re doing for me. Let me know when you need me to come by again.  I guess I better go buy some groceries so I can feed this Brit. It’s a good thing he likes Mexican food.”

She headed toward the door then turned back. “Also I want to mention that someone tried to break into my house last night. He came up the back stairs into Luis’s room, but Trevelyan was there and chased him off.”

Jeremy frowned. “You’d better call Sam Morales and report this.”

“That’s next on my list. Thanks, Jeremy. I hope things get easier for you.”


***


Cat retrieved her car and drove to the big Safeway in Bisbee’s San Jose district. She bought a lot of fresh fruit and veggies, fresh tortillas, chicken, eggs, and other items that she thought she could manage. She wasn’t a bad cook. She just had never given it all that much attention. But she obviously had to fulfill her obligation to provide Mr. Miles Trevelyan something decent to eat every morning. Something Mexican. He seemed to be very enthusiastic about Mexican food. On her way home, she purchased some fresh tamales from a woman selling them out of her car in the parking lot.

When she arrived home, Cat put the groceries away. Just as she finished, Cat heard a light knocking sound on the front glass door of the gallery. She went into the gallery and saw a man standing there peering into the gallery.

Cat went to the front door, unlocked it, and opened the door.

“I’m sorry, but we’re not open now. We won’t be opening our doors probably for another week or two.”

“Oh, too bad. I came all the way from Los Angeles. I wanted to take a look at works by Jax Beringer.”

Cat frowned. She didn’t want to deal with gallery visitors right now with so much going on. At the same time, she also didn’t want to turn away a potential client, especially one who had come from so far. She and Luis had discussed how important it was to develop a national clientele to support the gallery and local artists. And they still had several Beringer paintings to sell.

She made an effort to smile, stepped back and opened the door wider. “Well, okay, come on in. But don’t tell anyone I let you in. I’m still unpacking and getting ready for a big opening next month.”

As the man passed her, she noticed he was rather nondescript looking. He was fairly tall, though not as tall as Miles, slightly overweight and dressed in casual clothes. He looked like the typical tourist. He wouldn’t be noticed in a crowd.

“Thank you so much. My name is Freddy Hubbard. I teach at a community college in Glendale. I’m a fan of Jax Beringer’s art.”

“Take a look around. There’s that big one titled ‘Kissed’ and two smaller ones on the opposite wall.”

“These are all you have?”

“No, we have more, but we won’t take those out of storage until we get ready for the opening next month.”

Hubbard was standing in front of “Kissed.”

“Do you know what this painting is all about? Most of his work is very abstract. This one is less so. And what about those big lips?”

Cat noticed that his demeanor had changed. He had a frown on his face now.

“Sorry. I can’t tell you. My brother took this in and hung it. But my brother passed away recently. I don’t know much about this painting. I just moved here from Phoenix.”

“So you’re new here? I’ve been thinking about investing in a gallery in this part of the world. Have you considered selling this gallery?”

He was smiling, but to Cat, he seemed different now. Serious. Even a bit nervous.

Cat shook her head. “No, I’m here for the long term. I have plans for our gallery.”

Hubbard nodded. “Also, I heard you have a David Hockney watercolor you might be willing to sell.”

Cat frowned in confusion. She shook her head. “No, Hockney is very famous. A work of his, even a watercolor, would be worth a lot of money. We’re not at that level. We don’t handle anything that expensive. Anyway, Hockney is British. We only represent regional artists.”

Hubbard nodded.

Cat picked up a brochure about the gallery from a small table near the front door. “Take this. You can stay in touch with us online. Perhaps you’ll become interested in some of our artists from southern Arizona and northern Sonora.”

“Northern Sonora?”

“That’s the Mexican state just south of our border. I mean south of the state of Arizona. Sonora is also the name of this desert we live in.”

“I see. Okay. Well, thanks for letting me look at the artwork.”

Cat opened the door for Hubbard. She watched him walk away downhill toward the main road through Tombstone Canyon.  How odd, she thought. He barely glanced at the art except for the “Kissed”  painting. What made him think she might sell the gallery? And why on earth would he think that she and Luis had artwork by David Hockney?

She stood there absent-mindedly staring at the display case at the back wall of the gallery while she punched in the number for the Bisbee police department.

Sam Morales, Bisbee’s police chief, answered.

“Hey, Sam. This is Cat Miranda.”

“Hi Cat. I heard you were coming home. Glad to have you back in Bisbee.”

“How’s your wife and kids?”

“Just fine. The kids are a handful. I let Julia deal with them. She threatens to starve them if they don’t act civilized.” He laughed. “Are you getting settled in?”

“Sort of. I returned yesterday. I’m still unpacking. I’m calling because there was an intruder last night who broke into my place. I have a guest staying here, Miles Trevelyan. He’s a visiting scholar from the U.K. Luis rented him a room before he got so sick. Trevelyan is the one who chased off the intruder.”

She gave the police chief details of the intruder coming up the back stairs and encountering Miles Trevelyan in Luis’s room.

“I’ll come by later and take a look. Then I’ll write a report up about this in case it happens again. It’s good to hear there was a man there to stop this intruder.”

“Thanks, Sam. I don’t think there’s much more that you can do right now. See you later.”

They said their goodbyes just as Cat heard another knock on the front glass.

This time there were two people at the door, a man and a woman.

Guess this is going to be one of those days, Cat said to herself.

She went to the door, opened it and said, “I’m sorry, but we’re not open now. We’ll be having a big opening next month.”

The woman spoke first. “Actually we came to see you, Miss Miranda.”

She and the man pushed past Cat and stood just inside the gallery door.

“My name is Helen Fuller, and this is my husband, Nolan Fuller.” She stuck out her hand.

Cat shook hands with her and also with her husband.

“We live here in Bisbee.”

“Oh, nice to meet you,” Cat said. She had never seen these two before. She judged them to be maybe in their forties or early fifties, well-dressed, and with an air of confidence around them that Cat associated with affluence.

Helen spoke in a friendly way, but Cat could tell she wanted something. Nolan Fuller also had a polite smile on his face. At the same time, he gazed openly at Cat as if he were evaluating her. He, too, wanted something.

“What can I do for you?” Cat asked.

“We moved here from southern California a couple of years ago. We know you only recently returned to Bisbee. We also know your brother died recently. Sorry for your loss.”

Cat was trying not to get irritated. How do they know all this? And those were just empty words about Luis. What did they really want?

“We’re interested in opening an art gallery. We’re here to ask you to consider selling this gallery to us. We would make you a very good offer,” Helen Fuller said.

So that’s it. They want the gallery. No way, Cat thought.

“I haven’t even thought about selling, and Luis and I…..”

Before Cat could finish, Nolan Fuller spoke. He was still smiling. His voice had an unusual reedy quality, but it was firm, like a man accustomed to giving orders and having them followed without question.

“We know that Luis Miranda was the main force behind this gallery. Your role was to help with graphic design. When he died, you were forced to return to Bisbee and leave behind a good job in Phoenix.”

Cat frowned. Fuller seemed to know a lot about her personal life.

Helen spoke up. Her approach wasn’t quite as blunt. “We were just thinking that your life has been disrupted. Perhaps you’d like to be rid of this huge responsibility, a burden even, and return to your life in Phoenix.”

“I think you may have misunderstood my relationship with my brother,” Cat said. “We were business partners. I had a greater role than simply doing graphic design for the gallery.” She paused and realized that she didn’t want to reveal much more about herself and what she and Luis had planned for the gallery.

“But you left so much behind in Phoenix,” Helen said. She spoke to Cat as if Cat were a three-year old and needed coaxing to eat her vegetables.

“Not really. I’m happy to be home. I grew up in Bisbee, you know.” She stepped back and opened the door again. “I’m very sorry, but this gallery is not for sale.”

Nolan Fuller smiled, but the smile did not reach his eyes. “You think about it. I believe you’ll change your mind. We will make it worth your while.”

“Thanks for coming by. I hope to see you at the opening next month,” Cat said politely.  Both Fullers hesitated then moved through the front door to the outside. Cat closed the door behind her, locked it, and walked to the back of the gallery.

Damn. Maybe if they attend the opening, they’ll see that she was serious about running the gallery. She hoped she wouldn’t see them again until next month. Getting two offers to sell in the same day was totally unexpected. Weird really.

Cat headed for the kitchen to make another cup of coffee. Before she got there, she turned back to make sure there was no one else at the front door. That’s when she noticed an odd glint on the polished wooden floor in front of the painting “Kissed.” She approached, bent down and touched the floor. Her hand came up wet.

“Oh, no!” Cat groaned. A leak! There was water leaking slowly from under the painting. She must have a serious plumbing problem. She needed to get the leak stopped before it ruined any art or the polished wooden floor. She ran for her phone and called the only plumber she knew, her former high school classmate Eric Carter. She explained the problem and her urgency.

“I’ll be right there, Cat. I just finished a job so I’m free for the rest of the day.”

Ten minutes later, Eric Carter showed up in his van which had “Carter’s Plumbing” in big blue letters on the side. Cat was mopping up the leak with towels when she heard him knock at the back door.

“Cat, I’ll go turn the water off at the main street valve. Back in a minute.”

When he returned, Eric said, “Cat, I’ll find the leak, fix it and have your water back on pretty quickly. But first, we’re going to have to move that big painting. I think the leak is in the wall behind it.”

Cat nodded. She left the gallery and returned with a small ladder. Together they unfastened the painting “Kissed” from the wall and moved it to the back of the gallery next to the jewelry display case.

“Yep, see where water has been seeping through the wall? I’m going to have to tear out part of the wall to get to the pipe. Then I’ll replace the dry wall. You can go to the hardware store and get some paint and paint it yourself. Save your money that way. I think I can be finished in a couple of hours.”

“That’s great,” Cat said. “I’ll get out of your way.” She headed for the kitchen.

Seconds later, Miles entered the back door with several grocery bags in hand. He had used his key. “Hello, m’lady. I went shopping.”

“I see that. We’re going to have plenty of food.”

“As I said, cooking is becoming a kind of hobby for me. That is, if you will be so kind as to allow me to use your kitchen?”

“No problem. Mi casa es tu casa.”

“I understand that phrase. You’re saying your house is my house.”

“That’s right.”

“I’ll put this away, and then I’ll help you carry your things upstairs.”

“It’s a deal,” Cat paused. “Also you should know we have no running water right now. We have a leak in the gallery wall, and the plumber is working on it now. He says it won’t take long.”

Miles did as promised. He put away his groceries and followed Cat out to the moving van. He chose the heaviest boxes, and within fifteen minutes, all of Cat’s possessions were upstairs, either in her room or on the landing.

“Thank you so much, m’lord. Should I call you m’lord?”

“Not really necessary. I’m low on the totem pole. That’s what you say? Totem pole?”

“Yes. What do you mean, low on the totem pole? Oh my god, are you really a lord?”

Miles laughed. “Just a baronet.”

“What’s a baronet?”

“A bloke with a clarinet. You know? Baronet. Clarinet.”

“Oh.” Cat looked confused. “Why not clarinetist?”

Miles laughed. “I’m teasing you.”

She shook her head and sighed. “Okay, smart ass. So tell me. What’s a baronet?”

“A baronet is a hereditary title, the lowest title awarded by the British Crown. One of my ancestors was responsible for the title. No need for you
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