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This book is dedicated to David. Thank you for believing in me and giving me the courage to stand on my own two feet and showing me the beauty of South Beach. Even though our time together was cut short, I know you will always be my guardian angel watching over me. This one's for you, David. I hope I'm making you proud. 
"For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways." — Psalm 91:11
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  Chapter 1
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Sarah stood up from her desk and walked over to her window and placed her hand on the pane of glass. Closing her eyes, she felt the coolness of the glass, but nothing else. Opening her eyes, she looked at her hand. How is it possible to touch an inanimate object and feel nothing? But if she touches a living being, whether human or animal, she feels every emotion inside of them. Her Uncle Johnny told her she had the “gift,” like he did. As a child she used to ask him why they had this gift and others did not. His reply was always, “Only God knows the answer to that, sweetheart.” 
At her feet, curled into the one patch of afternoon sun that crossed the hardwood floor, Bella let out a contented sigh, her massive head resting on her paws. The rottweiler had a way of knowing the exact moment Sarah’s thoughts turned inward, and as if on cue, she opened one eye to check on her.
Sarah looked out the window of her apartment and watched the people in the park. Several were walking or riding bikes on the bike path. An older gentleman sat on a park bench feeding the birds. She watched a mother chasing after a toddler. She could see the child laughing and knew if she touched its hand, she would feel the pure joy the child was feeling. She often wondered, why is it that as we get older, we lose that joy?
She turned around and looked at her apartment. She loved the loft because of the open space. It gave her plenty of room for her work. In the corner was her computer with the current dress design showing on the screen. Beside it was her drawing table, her cutting table, and her sewing machines. The oldest machine, which was the one she did most of her work on, was still her favorite. It did not have all the capabilities of the newer machines, but it still worked beautifully. Her Aunt and Uncle had bought her this sewing machine for her twelfth birthday. Since she was young, she had loved fashion and designing clothing. At seventeen she had designed and made her cousin Jackie’s wedding dress. Everyone had marveled at how beautiful it was, and word had quickly spread. Others began requesting she make their wedding dresses. By the time she graduated from high school, she had her own trademark and business. It was a small niche market in the Ohio area. What had started out as only wedding dresses had expanded into party dresses and special occasion ball gowns. Time and time again she was asked, “How is it possible you know exactly what I was wanting?” Little did they know, she had the upper hand. Showing a person her designs, she could sense what they liked and what they disliked.
Every day she woke up and thanked God for her business. She got to pick and choose the women she wanted to work with. She was so busy she had to turn clients away. She knew her business would grow if she hired help, but that would mean one of two things. One, whoever she hired would need to come work in her apartment. The answer to that was an immediate no — she valued her privacy too much, which is why all fittings had to be at her client’s home. Or two, she rented an office space. Again, she nixed the idea, because she wasn’t ready to take on the added cost.
A restlessness she could not explain had been coursing through her the last few weeks. She had so much to be grateful for in her life, but she was bored. Not with her work, she thought as she ran her fingers over the fabric lying on her cutting table. This dress was going to be one of the prettiest party dresses she had ever made. It fit the personality of the woman she was making it for — colorful, vibrant, full of life. Just the opposite of her own quiet, careful one. All she did was work, eat, and sleep. Bella, faithfully, did the same.
Everything about her life was safe. Her parents had died in a plane crash when she was three years old, and she had been raised by her Uncle Johnny and Aunt Marta. Her Uncle Johnny and his best friend, Jack, both retired military, had opened a high-security firm. People from all over the world requested their services.
Bella was the third rottweiler to stand watch over Sarah’s heart. The first had come home with Uncle Johnny when Sarah was six — an eight-week-old puff of black and tan fur he’d set down on the floor in front of his frightened, overwhelmed little niece, who’d spent that whole week unable to walk through a grocery store without being flattened by strangers’ emotions. “Every soldier needs someone watching their six,” he’d told her, “and you, sweetheart, are the bravest soldier I know.” That first pup, and the one after her, had each done their job faithfully, growing old in Sarah’s care before passing the post along. Bella had taken up where they left off as if she’d always known it belonged to her. Somewhere in the years since, the dog had become less a pet and more a second heartbeat. When the world’s feelings pressed in too close, all Sarah had to do was rest her hand on the broad warmth of Bella’s head, and the noise grew quieter.
When she had turned twenty-one and inherited the money from her parents’ estate, she had told her uncle she was going to buy her own home. That had worried him, so he convinced her to move into the apartment building next to his office instead. He and Jack had bought the building years earlier to give their agents a place to live between assignments. Many of them were out on the road for months at a time, so it was a nice perk to have a place to come back to without paying rent. Two apartments on the top floor had been gutted to make one large apartment for her, and when they did the remodeling, they built a walkway between the two buildings. Her front door led out into the apartment building hallway and the elevator. The back door led to the walkway. She rarely shut that door, because it made her feel safer knowing she could walk straight down the hall into her uncle’s office. Again, she’d taken the safe route. When was she going to let go of her fears and start to live life fully?
She let out a sigh, wishing her best friend Jeffrey, Jack’s son, was around to talk to. She knew she could have picked up the phone and called him, but he was out on assignment, and it was best not to disturb him.
She heard a knock on her uncle’s door and footsteps coming down the hall. Bella was on her feet instantly, sliding silently between Sarah and the sound, head low and steady, watching the doorway. It was only when the voice came around the corner — “Hey, squirt, how are you doing?” — that the dog’s whole body relaxed, the stump of her tail wagging hard against Sarah’s leg. Bella had known Jeffrey’s voice before Sarah’s mind had even caught up to it; she’d simply needed to see his face to be sure.
“Oh my God, Jeffrey,” Sarah said as she ran into his open arms. “What are you doing here?” she asked as she held him tight, Bella circling them both, stump wagging in delighted recognition.
Jeffrey picked her up off the floor and twirled her around, reaching down afterward to give Bella’s ears a good scratch. Memories of Sarah as a little girl flashed through his mind as he held onto her. Since the first day he’d met her, he had loved her like his own sister. He’d thought the family’s worrying over her had been an exaggeration, until he felt how thin she’d become. If it hadn’t been for fear of breaking her ribs, he would have held her tighter. Gently lowering her to the floor, he cupped her face in his hands and asked, “What’s wrong?”
Sarah held onto Jeffrey’s hands and squeezed. Tears she hadn’t meant to shed rolled down her cheeks. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
“Aw, sweetheart,” he said, letting go of her hands to shut her back door so no one could hear them. He led her over to the couch and sat down beside her, Bella immediately settling across both their feet like a furry anchor. “Talk to me.”
Sarah pulled a Kleenex out of her pocket and blew her nose. “I’m sorry,” she said, feeling his worry.
Jeffrey brushed the hair off her face. Looking into her eyes, he said, “You know you never have to hide anything from me.”
“I know,” Sarah said, sniffling. “I just don’t know what’s wrong with me. I should be happy, but I’m not. I have a great job, a loving family, my health.” She tapped her chest. “But I feel like because I always take the safe route, I’m missing out on life.”
“If anyone knows how you’re feeling, it’s you,” Jeffrey said with a smile, knowing that was her specialty, not his.
Sarah chuckled. “I feel better with you here.” She immediately sensed the shift in his emotions, and the smile faded from her face. “You’re leaving again, aren’t you?”
Jeffrey chose his words carefully — he wanted to run the idea past Sarah before he approached his dad and Johnny. “Actually, I’m here because I learned of an assignment that would be perfect for you.”
Sarah sat up straight, shocked Jeffrey would even think of her going out in the field. He knew how much she hated any kind of violence. Many summers she had worked in her uncle’s office as an errand girl, and even though she wasn’t supposed to, she’d read the field reports. The protective duties they did, especially for the FBI, required the agents to carry a gun — and yes, sometimes use it. The thought of hurting another person literally made her sick to her stomach. “Jeffrey, you know I couldn’t do your kind of work.”
Jeffrey shook his head and waved his hand. “It’s not that kind of assignment,” he said. “I met a gentleman who has a fashion house in Miami. We got to talking, and it turns out several of his designs have been stolen. He needs someone to go undercover in his business — someone who knows enough about fashion that it won’t raise suspicions. I immediately thought of you.”
Sarah sat back and stared at him, shaking her head. “Uncle Johnny would never agree to me going out on assignment. And besides, I’m not good enough to work in a fashion house.”
“Are you kidding me, Sarah?” Jeffrey said, taking hold of her hand. “You’ve been running your own business for the past ten years.”
Feeling insecure, she said, “Most of the people in fashion houses have been doing it for years and have a college degree. I only graduated from high school.”
Jeffrey shook his head. “It doesn’t take a degree, Sarah, it takes talent. And that you have in spades.”
“What about my clients here? I can’t just drop them. I need to keep my business going, or I’ll be out of business.”
Jeffrey smiled. “We thought of that.”
“What do you mean, you thought of that?” she asked, feeling his excitement.
“I told Brandon you had your own business and couldn’t just walk away from it. We realized it was the perfect cover. You’ll continue your work out of his offices. The other workers will think you’re doing contract work for him, when really you’ll be doing your own.”
“What about measurements? And needing to feel what a person wants?”
“Come on, Sarah,” Jeffrey said, looking at the work piled up on her table. “You’ve needed to hire another seamstress for years. And most of your clients are repeat clients — you already know what they want. They just call and tell you what event they’re going to, and you design the dress for them.”
Knowing he almost had her convinced, he added, “How many times does an opportunity like this come along? You’ve always wondered what it would be like to work in a fashion design house. This will let you find out if it’s what’s been missing.”
Sarah smiled at Jeffrey. “I thought this was an assignment to find out who’s stealing designs, not to start designing for someone else.”
“Killing two birds with one stone,” he said, standing and pulling Sarah to her feet. Not wanting to give her a chance to change her mind, he pulled her toward her uncle’s office, Bella trotting along beside them without needing to be asked. “Let’s go talk to the powers that be.”
Nervously, Sarah walked down the hallway holding Jeffrey’s hand. Was she ready to do this? She thought about the restlessness she’d felt right before he showed up. Was this a sign from God to take a chance on life — to get out of her comfort zone?
They walked into Johnny and Jack’s office. When they’d first started their security business, they’d had separate offices, but they spent so much time going back and forth that they eventually tore out the wall and made it one large office for both.
Sarah’s knees were literally shaking as she stood in front of her uncles, Bella pressing her solid weight against her leg — calm here, in this office, with these people she’d loved her whole life. “Johnny, Dad,” Jeffrey said, nodding to them. “There’s something Sarah and I would like to discuss with you.”
“Okay,” Johnny said, pointing to the conference table. Once they were all seated, he asked, “What’s on your mind?”
Getting straight to the point, Jeffrey said, “I’d like Sarah to come back to Miami with me for an assignment at a fashion design house.”
“What kind of assignment?” Johnny asked.
“Someone’s stealing designs from Brandon’s Design House, and he wants to find out who’s doing it. He’s gone to the police, but they said he didn’t have proof the clothing he saw at the fashion show in New York was his. He really needs someone to go undercover, and I immediately thought of Sarah. She knows fashion, and with her gift, she should be able to sense who the guilty person is in no time.” When his dad and uncle didn’t say anything, he added, “Brandon’s waiting to hear back from me on whether we accept the job.”
Jack asked, “How long has the stealing been going on?”
“About three months.”
“What’s the risk level for Sarah?” Johnny asked.
“There shouldn’t be any,” Jeffrey said. “We’ll upgrade his security system, change all his locks, install additional cameras, and tap the phones.”
Johnny sat back and looked at Jack, who nodded. He looked at his niece. He and Marta had been worried about her — every day it felt like the life was slipping out of her. For the first time in weeks, he could feel real excitement inside her. “Is this something you want to do?” he asked.
“Yes,” Sarah said, nodding. “I know how I’d feel if someone stole or copied my designs without permission. Plus, it gives me the chance to work in a design house and learn — see if I want to expand my own business.”
“Are you sure the risk level for Sarah is low?” Johnny asked Jeffrey again.
“Yes. Plus, I’ll be in the area several times a month — I can check in on her.”
“All right,” Johnny said. “Before we tell Brandon we’ll take the job, I’d like Sarah to go meet him and gauge how she feels about him. If she thinks she can work with him, you have our approval.” He saw Sarah and Jeffrey smile at each other and held up a finger. “Besides upgrading the security at Brandon’s business, we’ll need to find a secure place for Sarah to live. And you, young lady,” he said with emphasis, “will need to wear the necklace at all times. Bella goes with you too — no exceptions.”
Sarah’s hand went automatically to her throat, and her other hand dropped to rest on Bella’s head. The necklace was a delicate heart pendant, a tiny four-leaf clover etched into its silver face. What people didn’t know was that it held a small microchip — press the center, and it would send out a distress signal. Thankfully, she’d never had to use it, but it gave her a sense of security wearing it. She glanced down at Bella, solid and steady against her leg, and felt that same quiet reassurance double over on itself. Looking at her uncle, she said, “You know I never take either of them off.”






  
  Chapter 2
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Three days later, Sarah and Jeffrey were sitting in a booth at the Diner Restaurant in Miami Beach, Bella curled contentedly beneath the table at Sarah’s feet. It was one of the things Sarah loved most about South Beach already — nobody so much as blinked at a hundred-pound rottweiler tucked under a table. Half the restaurants along Ocean Drive kept a water bowl by the door. 
A gentleman flowed into the seat across from them. “Oh,” he said with exaggeration, “the beach is so crowded this weekend. Hi, sweetheart,” he said as he waved his hand in front of himself. Then he laughed when he saw Sarah was ready to reply. “Not you, honey,” he said, winking at Jeffrey, “him.” Then he laughed again. “No, I’m just teasing both of you. Hi, you must be Sarah. I’m Brandon,” he said, holding his hand out for Sarah to shake.
Sarah took hold of Brandon’s hand, liking him immediately. There was no mistaking his sexual preferences by his flamboyant clothing and feminine gestures. And she knew, even though he’d said it jokingly, he did mean it when he said he preferred Jeffrey.
Jeffrey shook his head, looking at Sarah. “I warned you he would be like this.”
“Oh stop, you like me, and you know it,” Brandon said, smiling at Jeffrey. He glanced down, and his whole face lit up. “And who, may I ask, is this gorgeous creature?”
Bella had lifted her head at the new voice but stayed put, reading him the way she read everyone — and apparently deciding he was harmless, because her stump gave a slow, easy wag against the floor.
“This is Bella,” Sarah said. “I hope it’s all right that I brought her. She goes most places with me.”
“All right?” Brandon pressed a hand to his chest. “Honey, I would have been offended if you’d left her in the car. We are very pet-friendly people down here.” He reached down to let Bella sniff his fingers before scratching behind her ears, completely unbothered when she leaned the full weight of her head into his hand. “Yes, you are gorgeous, aren’t you. We will absolutely be finding a spot for you at the office too.”
Cocking his head to the side, Brandon turned his attention back to Sarah and looked her over critically. “I like your style of clothing. Is this one of your designs?”
Sarah’s cheeks turned pink when she admitted, “Yes.”
Jeffrey could not keep the smile off his face. “Did I forget to mention Sarah designs and makes all her own clothing?”
“Get out of here,” Brandon said excitedly. “Please, honey, stand up so I can see the whole package.”
Sarah turned a brighter shade of red as other customers in the restaurant turned to look at them, hearing Brandon’s excitement. “Here, now?” she asked.
“Oh,” Brandon said, waving his hand, “don’t worry about them, honey, we have models from all over the world come visit the beach. People are used to it around here.”
Sarah tried to get out of the booth, but Jeffrey wasn’t moving. She touched him on his shoulder and felt how tense he had become. Looking around, she saw two men walk in and sit at a booth on the other side of the room. “Do you know them?” she asked.
Jeffrey nodded. “One of them is an old Army buddy. Will you excuse me?” he said as he got out of the booth and walked toward the two gentlemen. The one man moved over so Jeffrey could sit down. Bella’s eyes tracked him the whole way, ears up, until he was seated and the tension in the room settled — then she let her head drop back onto her paws.
Brandon turned around in his seat to watch Jeffrey walk away. Giving a little shiver, he turned back toward Sarah and said, “I am so glad that boy likes me, because I sure wouldn’t want to get on his bad side.”
Sarah looked at the man sitting beside Jeffrey. She could tell Jeffrey liked him, but there was also tension between the two of them. She guessed by the clothing the men wore they were either detectives or government agents. Something big was going on for Jeffrey to have left her side. Knowing Jeffrey would tell her later, she scooted out of the booth and turned around so Brandon could inspect her clothing. As quickly as she could, she scooted back in.
Brandon sat quietly looking at Sarah, all exaggeration gone from his persona. Now the businessman sat in front of her. “Jeffrey tells me you have your own business, doing wedding and party dresses.” He waved his hand at her clothing. “Why haven’t you expanded into everyday wear?” he asked.
Jeffrey walked back and sat down beside Sarah. Hearing what Brandon had just said, he waited for Sarah’s response.
Softly, Sarah said, “I’ve done very well with my small group of people. I just don’t think my designs are good enough for the rest of the world.”
“Why don’t you let me be the judge,” Brandon said, holding his hand out. “Did you bring your portfolio?”
Quietly, Sarah handed over her portfolio. Wanting to impress Brandon at their first meeting, she had brought pictures of some of her best designs. She wanted him to feel confident she had enough talent that no one would suspect she was working undercover.
They sat in silence as Brandon leafed through the pages. When he got to the last page, he handed it back to Sarah, asking, “You’ve had no professional training?”
Sarah shook her head. “Only what I taught myself.”
Brandon leaned forward on the table toward Sarah. “I know this isn’t the reason you came down here, but I would hire you in a heartbeat. You have a gift.” Then he chuckled and said, “From what I hear, it’s not the only one you have.”
Sarah quickly looked at Jeffrey, wondering why he had told Brandon about her gift. “You told him about me?”
“Are you kidding me, honey? Your gift is what sold me on you. I’ve been to the police, had all my employees investigated, and nothing. Why not try a little voodoo?”
Sarah did not think her face could turn any redder. “It’s not voodoo.”
Brandon waved his hand. “Call it whatever you want, honey. Just catch this stinking, nasty thief.”
Bringing the conversation back to the business at hand, Jeffrey said, “Why don’t you tell Sarah what you told me?”
Brandon huffed at Jeffrey. “Party pooper.” Then he looked at Sarah. “About six months ago, my designers started complaining a few of their designs had gone missing. We were all working overtime, so I thought they’d just misplaced them. But when I went to a fashion show in New York a few weeks later, there was no doubt in my mind the designs I was seeing on the runway came from my house. But there was no way I could prove it.”
“What did you do?” Sarah asked, feeling Brandon’s frustration.
“I went to the police, and they actually laughed at me. Saying it’s just a dress, what’s the big deal?” He threw his hands up in the air. “I said, are you kidding me? A one-of-a-kind dress can go for thousands of dollars, and the copies even more. They escorted me out of the police station, saying I was getting too disruptive. I hated doing it, but I had my employees investigated. Most of them have worked for me for years. I couldn’t imagine any of them stealing from me. But I couldn’t deny what I saw in New York. Those designs hadn’t gone outside my front door, so it had to have been stolen from the inside.”
Sarah could feel Brandon’s sorrow as he wondered whether one of his employees might be stealing from him. “Is that when you ran into Jeffrey?” she asked.
“Yes,” Brandon said, smiling at Jeffrey. “I was feeling very low in my cups one evening when this gorgeous hunk came and sat down beside me. Asking me if I wanted to talk? Before I knew it, I was spilling my guts to him, and he said he knew of someone who could help me.” He looked at Sarah. “You.”
Sarah had been around her uncle and Jack long enough to know the business. “Did Jeffrey explain our fees to you?” she asked.
“Honey,” Brandon said with emphasis, “I can assure you, whatever fees you’re going to charge me is nothing compared to the money I’ve lost on those designs. Or the peace of mind I need.” He placed his hand over his heart. “It is such a violation, knowing someone is stealing from you.”
Jeffrey looked at Sarah, and she nodded. Looking back at Brandon, he said, “If you want, Sarah can start on Monday. But remember our deal. The work she’ll be doing is her own, not for your design house. If she does something you like, you’ll have to pay her for it.”
Brandon waved his hands. “That will be no problem. I’ve already seen a couple things in your sketchpad I’d like to talk to you about.”
“And,” Jeffrey said with emphasis, “this may feel like a violation to you, but we need to install all new security cameras in and around your building. Change all your locks and computer lines and clone all the phones. If anyone is taking pictures on their private phone and sending them on, we will trace it. And Bella will be coming to the office with Sarah every day — that’s not negotiable on our end either.”
“Oh, that one I don’t need convincing on,” Brandon said, reaching down to give Bella one more scratch behind the ears. “A face like this is good for morale. I’ll have my assistant find her a proper bed for under Sarah’s desk.”
Brandon shook his head no, all business again. “I have no problem with putting in all new cameras and locks and monitoring the computer lines. But I cannot agree to cloning the phones.”
Jeffrey leaned forward on the table. “Not taking all the measures we feel are necessary to catch your thief could prolong our investigation, costing you a lot more money.”
Brandon got a haughty look on his face. “I have no problem if Sarah needs to work for me a little longer than anticipated. But I just cannot invade my employees’ privacy like that. Besides, I do believe there are laws against cloning phones without a warrant.”
Jeffrey smiled. “We’d be in and out of their phones before they ever knew we were there.”






  
  Chapter 3

[image: ]

Sarah stood on the balcony of the condo, looking at the view, Bella stretched out in a stripe of shade along the railing, tongue lolling in the heat. Jeffrey had told her the condo belonged to a friend of his who said she could stay there for free if she liked. She wasn’t sure who this friend was, but they must be loaded — she’d seen postings for rentals in the building and couldn’t believe how much they cost, especially for a two-bedroom, two-bath. But she wasn’t complaining. The apartment was fully furnished and beautifully decorated. The best feature was the balcony and ocean view. It was so breathtaking, she didn’t think she’d ever tire of looking at it. And her Uncle Johnny had approved of the building’s security — including, he’d pointed out more than once, the fact that the building staff had taken one look at Bella and decided no one would be getting past the lobby unannounced. 
Walking back into her living room, she looked at the notes on her computer screen. She’d been working for Brandon for two months now and wasn’t any closer to finding the thief than he had been. They both suspected the person had stopped because of the added security and cameras he’d put in. Sarah smiled as she looked at her sketchpad, Bella padding in behind her to settle at the foot of the worktable, exactly where she settled every morning. One of the reasons Brandon wasn’t pressing for her to leave was because he loved her work. And as much as she hated to admit it, she was enjoying herself.
Brandon’s Design House was small compared to other businesses in the area. Fifteen people worked for him, most of them designers. At first Sarah had been very nervous meeting new people. She wasn’t sure how she was going to handle working in a confined space — every day she felt their energies, their frustrations, their excitement, their passion. Instead of throwing her off balance the way she’d feared, it energized her. It enhanced her creativity. She’d thought working alongside other designers would be competitive; it was just the opposite. The workers were supportive of one another and had welcomed her into the fold right away — Bella included. True to his word, Brandon had a plush dog bed waiting under her desk on her very first morning, with a hand-lettered name tag clipped to it that simply read BELLA, OFFICE MORALE.
As rehearsed, Brandon had introduced Sarah as a contract designer. He’d smiled and winked at his employees, saying he hoped to hire her one day. At first the other designers thought it was strange that she’d continue to work for herself, until they saw the dresses she’d made. Then they understood why Brandon had brought her on board. He’d already purchased ten of her designs.
The only downfall to living so far from home was that she missed her family. She also had to get used to being around new people and their emotions. Every day she used the technique her uncle had taught her — slow, deep breaths, and visualizing a wall of protection around her. The fact that her mind stayed focused on finding the thief and working on her designs helped her keep everyone at bay. So did the simple, steady weight of Bella’s presence under the desk all day; some days she swore the dog absorbed half of what she couldn’t.
Stepping into the shower, she thought about her boss. She was learning a great deal about marketing under Brandon’s guidance — the man was truly a genius. He’d laugh and tell you he couldn’t draw a stick figure, but he knew how to find talent, cultivate it, and sell it for top dollar at retail.
As she was getting dressed, her cell phone rang. “Hello,” she said, already knowing from the caller ID that it was Jesse, Johnny and Marta’s son. He too had inherited “the Luck of the Irish” gift, though his ran toward healing people, like their maternal grandmother’s had.
“Hello, my dear cousin. I’ve got a few minutes before class and thought I’d give you a call. How are you doing?” he asked.
Making light of it, she said, “Besides being a tad lonely, I’m wonderful.” Wanting to change the subject, she asked, “How’s medical school?”
“Great. You know, the usual — lots of studying and cutting up dead bodies. Still enjoying working with others?” he asked, feeling her mood shift to excitement.
“I love it. I’m learning so much.”
“When are we going to see your fashions on the runway in Paris?”
Sarah let out a laugh. She wished her designs were ready for the Paris runways. “Not for a while. Though a couple of my dresses did get used at a show last weekend.”
Jesse let out a whoop. “That’s fantastic. Why didn’t you say anything?”
“That’s not why I’m here. I’m here to find a thief, remember?”
“No reason you can’t do both,” Jesse said, pleased his cousin was enjoying herself. Wanting to know, he asked, “Have any hot dates lately?”
Sarah rolled her eyes. If it wasn’t her uncle or aunt getting on her about dating, it was Jesse. Deciding to have a little fun, she said, “As a matter of fact, I had a hot date last night. He looked just like Fabio. He took me to a beautiful restaurant on the water, and we didn’t get back here until after two in the morning. Then we made passionate love. Wow,” she said, exaggerating, “I’m exhausted.”
Jesse started laughing. “Yeah, right! We both know you’re a good Catholic girl who’s saving herself for her husband.”
“Hey,” Sarah said, “there’s nothing wrong with being a virgin, Jesse.”
“I never said there was.” Getting serious, he said, “Sarah, you rarely date. Start having some fun. There are a ton of single guys down there. Why haven’t you dated any of them?”
“It’s not that simple, Jesse.”
“Sure it is. Going on a date doesn’t mean you have to sleep with the guy, Sarah. Nobody’s asking you to give up what you believe in just to go have dinner with someone. I’m asking you to get out of that apartment, meet a few people, laugh a little. Have some fun. Enjoy yourself for once instead of working yourself into the ground.”
Sarah sighed and sat down on the edge of her bed. “You make it sound so easy, Jesse. You forget what it’s like for me — I can feel exactly what’s on a man’s mind the second he walks through the door, same as it always is. I don’t even have to wonder. So forgive me if I’d rather not spend my evening dealing with all of that for someone I already know isn’t going anywhere.”
Sarah laughed, thinking about the weekend Jesse and his friends had stayed with her. Unlike her, he and his fraternity brothers loved to party. She’d barely seen them — they played on the beach during the day and hit the clubs at night, usually strolling in around five in the morning, right as she was heading out for her run with Bella. “I’m surprised you noticed anything, since you were too busy checking out all the hot girls.”
Jesse chuckled. “You have a point there. But haven’t you met anyone who makes your heart go pitter-patter?”
Sarah thought for a moment. “Most of the guys here barely notice someone like me.”
Jesse sighed. “It’s not that they don’t notice you, Sarah. It’s that you don’t notice them. Heck, my fraternity brothers drool all over themselves every time they see you.” Chuckling, he said, “Of course, if any of them ever touched you, Dad or I would beat them to a pulp.”
Sarah laughed with him. “If it wasn’t Uncle Johnny terrifying the men away, it was you. Or Bella, growling at anything that got within ten feet of me.”
“That may be true,” he said. “But we’re not there now. So, enjoy yourself.”
“My dear cousin,” she said with a sigh, “you and Uncle Johnny may not be here physically, but you know darn well the two of you are with me mentally every day. I couldn’t get away with anything, and you know it.”
“Yes,” he said in agreement. “One of the curses of having the gift is always being able to sense what’s going on in each other’s life. Then again, with the GPS necklace on, Dad knows exactly where you are.”
Sarah touched the necklace at her throat. Being in a strange city by herself, it gave her comfort knowing all she had to do was press her thumb to the little clover at its center, and someone would come to help her. She glanced at her watch and saw it was time to leave for work. “Thank you for calling, Jesse. I really appreciate it. I have to get to work, and you have to go cut up a body.”
Before he hung up, he said, “I meant what I said, Sarah. Start having some fun. Love you.”
“Love you too.”






  
  Chapter 4
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Sarah’s desk phone rang as she was putting her work away for the day. Seeing all the empty desks around her, she glanced at the clock — she’d gotten so engrossed in her latest design that she’d lost track of time. Hearing her phone ring again, she answered it. “Hello, Brandon’s Fashion Designs.” 
“Sarah, can you come in here, please?” Brandon asked.
Sarah looked at Brandon through his glass office wall, motioning for her to come in.
“I’ll be right there,” she said as she hung up the phone. Standing up, a wave of dizziness hit her, and she had to grab the side of her desk so she didn’t fall over. Bella was on her feet before Sarah’s hand even found the edge of the desk, pressing her solid weight into Sarah’s leg, ears pinned back as she tracked the source of it. Sarah’s first thought was that her sugar levels had dropped, since she’d been drinking coffee all day. Then she saw a man walk out of the elevator. Immediately she knew he was the source of her dizziness. The passions inside him were so strong it felt like aftershocks from an earthquake blasting through the room and hitting her head-on. She stumbled backward into her chair, causing it to hit the desk behind her. Doubling over, wave after wave of emotion ran through her body. Holy cow, she thought. She’d picked up strong energies from people before, but never anything like this. All the emotions hitting her at once were making her sick. With her head between her knees, she began taking short breaths, trying to calm her rolling stomach.
She heard running footsteps and then felt a hand on her shoulder as Brandon squatted down beside her. Bella’s low growl had already started building low in her throat before she placed Brandon’s voice and let it die off — though she never once took her eyes off the stranger by the elevator. “Sarah, honey,” Brandon asked worriedly, “are you okay?”
Feeling Brandon’s worry combined with the other emotions she was picking up from the stranger was more than she could handle. Quickly she jumped up, holding her hand to her mouth. “I have to go,” she said as she ran toward the restroom, Bella at her heels before she’d taken three steps.
Losing her stomach contents, she thought of her Uncle Johnny. She envisioned the protective shield surrounding her, chanting his mantra — May the wall of protection surround me. May the wall of protection surround me. Feeling better, she slowly stood up, taking long, calming breaths.
Walking out of the stall, she saw the cause of her dilemma standing beside the sink with a wet towel in his hands — though he hadn’t gotten one step closer than that, because Bella stood planted squarely between them, hackles faintly raised, sizing him up the way she sized up everyone. With the sounds of her heaving and the toilet flushing, Sarah hadn’t even heard the door open. For a moment, all three of them stood frozen — Sarah, Nicco, and the hundred pounds of rottweiler refusing to let him near the stall. Even if Sarah had wanted to speak, she wasn’t sure she could. For the first time, she got a good look at his face. Oh my gosh, she thought. This was the kind of man she’d always dreamed of finding.
“She’s, ah — she’s a good judge of character,” Nicco said carefully, not moving an inch, his eyes on the dog rather than the towel in his hands. “I’m not going to argue with her.”
As if she’d been waiting for exactly that — for him to hold his ground without flinching, without trying to push past her — Bella’s stump began to wag, slow and considering, and she stepped aside to let him through. Sarah would think about that a hundred times over the weeks that followed: that Bella, who growled at strange men on the sidewalk and put herself between Sarah and half of South Beach, had taken one look at Nicco Kombi and decided he was safe.
Smiling, Nicco stepped forward and handed her the towel. “I thought you could use this.”
Sarah took the towel from his hand, trying not to touch him. The energy she’d felt earlier wasn’t as strong now — mostly she felt concern coming off him. If Jesse could see her now, he’d bust a gut laughing. He’d say she’d finally met a man who made her heart go pitter-patter. Knowing she had to say something, she said, “You shouldn’t be in here.”
“True,” he said, grinning. “I was worried about you. I’ve had plenty of reactions from people before, but I don’t recall ever making one of them sick.”
Not wanting to say, if you’d felt what I felt, you’d be sick too, she asked instead, “Are you a model?”
With a twinkle in his eyes and a mischievous look on his face, he said, “No. You think I should be?”
Sarah couldn’t help smiling, knowing he was teasing her. “You could, if you wanted to be.”
He shook his head, smiling. “I’d rather be on this end of the business.” Turning serious, he said, “Sorry I invaded your privacy. Are you sure you’re okay?”
Feeling the genuine concern coming off him, she replied, “I’m fine.” Holding up the towel, she said, “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Walking toward the door, he said over his shoulder, “Take your time. I’ll see you in Brandon’s office.” Bella, apparently satisfied her job was done, trotted along after him as far as the doorway before circling back to sit at Sarah’s feet.
As she watched him walk out, the word yummy kept running through her mind. He had broad shoulders that tapered down to a narrow waist
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