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      The worst way to prove herself on the job would be to fall for her captain.

      

      Firefighting has been Captain Joe Mendoza’s passion since the days his firefighter dad let him climb on the trucks. When the chance for a promotion arises, he’ll do whatever he can to secure it. Accepting the chief’s request to take the newest hire, Chief Peligni’s daughter, under his wing is a given. What Joe doesn’t anticipate, though, is the way Faith storms into his life and becomes a monumental temptation.

      

      Faith Peligni may be the first female in the department, but she’s not interested in making waves. She’s determined to fit in as just another firefighter. However, being a woman and the chief’s daughter, she has to work twice as hard to gain half the respect. She burns for that respect, and she’ll take help from no one—least of all the sexy, dark-eyed captain who sends a spark through her with just a look.

      

      As their attraction billows to inferno levels, they’re both faced with high-stakes decisions. Can they find a way to have a workplace romance without their careers going up in flames?
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      Faith Peligni felt as if she was being thrown right into the fire her first day. And that was exactly how she liked it.

      Everyone on duty at the San Amaro Island Fire Department had gathered across the street from the station at the city-owned training facility. Captain Joe Mendoza, whom Faith had known in passing since she was three feet tall and running around in her father’s too-big standard-issue helmet, was currently explaining the drill. It was a two-person relay that involved dragging a hundred-fifty-pound dummy, climbing the four-story tower while carrying a heavy coil of hose, then rappelling down the outside wall. Each pair would be timed, with the fastest team the winner.

      There was enough trash talk going on between some of the guys to fill the Houston city dump. Faith had been introduced to a few of them, and so far, everyone was leaving her alone. On the one hand, she was grateful for the peace, but on the other, it meant she didn’t fit in. She wasn’t one of the guys. Standing by herself as Cale Jackson, one of the lieutenants, demonstrated each stage of the drill, she wondered if she ever would be.

      Did she want to be?

      Maybe.

      What she really wanted was their respect. To be able to walk through the department and be confident that no one still believed she wasn’t here on her own merit.

      “Listen up, men. And women.” Captain Mendoza sought out Faith’s eyes with his coffee-colored ones. “Sorry, Faith. Old habits. I’m going to pair everybody up and then we’ll get started. Any questions?”

      No one responded, so the captain began calling off names. Instead of worrying about who she’d be partnered with, Faith walked closer to the tower to scope it out, looking for any pitfalls, since she wasn’t familiar with it.

      “Peligni, you’re with me,” the captain said, finishing up his list.

      Faith didn’t glance at him, afraid she’d betray her annoyance. Was he putting her with him so he could “help” her? A charity case? She bit down on any protest and turned to face him.

      “I have a reputation for winning this,” Captain Mendoza said as he approached. “You think you’re up for it?”

      She studied him, searching for a hint of bullshitting. He was a big man, well over six feet tall and wide in the shoulders. His eyes were gentle, kind, yet he had a look about him that said you definitely didn’t want to get on his bad side. His black hair was short, his face tanned. Strong. Good-looking, though she wouldn’t admit that if pressed. The kind of face you wanted to trust. As far as she could tell, he was being sincere.

      “I’ll do the best I can,” she said.

      He likely thought the activities this drill involved put her at a disadvantage. The first two legs depended mostly on upper body strength, which, of course, women were lacking compared to men. However, Faith was confident that she was stronger than most people gave her credit for, thanks in large part to extra workouts every week. Even on her days off, she put in one to two hours of physical training. While it would never make her stronger than some of these guys, she could definitely hold her own.

      The third leg, rappelling, was one of Faith’s favorites. She loved the feeling of flying downward and bouncing off the wall. One of her brothers, Lou, had taken her skydiving once, and it had been just as fun but with less control. Lou teased her that she’d missed her calling, and had tried to get her to join him in the military.

      She watched intently as the other teams took their turns, trying to pick up tips, spots where they lost time. The men watching paid attention in a general yelling and hell-raising way, but they’d obviously been through this drill numerous times and weren’t worried about shaving off every possible second like she was. They didn’t have the stakes she did. If they didn’t win, it was just another day. If she didn’t win, there’d be rumblings that she’d only gotten the job because of her dad, that a woman couldn’t hack this career, and on and on. While she didn’t want to let such talk get to her, she had no doubt it would. She wanted her fellow firefighters’ respect.

      Captain Mendoza leaned in close to her and she caught a whiff of his masculine, earthy scent. “The last two stairs before the top are wobbly as hell. Watch your step up there.”

      She nodded, debating internally. She considered being stubborn and working things out herself. But that wouldn’t serve the bigger goal of winning. Though she didn’t like the idea of getting help, she liked losing even less. “Any other tips?”

      “You’re asking for something I’ve never given away before,” he said, watching her with those intense dark eyes.

      “Not even to your teammates?”

      “None of them have ever been smart enough to ask.”

      They shared a brief grin, and Faith said, “Well?”

      “Avoid the handrails. They’ll slow you down.”

      “Got it. Thanks.”

      “We’re up next. You ready?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “I’ll go first.”

      Faith nodded and followed him to the starting line while the second-to-last pair finished up.

      “Faith,” the captain said, making her look up at him. “Show me what you’ve got.”

      With that, he turned around and started suiting up in full gear. Faith did the same and silently vowed not to let him down.

      “Time to beat,” the official timekeeper called out as the man before them—she couldn’t remember his name—crossed the finish. “Four minutes, fourteen seconds.”

      “Can we do that?” Faith muttered to Captain Mendoza as they continued to prep.

      “Have to push it,” he said. “I think we can.”

      She knew it was up to her to pull her weight. No sweat.

      Yeah, right.

      The captain finished putting his gear on, and the whistle blew for him to start. Most of the guys were loud in their support of him as he lugged the dummy over the ground, but Faith kept her cheering silent, willing him to make up for any time she might lose ascending the tower with the heavy hose.

      She put her last glove on, transfixed by the sight of him. She’d guess he was close to forty, based on the lines of his face, not the way he moved. He was one of the biggest men on this shift, all solid muscle, and yet his grace and speed mesmerized her. He made it look as if the hose weighed three pounds instead of thirty. When he got to the top, he quickly fastened the rappelling gear and went over the edge. Like the rest of the guys, he took the wall in four rhythmic bounces.

      Faith’s adrenaline kicked in as he ran toward her.

      “Go for it,” he said as he tagged her hand.

      She took off in a sprint to the spot where he’d dragged the dummy. The thing weighed more than she did, but she was used to that. No excuses in her world. She toted it back to the starting line and then sprinted to the tower.

      When she reached the coil of hose, she stumbled a bit and almost fell. She caught herself at the last moment and avoided ending up on her butt but lost a couple seconds. She heaved the hose up and took off, eyes on each step, focusing on balance, avoiding the handrails.

      By the last flight of stairs, her lungs were screaming, and she wondered if the air was thinner up here, because she definitely wasn’t getting enough oxygen. She forged on, preparing herself for the last two wobbly steps before unloading the coil.

      Now for the fun part.

      She attached her rappelling equipment and, without hesitation, climbed on top of the wall and lowered herself over, her back to the group of firefighters. Instead of hitting the wall four times, she flung herself out and made it halfway down with her first release. Pushing off with her legs, she flew the rest of the way, hitting the ground hard but intact. She unfastened the rope and sprinted to the finish line, ignoring the burning in her lungs.
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        * * *

      

      Joe nodded slowly to himself as he watched Faith’s final approach. This woman was going to cause an uproar in the department, not only because of her looks but because she could teach several of the men plenty when it came to busting one’s ass.

      He didn’t know if she’d make the time they needed to win, but she had nothing to be ashamed of, given the way she’d gone after it. Her rappelling was a thing of beauty—seemingly wild, yet she’d been in control the whole descent, pulling off a time-saving move. The woman could run too. If this was how she performed in every aspect of the job, he’d be thrilled to have her working for him.

      When she raced over the finish line, he held his hand out for her to slap again and praised her effort. His eyes were on the timekeeper as he hit the stopwatch, read the results to himself, and then looked up with an unreadable expression.

      “Let’s have it, Olin,” Joe said, caring too much about the results.

      “Four minutes, eleven seconds. Congratulations, Captain. You and the new girl are the champs.”

      “Yes!” Faith whispered her response so most of the guys couldn’t hear her, as if she understood celebrating would egg on some of them. She was young—only twenty-six—but Joe could tell she had a lot of street smarts and experience dealing with animal-like males from her tenure in the San Antonio Fire Department the past few years.

      Her glossy, sable hair was straight and reached below her shoulders. Her eyes were the brightest blue he’d ever seen, making him think of the Gulf of Mexico on the clearest day. She’d shown up to work that morning wearing no makeup—she didn’t need any to highlight her striking features.

      She met Joe’s eyes, her blue ones overflowing with excitement and pride at their achievement. It was impossible not to catch some of her enthusiasm, regardless of how well she tried to hide it.

      He nodded at her, grinned, then looked away, seeing her father’s penetrating gaze in his mind and hearing his plea, just a couple of hours ago, for Joe to take Faith under his wing.

      Joe wanted to see Faith succeed, not only because her father, Fire Chief Tony Peligni, was a good man. Not just because she was the department’s first woman and had to carry that burden on her shoulders. Joe wanted her to do well because he liked her and felt lucky to have her on his team.

      Professionally speaking, of course.
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        * * *

      

      Faith absolutely, positively was not going to make coffee today.

      Any other day, she’d do so willingly, because she was all about sharing duties, from meal prep to cleaning the rigs. But if she brewed some on her first day, it could be interpreted as a statement she didn’t want to make. It’d be far too easy for one of the men to see her as the coffee girl, and who knew how long it would take to outgrow that derogatory title? Didn’t matter that she’d been part of the winning team in training and had gotten a couple of compliments from the others about her rappelling skills. Some of these guys were Neanderthals at heart, she suspected. Lieutenant Ed Rottinghaus, for one—the man who’d fought to prevent her from being hired. There were likely others who felt the same. All it took was one moron following her around with the coffeepot.

      The bitch of it was she was dying for a cup of hot, strong caffeine. She’d missed her morning dose in her rush to get out the door and needed it even more than she needed the lunch she’d packed.

      “Hey, new girl. Nice showing at the training drill.”

      She turned warily to look at the man with dirty-blond hair who’d just walked in. She’d probably been introduced earlier, but all the stacked-with-muscles bodies were starting to look the same to her.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’m still trying to remember names.”

      “Derek Severson.” He held out a large hand and she shook it. “Nicest guy you’ll meet in this place.”

      “Is that right?” She laughed. “Good to know. I’ll try to remember your face if that’s the case.”

      “Hundred percent unbiased truth. So…awful big shoes to fill, being the chief’s daughter.”

      At least he didn’t beat around the bush or talk behind her back. “I’m not trying to fill his shoes. Just here to do the job.”

      He picked up the dirty coffeepot and went to work cleaning it in the sink. Thank God. A second point in Derek’s favor.

      “How many scoops?” she asked, taking the bulk can of coffee grounds down from the cabinet above once he’d finished scrubbing. Helping was inherently different from making the coffee herself.

      “You like it strong?” Derek asked. “Or girlie?”

      She shot him a look and realized he was teasing her. “I like it to wake me the hell up.”

      He was married, she guessed. Or taken. Good-looking, and he had an easygoing, friendly manner and warm blue eyes that put a person at ease. Impossible that a man like him would be single. Not that she was looking for someone. Not here.

      “Five. Six if you want to screw with the others. They like it girlie.”

      Once the coffee was brewing—with six overflowing scoops—she wandered around the kitchen, snooping absently, waiting for her pick-me-up to get done. Derek poured himself some health-nut cereal and added milk from a carton that had a handwritten Don’t use my damn milk sign taped to it.

      She unwrapped her microwave dinner, started it cooking, and then went to the coffeemaker to help herself.

      Two more firefighters strolled into the kitchen. One had his eyes on the coffeemaker and the other made a beeline for the refrigerator.

      “Hey,” the dark-haired one on the coffee hunt said to Faith.

      “Penn, right?” she asked.

      “That’s me.” He smiled at her as he took down a coffee mug that said Never do anything you wouldn’t want to explain to the paramedics on the side. “Welcome to the department.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Ah,” the second guy, a redhead, said, walking up to her at the counter. If she remembered right, his name was Nate Rottinghaus, the son of her not-so-favorite lieutenant. “You.”

      Faith tensed and met his eyes. “Me.”

      “You know, the captain would win that competition if he was paired with a three-year-old.” He poured his coffee, walked to the long table that ran up the center of the room, and sat down across from Derek.

      “What the hell, Nate?” Derek said.

      “Careful or she’ll figure out what an ass you are,” Penn added.

      Faith moved to the end of the table to force Nate to look at her. “I like to know what I’m up against. Got anything else you want to get off your chest?”

      He perused her with lazy, smug eyes, as if he was silently calculating how long she’d last in the department. She’d bet the idiot couldn’t count that high.

      “There are lots of jobs where your looks could help you get ahead. The fire department isn’t one of them.”

      The microwave beeped and Faith spun around, her appetite suddenly gone.

      “Ignore him,” Penn said. “He’s used to it.”

      Faith gave a forced smile. “Already done.”

      “I was going to track you down.” Penn hoisted himself up on the counter and ripped open a protein bar. “As the new kid on the block, you’ve been nominated to be on the auction committee for the upcoming Burn Foundation fundraiser.”

      “Nominated, huh?” She pulled out her meal and set it down to cool. “I feel so honored.”

      “You lucked out. Not only do you get to work with me, but the auction’s in a month and the bulk of the planning is already done. Easy way to get volunteer points.” He took a drink of coffee. “You know, in case you need points with the higher-ups.” He said it with a conspiratorial grin, taking the sting out of his words.

      “I’ll probably need twice as many points with my dad.”

      Granted, it was only her first day, but getting her colleagues to think of her as something beyond a female, beyond the chief’s daughter, was going to be a constant battle. She could handle Penn’s friendly jibes. She could handle Nate’s asshole comments as well. But she couldn’t wait for the day when she wasn’t the newbie trying to prove herself.
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      Joe had come to dislike the cheery, “sunshiny” couch in the sunroom of his mother and stepfather’s house in Corpus Christi.

      His mom was almost always resting there whenever he visited these days. Carmen loved the bright yellow with ivory pinstripes pattern, but the mere sight of it made Joe’s shoulders tense and his mood go to hell. As if it were the couch’s fault she was stuck there.

      He softened when he zeroed in on her face. Even as she slept, her features weren’t peaceful. Her skin creased between her eyes and her lips turned slightly downward. To see such solemnity on the face of a woman who’d lived her life full of joy was jarring.

      Not wanting to bother her even though she slept more than she was awake these days, he settled into the armchair near her feet and picked up a golf magazine from the end table. He didn’t make it through the first article before she stirred.

      “Mama,” he said when he saw her watching him. “How are you doing today?”

      Carmen raised herself up a little, arms shaking from the effort, and leaned against the two throw pillows behind her, smiling warmly. Joe hurried to her side to help.

      “Sit down,” she told him. “I’m having a good day. I’m glad you’re here.” She patted her short gray hair, chuckling and rolling her eyes when she discovered the left side was matted. Her face seemed puffier than when he’d visited last week.

      “Did Jorge leave already?” Joe had let himself in when no one had answered the door.

      “At about one. I told him to,” she said before Joe could protest about his stepfather’s absence. “Isa’s here somewhere. I’m not alone.”

      Isa, the housekeeper, had been part of the package when Carmen had married Jorge. It’d taken Joe’s mom months to get used to the idea of having someone else clean her house, but Jorge had insisted he wanted his new wife working less and enjoying life more. To Joe, it had seemed pretentious. But now that his mother was all but bedridden due to a harsh combination of lupus and vasculitis, it was a godsend having Isa there for several hours a day. She wasn’t a nurse, but the housekeeper could let one in. Though Carmen didn’t yet need round-the-clock care, Jorge had hired a visiting nurse to come out twice a day when he was at work.

      “How are you doing, Joey? You look tired.”

      “Long night at work. Didn’t get much sleep.” He grinned. “Why do you think I come over here?” The truth they didn’t mention was that Jorge, as a partner in Smith, Vargas, and Wellington, had an unavoidable business trip, and Carmen couldn’t stay by herself for more than an hour or so at a time. Her body was too weak for her to get around without help, so anytime she had to use the bathroom or wanted something, she required assistance, much to her frustration.

      “Did you get a good one last night?” his mom asked.

      “Nah, just a bunch of nothings.”

      Her eyes sparkled as she told him about a two-alarm fire she’d listened to over the scanner a couple nights ago. She knew the lingo as well as he did, and they could talk for hours about the subject. “It reminded me of the one you fought at that factory a few months back.”

      “That was a good one,” Joe agreed. Nothing wrong with his mother’s memory.

      “You’re going to get that job, you know, Joey,” she said out of nowhere. “Your professional life is an overwhelming success. I’m proud of you.”

      He met her eyes and nodded. He was about to thank her when she continued, shutting him up.

      “It’s your personal life that worries me. What about a woman?”

      “What about a woman?” he asked in dread. It had been a while since she’d gone on this particular rant, and he hadn’t missed it.

      “Did you find one yet?”

      He forced an image of Faith Peligni out of his mind. “I do okay on my own.”

      “You’re a wonderful person, Joey, but you need a woman.”

      “When the time is right, I’ll find one.” Now he was spouting empty promises, but it was better than dashing her hopes or making her worry more.

      “It’s time to step up the search, son. You’ll need someone to talk to about the good fires after I’m gone.”

      He shot up off the chair. “Do you need something to eat, Mama? I could use a snack myself.”

      “Stop doing that, Joe.” Steel underlined her tone.

      “You know I hate it when you talk like this.”

      “You can hate it all you want, but you have to face the facts,” she said gently. “Changing the subject every time I want to talk about the future is not only futile but it ticks me off.”

      He perched on the coffee table and put his hand on her bony one. “I don’t want to think about it.”

      She squeezed his fingers, her grip firmer than he’d expected. “Believe me, I don’t want to think about it either, sometimes, but I don’t have a lot of choice in the matter. It’s a natural thing for a woman to want to make sure everything’s in place before she goes.”

      “You don’t know how long it will be. No need to talk like it’s tomorrow.”

      “It could be,” she said matter-of-factly, and Joe knew she was right. “If you won’t find a woman who’s worthy of you, my greatest wish is for you to find a place here with Jorge and his sons.”

      “I can’t move here⁠—”

      “That’s not what I mean, Joey.” She gazed out the window for several weighted seconds, her eyes following the flight of a Couch’s kingbird as it landed on the branch of a bush, but her thoughts were obviously elsewhere. “By place I mean…a family. I want you to feel like they’re yours.”

      Joe leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, still holding her hand. He stared at the floor, debating how frank to be.

      “Jorge is a good man,” she continued.

      “Of course he is.”

      “You don’t like him.”

      Joe turned that over in his mind, shook his head. “That’s not true. I didn’t like him at first, but I don’t dislike him now.”

      “But there’s something holding you back.”

      “Not at all. I just don’t fit in.”

      “Sure you do. You all play golf. You like sports.”

      “Those are interests we have in common, yes.” The grand sum of shared interests, come to think of it.

      “Why can’t you embrace them as your family then?”

      He stood and paced. “They don’t respect me. My career. To them, I’m a bumbling blue-collar guy who has no place in their high-billing lawyer world.”

      Concern deepened in her eyes, twisting the blade of guilt that was perpetually buried in his gut. “That’s not true⁠—”

      “Maybe it’ll change if I get the job as assistant chief.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Joey. Jorge doesn’t care what you do for a living.”

      “Have you ever noticed how he introduces me? And how he introduces Ryan and Troy? I’m Joe Mendoza, his stepson. End of story. They’re Ryan and Troy, junior partner and partner at Smith, Vargas, and Wellington. His pride and joy. Men after his own heart, men with brilliant futures.”

      “They’re his sons, Joe.”

      “I know that, and I don’t begrudge them the fact. It’s not the lack of a blood tie I’m talking about. It’s…” He shook his head, realizing he was getting worked up, which would in turn get his mother worked up, and that was the last thing she needed. “We just come from different worlds. They’ll never consider firefighting as good as law.”

      She studied him as he forced himself to sit on the coffee table again. “Tell me why you’re going for this job, Joey. Is it because you want to be assistant fire chief or because you think it will make things easier with your stepfather or, Lord forbid, make me happy?”

      “I want the job,” he said without hesitation. “I’ve had my path planned out since I was a kid. You know that. I’m going to the top eventually, just like Dad.”

      But she wouldn’t be there to see it, possibly not when he became assistant chief and definitely not when and if he was lucky enough to climb to the top position in the department.

      “I’ve pushed you,” she said quietly, introspectively.

      “You’ve encouraged me. There’s a difference.”

      “A fine line,” she agreed. “Have you really given this serious thought lately? You love fighting fires, Joe.”

      “Hell yes, I love fighting fires. I love the fire service. I’m a good leader. The position is perfect for me—a natural next step.”

      “If it will make you happy. But you won’t be in the action as much.”

      That was putting it mildly, but he merely nodded.

      “You’ve never been the desk jockey type.”

      “I wouldn’t call it a desk job.”

      She stared at him so long he squirmed. “You listen to me, Joey. I want you to think hard about this. Think until you’re purple in the face. Think about what Joe wants. What you want your life to be like. Don’t include me or the legacy of your father or anything else in the equation. Only you.”

      “I want to move up in the fire department.”

      She made a succinct sound, a cross between a hiss and a shush. “Not today. You give it some time. Don’t worry about me.”

      As if that would happen.

      He wouldn’t admit it out loud, because she’d throw a fit, but he wanted like crazy to get that promotion while his mother could still appreciate it. He wanted to share that victory with her. “I won’t worry about you if you won’t worry about me.”

      She stared at him, her strong jaw set, and shook her head. “No deal.”

      “How about a different deal? I’m going to get that job. And I want you to be around to see it. Can you do that?”

      It was a ridiculous plea, he knew, but he had to grasp on to something.

      Instead of scolding him for being in denial, his mother smiled at him and nodded, as if the two of them could conspire to fool fate. With that sparkle in her eye, he could almost believe it.

      “You’ll make one heck of an assistant chief, Joey.”
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        * * *

      

      Faith’s nerves wound tighter as she and her dad approached the front door of Ruiz’s Restaurante, home of San Amaro Island’s best fish tacos. Food was the last thing on her mind this evening though.

      She’d spotted her mom’s Ford Focus in the parking lot and thanked the powers that be when her dad didn’t notice it. He’d pulled into a space about five spots down from the Focus and never bothered to look around.

      Faith hurried in front of him so she would hit the host station first.

      “How many?” the lanky high school kid asked as they approached.

      “We’re meeting someone,” she muttered and headed right past the guy, spotting her mother in a booth by the window. She didn’t look back at her dad, just hoped he would blindly follow.

      “Hi, honey,” Nita Peligni said.

      Faith smiled, bracing herself.

      “What on earth—?” her mom began.

      “What are you doing here?” her dad asked at the same time.

      “Faith.” All warmth was gone from her mother’s voice.

      “Dammit, Faith.”

      “Wait,” Faith said quietly but firmly. “Dad, sit down. Please.”

      He studied her, as if the reason for this meeting was jotted on her forehead. Then he turned his tired eyes toward his soon-to-be ex-wife. “Okay with you, Nita?”

      “I don’t know what good it’s going to do, but fine. Faith, what is this about?” Nita crossed her arms, her dark hair—all natural and not a hint of gray—falling in a bob just below her ears. She wore a peach T-shirt that washed her complexion out, and the shadows under her eyes aged her. It was evident the separation wasn’t agreeing with her, but far be it from Faith to point that out.

      Tony slid into the booth across from Nita, and Faith took a seat next to him, trapping him there.

      “Well? What gives?” her dad asked her, shoulders sagging.

      “I just wanted to spend some time with my parents. Together. I’ve been back for two months now and I’m sick of visiting you one at a time.”

      She was staying with her dad in the family home—which was rambling and empty with just the two of them. No wonder he’d seemed so distraught when she’d come back from San Antonio. He’d been wandering around in the echoing twenty-five-hundred-square-foot house by himself. Her mother had moved into a sterile, colorless two-bedroom apartment on the mainland.

      “We’re getting a divorce, Faith.” Her mom looked at her with those unwavering dark brown eyes that could scare small children, not telling Faith anything she didn’t know. Just the one fact she didn’t want to accept.

      “Why the rush?” Faith asked, taking a tortilla chip from the red plastic basket in the middle of the tiled table. “You have your whole life to get divorced if it’s really the right thing. What if you’re making a mistake?”

      “We’re not making a mistake,” Nita said resolutely.

      Her dad was noticeably silent, crunching on chips, eyes on the table.

      “Dad?”

      He only shook his head. “I’m sorry, princess. I know it’s hard on you kids even though you’re grown up.”

      “It’s because of my career, isn’t it?” Faith asked, desperation clawing at her to somehow find the key, keep them together, make them see reason.

      “What?” her dad exclaimed with both outrage and shock. “No. Your choice to become a firefighter has nothing to do with our marriage.”

      “You guys have argued about it for years,” Faith said, spouting the suspicion that had been gnawing at her since they’d broken the news of their separation. “Ever since I was twelve years old and told you that’s what I wanted to do.”

      “It’s something I will never understand, Faith,” her mom said, repeating the same tired chorus. “It’s not a job for a woman. It’s not safe. I thought maybe when you broke your collarbone it might knock some sense into that head of yours, but you’re back at it. Just waiting until the next injury, God forbid.”

      An unfamiliar uneasiness rolled through Faith’s gut, but she ignored it. The collarbone had healed. The building that had collapsed on her in San Antonio should be a distant memory. “A man would’ve suffered the same injury I did if he’d been standing in that exact spot when the roof caved in. It had nothing to do with ovaries or breasts.”

      “Faith.” Her dad held his palm up, as he so often had, and waited until she pressed hers to it out of habit. That it was something they’d done for as long as she could remember, a sign between her and her dad. “Your mother will always worry about you. Can’t change that. You scared us when you got hurt.”

      “So does that mean you think I shouldn’t have gone back to the career I love?”

      “No,” her dad said, avoiding her mother’s steely gaze.

      “Did you raise me to quit when bad things happen, Mom?”

      This wasn’t at all what Faith had planned for their evening together, but she couldn’t stop the anger and disbelief from spilling out. It’d been festering for several years, since her last big blowup with her mother on the topic.

      “I’m not going to dignify that with an answer.”

      “This is my career. It’s what I love doing and want to do for the next twenty or thirty years. I plan to earn several more certifications, promotions, become an officer—who knows how far I can go? But not if I run away because of a broken bone.”

      “I hope the next time it’s not worse, Faith.” Her mom’s eyes shone with unshed tears that almost got to her. Almost.

      Again her dad held his large, work-roughened palm out, and when Faith completed the action, it soothed her enough to take a deep breath and realize she was about to ruin this evening. She had them together at one table, creating the opportunity for them to talk about inane things—anything but her career—and remember what they’d had in common forty or so years ago, when they’d fallen in love.

      She opened her menu and scanned it, even though she knew it by heart. “What are you guys ordering?”

      “Enchiladas,” they both said at the same time.

      Faith hid a grin.

      “Beef,” her dad said.

      “Seafood.” Her mother glanced at her. “What sounds good to you, Faith?”

      “Fish tacos, as usual.” She closed her menu.

      Her dad’s cell phone rang and he answered, switching to his business tone and gesturing for Faith to let him out of the booth. She did, watching him walk past the host toward the front entryway.

      The waiter came by to check their chip supply and take their requests. Faith went ahead and ordered for her dad since she knew exactly what he wanted.

      That turned out to be the wrong thing to do. He strode back in and grabbed the sunglasses that he’d set on the table. “I have to go. Mayor Romero called an impromptu meeting at city hall. You two have a good dinner.” He leaned over and kissed the top of Faith’s head before she could say anything.

      “Tell the mayor he might want to rethink holding impromptu meetings over the dinner hour,” her mom said coldly.

      Her dad nodded, showing no emotion.

      “Dad?” Faith’s plan was falling apart. “Can’t you stay for a little while?”

      “It’s important, honey, or he wouldn’t phone me at dinnertime.” He walked out, waving a good-bye over his shoulder.

      Faith sank deeper into the booth. As she did, she caught a look on her mother’s face—of disappointment. Resignation. It was gone in a nanosecond.

      After a few minutes of awkwardness, the two of them engaged in small talk, which was what they did best. It was safest to stay away from topics either one of them cared a lot about. Before their food arrived, Faith spotted Joe Mendoza as he walked by their table.

      He turned back when he recognized them. “Faith, it’s good to see you. Hello, Mrs. Peligni.”

      “Good to see you too,” Faith replied.

      “Hi, Captain Mendoza,” Nita said. “Are you here alone?”

      It was impossible not to notice the way the captain’s black polo shirt stretched to the limit over his shoulders. His long legs were encased in light blue jeans and he wore black cowboy boots. When he smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkled, making Faith think he must smile a lot. His dark eyes flitted over her for an extra second.

      “For now. I’m meeting my great-aunt for dinner.” He glanced around, presumably looking for her. “Are you ready to go at it again in the morning?” he asked Faith, referring to their shift the next day.

      “Absolutely. Looking forward to it.”

      “Did you hear about your daughter’s performance in the training drill on her first day of work?” he asked Nita.

      “I did not.”

      “She was impressive. Part of the winning team.”

      “Pair me with a walking legend and it’s hard to screw up,” Faith said drily, trying not to bask in his compliment.

      “Faith has some amazing rappelling skills,” Captain Mendoza continued.

      Nita’s eyes widened and she nodded slowly, politely, but she wasn’t able to hide her true feelings. “That’s good, I suppose.”

      An awkward silence fell over them. Thankfully, his great-aunt, who had to be ninety years old, came whisking up to his side.

      “There’s my Joey,” she said, hugging him and then smiling at Faith and her mom.

      Captain Mendoza introduced them all, and then the two of them made their way to the table the host had originally indicated, on the far side of the room. Faith followed him with her eyes, covertly admiring the view from behind. At the same time, she was touched by the way he held on to his aunt’s elbow, pulled her chair out for her, and pushed her in at the table. He sat at a right angle to Faith, giving her the opportunity to appreciate his profile. He was good-looking and a gentleman, but he was probably about fifteen years older than her and, hello, her supervisor.

      Their waiter delivered their food, and Faith and her mother returned to their stilted, low-stakes discussion of the unseasonable weather and Faith’s four brothers.

      “You know, Faith,” her mom said when they were almost finished eating, “you’re the one who initiated this dinner. I know you’re disappointed that your father walked out, but you could give me your full attention anyway.” She smiled as she spoke, but Faith frowned.

      “I am giving you my attention.” She’d heard every word her mother had said, even if she wasn’t doing much of the talking.

      “Could’ve fooled me.” Her mom scooped up guacamole with a chip. “He’s attractive, I’ll give you that.”

      A flash of alarm had Faith straightening. “Who’s attractive?”

      “Come on. Who have you been staring at for the past twenty minutes? The captain.”

      “I’m not staring at him. Or if I am, it’s only because he
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