
        
            
                
            
        

    















Joe sat down hard in the worn chair at his desk




He was still able to make out Faith’s feminine scent lingering in the air, and even that ticked him off.He’d blown it. Whether you looked at it professionally or personally, he’d said all the wrong things, in the wrong way, when she’d confided that she didn’t know what to do about her dad. He hadn’t intended to come across as an unfeeling bastard. Wasn’t trying to threaten her or the chief. If she was just another firefighter, just one of the guys, he would’ve handled it—her—better.
She was getting to him, and that wasn’t okay. Even if he didn’t care what her dad, the chief, thought. Even if he wasn’t trying to get the assistant chief job.
It wasn’t okay.
It was unprofessional and somewhat embarrassing that the department got one woman on its staff and the damn captain couldn’t keep a rein on his thoughts.














 




Dear Reader,During my research for The Texas Firefighters series, I was more than a little surprised to learn the status of women in the fire service. It’s the twenty-first century, right? Women have made big strides in attaining equality in the workplace…in most occupations. They’re still fighting for respect in fire stations, though.
When I first considered writing a female firefighter character, I knew this would likely be an integral part of who she is. Faith Peligni is the first woman in the history of the San Amaro Island Fire Department, and she’s driven to prove herself—because of that and because her dad is the fire chief. She has to fight not only the image of being a weaker female but also of being favored because of her father’s position.
The worst thing she could do is fall for someone in the department—especially an officer. Captain Joe Mendoza can’t afford to have feelings for Faith, either, as her dad is his mentor, his boss and has heavy influence on the promotion Joe hopes to attain.
But she does…and he does.
I hope you enjoy Faith and Joe’s journey from off-limits to happily-ever-after! Thank you for picking up my book. If you’d like to learn more about my other books, please visit me online at www.amyknupp.com or contact me at amyknupp@amyknupp.com. I enjoy hearing from readers!
Happy reading,
Amy Knupp
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CHAPTER ONE




FAITH PELIGNI FELT AS IF she was being thrown right into the fire her first day. And that was just 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-black 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. Handsome. 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 cheering way, but they’d obviously been through this drill numerous times and weren’t worried about shaving off every possible second like she was. Of course, 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 shouldn’t have gotten the job, 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. Maybe she was shallow, but she wanted her fellow firefighters’ respect.
Captain Mendoza leaned in close to her and she caught a whiff of his masculine, sporty 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, would it? 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 dark eyes.
“Not even to your teammates?”
“None of them has 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.
“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 around 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. Just what she needed. 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 sure 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.




 



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 beautiful—seemingly wild, yet she’d been in control the whole descent, pulling off the 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 animallike 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.




 



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 coffee 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. That wasn’t the way to win respect.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 fight fires.”
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 joking, not singling out her gender. “I like it to wake me the hell up.”
He was married, she guessed. Or taken. Good-looking, if slightly shaggy, 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 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 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,” she joked.
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. Hell, she could handle Nate’s asshole remarks, as well. But she couldn’t wait for the day when she wasn’t the newbie trying to prove herself.
























CHAPTER TWO




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 was 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 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 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 overpaid 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.”




 



FAITH’S NERVES WOUND tighter as she and her dad approached the front door of Ruiz’s Restaurante, home of the island’s best fish tacos. Food was the last thing on her mind this evening, though.



She’d spotted her mom’s Ford Escort 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 Escort 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, Dad.”
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 goodbye over his shoulder.
Faith sank deeper into the booth. As she did, she caught a look on her mother’s face—of disappointment. Resignation. Just for a moment.
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, much more importantly, 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 happens to be sitting directly in my line of sight. He’s my officer, Mom.”
“After watching how the fire department tore up your father’s and my marriage all these years, I would think you’d want to find someone with a different lifestyle, Faith.”
“The ‘lifestyle’ is something I love,” Faith reminded her, picking up her glass to take a drink. “But I have no intention of dating anyone in the department.”
Her mom shoveled a bit of enchilada onto her fork. “Although…you did say advancement is your goal. I imagine getting to know the captain better is one means to the desired end.” She chuckled, amused with herself.
Faith set down her glass. Hard. “I don’t believe you just said that.”
“I’m kidding. It’s a joke, honey.”
“It may be a joke to you, but for me it’s my life.” She threw her napkin onto her half-finished meal. “I have enough trouble being taken seriously by the men I work with. I would think you, a female, my mom, for God’s sake, would see the importance of dispelling clichés that weaken women.”
“I’m sorry, Faith,” Nita said quietly. “But the way you were staring at him, and the once-over he gave you when he was at our table—”
“There’s nothing between us. There never will be. I may be ambitious and determined to advance, but that is something I would never do.” Faith strained to keep her volume down. “Ever.”
























CHAPTER THREE




“YOU MAKE A LOT of the guys here look bad.” Evan Drake, an easy-to-like firefighter, was spotting for Faith as she did barbell squats. “I like that.”



Trying not to smile, she closed her eyes and concentrated on the burn in her glutes and quads as she slowly straightened. When she nodded, Evan took the barbell from her and replaced it on the rack. Except for them, the workout room at the fire station was empty, though others had been in and out during the hour-plus Faith had been exercising.“Spotters aren’t supposed to make the lifter laugh,” she said, mopping sweat from her forehead with a towel.
“Sorry. You can lift a lot, though.”
“I have to. Not everyone is open-minded about women doing this job.” She’d started weight lifting in high school, already accustomed to doubts from her own mother.
“You’ll run into some skeptics here, if you haven’t already,” Evan said. “Ready for the next set?”
Faith nodded and got back into position, bracing herself for the weight.
Halfway through the set, the door opened and Captain Mendoza and Nate Rottinghaus came in. Faith was just starting to push herself up to a stand when the captain caught her eye and nodded subtly. She floundered, lost her focus and had to stop for a second to regain her composure.
Dammit. He was good-looking—especially in workout shorts that hinted at thigh muscles that didn’t quit—but that was no reason to be distracted.
He was watching her, adjusting one of the weight machines, when she closed her eyes and tried to clear her thoughts so she could finish the stupid rep and not look like an idiot. Or a weak female.
“Think you’re more than just a pretty face, huh?” Nate said once she was standing. He’d moved to the hand weights on the other side of her.
Instead of ramming the barbell into his head as she’d like to do, Faith didn’t blink. She moved straight into the next repetition, counting to herself.
“Another comment like that will get you written up.” The captain was suddenly right next to them, in Nate’s face. “Faith’s been working out for nearly ninety minutes. If you had a fraction of the work ethic she does, you might make something of your career.”
Nate raised his chin almost imperceptibly, kept his shoulders stiff, his face expressionless. “Sorry, Captain. Didn’t realize you’d taken her under your wing. Probably a good idea. It’s tough when you’re…new.” She felt his eyes rove up and down her body, making it obvious that “new” was not what he meant.
Faith gritted her teeth and rose with the weight too quickly.
“Whoa,” Evan said, steadying it.
“I’m done.” She let him take the barbell from her once again, her heart thundering. Technically, she still had three more reps, but to hell with them.
What she wanted to do was storm out of the room, but she still owed herself another half hour of exercise. If she stopped now, starting again would be tough. Plus, she wasn’t going to let the peanut brain scare her away.
“Thanks for spotting,” she told Evan. “Let me know when I can return the favor.”
“You got it.”
Faith went to the other side of the room and stepped onto one of the treadmills. She’d run three miles to start her workout and normally didn’t go much more than that in a day, but she had anger to burn. She turned the speed up to seven miles per hour and began hoofing.
She needed to start bringing her headphones so she could block out the world, specifically when she was in the presence of idiots. Today she had nothing to quell her nerves or distract her except the even rhythm of her feet hitting the machine. After a couple miles, it became somewhat hypnotic. Calmed her down a few levels.
At the two and a half mile mark, she noticed the captain heading for the door already. She glanced at the clock. She was six minutes short of her full workout time, but she stopped the machine anyway. Grabbing her water bottle and towel, she strode out with a wave in Evan’s direction.
The captain was turning the corner toward the showers when Faith cleared the exercise room.
“Captain Mendoza.”
He paused and looked back at her. She walked briskly down the hall toward him.
“We’re informal around here. Everyone calls me Joe.”
“I need to talk to you, Joe. In private, please.”
He studied her, his eyes flickering to her lips so briefly she wondered if she imagined it. She might have liked that in another time and place…with someone who wasn’t her supervisor. But here and now? Right after Nate the Flake’s stupidity? Not so much.
“We can go to my office,” he finally said.
As they both turned in that direction, he touched her bare waist between her sports bra and exercise shorts with his large hand. Faith flinched in surprise.
“Sorry,” he said, removing his hand and increasing the space between them.
When she glanced sideways at him as they walked, he stared at the floor as if embarrassed. For some reason that was almost endearing, or would be if she wasn’t already halfway to irate.
It seemed eons later when they finally got to his office, though it wasn’t far from the showers. The captain let her enter first, and she stood next to the door as he closed it.
“What can I do for you?” he asked in a relaxed tone that said he had no idea how ticked off she was. He walked around his desk and faced her without sitting.
“That scene with Nate,” she began.
“I’m sorry, Faith. He crossed the line—”
“He’s an idiot,” she interrupted. “But that’s not what I wanted to talk about.”
“Oh?”
She clamped her jaw for a moment to let out some of her frustration in a way that wouldn’t get her in trouble. Meeting his gaze across the desk, she swallowed. “With all due respect, please don’t do that again.”
“Do what?” Joe asked, narrowing his eyes.
“Don’t stick up for me. Don’t jump to my rescue when a coworker acts like a pig. Just…don’t. Please.”
One brow flickered, hinting at his surprise. “It’s my responsibility. I don’t take that lightly.”
“This is different.”
“You think you should receive special treatment?” he challenged, crossing his arms.
“No! That’s just it. I don’t want any special treatment. I want you to go out of your way to avoid giving me special treatment.” Clenching her fists, she paced in the small space, doing her best to remain calm, professional.
He stared at her, eyebrows raised.
Faith glanced at the door to reassure herself it was latched. “Can I be frank?”
“Always.”
She barely registered she was picking at the cuticle of her thumb with her index finger. “In San Antonio, there were other females in the department. Even though a few of them had been there for years, we still weren’t respected as equals by some of the men.”
Joe nodded, acknowledging that the problem wasn’t unique to San Antonio or even Texas, unfortunately.
“Here, I’ve got two strikes against me—my gender and my dad’s position. I’m going to have to work three times as hard to receive half the respect. And I plan to do exactly that. It’s not right, but I knew the situation coming into it.”
“I have no doubt you’ll succeed.”
Faith shook her head resolutely. “Don’t you see? If you or anyone else—officer or not—smooths things over for me, I’ll never be seen as just another firefighter.”
“We haven’t worked together for long, Faith, but I’m certain you’re not just another firefighter.”
Was that to be taken as a compliment? She was momentarily surprised into silence, trying to read his intent. His face gave nothing away, so she continued. “I know the culture here. I grew up on the island. Practically grew up in the station. You may mean well, but I can’t have you interfering.”
Joe didn’t immediately answer. He just watched her. Made her nervous. Antsy.
“I appreciate your dilemma,” he said at last, in that low semidrawl of his. “But as a captain I can’t allow certain things to go on in the station when I’m on duty.”
“I understand that, Joe. I’m not asking you to bend any rules or allow blatant harassment or anything like that. But harmless comments from people like him… If I can ignore it, why can’t you?”
“You know what your dad would say if he heard I let somebody treat you like that?”
She shuddered to think of it. “My dad doesn’t have to know everything that goes on. He wouldn’t want to.”
“Everything, no. But I get the impression that when it comes to his daughter, he wants details.”
“So you’re going to tell him a bully picked on me at recess today?”
Joe shook his head. “I hadn’t planned on it, no. All I’m saying is that I’m going to do what I need to do when I’m the captain on duty.”
“When rules are broken, that’s fine. When people are jerks, could you try to rein yourself in? Please?”
Something in his jaw ticked as he studied her again. Seconds dragged on, and at last he spoke. “I’ll see what I can do. But I make no promises. Those men need to learn how to act.”
“If their mothers couldn’t teach them, no offense, but I doubt you can, either.”
“You might be right.”
“I have four older brothers. Three of them are decent human beings. The fourth, there’s no hope.”
“If neither the chief nor your mom could straighten him out, I might have to concede.” Joe’s mouth curved in a half smile but his stance remained tense. Serious. “Anything else you need?”
Faith shook her head. “Thank you, sir.”




 



SHE’D CALLED HIM goddamn sir.



As Faith left his office, Joe pressed his knuckles on his desk hard enough to crack them.He didn’t mind being called sir, and received it plenty from the rest of the men. In theory, he should be fine with Faith calling him sir as well.
But he wasn’t.
Because it made him feel like an old man to a young, attractive woman.
He supported having women in the station, provided they could pass all the tests, physical and otherwise. Faith could. He was okay having her here.
He’d be more okay with it if she didn’t look so good, and frankly, that wasn’t acceptable.
Joe grabbed his radio and headed outside to work off some serious steam. It was a pity he was on a short leash to the station because he could run all the way to the north end of the island right now…and back. Twice.
He’d left the exercise room instead of using the treadmill because watching Faith run had his mind going in all kinds of places it had no right to. Twenty minutes was not a workout, but he’d been entranced by her long, muscular legs, tanned and smooth. Her perfect breasts and slender waist, the slight curve of her hips that moved just so with every step on the treadmill.
It’d been raining all day, but Joe took no heed of the steady downpour. In fact, he welcomed it. Maybe he could drown his thoughts.
Faith had been upset by him “defending” her, but if she had any notion of the things that had gone through his mind in the past forty-five minutes…
He shook his head and picked up his already burning pace.
It wasn’t just her beauty and her fit body that got to him. It was her sheer competence. Her confidence and drive. The way she didn’t let naysayers get in her way. He admired her determination to earn the respect of her new colleagues.
He appreciated her desire to do it on her own. Totally understood her stance. However, as he’d told her, he couldn’t promise he wouldn’t interfere again. When he’d heard Nate’s veiled chauvinistic comment, he’d jumped in involuntarily.
He couldn’t do that again. He’d meant what he’d told her about adhering to his duties, but defending her earlier had come as naturally as scratching to a dog. There hadn’t been any thought involved. His reaction had been on a basic, elemental, man-looking-after-woman level.
There was nothing to do but admit it—and only to himself. Faith Peligni was one of the sexiest, most intriguing women he’d ever met. And he was in a position where nothing could ever happen between them.
Not after her father had asked him to look out for her.
Not if he had any hope of retaining the fire chief’s trust—and having a chance in hell at a promotion.
























CHAPTER FOUR




FAITH HAD BEEN IGNORING the state of the Peligni family home for the two months she’d been back in town recuperating.



But when she drove up in her Subaru, frazzled and grumpy from braving the beginning of the spring break influx at the grocery store, she couldn’t help noticing that the bushes, once neatly manicured, were shaggy and unkempt. The lawn, though only a square patch of grass on this side of the house, was overgrown. A broken-down charcoal grill sat to the left of the driveway.She pulled into the garage, leaned against the headrest and closed her eyes. Her dad had always been a fanatic about the yard. Her oldest brother, Will, used to joke that their dad carried around a ruler, and when the grass hit two inches, he fired up the mower.
That was before. When their family was still intact. When her mom still lived here. Before her dad had started sinking into what Faith suspected could be depression.
She realized her hand was clutched so tightly around her keys that they were digging into her palm. Groaning in frustration, she climbed out and popped open the back.
She didn’t mind grocery shopping for her and her dad. It was a lot easier than when the seven of them had been home at once and the trip would cost several hundred dollars. Their mom had always taken one child with her to the store, and the rest of the siblings had mobbed the car upon its return, helping to carry in the goods and then rummaging through them and snacking before anything could be put away.
Today, no one came out to greet her. Not that she needed assistance—there were only two paper bags stuffed with food. But the quiet, on top of the neglected state of the property, brought her down. Made her long for Peligni family chaos. Or at the very least, her old dad back. She needed to call Paul and Will tonight to fill them in on their father’s state, sure, but also just to hear their voices.
As she made her way up the interior stairs to the main level of the house, she realized she was stomping her feet on each wooden step.
Where was this anger coming from?
She sympathized with her dad and had a hard time blaming him for being sad and out of sorts. Her mom had left him. Given up on their marriage after almost forty years, supposedly because of his dedication to his job. Nita had resented it for years, but no one in the family had ever thought it would come to her leaving.
So why, when Faith spotted her dad on the plaid sofa in the living room asleep—again—did she want to throw something? Wake him up with a crash?
She set the bags down on the kitchen counter and breathed slowly, summoning her patience. When she turned around, a photo on the top shelf of the baker’s rack caught her eye. The whole family, taken three years ago at Christmas.
Everyone wore button-down denim shirts and everyone looked happy. Lou, who’d actually managed to get leave that coincided with the holidays that year. Paul and Will, the two oldest and brainiest Pelignis, who lived on either coast and didn’t make it home often enough. Even Anthony, Faith’s self-centered brother who usually had an excuse for everything, had made the relatively short trip home from Dallas. Her dad smiled widely. Her mom, too… Was it just a facade? How long had she been contemplating leaving? Faith wondered, not for the first time, whether her dad had had any inkling a separation was coming.
Her anger didn’t go away, but it was no longer aimed at her father. He was the one who’d had his marriage ripped out from under him, who’d been hurt to the core. She was the only person he had to help him through it, since she hadn’t been able to convince her brothers there was anything they could do to keep their parents together. It was up to her to be there for their dad—to sympathize, sure, but also to give him tough love when he needed it. Like now. He had to stop sleeping all the time.
“Dad?” She slipped her shoes off and walked quietly across the ceramic tile floor. “Dad. You have to wake up now.”
He rolled over, from his side to his back. Snorted. Continued to slumber on. In the past, he’d been a super-light sleeper from years of being awakened by the alarm at the station, or so he always said.
“Dad, wake up. It’s after one o’clock and I bet you haven’t eaten lunch yet.”
He woke with a start and sputtered, “What? What’s wrong, princess?”
She sat on the edge of the sofa by his feet. “Nothing’s wrong. You just need to get up and eat.”
He looked around, dazed, then sat up slowly. “I could eat, I guess.”
“Did you have any lunch while I was gone?” She knew the answer, but asked anyway.
Her dad checked his watch and shook his head. “Didn’t realize it was so late. What are we going to eat?”
“I picked up a rotisserie chicken and some potato salad. Let’s go get it ready.”
Faith went into the kitchen, decorated with South-western style, but her dad moved more slowly. She started unpacking groceries and setting out their food on the oversize table that used to hold the whole family, trying not to think how inconceivable it would’ve been for her dad to forget a meal just a few months ago.
“Smells good,” he said when he entered the less-than-tidy kitchen. “What can I do?”
“Grab us some drinks from the fridge.”
A few minutes later, they sat at the table filling their plates.
“So how’s the job going so far?” Tony asked as he served himself potato salad.
“Pretty good. Just learning how you do things here.”
“Any problems?”
Nate’s obnoxious face flashed in her mind and she blocked it out. He was a problem, sure, but nothing she couldn’t handle on her own. Tattling wasn’t her thing, anyway.
“Nope. Everything’s fine. A little bit slow…”
“This isn’t San Antonio, Faith. Never will be. You prepared to handle the less exciting shifts?”
“Yeah, it just takes a little getting used to. It makes it easier to fit in PT, though.”
Her mind wandered to her workout yesterday. Joe’s interruption. The way just the sight of him had distracted her from her routine.
“How’s Joe treating you?”
She started. Had she said his name aloud? No. Idiot. It was a normal question. She just had a guilty conscience….
“He’s okay, I guess.” She took a bite of white meat and chewed. “Actually, he hovers. I don’t think he trusts me.”
“I’m sure he does, princess.”
She shook her head. “No matter what I’m doing, he shows up to check on me. Tries to help when I don’t need it. He’s not like that with anyone else.”
“It’s his job.”
“To babysit? It’s a fire station, Dad, not a day care.”
A more perceptive person might suggest she protested too much, and that person would probably be right. For once, she was thankful her dad wasn’t at the top of his game.
“Joe’s a good guy. If you ever need anything, you can trust him. He’ll look out for you.”
Faith closed her eyes and set down her fork. “I don’t need anyone looking out for me.”
“You’re new, Faith. Don’t be so hardheaded. If someone wants to be nice, accept it.”
She didn’t respond immediately. Took a drink of cold milk instead.
“You don’t get it, Dad. I can’t afford to have an officer bending over backward to help me. I’m a woman in a man’s job, fighting off perceptions that I’m the weak link every single second I’m on the clock.” Her volume remained level, though she snapped out the words.
“Don’t get upset. I know you can handle the job. There’s no doubt in my mind you’re as good as those men, better than a lot of them.”
“How can I not get upset?” Now she got louder. “My own mother suggested I sleep with the captain to get ahead.”
“She did what?”
Faith shook her head. “Never mind. She thought she was being funny. I’m just sick of having to prove myself to everyone, including my family.”
“Faith.” He reached across the table and held his palm out toward hers until she returned the gesture. “You don’t have to prove yourself to me. Ever. But I will always worry about you.” His voice was thick with emotion. Affection.
Faith couldn’t help but be touched by his words. Her response got caught in her throat. It took a lot for her dad to show his feelings so openly, and once again, her irritation dissipated.
“I’ll be fine.”
He seemed flustered for a moment. Inhaled shakily. “If anything ever happened to you again, Faith, anything worse than last time, I don’t know if I could survive it.”
That did it. Tears filled her eyes. She fought them hard, refusing to let them spill over. For several seconds, she didn’t dare breathe, afraid of losing it. Surreptitiously, she wiped the corners of her eyes and blinked hard until she thought she could speak.
“I’ll do the best I can, Dad. But you have to let me do it my own way.”




 



“I THINK WE’VE GOT something.”



The words were nonchalant, but Joe’s tone was laced with a restrained excitement Faith hadn’t heard from him before.The engine sped toward a hotel on the shore. Something meant a fire. A real one, not a trash fire that could be knocked out in less than ten minutes.
Adrenaline pumped through Faith’s system. This was her first big fire since her injury in San Antonio.
Joe confirmed again that this one was business, and she angled herself a little in the back-facing seat to look at him as she adjusted one of her boots. He leaned forward slightly, eyes sparking with life as they skipped from Derek, who was driving, to the dark smoke a few blocks ahead of them.
He loves every bit of this, Faith thought to herself. Like a little boy loves seeing the big rigs speed by with sirens blaring and lights flashing. It didn’t surprise her, because most people in her profession lived for the challenge of a large fire. But Joe was normally so cool and collected in the station that his tangible excitement made her smile.
As they arrived on the scene, Joe hollered orders to their crew. He jumped out of the rig and located the battalion chief in charge, while Faith, Penn and Derek worked at the truck, getting equipment ready.
The hotel was medium-size, made up of multiple structures. The involved building was six stories high. Acrid smoke filled the air and flames showed on the second and third floors.
Joe came back with more specific directions for the crew. Penn was on the nozzle, Faith with him. Without a word, they hooked up the appropriate hose to the engine and made their way to the entrance at the end of the building that Joe had indicated.
Penn glanced over his shoulder at her with a questioning look and she nodded, but her heart hammered uncharacteristically out of control. She tried to ignore it.
He headed inside and Faith, holding on to the hose, followed—until she was just inside the door.
She froze.
The scene was status quo for a seasoned firefighter. The smoke was so thick she could barely see a foot in front of her, the temperature already climbing. Her partner continued on, but Faith couldn’t force her feet to move for anything.
Her chest tightened and a scream climbed in her throat. She couldn’t seem to get air into her lungs, and she checked again to make sure her breathing apparatus was functioning. It was.
She glanced up and couldn’t see the ceiling. Then she noticed how hard she was breathing—for no reason.
You’re losing it, Faith. Get a hold of yourself.
With effort, she slowed her respirations, closing her eyes. Gradually the need to crawl out of her skin receded, and she realized if this wasn’t a heart attack, it must be some kind of anxiety thing. Whatever it was, it sucked.
The hose in her hands was yanked forward, jolting her back to the fire and the very real need to get moving. What was she doing, standing here like a probie at her first fire?
Faith reassured herself that no one had witnessed her freak-out moment. Not that anyone could see in this smoke, anyway. She hesitated again, then swore at herself and moved ahead to catch up with Penn, praying he hadn’t missed her yet. If anyone found out she’d flaked, there was no hope of ever overcoming her reputation as the chief’s daughter and a charity case.




 



HOURS LATER, Faith poured water down her bone-dry throat, surveying the fire site to estimate how much longer cleanup would take. Maybe another half hour if they were lucky.



This whole end of the resort hotel was a loss, but they’d managed to stop the fire from jumping to the other buildings. Two companies from the mainland had been called in as well, and injuries had been few and minor.Fatigue weighed Faith down as she squatted next to the truck, leaning her back against it, finishing her drink. Ten hours was a long fight, but you never really noticed how wiped you were until afterward, when the adrenaline stopped and salvage and overhaul wound down. Once the flames were doused, the firefighters had spent time rehashing the situation as they carried out anything that could be saved, trading stories of what they’d encountered, one-upping to see who’d ended up having the best assignment. Silently questioning if they’d done the right things, made the right decisions. If there was anything they could’ve done better.
Faith’s self-critique was easy tonight—she’d blown it. Oh, sure, she’d gotten her act together and done okay in the end. But walking into that burning building and locking up…
Unforgivable.
And the biggest problem was she wasn’t sure it wouldn’t happen the next time they got called to a big fire.
No one had noticed, but that didn’t change a thing. She knew.
Derek Severson and Clay Marlow rested several feet from Faith, still talking as they rehydrated. She stood and disposed of her water bottle. She had a policy of never being the last person back from taking a break.
A few minutes later, the crews had removed as much as they could from the interior and ensured there were no remaining hot spots. Faith noticed a couple hundred feet of hose from their engine that had to be loaded. She headed over and started rolling it, though every muscle in her body was beginning to ache. She was starting to fantasize about falling into bed; it was after 2:00 a.m. and would be a short night, anyway.
She stood and was lifting the first roll of hose to take to the engine when a pain near her collarbone nearly flattened her. She sat down hard, dropped the hose on the ground, muttering swear words to herself.
When she could breathe again, she glanced around, trying to act as if nothing was wrong.
Dammit… Joe was standing near the engine and staring straight at her. If the concern on his face was any indication, he’d seen everything.
She was afraid to stand up again because it freaking hurt. Another jab of pain, on top of her exhaustion, was liable to make her cry like a girl. Instead, she busied herself with the hose, trying to make it appear as if it wasn’t rolled quite right and needed to be fixed.
“Faith.” Joe loomed over her in the chilly night.
“Yes, sir.” She didn’t look up at him, just worked intently on the nonexistent problem.
He squatted next to her. “What are you doing?”
“Fixing the hose.”
“The hose is fine.”
Finally she glanced up at him.
“You hurt yourself,” he said in a gentle, low voice so no one could overhear. She was eternally grateful for his discretion.
“Not really,” she said, giving up on the hose act.
“I saw you, Faith. Don’t insult me by lying.”
When she looked into those concerned dark eyes, she couldn’t continue to deny it. But she could understate it.
“It was my collarbone. Just a sharp, brief pain, but it’s over now.” Which was the truth. So far. “Long day, I guess.”
He watched her closely for several seconds, as if gauging whether she was leveling with him.
“Do we need to have Scott or Rafe check you out?” he asked, gesturing over his shoulder to the ambulance.
“No,” she said quickly. “Really. It didn’t hurt until just now. I must have twisted wrong as I stood up.”
He wasn’t convinced, Faith could tell. So to persuade him, she had no choice but to stand and prove she was fine.
She picked up the hoses, swallowed and braced herself. This time she rose more slowly. And yeah, the pain was there, but not as bad. She fought through it, refusing to let it show on her face. Because, of course, he was still staring at her.
He brushed her wrist in a touch that was probably not professional, judging by the way it got Faith’s heart racing. Before she could scold herself for her reaction, he spoke—again quietly, so no one could hear. “Don’t be stubborn, Faith. Let me carry one of those. You don’t want to reinjure yourself.”
She didn’t know if it was the mind-blurring fatigue or the feel of his rough fingers so tender on her skin, but she weakened. Let him take one of the rolls from her. She walked by his side to the engine but insisted on putting them away herself. Self-consciously, she glanced around to see if anyone had noticed that Joe had helped her. A couple of guys were nearby, but not paying attention to them; maybe no one had seen. She should’ve just carried both hoses.
“So,” Joe said, still in a private voice. “I want more information on this. Did you injure yourself tonight? Run into anything? Have something fall or hit you? Did you—”
“None of the above, like I told you. You saw the first and only episode and it’s gone now. Can we drop it? Please?”
“I need to report—”
“Any injuries that occur on the job. This isn’t an injury and it didn’t happen on this job.”
“You watch that collarbone. If you have any more problems with it, I want you to see a doctor.”
“Yes, sir,” she said formally.
She could almost swear he flinched.
As she turned away to get back to work, a thought occurred to her. “You’re not going to tell the chief, are you?” He’d flip out and go all protective-daddy on her, which was sweet in theory, but totally unnecessary. And not at all what he needed mental-healthwise, or she needed careerwise.
Joe looked off into the distance and it was all Faith could do not to beg him.
“Don’t you think he would want to know?”
“He’s got too much on his mind,” Faith said. “He doesn’t need to worry about something insignificant like this. If another building falls on me, you can mention it, I promise.”
Joe didn’t seem to appreciate her attempt at humor. When he said nothing, Faith grasped her thick turnout pants in her fist until her knuckles were likely white. “Equal treatment, Joe. That’s all I’m asking for.”
“First Nate’s treatment of you and now this. I’m keeping a lot from the head of the department.”
“But the head of the department wouldn’t really need to know about either if I wasn’t his daughter.”
He exhaled and pegged her with those eyes again. “I’ll keep your secret, Faith. Again. Just promise me about the doctor if you need it.”
She nodded, suspecting her definition of needing it might differ from his. “Thank you.”
She walked away, pretty sure that she could trust Joe’s word—but not at all happy that she had to.
























CHAPTER FIVE




“SURELY YOU BIGWIGS could have found someone in the firm to be your fourth?” Joe asked his stepfather, Jorge Vargas. The black-haired man wasn’t quite as tall as Joe, but stood ramrod-straight, even when he was relaxed on the golf course. It was obvious the man had power and liked to use it.



The Corpus Christi Country Club golf course was already a brilliant, well-manicured green, and the air wafting over them was warm for early March. Spring break. Hell month for the San Amaro Island Fire Department. The tournament sponsored by his stepfather’s and stepbrothers’ prestigious law firm fell at the worst time of the year for Joe, but he’d made a point of asking for the day off. Everything had worked out, the shift at the department was covered, and here he was. For better or worse. He reminded himself repeatedly that he liked golf and didn’t get on the course enough. And really, these guys weren’t too bad. This was a relatively easy way to make his mom happy.“Come on, Joe,” Jorge prodded, “the Vargas men are going to take this tournament. You’re one of us today. You’re the best and you know it.”
He didn’t want to be a Vargas…but he’d happily take a quarter of their earning power.
“Joe putts like a woman.” Troy, the older of his two stepbrothers and Mr. GQ, took out his driver at the second hole. He’d been out on the course regularly, as evidenced by his bronzed skin.
“You wish I putted like a woman,” Joe said. “It’s been weeks since I’ve played, though. Some of us have to work for a living.”
“Speaking of work, did Maurice get you the info on that possible witness for the Sullivan case?” Jorge asked Troy.
“Left me a message. I’ll touch base this evening and take care of it.”
These three—Jorge, Troy and Ryan, the younger, lankier brother, who sported a goatee—weren’t terrible company…until they started talking business. Then it was as if they turned into droning robots that didn’t know when to shut up.
“You’re up, man,” Joe said to Troy as the group in front of them moved on, successfully ending the shop talk, at least for now.
Troy stepped up, spent forever and a half pondering the shot, then hit the ball onto the green. Looking smug, he turned around to face them. “Beat that, suckers.”
“We’re on the same team, dumb-ass,” Ryan said. He was a pretty boy beneath the facial hair, with chiseled features and dark lashes longer than most women’s.
“Same team, sure. But we could make things more interesting.” Jorge dug his wallet out from his back pocket and waved a twenty. “What do you say a little wager among family? Twenty bucks a hole? Winner takes all.”
“In.” Ryan raised his chin, clearly thinking he had a good chance at collecting.
“Hell, yeah, I’m in,” Troy said. “I could use some spending money.”
Being the blue-collar guy, Joe had three measly twenties in his wallet. All the more reason to beat these paper pushers. “Might as well give me your cash now,” he said, moving up to the tee, taking a practice swing.
“You’re all talk, Joe,” Ryan said.
“Put your money where your mouth is,” Troy added.
Joe tuned out everything the morons behind him chattered about and focused. Maybe said a little prayer. He couldn’t afford to lose more than a couple of holes at twenty bucks a pop. He swung and watched his ball arc through the cloudless sky, silently coaching it along. It made it to the green, barely, but he’d take it. Putting was his strong point, in spite of what Troy liked to believe.
Two strokes later, Joe collected his first sixty bucks of the afternoon.
“Can I write this off as a donation to charity?” Troy asked as he handed over his bill.
“Don’t write too soon,” Joe said, buoyed by his victory and letting the insult to his lower tax bracket slide right off. “I’ll be taking more.”
They traded taunts and insults as they walked to their carts, and Joe admitted to himself this wasn’t so bad. Sunshine, golf and his artificial family. Soon they’d be the only family he had.
His mother made no secret that she wanted Joe and his steps to form stronger bonds. The last thing he wanted her to do was worry about him, so he was making an effort. Heck, still making an effort, as he had been since she remarried, five years ago. He visited her and Jorge in Corpus more often, since she couldn’t get out much and no longer made the trip to the island. Spent time with these three when he could be doing other things. He would never fit in, but if it gave his mother peace of mind, he’d continue to try.
“You still planning to come for your mom’s birthday?” Jorge asked Joe as they climbed out of the cart at the third tee.
“Of course.” That it could be her last hung heavily on his mind, and he wondered if the thought crossed Jorge’s, as well.
“You got a girlfriend yet?” his stepfather continued.
“Is my mother recruiting you for the get-Joe-married campaign?” Joe took a drink from his sports bottle and closed the top.
Ryan cackled next to him. “I hope not, for Dad’s sake. It’d be easier to get a twelve-year-old girl voted in as governor of Texas.”
“I don’t have to tell you how much your mom worries,” Jorge said to Joe, and the way his tone changed when talking about her, how it softened with affection, reaffirmed his devotion to his wife. “I remind her all the damn time that you’re a grown man, but you know how women are.”
“As much as I’d love to put her mind at ease, I’ll go out on a limb and predict I’ll be showing up by myself,” Joe said.
“You could always pay for a companion,” Ryan suggested.
“I might be able to pay for one night, but that’s eternally better than paying a lifetime for that high maintenance glamour girl you married.” Joe liked what he knew of Shelly, but he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to give Ryan grief.
“I reckon he got you there,” Troy said, grinning.
“Reckon he did. Price you pay to sleep with a beautiful woman every night.” Ryan didn’t seem too upset by his lifetime sentence. “So how’s the fire department?”
“Busy as a hound during flea season. On top of spring break, I’m going for a promotion. Assistant fire chief. The current guy’s retiring.”
“Will you be able to stay away from the manual stuff as assistant chief?” Jorge asked. “Keep your hands clean?”
Joe shook his head and grinned. His stepfather would never understand. He’d stopped trying to explain it after the first dozen or so attempts. “That’s the downside. Not being able to fight fires myself.”
All three men stared at him as if he’d admitted to romancing livestock.
“You all should shed your suits and ties and try it sometime,” he said, gauging the progress of the team in front of them as they finished up the hole.
“I’ll leave the hero-ing up to you,” Ryan said. “Charred isn’t really my color.”
“I don’t know,” Troy said. “Your heart’s pretty black, bro.”
“Joe,” his stepfather interjected. “You got anything planned in early April?”
“The usual,” Joe said. “What’s up?”
“The guys and I thought we’d see if you wanted to go with us to spring training.”
“Astros?”
“Of course,” Troy said, as if Joe was the densest man on earth.
Joe had been a Rangers fan since he was old enough to beat a plastic bat on the living room floor. Never an Astros fan. He hadn’t been invited to the annual pilgrimage with the Vargas men before. Which meant one thing. “My mother put you up to asking?”
“We wouldn’t listen to her if she did,” Troy said.
The senior Vargas glared at his older son.
“Okay, maybe we would, but this wasn’t her idea.” Troy backpedaled.
“Why don’t you guys watch some real baseball?” Joe asked.
“We invited you on our trip, man,” Ryan said. “No need to go injuring our team.”
Joe asked several questions about the trip and racked his brain for any plans he might have made. Several guys at the station would be off that week—a regular occurrence after the intensity of spring break on the island. It’d be a hassle to get away then. However, though the Astros didn’t do it for him, taking a trip with Jorge and his sons would go a long way in calming his mother’s worries, convincing her they’d do just fine as a family even without her. That was a gift to her he couldn’t deny just because these guys were a bunch of stuffed shirts who liked the wrong team.
“Let me check my calendar and see what I can do.”
























CHAPTER SIX




FAITH’S EYES WERE GLAZING over as she stared at the study manual for the hazardous materials test. She hadn’t procrastinated. Not entirely, anyway. She’d studied last weekend for quite a while. But now it was the eleventh hour and she was close to panicking.



She got up from the station’s kitchen table and stretched her arms over her head in an attempt to get her blood flowing. She went to the counter behind her and poured herself another cup of coffee, emptying the pot. The clock on the microwave oven said 3:14 a.m. She was the only one stirring in the place, and the silence was starting to ring in her ears.“What are you doing up?”
Joe’s voice in the doorway behind her made her drop her mug, which shattered on the tile floor. Thankfully, the coffee that splashed on her was only lukewarm.
“You need to wear a bell around your neck,” she said, bending to pick up the large chunks of broken pottery and trying to ignore the racing of her heart. It wasn’t caused just by having the life startled out of her. Unfortunately. It had everything to do with the man who’d surprised her. She hadn’t felt this kind of nervous excitement since her crush on Dylan Morrison her first year at community college.
She glanced at Joe in time to see him smile. It must be late, because she couldn’t resist admiring how good-looking he was. Her tired mind was filled with the uninvited fantasy of him walking up to her and kissing her till her brain melted and her hands shook.
Oh, her hands were shaking. From too much caffeine, no doubt. Lack of sleep.
Faith found a dustpan and hand broom beneath the sink, and swept the little pieces. Joe mopped up the remaining liquid with paper towels.
“Test is tomorrow?” he asked, glancing toward the open book on the table.
“Technically today, I guess. I’ll go take it as soon as shift is over.”
They stood at the same time and her fantasy scenario of thirty seconds ago intensified. He came over to her at the counter and surveyed the coffeepot.
“Didn’t save any for me, I see.”
“Sorry,” Faith said, putting space between them. “Didn’t know you were a night owl.”
“Always have been. Didn’t know you were afraid of tests.”
“Always have been.”
Joe rinsed out the pot and refilled the filter for another twelve-cup supply. “That surprises me. You seem to know your facts.”
“I’m somewhat of a perfectionist.”
Joe chuckled. “And here I thought you were laid-back. Carefree.”
“Maybe in a different lifetime. So what’s up with coffee at three in the morning? Do you really have that much work to do or are you just afraid of the dark?”
“Never know what’s under the bed.”
“Want me to check if it’s safe for you?” she teased. “I hear there can be some pretty ferocious dust bunnies in the corners around here.”
“That’s what happens when firefighters can’t clean to save their lives.”
“They need better leadership, clearly.”
He didn’t seem to see the humor in her comment.
“You take your job very seriously, don’t you?” Faith asked, leaning against the counter next to him.
“About as seriously as you take yours.”
She nodded at the truth in that. “Did you always want to be a firefighter?”
“Either that or a Jedi.”
If she hadn’t spilled her coffee by dropping it, she would’ve spit it out at his reply. “Jedi training didn’t pan out?”
He cracked a grin and shook his head distractedly.
“How long was your dad the chief?” she asked. She vaguely remembered meeting Chief Mendoza a couple times, but she’d been so young then, maybe ten years old. At that point, the trucks and flashing lights had been much more interesting to her.
“Two years. That was before there was an assistant. It wasn’t three months after he stopped fighting fires and became chief that he found out about the cancer.” Joe’s face hardened as he tried not to give away his feelings.
“Lungs, right?” Faith did remember, very clearly, when his dad had died. The funeral had been gigantic, though she hadn’t been allowed to attend. It’d been on the news and the front page of the newspaper. Her dad had considered Joe’s father a mentor and had been struck deeply by his death.
“Yep. No doubt from everything he breathed in on the job.”
“I can’t imagine growing up without my dad,” Faith said.
“I was twenty-five when he died.”
“Oh. I guess you were grown-up.” She smiled sheepishly. “Sorry.”
“Yeah.” His tone lightened. “Tell me I’m old.”
“I’d never say that to someone who can run faster than me.”
He studied her curiously. “So how is working in the same department as your dad going so far?”
“Going well,” she said, refusing to get into her worries. In general, it was an honest answer. “I always dreamed of working with him. He’s the reason I got into firefighting.”
“You two have always seemed close. I remember that even when you were a teenager.”
“Drives my mom crazy sometimes.”
“That’s what she gets for marrying one of the good guys,” Joe said.
“I wish she remembered he’s one of the good guys. Though he does make it difficult lately.”
Joe turned toward her and brushed her hair behind her ear. Her breath caught, and he retracted his hand, as if realizing he wasn’t supposed to touch her. “He’s kind of out of sorts, isn’t he?”
She looked down nervously, whether from the personal topic or the contact, she couldn’t say. “That’s one way to put it.”
“If there was something I could do to help, I would. I like your dad. Respect him a great deal.”
Faith nodded, wishing like crazy she had a clue how to help her father. “He needs something to keep him busy. The weekends with no work just about kill him. Evenings are long, too.”
“Does he have any hobbies?”
“His boat,” Faith answered. “But he’s been on it only once since I moved back. He seems to have lost interest.”
“Maybe I could persuade him to take it out. Get him to take me for a ride or something.”
“You don’t have to do that, Joe.”
He looked into her eyes with such concern she wanted to melt. “I want to. It’s not exactly a hardship having to go out on a boat.”
“Feel free to try. Don’t be surprised if he turns you down.”
As he gazed at her, his pupils grew wider, and the awareness between them jumped way higher than it should.
“I’m…going for Jones’s position,” Joe said, his voice hoarser than usual, kept low so that no one could overhear their…discussion about work?
Had she missed something? Was the awareness all one-sided?
“I know.” She blinked and tilted her head to the side. “Everyone knows. You and Captain Schlager.”
“I really want the job.” He didn’t step back, didn’t remove his hand from the counter right next to her body.
“You have a good chance, in my new-to-the-department opinion.” Then it dawned on her what he might be getting at. “Do you think I know something? Because of my dad? Believe me, he doesn’t—”
“No, Faith. Even if I thought he talked to you about it, I’d never ask you for that information.”
“Okay.”
Still confused, she started to move away. Joe gently caught her wrist and forced eye contact.
“I want…” He didn’t finish the sentence but his eyes told her exactly what he wanted.
Okay, then. She hadn’t misread the signs. “I know.” She nodded nonchalantly, as if he’d just told her there were fish in the ocean.
Faith picked up the coffeepot and poured the steaming liquid into her mug. After turning away from him.
The current that had sizzled between them faded to awkwardness. Joe headed for the table and pulled out the chair next to the one she’d been sitting in earlier. “So…your test. What are you working on?”
“Really, I don’t—”
“Want help. I know. As your captain, I’m ordering you to sit down and let me quiz you.”
“That is so wrong, flaunting your position….” She kept her tone light.
“It’s in my best interest for my people to pass tests and earn certifications. Makes me look good.”
“With all due respect, I really need to change out of these coffee-soaked clothes and get some sleep.” She actually hadn’t planned to go to bed tonight, but lying in her bunk awake was preferable to sitting here awkwardly with him.
He looked at her hard, sizing her up as if he knew she just wanted to escape. But instead of calling her on it, he nodded once and said, “Good luck on your test, Faith.”
























CHAPTER SEVEN




JOE PICKED UP THE PHONE from his nightstand two nights later. “Mendoza.”



“Joe, it’s Derek. Slight problem.” The concern in the firefighter’s voice shot a dose of alarm through Joe.He sat up in bed, rubbed his eyes and checked the digital clock. Twenty after eleven. He must’ve dozed off since he’d hit the sack over an hour ago. A 7:00 a.m. shift came too damn early. “What’s going on?”
“I stopped by the Shack to get the nightly deposit. Chief is here.”
The Shell Shack was the beach bar Derek and his wife, Macey, owned. In the past year or so, it had become a regular hangout for the department, and while Chief Peligni didn’t usually join in the camaraderie, it wasn’t unusual that he was there.
“He’s tanked, Joe.”
“Chief is?” Joe was out of bed, pulling on his jeans without conscious thought.
“You got it. Kevin says he’s been here since six-thirty. Came in for a burger with Mayor Romero. Been drinking ever since.”
“Can you call him a cab?”
“In his state, I don’t think that’s a wise solution. Cab could take a while to get here, with all the spring breakers. I’m concerned about someone recognizing him.”
“He’s that messed up?” Joe couldn’t fathom the man he’d looked up to for years making a spectacle of himself. He’d never even seen the chief tipsy and couldn’t imagine how much liquor it would take to make him falling down drunk. If he knew the chief the way he thought he did, the man would be humiliated once he sobered up and realized what he’d done. But hell. Lately Chief Peligni wasn’t acting like the man Joe knew.
“I’m not sure he can walk on his own,” Derek said with some hesitation. “I’d take him home myself, but thought it’d be better for you to handle it. You’re tight with him, right?”
Joe couldn’t fault Derek for not wanting to get involved in the chief’s business—especially not this business. It’d be awkward enough for Joe. “I’ll take care of it. Can you stay with him until I get there?” He pulled a wrinkled T-shirt off the floor and shook it out.
“I’ll be here.”
“See you in five.” Joe ended the call and pulled the shirt over his head, trying to wrap his brain around the situation. Either he’d been sleeping harder than he’d thought or the chief had gone off the deep end.
Without his permission, Joe’s mind veered to Faith. Did she know what her dad was up to? He doubted it. She wasn’t the type to sit back and let her father self-destroy. After what she’d said the other night in the station kitchen, he suspected she’d take it hard if she found out about the chief’s current state. Though it wasn’t his business or his place to interfere, Joe didn’t want Faith to learn about her dad’s bender. Didn’t want her to be hurt.
He hightailed it the few blocks to the Shell Shack and turned into the small parking lot, taking the only available spot.
He jumped out, the brisk night breeze rustling the palms that lined the hotel lot next door. If the weather didn’t make a massive turnaround in the next few days, spring break visitors to the island were going to be mighty disappointed. Maybe it would scare away a few, but likely not enough to make a difference in the havoc the month wreaked on the fire department.
When Joe cleared the doorway, he instantly spotted the chief leaning heavily on the bar. The horseshoe-shaped counter curved around such that Joe had a view of the older man’s face. It was red, the skin droopy. His eyes were aimed downward but Joe could tell from here they weren’t focused on anything. The chief wore a light gray polo shirt—thank God he’d changed out of his uniform beforehand—and there was a wet splotch on the front.
Derek sat on the stool next to Chief Peligni, talking to him. He glanced up at Joe and shook his head slowly.
Joe walked around the crowded bar and stopped next to them. “Evening, gentlemen.”
Derek nodded in reply, looking uncomfortable as he stood up and let Joe take his place. Chief Peligni didn’t react for a few seconds. Finally, he raised his gaze and squinted. “That the captain?”
“It’s me,” Joe affirmed. The man reeked of a distillery even from two feet away.
Glancing around, Joe took inventory of the other bar patrons, relieved that everyone was too caught up in themselves and their drinks to pay any attention to the chief.
“Can I get you anything, Captain?” Kevin asked from behind the bar.
“No, thanks.”
Joe sat on the stool Derek had vacated and attempted to make small talk with the blitzed chief. To his comments about the weather and the crush of customers, Joe received unintelligible mumbles.
Okay, enough bullshitting. He needed to get Chief Peligni out of here and safely home. Wouldn’t be an easy task—the older man had gained weight recently and must weigh over three hundred pounds—but Joe would do it. The chief had done a lot for him over the years. Now it was his turn to return the favor.
“What do you say we get out of here?” Joe asked, standing.
More muttering he couldn’t understand.
“You need to sleep it off, Chief. Let’s go before things get any worse.”
It was too late, though, because at that moment, Faith’s gorgeous face appeared in the doorway and she looked anything but pleased.




 



FAITH WAS GOING TO WRING her father’s thick neck.



He’d sounded more than a little out of it when he’d called her a few minutes ago for a ride. Words slurred, train of thought easily interrupted but he’d managed to say where he was. What he hadn’t mentioned was that Joe Mendoza and Derek Severson were here as well, witnessing the show.Her cheeks warmed and she stepped back out of the doorway to the Shell Shack to summon her game face. Glancing down at the exercise shorts and tank top she’d thrown on, she swore to herself. She hadn’t counted on running into her captain. Hadn’t counted on running into anyone. She’d foolishly thought when her dad asked her to pick him up that maybe he’d meet her in the parking lot.
Clearly, she hadn’t fully grasped the situation. And it wasn’t going to get any better while she wasted time out here trying to figure out how to save face. Wasn’t going to happen.
Straightening her back, she headed inside, determined to hide her embarrassment and concern for her father. Those were family matters. Private.
Ignoring her colleague and supervisor, Faith went around to her father’s side and rested her hand on his forearm. “Hey, Dad. How are you doing?”
The time it took him to react to her voice and turn his head was not a good sign. “Princessss.”
Fan-freaking-tastic.
“I was just going to bring him home,” Joe said quietly. “Derek called me. Did he call you, too?” He looked toward the back room, where Derek was talking to the bartender and cook.
“No,” Faith said, trying to keep her frustration out of her voice. “He called me.” She gestured to her father, who didn’t seem to register the conversation going on in front of him. “I can handle this. Thank you for trying to help.”
She felt Joe staring at her as if he had something to say, but he remained silent and she didn’t look at him again. Instead, she turned her attention back to her dad. “How long have you been here?”
“Little bit.” He took an unsteady drink from the glass in front of him and frowned at the taste. “He’s givin’ me water.”
The bartender emerged from the back room as her dad spoke, and Faith mouthed a thank-you to the man for cutting him off.
“I’m here to help you, Faith,” Joe said, still stubbornly sitting on the other side of her dad.
“We’ll be fine, thanks,” she replied, her jaw stiff.
Again, the captain hesitated, and she felt frustration coming off him in waves, but that wasn’t her concern. Her dad was.
“Did you eat dinner?” she asked him, as Joe finally walked out of the bar, turning to glance at her one last time when he reached the doorway.
The fire chief seemed to think about that for a while, then shrugged. “’Magine I did.” He leaned hard on the bar, as if it was the only thing holding him up.
“We need to get you home,” Faith said. “What were you thinking, Dad?”
He tried to focus on her, then turned his squinting gaze to the bartender. And started snickering like a teenage girl in trouble, his large shoulders shaking. “I don’ know, Faithy. You tell me.”
He’d never been a hard drinker. A lot of firefighters were—their way of dealing with the things they saw on the job. They used alcohol to come down from a harrowing shift or one that ended in tragedy. But not Tony Peligni. He was hard-core and intense—and usually stone-cold sober.
Faith had been flirting with acknowledging the truth for weeks, but now there was no way to deny it. The breakup of his marriage was sending her father down a path she never thought she’d see him travel. One she couldn’t bear to watch. She had to find a way to get her parents back together. They loved each other—always had. Faith was absolutely sure of it. She needed to help her mom see what she was doing to this man and get her to come to her senses.
Later.
Now Faith needed to get her dad out of the bar before someone recognized the falling-over-drunk guy as San Amaro Island’s fire chief.
“How much does he owe you?” she asked the bartender, pulling her wallet out of her purse. She looked around for Derek, relieved to see he’d apparently taken off, as well.
“He’s clear,” the bartender said. “You going to be able to…?” He motioned toward the parking lot with his head.
Faith nodded, biting her tongue. She knew most people didn’t realize she was stronger than she looked. And her dad was big. But she didn’t do the female-in-need-of-rescuing well. Never had.
“Come on, Dad. Time to take you home.”
He slowly turned and narrowed his eyes at her, as if trying to place where he knew her from. Faith hopped down from her stool, acting much more optimistic than she felt, and offered him her hand.
“You shou’ go home, Faith. Gettin’ late.”
She hid a sad smile, thinking how much easier it would be to have to look after only herself at this moment, instead of her sixty-year-old father.
“Let’s go,” she said gently. “You have to work in the morning.”
Realization brightened his face for an instant and he turned to the bartender. “I’m the fire ch—”
“He knows,” Faith said loudly, to cover his words, darting a look around behind them to see if anyone else had heard. “Come on, Dad. We need to go now.” She tugged at his arm. “Stand up.”
His movements were in slow motion, but he finally turned to the side and put his feet on the floor. He was so unsteady he slid right back to the stool, and Faith had to use her strength to keep him upright.
Okay, so this was going to be an undertaking.
“I’ll help you, but you have to walk to the car,” she told him.
She didn’t give him a choice, just yanked at him, and he did his best to get to his feet. Unfortunately, his “best” wasn’t quite enough. The bartender looked over in alarm as Faith braced herself with all her might against her father’s weight.
“We’re fine,” she insisted through clenched teeth as her dad finally managed to establish some semblance of balance.
Coaching his every step, she supported him to the exit, thankful there was no actual door to open. She could feel stares at their backs, but wasn’t about to acknowledge them.
“I’m parked on the street,” she told him. “Just a little farther.” She was starting to breathe hard from the effort of keeping him upright.
Before they could even clear the side of the building, her dad shifted his weight from her to the wall and leaned hard against it. “Princess, need to rest. I’ll jus’ sit here for a bit.”
She fought to keep him on his feet, but there was no way. He slid down the rough wall and landed on his backside on the wide sidewalk.
Tears of frustration burned Faith’s eyes as he stretched out and rested his head on the pavement.
Stronger than she looked, sure, but able to lift three hundred pounds? No way. Sitting down next to him and banging her head on the wall was the most appealing option right now.
“You really have a problem allowing someone to help you, don’t you?” Joe said from the darkness.
























CHAPTER EIGHT




FAITH CLOSED HER EYES and leaned against the Shell Shack’s exterior wall, looking defeated. Only Faith Peligni would take it personally when she failed to carry an unconscious man three times her size. And that stirred something deep inside Joe. Something that had nothing to do with sympathy.



“I thought you left,” she said, annoyed with him, but fighting not to let it show. He could tell by the set of her jaw, the tight control of her voice.“I talked to him enough before you got here to suspect something like this could happen.”
“You were just waiting to come to the rescue, weren’t you?” Faith looked down at her dad and shook her head. Her shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry. I guess we do need a little assistance.”
“Don’t worry about it. Let’s just get him out of here. Come on, Chief.” Joe leaned down and roused him.
The big guy muttered something and Faith avoided Joe’s gaze. The urge to touch her, to try to make her feel better, rolled through him out of nowhere.
He bent over to prop up the chief, burying his mind in the task and attempting to ignore Faith. She got into position on the other side, and together they pulled him upright. Chief Peligni came to long enough to ask where the hell they were taking him and to complain about how fast they were moving.
“To my 4Runner over there,” Joe told Faith, indicating the vehicle with a nod. “It’s close.” When they got to the passenger side, she opened the door and they awkwardly heaved him inside.
Once the door was shut, Joe locked it. He and Faith looked at each other as they caught their breath.
“Want to follow me?” she asked.
He nodded, recalling from previous visits the flight of stairs they’d have to drag the chief up once they got him home. “I’ll drive you back here to get his truck once we get him settled.” He searched until he spotted the chief’s Suburban at the end of the row.
Faith shot a frown toward her dad and bit her lower lip before heading toward her car, parked at the curb.
Joe went around to the driver’s side of his SUV. He paused before getting in and watched her walk away. Let himself admire her curves in those tiny shorts and the yellow fitted tank top. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She was dressed for relaxing, not for impressing, and still his heart thundered in appreciation.
He glanced guiltily at Chief Peligni and climbed in, making a point of not checking out the chief’s daughter again. Not that the older man had even noticed; his head was propped against the window, eyes closed. Joe reached across, drew the seat belt over him, pulled it out as far as it would go and fastened it. He could just about get drunk off the fumes coming from the passenger seat.
While Faith was careful and deliberate with just about everything she did, she apparently didn’t drive the same way, speeding off like a maniac. Joe had been to the chief’s house before for cookouts, so he took his time getting there. When he pulled up, her car was in the driveway and she was leaning against the wall of the garage, arms crossed. She gestured for him to drive up close to the open garage door.
After fifteen or twenty minutes, they’d managed to get the chief up the flight of stairs, into his bed, shoes off, with a glass of water and a bottle of aspirin on the nightstand. He’d been half-awake for part of it, but Joe doubted he’d remember any of this in the morning. Joe wasn’t sure the man would be able to get up in the morning.
Faith drew a crocheted blanket over him, since they hadn’t had a chance to pull the covers back before laying him down. When she finished, she exhaled tiredly and nodded at Joe. Together they walked down the hall toward the living room.
When they reached the last door on the right, Faith went into the room, flipping on the light. Her bedroom, he realized, as he peered in like a Peeping Tom.
“I can wait outside,” he said.
“Just a sec. I need a sweatshirt, but there’s something for you in the kitchen.”
Curious, he stood there in the doorway, trying not to watch her every move as she searched through the drawers of an antique-looking white dresser. Instead, he took in the details of her room, still feeling somewhat like a voyeur, but unable to resist.
The room was…shockingly pink. Her bed was un-made, but there were lacy white ruffles around the bottom of the mattress and edging the pink floral pillowcases. The walls were painted a pale pink to match. The furniture was dainty, almost little-girllike. Clothes were scattered on the floor and he tried his damnedest to ignore the silky pink and purple underthings among the jeans and fire department shirts. He did not need to know what she wore beneath her uniform.
He was still staring as she approached him, pulling on an orange zip-up sweatshirt.
“Welcome to the Pepto room,” she said.
Joe grinned, fighting off images of those panties….
“For my sixteenth birthday, my dad’s treat was to let me have my room redecorated any way I wanted it,” she explained defensively.
“I never imagined you as a pink kind of woman.”
“If you wear pink, they never see the knuckle sandwich coming.”
“And you seem like such a peaceful person,” he said, following her to the kitchen.
“It’s the brothers. One in particular needed his ass kicked on a regular basis. Thankfully, Anthony lives in Dallas now, and doesn’t make it home much. Here.” She grabbed a plastic container off the counter and removed the lid.
“Cookies?”
“Scotcheroos. Baked them today.”
He took one and bit into it. “You made these?” He couldn’t keep the surprise out of his voice.
“I can do more than just put out a fire, Captain.” She grinned and helped herself to one. “Not that I bake often. These happen to be my dad’s favorites. Of course, he never made it home to appreciate them.” The smile disappeared instantly, as if someone had thrown a bucket of water over her head.
“His loss,” Joe said, trying to keep it light.
“Take a handful. Otherwise I’ll eat more than my share. I made a double batch.”
He took one more, not wanting to steal the chief’s treats.
“You don’t like them?” Faith challenged.
“They’re the best cookies I’ve had in a long time.”
She went to a drawer and pulled out a plastic zipper bag, then shoved in as many cookies as she could fit. “If you’re lying, you can give them to your dog.”
“I don’t have a dog,” he said. “And I’m not lying. Let’s go get your dad’s truck.”
She stuffed another bite in her mouth and nodded, turning serious again. “Thank you for helping us tonight, Joe. You were right, I don’t accept help very well, but…”
“It’s no problem,” he said, mildly amused by her discomfort. “Middle of the night rescues are what I do. But then, you can relate.”
She seemed about to say something else, but only led him down the stairs and out the door.
As they drove back to the Shell Shack, he was hyperaware of the woman sitting just two feet away. Chief Peligni would have to give up the bottle, because this couldn’t happen again. Joe realized he wasn’t capable of spending time with Faith outside the station without his mind going in dangerous directions.
Thankfully, the drive was a short one. When he turned into the lot, he spotted a small object reflecting light next to the building where the chief had passed out. He pulled up behind Peligni’s SUV and told Faith he was going to check it out.
A cell phone was lying on the ground about a foot from the rough wood wall, and he bent to pick it up. When he straightened, Faith was right behind him. He ran into her, unaware that she’d followed. He turned and steadied her, and she took a step back.
“Sorry,” she said.
“This your dad’s?” he asked, holding it out.
She took it from him and glanced at the display. “That’s his.” She dropped it in the pocket of her sweatshirt. “He’s like an irresponsible teenager tonight.”
At that instant, she looked unsure of herself. Just for a moment. Unsure and…so tired. And yet pretty and young with the moonlight illuminating her face. Her eyes darted around as she did her best to act as if nothing bothered her. He wanted to tell her it was okay to be bothered. Against his better judgment, he forced eye contact, feeling a jolt when she finally focused on him.
“What?” she asked defensively. “I look like hell, I know. I was in bed when my dad called me—”
“You don’t look like hell,” he said quietly, leaning closer to make the mistake of a lifetime and not giving a damn.
He palmed her cheek. Touched her lower lip with his thumb, caressing the moist warmth of it. Felt her breath on his fingers as her lids grew heavy.
A stray lock of her dark hair fell onto her cheek, and he brushed it back.
“Joe.”
It was barely more than a whisper. Definitely not a warning to back off. So he closed the space between them and gently kissed her lips, testing her. Tasting.
The contact shot heat straight through his body. For a woman who was so tough on the outside, she was soft, feminine. Her scent was light, with a hint of flowers.
She wound her hands behind his neck and pulled him closer. He should’ve guessed that even her kiss would be bold.
He deepened the contact, thrusting his tongue between her lips. She tasted of sugar and confidence…and damn, what a turn-on. He pulled her slender body up against his, his hands resting at the point where her waist curved into her hips. Her body was firm, fit. Strong and lean. He imagined that body unclothed….
Headlights illuminated them like a sudden spotlight on an auditorium stage, and they jumped apart. Faith ran her fingers over her lips, peering at the driver. The man, probably close to seventy years old, gave them an enthusiastic thumbs-up as he passed them.
“He doesn’t know the least of it,” Joe said.
Faith’s low, nervous laugh was gratifying. Alluring.
“It’s late,” she said after a few seconds, sobering. “I need to check on my dad.”
“I bet he hasn’t moved an inch.”
They started toward their vehicles, and Joe pressed his hand to her lower back. His pulse was still hammering away, his body demanding more attention from this beauty, but his brain was now fighting it, letting in the message that this was a no-win situation.
Joe walked her to the driver’s door of her dad’s Suburban without conscious thought. She turned toward him. “You didn’t have to walk me here. I’m fine.” Back to Miss Independent.
He stole a glance at those lips of hers and was considering one last ill-advised taste when she broke the spell.
“I hope it goes without saying that this can’t get out,” she said.
“This?” he asked, surprised. “No. It’s private.”
“I didn’t mean the kiss…but yes. That, too.” Realization flitted in her eyes, and he knew the moment her regret kicked in.
“I meant my dad.” Faith made sure no one was within hearing distance. “No one needs to know about tonight. It was an isolated incident. Derek won’t say anything, will he?”
Shaking his head, Joe moved back a few inches and straightened, willing the haze of desire to dissipate.
She fidgeted with her keys, seeming uncharacteristically nervous, then hit the button to unlock the Suburban.
“Gotta go.” She climbed in and closed the door, effectively shutting him out.




 



FAITH MANAGED TO ACT as if everything was fine until she pulled into the garage at home.



Everything was not fine. It was nowhere near fine.What had she done?
She’d kissed her company officer. Her captain. A man who had power over her career.
It wasn’t that Joe would use it against her. It was more about what others would think if they ever found out. What she thought of herself.
And how Joe would treat her now.
He already hovered, and would coddle her at a moment’s notice if she’d let him. She hadn’t yet figured out if it was because of her gender, her newness to the department or something else, but the last thing she wanted was for one of the other firefighters to notice Joe’s protectiveness.
And kissing a man tended to arouse his protectiveness even more.
If she could’ve chosen the best way to lose, or never gain, her colleagues’ respect, becoming involved—physically, romantically, stupidly—with one of the department captains topped the list.
























CHAPTER NINE




FAITH COULD’VE USED about four more hours of sleep after the episode with her dad. Of course, lying in bed, going back and forth between beating herself up for what happened with Joe and playing their kiss over and over in her mind like some romantic airhead, didn’t help.



As she walked across the apparatus floor for roll call, the buzz of energy she usually experienced at the sight of the equipment perked her up. She hoped they got an exciting gig or two today—something to keep her awake.“Look who it is,” Clay, one of the other fire fighters, said as Faith headed toward the four men already waiting.
“How’d it go last night?” asked Cale, the lieutenant with short, spiky brown hair.
Faith’s heart skipped two beats before she figured out they were addressing the guy behind her, Penn Griffin.
Guilty conscience much?
“Like I’d tell you bozos,” Penn said. His wide grin and the sparkle in his eyes revealed more than he intended, though.
“How’s it going, Faith?” Clay said. She didn’t know him well, hadn’t worked many shifts with him, but his brown eyes seemed genuinely friendly.
“Pretty good. How’s your baby?”
“You’re thinking of Evan Drake. He’s the one with the baby.”
She looked at the floor, embarrassed. “Sorry.”
“Give Clay a little time and he’ll probably have a baby, too,” Penn said. “Right now his world revolves around a couple of women.”
Faith raised her brows.
“One of them is my four-year-old daughter,” Clay said, smiling. “And one of these days you’ll meet Andie, my wife.”
“Looking forward to it.”
While they waited for the captain—Faith was forever doomed to be scheduled with Joe, it seemed—she wandered over to the truck and began opening compartments. She was usually assigned to the engine instead of the truck, but just in case, she needed to be familiar with the location of each tool, every piece of equipment at this station.
She looked up automatically when Joe strode in carrying a clipboard. Their eyes met briefly, and though his lingered for an extra split second, they gave nothing away. She relaxed a little and quashed the flicker of excitement sparked by the memory of kissing him.
She joined the group as Joe began calling out assignments for the day. Once again, she was on the engine with him. Was he taunting her? Messing with her?
Just as well that he didn’t make changes to the norm, she supposed. Last night shouldn’t be cause for rearranging everything. She intended to go on as if nothing had happened.
“Did anybody hear if we’re getting new radios yet?” Penn asked. “Mine’s crapping out. Can’t trust it anymore.”
“You’re not alone,” Joe said. “Find a spare one and see if it’s any better.”
“I thought Chief Peligni was going to order new ones,” Clay said.
Faith tensed at the mention of her dad’s possible slipup and refused to look at Joe.
“I’ll speak to him about it today,” Joe assured him.
“He’s sick today.” Faith immediately regretted speaking up. Reminding everyone she was the chief’s daughter was not the brightest move. And there was no need to inform Joe that her dad hadn’t made it in—he’d find out soon enough.
“He okay?” Cale asked. “I can’t remember the last time the chief was sick.”
“He’ll be back tomorrow,” Faith said quickly, cursing in her head. Might as well just blurt out that he had the mother of all hangovers. She glanced around for Derek and was glad to see he wasn’t on duty today.
She felt Joe’s gaze on her, questioning, wanting her to confirm that it was a case of brown bottle flu, but she made a point of ignoring him.
“Get to work,” Joe said to everyone in his captain voice. “Faith, I need to speak to you.”
She’d never been sent to the principal’s office, but suddenly had a decent idea of what it felt like. Attempting to hide her ridiculous nervousness, she took a few steps toward Joe.
“In my office,” he said, nodding in that direction. “I’ll be there in a couple minutes.”
Faith walked off the floor, annoyed that he’d called her out in front of everyone. Couldn’t he have quietly pulled her aside as she went about her assigned chores?
Once in the office, alone, she crossed her arms and watched two of her colleagues out the window as they raised the flags for the day and picked up litter in the courtyard. Joe entered the room and closed the door with a soft click, startling Faith.
“Why the closed door?” she asked, wondering for the first time if she was in trouble of some kind.
He stopped directly in front of her, too close. His gray officer’s shirt stretched over the bulk of his shoulders and muscular chest. “I didn’t figure you wanted the whole department to hear our conversation about your father.”
“He’s fine,” she said tersely.
Joe stared down at her, so close she could see the pores of his recently shaved chin. She forced her eyes to his brown-black ones, fighting the temptation to sneak a glance at the sensual lips she’d tasted last night.
“May I get through?” he asked, gesturing to the narrow path between the windowed wall and his desk.
Faith practically jumped out of his way, feeling like an idiot for the direction of her thoughts, when all he wanted to do was walk past her.
“I assume he’s still sleeping off last night?” Joe asked, pulling out his desk chair, but remaining on his feet. He leaned his fists on the clutter-free surface.
There was no sense in lying. As out of it as her dad had been last night, it’d be nothing short of amazing for him to be up and functioning before noon and they both knew it. But instead of admitting that, she didn’t answer. Waited for the next, hopefully better question.
“Are you doing okay?” he asked gently, and for some reason, that made it hard for her to swallow.
“I’m fine.”
Joe shook his head. “He’s fine. You’re fine. Everybody’s fine. What am I worried about?”
“That’s my question.” She crossed her arms.
“I’m not the bad guy here, Faith.”
She noticed dark shadows under his eyes and realized he had to be as exhausted as she was. All because of her family’s problem.
“I’m sorry. You’re right.” She wasn’t even convinced her dad was the bad guy. Right now wasn’t the time to assign blame, though.
She sat in the chair in front of Joe’s desk, shoulders slumping, suddenly overcome by fatigue and…fear. “I don’t know what to do for him.”
“He’s a grown man. Sometimes people have to help themselves.”
“That seems kind of harsh.”
“Maybe. Maybe not,” Joe said sternly. He walked around to the front of his desk and leaned against it, crossing his legs at the ankles. “I don’t know what to tell you, Faith. But you’re doing more than anyone else in your family just by being there for him. Staying with him. That’s a lot.”
“My brothers all have busy careers. They think I’m overreacting, but they haven’t seen him. How off he is.”
“The chief is glad to have you there.”
“How do you know?” she asked, not entirely comfortable with the personal direction of the conversation. How close were Joe and her dad? Had they discussed her before? That didn’t sit well with her.
“He doesn’t hide his opinion. He’s very proud of you.”
Joe’s words made her squirm. She rose to her feet, intent on getting the heck out of there and back to the tedium of daily chores. She found herself close enough to catch his masculine scent.
She stepped to the side, away from him. “What did you really call me in here for?”




 



“FAITH…” Joe had been up all night trying to figure out how to broach this subject, and he still hadn’t thought of a good way.



Her eyes narrowed warily.“I’m concerned about your dad.”
Her shoulders stiffened and there was a decided change in the air. No longer were they officer and firefighter standing there, or even two people who’d shared a misguided but brain-numbing kiss last night. Now there was a current of adversity…her versus him.
“He’s going through hard times,” she said. “But he’ll be fine.”
Joe ran his fingers over his chin. “I know the separation from your mom is rough, but it’s starting to affect his work, Faith.”
“Like I said, he’ll be back tomorrow.” She swallowed hard and studied the ground, looking for a moment like a little girl who’d lost her favorite teddy bear. So uncharacteristic of her.
“He’s always been a model chief. Follows his own regulations to the letter. He’s prompt. Exact. Thorough.”
She nodded. “It’s who he is.”
“That’s why I’m worried. He’s been late recently. To meetings. To work. He’s let several issues go unaddressed….”
“He’s not himself some days.”
“I understand that, but…”
“But what?”
Joe didn’t know, exactly. “I can’t continue to ignore it. He’s in too important of a position. And now this…”
“So you’re going to, what—tell on him? Who are you going to tell?”
“I’m not going to tell anyone. Not right now. But I am going to keep an eye on him. If Mayor Romero needs a heads-up…”
“What is this? The depression patrol? Maybe he is depressed, but that’s a health issue. Not a professional one.”
Joe exhaled loudly, exasperated. “I’m just letting you know, Faith, that while I’m not going to say a word about carrying him to his bed last night, I don’t like that I seem to be repeatedly forced to keep Peligni family secrets. It puts me in one hell of an awkward position.”
She stared him down, the look in her eyes combative. “We don’t need your help. Consider yourself uninvolved.”
“I was involved the second you asked me to keep something from the chief.”
Still shooting daggers at him with her eyes, she grabbed the doorknob. “I’m sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”
She swung the door open so hard it bounced off the wall as she walked away.




 



JOE SAT DOWN HARD in the worn chair at his desk, still able to discern Faith’s feminine scent in the air though she’d marched off minutes ago, once again ticked off at him.



That shouldn’t bother him, but it did. He’d blown it. Whether you looked at it professionally or personally, he’d said all the wrong things, in the wrong way, when she’d just confided that she didn’t know what to do about her dad.He hadn’t intended to come across as an unfeeling bastard. Wasn’t trying to threaten her or the chief.
On a personal level, maybe it was a good thing that he’d lacked any kind of gentleness, but if she was just another firefighter, just one of the guys, he would’ve handled the situation better.
She was getting to him and that wasn’t okay. Even if he didn’t care what the chief thought. Even if he wasn’t trying to get the assistant chief job.
It wasn’t okay.
It was unprofessional and somewhat embarrassing that the department had one woman on staff and the goddamn captain couldn’t keep a rein on his thoughts.
When Faith had walked into the bar last night, he couldn’t deny the buzz that had pumped through him at the sight of her. He hadn’t thought twice about helping her out. At the time, he’d convinced himself it was something he’d do for any of his “men,” but today, after making the mistake of ordering Faith into his office, he knew there’d been more to it than duty.
If he continued down this road, kept close tabs on Faith as the chief had requested, he risked getting in deeper. He had every intention of fighting off his desire for her, but look where that had gotten him last night. She cast a spell over him, made him stupid and lacking in judgment.
He was a lot weaker than he’d thought.
When it came to Faith Peligni and his career with the San Amaro Island Fire Department, he was screwed. Something had to give.
























CHAPTER TEN




FAITH HATED HAVING TO ASK her mom for anything. Most days, she’d walk ten thousand miles to avoid it, but this was her dad. She was desperate.



She knocked on the door to the third-floor apartment. The building was box-shaped, nondescript. Everything her mother wasn’t. She and her mom could disagree on anything under the sun, they could argue about the color of the sky, but the one thing Faith wouldn’t debate was that her mother had good taste when it came to decorating. Cooking and dressing, too. Nita Peligni was well-versed in all things domestic. A year ago, this apartment would’ve chilled her mother’s blood.“Faith,” her mom said, opening the door and looking surprised.
Some people would be insulted, but Faith could readily admit she hadn’t visited here often—only twice before in the two months plus she’d been back in San Amaro.
“Hi, Mom.” Faith held up the plastic container of scotcheroos. Her best attempt at a peace offering. “Can I come in?”
Her mother stepped back so Faith could enter. “What’s with the cookies?” she asked suspiciously.
“I baked scotcheroos. Too many.” That they were her dad’s favorite and not her mom’s remained unspoken, but hung between them.
Her mom frowned and set the container aside on the high counter that divided the living room from the kitchen, without even acting tempted. “What are you doing here?”
Faith wandered in as if it were her home, even though it didn’t feel like anyone’s home with its taupe walls, beige carpet and total lack of personalization. She couldn’t spot anything that screamed out Nita Peligni.
“You’re not planning to stay here, are you?” Faith said, falling unladylike onto the cheap, used sofa.
“What?” Her mom perched carefully on the non-matching chair. She looked out of place in this room in her casual robin’s egg-blue pantsuit, her hair, as usual, perfectly in place.
“This is temporary,” Faith continued, waving her arm. “To teach him a lesson.”
“To teach…who? What are you talking about?”
“If you were planning to stay here, you would’ve bought better furniture. Added some throw pillows, some artwork. Color. Your walls are bare, Mom.”
“I have upholstery covers on order, Faith. A rug. And once I get those, I’ll pick out some accent pieces.”
“You’ve been here for three months. It’s not like you to live in this monotone blah.”
Her mom settled back into the chair and crossed one leg over the other. “Frankly, I don’t know what’s like me. As a suddenly soon-to-be-divorcee at the age of fifty-eight, decorating hasn’t been my top priority.”
She was sincere, not just saying it to gain sympathy, and somehow, in spite of Faith’s anger and her tendency to be more concerned for her dad’s well-being, it was impossible to be unaffected by her mother’s plight.
Her mom had left him, though, Faith reminded herself.
“If it’s so bad being by yourself, why not go back?”
“Is this why you came? To browbeat me? To try to get me to move back home?”
Once again, Faith had let her emotions carry her too far, just as she had during the argument at dinner. Why she couldn’t just chill out, hold herself back, when it was vital to making her point, she didn’t know. Her mom had always set her off.
“I didn’t come to browbeat. But…Dad needs you, Mom.”
Her mother looked away and swallowed hard. Smoothed down her pants with fidgety hands. “He’s never really needed me, Faith. Not like he’s needed his career. And that’s the fundamental problem.”
“Mom—”
Nita held her hand up. “Stop. I know you want us back together, but it’s not going to happen.” She walked over to the sofa and sat a foot away from Faith. “It’s too late for your dad and me, honey. The sooner you accept that, the better off you’ll be.”
“This isn’t about me.” Faith popped up off the sofa, uncomfortable with her mother’s closeness. “Dad…” She lifted her face to stare at the ugly white ceiling through tear-blurred eyes. Pacing toward the kitchen, she swiftly wiped the moisture away. She fought to collect herself for several seconds, then finally faced her mom. “He’s not handling this, Mom. At all.”
For a split second, her mom’s feelings showed in her eyes—concern and…love. Faith could swear to it. But then it was gone and the hardness, the hurt were back.
“What do you mean?” Nita asked.
“He’s…I’m pretty sure he’s depressed. Clinically. He sleeps all the time. Forgets to eat. Drinks too much.” Faith was laying most of his secrets out there, but couldn’t bring herself to admit how bad the other night had been. Not if she could avoid it. She wasn’t even sure her dad remembered any of it. He’d walked past her this morning before she’d left, on his way in to the station after his sick day, and acted like nothing was wrong.
“I’m sorry he’s having a hard time. But this isn’t easy for me, either.”
“So then why not try again? At this point he’d do just about anything to get you back where you belong.”
Her mom shook her head slowly. Sadly. “You would do anything, Faith. But your father…I don’t think he knows how to put me first. I’ve waited for thirty-eight years.” Her voice wavered and she hesitated. “There comes a time when you have to face up to reality. Admit to yourself something is never going to happen.”
The tears wouldn’t stop filling Faith’s eyes. She marched into the kitchen and grabbed a tissue to wipe them. Her mom clearly didn’t realize how serious the situation was. How bad off her dad was. And short of telling her about his drunken night, Faith wasn’t sure how to make her understand. The digital dots on the microwave clock blinked while she considered. Tried to convince herself to speak up. In the end, she couldn’t do it. Couldn’t rob her father, the person she probably loved most in the world, of his last shred of dignity. She didn’t want her mom to come back out of sympathy or fear of what he might or might not do. She wanted her to come back because they still loved each other.
Faith indelicately blew her nose and threw the tissue into the wastebasket in the pantry. As she headed back out to the bland living room, someone knocked on the door. She didn’t think much of it other than an inconvenience until she noticed her mom’s reaction. Nita jumped up almost before the knock was over and darted a guilty glance at Faith before walking past her and opening the door.
“Hey, beautiful.”
Faith couldn’t see the man yet, but she’d put him in his fifties, tall and very much interested in her mom.
“Craig. Come in and meet my daughter. This is—”
“Faith,” he said smoothly. Way too smoothly. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”
She looked from him to her mom. He was indeed tall, thin, with a full head of salt-and-pepper hair. She wouldn’t give him handsome, but she could see how he would catch a woman’s attention. But not her mom’s. Faith closed her eyes as the implications sank in.
Her mom had a…boyfriend? What the hell did you call it when she was fifty-eight years old and not yet divorced? Besides disgusting.
“I was just leaving,” Faith said, looking around for her purse.
“Faith, don’t be rude. This is Craig Eggleston. I’ve been wanting to introduce you.”
Like hell she had. And Faith had no interest in meeting him. She didn’t want to know about him, didn’t want to think about him.
Were they sleeping together? God. Did people her mother’s age still do that? Faith closed her eyes for a moment and pressed her lips together. Shook her head slightly. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said, without offering her hand. “Really, I have to go now.”
She finally spotted her purse on the floor by the sofa, grabbed it and made a sincere effort to walk instead of run out the door.
Maybe Joe was right, after all. Maybe there really wasn’t anything more she could do to help her dad.
No. Faith refused to accept that. To give up would be to let her dad down, and after everything he’d done for her, including putting his name on the line to get her hired, she wasn’t about to do that.
























CHAPTER ELEVEN




SO WHAT IF SNACKING late at night was bad? Whoever made up that rule hadn’t ever taken part in a vicious fire station round of beach Frisbee. Faith had to have burned as many calories during the game as she usually did on the treadmill. Now she was famished. She couldn’t get the last slice of chocolate cheesecake—sitting in the refrigerator all by its lonesome—out of her mind.



Might as well put the cheesecake out of its misery before someone else did.Most of the guys were in the living area watching a cheesy horror movie, and the hall that led to the kitchen reeked of microwave popcorn. That didn’t sway her from her sweet objective. The swear words that were uttered in the supply room did, however.
She walked beyond the kitchen and looked into the open doorway. Joe had his back toward her, hunched over a box that must have fallen off the shelf and spilled.
She hadn’t been alone with him since the other day when he’d told her he was tired of being involved in Peligni family business. She didn’t really want to be alone with him now, either, so she tried to back out of the room before he noticed her.
“Midnight snack run?” he asked, shoving the last rolls of bandages into the box as he stood.
Faith halted her attempted escape. “I can hear the chocolate cheesecake calling my name from my bunk. What are you doing in here?”
He replaced the box on the shelf and held up a syringe. “Come see.”
Joe strode out of the room, not giving her a chance to reply. Curiosity propelled her after him. Instead of going toward the racket of male voices in the living area or heading toward the bunks, he took the hall to the wing of offices.
As they turned the corner, Faith saw light shining under his closed office door. “Working late again?” she asked.
“Not exactly.”
He opened the door a few inches and cautiously peered in, then pushed it the rest of the way. He gestured for Faith to follow him in, and then closed the door behind her, reminding her of their last less-than-pleasant discussion in this room.
She glanced expectantly at his desk, but the surface was clean, with neat stacks of paper organized on one corner. Joe stepped across the room, toward the desk the lieutenants used, where a shallow cardboard box rested on the floor.
“You did not,” Faith said, moving closer.
Wriggling furry bodies made stilted movements toward a large mound of gray fur. Cale had discovered the litter of kittens and the mama cat this morning in a corner of the apparatus floor, huddled in a spare turnout coat that had fallen off one of the hooks.
“It’s loud out there when the trucks start up,” Joe said defensively.
“You brought them in here?” Faith was stumbling over the image of their burly, dedicated leader transporting the tiny critters to a safer haven. Where he could keep an eye on them.
“One of them isn’t nursing right.” He lowered himself to the chair he’d moved next to the kitten nest. “The little orange one over here,” he said, pointing.
The kitten was noticeably smaller than the others, and while the rest of the litter were drinking from their mother, the orange one mewed, so quietly Faith almost couldn’t hear it.
She had no experience with cats, but the troubled kitten seemed to wrap itself around her heart and take hold. “Maybe it’s just not hungry now?”
Joe shook his head. “Hasn’t eaten since I moved them in here. The others seem to nurse every hour or two.”
“How long have they been in your office?”
He looked sheepish. “I brought them in before lunch. It was getting too hot.”
She stifled a grin and knelt on the floor next to his legs and the box. He’d added a towel to cushion the cardboard, and a water dish sat beside it. “I didn’t know you had such a soft heart,” Faith said, not realizing until the words were out how personal they sounded.
“I try not to let it show.” Joe went to his desk where a saucer of milk sat next to the carton with the Don’t Touch My Damn Milk warning.
“Derek’s going to miss his milk.”
“I’ll buy him more.”
“Think the little orange one will drink it from the saucer?” Faith held her hand out slowly to the mother cat and let the sleepy animal sniff it.
Joe shook his head. “Too small. A website suggested trying this.” He indicated the needleless syringe again, then filled it with milk.
“Isn’t there some kind of kitten formula you should use?”
“Know any twenty-four hour pet stores where I could get some?”
“Good point.” The mother cat licked Faith’s fingers with her warm, rough tongue, making her smile. “I think I’ve been accepted.”
Joe returned to the chair next to her. “The cat has good instincts.”
Faith puzzled briefly over whether that was a compliment or just a statement.
“Come here, Blaze,” Joe said as he cupped the tiny orange baby in his large hand.
Faith chuckled. “You named it?”
“Just this one,” Joe said sternly, which amused Faith more.
He gently opened the kitten’s mouth and squeezed drops of milk in. Faith watched intently and tried to determine whether any of it was swallowed.
After several minutes, they decided the kitten was getting at least a little nourishment, since the level of milk in the syringe had gone down and very little had spilled on Joe’s uniform. He continued to give the sleepy animal a few drops every couple of minutes.
“Faith,” he said, his tone no longer the quiet, affectionate one he used to talk to the kitten. “I’m sorry for how I came across the other day.”
She ran her index finger lightly along the orange kitten’s back, attempting to hide her reaction to his words. She didn’t expect an apology from him. Didn’t need one, really, because he’d been absolutely right. As her captain, he shouldn’t be put in the middle of her family’s problems. She should never have asked him to keep her collarbone pain from her dad. Derek should never have called him to go get her dad at the bar.
“There’s nothing to apologize for on your end.” She made her own voice businesslike. “I’m sorry you had to get involved in something you shouldn’t even be aware of. Things that never should’ve happened in the first place.”
“But they did. The scope of my job goes beyond just fighting fires to making sure all my men—people—do what needs to be done.”
“You were thrown into the middle of our family soap opera. I wish Derek had called me instead of you.”
Joe put the syringe aside when the kitten refused to take more milk, and held the rumbling fur ball in his hand, against his wide chest.
“I’ve worked for your father for years. He worked for mine. I’d do just about anything for him, Faith. I am worried about him, but I said it all wrong the other day.”
She nodded. “Okay. I’d offer to shake on our peace treaty but it seems you have your hands full.” She sat back on the floor, supporting her weight on her arms and watching him stroke the kitten. Trying not to admire his large hands or think about the juxtaposition of such strength and gentleness. “Can I ask something personal? Since we’ve already got the line all grayed up between us anyway?”
Joe grimaced. “Shoot.”
“Your mom is married again, isn’t she?”
He nodded.
“What was it like when she first started dating? After your dad passed away?”
He leaned back in the chair and stretched his long legs out, brushing her thigh with his calf. “I hated it. She waited almost ten years, as far as I know, but I couldn’t stand the thought of it.”
Faith propped her elbows on her knees and ran both hands through her hair. Nodded. “Me, neither.”
“Your mom?”
“I visited her yesterday. Hinted at how bad Dad has gotten. How much he needs her. She acted concerned and then her new guy walked in. He called her ‘beautiful.’”
Joe set the kitten back in the box, next to its mother. “Ouch.”
Faith inhaled shakily, overcome by the emotions that had swamped her when Carl or Craig or whatever the hell the smarmy man’s name was had walked in with his smarmy grin.
Joe leaned forward and put a hand on her shoulder, squeezing lightly. “It does get easier.”
“She’s not even divorced yet,” she managed to croak out, refusing to look at him for fear he’d see how upset she was.
“Yeah. That’s rough. Are you two very close?”
Faith shook her head. “She doesn’t approve of my career. Kind of takes all the feel-good qualities out of a mother-daughter relationship.”
Uncomfortable and antsy, Faith hopped up off the floor and glanced around for a distraction. “Can I hold one of the other kittens?”
Joe shrugged. “It’s okay as far as I know. I’ve never raised any before, but it seems like human contact would be good if they’re going to be pets.”
“Are you going to adopt them?”
“Not planning on it.”
He plucked a fuzzy black beast from the pile and stood, holding it out to her.
“I think you already have,” she said. “At least one.”
His hand brushed her breast as he released the cat to her, and he retracted his arm as if she’d burned him. Faith cradled the kitten and turned away, trying to act as if she hadn’t noticed. Refusing to let her brain veer in that direction at all.
“Maybe that’s what the chief needs,” Joe said lightly. “A kitten to take care of.”
Faith laughed at the image. “I’ll let you approach him on that one. He can’t even take care of himself some days. When can they be taken from their mom?”
“I have no idea. I’ll be dragging Blaze to the vet as soon as shift is over.” Joe bent to spread out the edges of the towel. “Back to your mom. Maybe this is just a phase. Might be nothing serious. Do you know?”
“All I know is that she’s seen him before and they’re close enough that he knew about me, knew my name. Makes me sick to my stomach.”
“I remember that feeling. Maybe the punching bag would do some good.”
“Already beat the crap out of it today,” Faith said. “Definitely therapeutic.”
“That’s my girl.”
His words were extraordinarily personal, she thought. And she couldn’t bring herself to hate it. In fact, the thought of being his girl warmed her to her toes.
Time to get her cheesecake and then shut herself away in her room, where she could be alone with her inappropriate thoughts of this man who had a way of endearing himself to her with his feline rescues and late night encouragement.
“I’ll let you—” she raised the kitten and looked into its tiny face “—get to sleep.” She set it back in the box. “And you get to work. Or babysitting or whatever it is you workaholic captain types do till all hours of the morning, squirreled away in your office.”
“It’s a difficult job,” Joe said with mock seriousness. “I’ll actually be feeding that one every two hours.” He gestured to the orange kitten. “Should make the night go fast.”
Faith considered offering to take a shift, but being alone with this sexy man in the middle of the night wasn’t a good idea. No matter how tempting. “Good night,” she said, opening the door.
“Sleep well.”
The words, though innocent and innocuous, sent a shiver through her. She’d likely not sleep well, thanks to images of him nurturing a helpless little animal the size of his palm. She grinned to herself as she made her way to the kitchen.
“What’s got you so happy at this hour?” Penn asked when she walked into the kitchen.
Thank God she wasn’t the type to blush. “Cheesecake,” she blurted out. “There’s one more—”
“Too late.” He held up a plate with only a few bites of said cheesecake remaining.
The dessert had been brought in by Evan’s wife, Selena, and was fair game, but Faith had counted on beating the guys to it.
“I used to like you,” she told Penn, feigning disgust.
He laughed. “You’ll learn. Best to steal it and store it in your room if you really want it.”
“Clearly. Oh well. This way you get to deal with the calories.”
“I’ll lose sleep over it,” he joked as she left the kitchen.
She was disappointed she’d missed out on the sugar she’d been craving all evening, but given a choice, she’d rather witness Joe’s save-a-kitten efforts any day.
























CHAPTER TWELVE




MAYBE SOMEDAY she would learn to scope out a place before putting in her food order, Faith thought as she joined her friend on the patio.



“You would choose this table,” she said, keeping her tone light as she took the stool beside Nadia, one of her BFFs since grade school. “You still have a talent for zeroing in on the strongest concentration of testosterone in any room, don’t you?”“Still have it?” Nadia said after sipping her strawberry margarita. “My talent is finely honed after all these years, darlin’. Most single women appreciate my skills.”
“They’re firefighters,” Faith said of the large, boisterous diners at the next table. And of course, not just any firefighters. She was shocked to see Joe among the group that included Cale, Turner, Penn and Clay, plus Clay’s family.
“Excellent,” Nadia said, her eyes sparkling. “You can introduce me.”
“Like you’ve ever needed me to introduce you to anyone.”
With her long blond hair, petite body and eternal cuteness, Nadia seemed to have people flocking around her wherever she went. Men, yes, but even women instinctively liked her.
“Introduce you to whom?” Mercedes, Nadia’s opposite in almost every way, climbed up on the third stool and set down a basket of chips and a Sandblaster, the Shell Shack’s signature toxic drink.
“Take your pick,” Nadia said, gesturing to the group. “San Amaro’s bravest, ripe for the choosing.”
“Some are taken,” Faith said in a futile attempt to dampen Nadia’s enthusiasm. And no, she was not referring to Joe.
“The one with the kid, I’m assuming. Too bad.”
“That’s Clay Marlow.”
“Tell me the rest. The ones that are available.”
“Some things never change,” Faith said to Mercedes, who laughed and shook her head.
“Once a serial dater, always a serial dater.” Mercedes casually tossed her dark, curly hair over her shoulder. “It’s part of why we love her.”
“True,” Faith said.
“Here’s to girlfriends who understand each other,” Nadia said, raising her glass. Faith held her piña colada up and nodded, appreciating the sentiment.
One of the best parts of being back on San Amaro was these two. Though they didn’t get to meet often enough because of their jobs and crazy schedules, it was as if they’d been together just yesterday whenever they did make plans.
“Faith, are you and your pretty friends going to ignore us all night?” Penn of the deep blue eyes, which had no doubt caught Nadia’s, had angled his chair to face them.
“I don’t think that’s possible,” Faith said, smiling. She introduced Nadia and Mercedes to everyone she knew at the firefighters’ table. When she got to Joe, he wouldn’t make direct eye contact. He checked out Nadia and Mercedes, nodded at them, greeted them just as Cale did, but he didn’t look at Faith once.
“And I’m betting those two belong to Clay,” she continued, doing her best to ignore Joe, in turn.
“This is my wife, Andie,” Clay said, referring to the tall, pretty brunette with a row of earrings lining her ear. “And short stuff here is Payton.”
Faith stepped down from her stool and extended her hand first to Andie and then to the little girl sitting on Clay’s leg. His daughter had gorgeous shiny brown hair and eyes that matched her daddy’s. “Nice to meet you,” she said. “I’ve heard a lot about you both.”
“Faith is a firefighter, too,” Clay told his daughter, which made her stare up at Faith in wonder.
“I have to hang around with noisy boys a lot,” Faith told her, sensing that Joe was now watching her. “Kind of like you’re doing tonight.”
“Boys are smelly,” Payton said, making everyone laugh.
“Don’t let her fool you,” Andie said. “She’s got all these smelly boys wrapped around her little finger.”
“As they should be.” Faith held up her hand for Payton to high-five her.
“Are there more girl firefighters?” Payton asked, not even blinking at the attention from all these men.
“Not here on San Amaro,” Faith told her.
“There should be,” Payton said, still watching Faith carefully.
“I think we’ve got all we can handle with one,” Penn said.
Maybe Faith’s guilty conscience was at work, but she could swear he glanced pointedly toward Joe.
“I bet he’s scared of girls,” Faith said to Payton. “What do you think?”
The little girl giggled and studied Penn, then nodded.
“Looks like my food is here,” Faith said, glad for the excuse to go back to her table with her friends. “Talk to you guys later. Nice meeting you, Andie and Payton.”
“They’re all hot,” Nadia said once she sat down again. “Not sure I can narrow it down.”
“You’re not dating any of them,” Faith said, digging into her cheese fries.
“Which one would you pick?” Nadia continued, as if Faith hadn’t shut her down.
Mercedes surreptitiously looked over the choices as she put some ceviche in her mouth. “Have to agree, difficult choice,” she said quietly. “What about you, Faith? You know them beyond their pretty faces. What do you think?”
“I think I am not going out with anyone from work.”
“Not interested?” Nadia looked skeptical. “You sleep with these guys every week. I think a little fire station romance could be hot.”
Faith finished chewing a bite of burger before responding. “That’s because you don’t work there.”
“I don’t think everyone agrees with you,” Mercedes said. “The dark-haired one at the end—was it Joe?—keeps looking at you.”
Without moving her head, Faith checked him out and, sure enough, Joe was sitting there with his arms on the table in front of him, watching her intently from behind his dark sunglasses. She glanced around quickly to see if anyone else had noticed, but her coworkers were all caught up in trying to be the funniest guy on the planet. Still, it made her nervous. Her friends had noticed. And they were watching her now, so she couldn’t frown at him or give him any signal to make him realize he was being obvious.
“The captain,” Nadia said, drawing out her words and smiling. “Faith’s going for the big guns.”
“After we eat, I’ll take you over and you can get to know him yourself if you’re so caught up on his position—”
“I can think of a lot of positions that would be fun with him.”
Faith couldn’t help laughing at her persistent, single-minded friend. It was mostly an act, she knew. Nadia was a flirt but nothing more. Which was the only reason Faith didn’t feel the need to clobber her over the head with a hard object for checking out Joe so thoroughly.




 



“I CAN DO THAT, princess.”



Faith’s dad ambled out of the garage to where she was changing the lawnmower blade on the driveway.No doubt he could do it, but whether he would was another story altogether.
“I got it. Almost done.” She tightened the bolt that held the blade on.
“Why don’t you let me mow then,” he said.
“It’s okay, Dad, I need the exercise.” She’d still train for at least an hour, but he didn’t need to know that.
She should let him do it, but she’d worked herself into enough of a lather over the six-inch-tall grass that she was determined to hack it off herself. She’d intended to finish the job before her dad even climbed out of bed. Surprisingly, it was only five to ten. Last weekend he hadn’t been moving until almost noon.
He strutted up to her once she righted the mower and gripped the handle. “That’s an argument you can’t win. Who needs the exercise more?”
She grinned, unable to stay mad at him. “You have a cushy desk job. I need to be in top shape.”
He looked down at her gruffly and she laughed.
“Go eat breakfast, Dad. I like to mow.”
“I like to mow, too.”
“Not to be rude, but if you like to mow so much, maybe you could do it before it hits my waist next time.” She pointed toward the overgrown lawn.
He nodded soberly. “I’ll do that. I hadn’t noticed.”
She frowned, unable to keep up the facade that everything was fine. “Dad, I talked to Mom the other day.”
“How’s she doing?”
“She looked tired, but seems okay.”
He gazed sadly off into the distance and Faith couldn’t bring herself to tell him the rest of the story as she’d intended. Couldn’t mention that her mom seemed to be moving on. Before seeing the lost look on his face, she’d thought he should know about the new boyfriend. In case he ran into her mom and the smarm in public or something.
“I didn’t tell her about the other night,” Faith said hesitantly, hating to bring it up at all. They had yet to discuss, or even mention, his drunk fest.
He froze. Seemed to stop breathing. “You didn’t?”
“I didn’t think you’d want her to know.”
He looked at the ground and swallowed. Avoided Faith’s gaze. “I was wondering,” he began in an uncharacteristically quiet voice, “how I did get home. I don’t remember. Tell me I didn’t drive.”
“You didn’t drive. You couldn’t have. You don’t recall calling me?”
He thought for a few seconds, then shook his head. “I’m sorry, Faith. That won’t happen again.”
“It better not,” she said, more forcefully than she’d meant to. “Dad, Joe Mendoza had to help me get you to your room.”
Tony swore and walked to the wooden bench near the front sidewalk. Sitting down heavily, he leaned his elbows on his knees and hung his head. Faith silently sat next to him.
“How did Joe get involved?” he asked.
She told him what she knew of his adventures before she’d arrived at the Shell Shack.
“I’d phoned your mother from work that afternoon,” he said after another long pause. “She asked me not to call her again. Not that that’s any excuse for drinking myself into oblivion.”
“No,” Faith said, wondering if her mom had any idea how much power she held over this seemingly powerful man. Did she even care? “Next time you feel like that, Dad, could you call me? Before you start drinking.”
“I hope to God there isn’t a next time. Did anyone else see me? Recognize me?”
“Not that I know of. There wasn’t anyone else from the department there that night besides Joe and Derek. Just a big crowd of tourists.”
They sat without speaking for several minutes, her dad seemingly lost in his thoughts and Faith trying to appreciate the beautiful spring morning around her. Trying to figure out how to be what her dad needed right now. Whatever that was.
“I know I have to move on,” he said finally. “Get over it, like she has.”
Did he know about the other guy?
“Until I do that, give her some space like she asked, I’m only going to piss her off.”
“I don’t think you just ‘get over’ thirty-eight years of marriage,” Faith said.
He chuckled. “When you put it like that…”
A wren landed several feet away from them and hopped across the sidewalk. It poked its tiny beak in the moist dirt of the weed-filled flower bed, hunting for lunch.
“I’m sorry you had to see me like that, princess. No daughter should ever have to deal with such a situation.”
She refrained from agreeing with him aloud. “We all make mistakes. I’m sorry I had to have Joe help me. There was no other way. He said he’d keep the whole thing to himself.”
Her father sighed and patted her knee. “You’re a good girl, Faith. Don’t know how I’d get through this without you here.”
That made her think again of what Joe had said—that there wasn’t much anyone could do for him except just be there. Maybe the captain had a clue what he was talking about, after all.
“I’m going to mow before it gets hotter,” she said, jumping up and cutting the awkward father-daughter talk short.
He didn’t say anything else as she returned to the driveway, just sat there looking so damn sad. Broken.
Not mentioning her mom’s “wonder-smarm” was the right decision, Faith assured herself. She refused to be the one to crush her dad. She might not be able to get her parents back together, but she could protect him from more heartbreak.




 



EVERY FIREFIGHTER LOVED being on the nozzle in a big blaze.



When Joe gave Faith the assignment as they climbed off the engine a week and a half after the fire where she’d freaked out, she tried to summon her usual excitement.As she and Nate hooked up the attack hose and lugged it toward the back of the sprawling one-story furniture store, her heart hammered. Not in a good way.
They stopped outside of the building to make final adjustments.
She couldn’t lose it. Not again. Especially with Nate, her favorite naysayer, right behind her. She could work with him even though she didn’t like him, but she would not give him more reason to doubt her abilities.
She automatically checked that her flashlight was strapped on to her air pack, and pulled her gloves on more securely as she fought nausea.
No hesitation. You’re not going to get hurt. Not going to screw up. Get in there already, before someone wonders what the hell you’re waiting for.
She squeezed her eyes shut for a second, then forced herself to go inside.
The fire was in the front half of the building. Working toward it was like wandering through a human-size maze, thanks to what she assumed were furniture displays throughout. Nausea boiled in her gut and she felt shaky, but she kept going. Faith didn’t realize she’d made the boneheaded, unforgivable mistake of going inside without her partner until she turned to check on him and found herself alone. He must’ve let go of the hose while adjusting his mask or something. Where the hell was he?
The smoke was thickening, but she could still see the door she’d come in. She could go back and get him but the flames were advancing quickly. She needed to knock them down. Nate would follow the hose and catch up to her any second now.
Visibility continued to tank and the temperature kept climbing. She’d just about reached the place she needed to get to before opening the hose when she tripped. A sharp corner of something jabbed into her padded coat, padded coat dulled the pain. She stumbled, trying to stay on her feet, then ran into another solid object, felt a blow to her head and found herself sprawled on her side. Disoriented. What had she hit her head on? She felt for her helmet and found it had been dislodged. She lay there for several seconds, trying to get her bearings, before she realized the flames were too close. She groped around for her helmet, the smoke black and blinding now. Having had a building collapse on her made her only too aware of how badly she needed to protect her head.
And her radio. Where was her radio? She’d had it when she’d started, she was sure.
Frantic, she slipped one glove off, hoping to find something that would help her—helmet, radio, hose. The heat was too much, though, and she was afraid she’d drop the glove as well. Swearing up a storm, she yanked her glove back on as she continued to search. Finally she located her helmet and put it back on her head.
Faith noticed she was breathing too fast, using up too much of her oxygen, about the same time she realized she couldn’t find the hose. Her way out.
Her chest got that squeezed-in-a-vise feeling and she gasped for breath, even though there was nothing wrong with her supply. Sweat drenched her under her gear and it wasn’t just because of the heat in the building. She crawled away from the fire a few feet, feeling for the hose on her way, unable to see a thing—whether from smoke or tears, she couldn’t say.
Seconds or minutes ticked by—her sense of time was as hazy as the toxic air around her—and she stubbornly kept moving on her hands and knees, searching for the hose line. If she could just find that, she could get back to what she needed to be doing and put out the freaking fire.
There came a time—she wouldn’t be able to pinpoint it later, exactly—when putting out the fire became a secondary concern and getting the hell out of Dodge took over.
Faith had known how quickly a person could become disoriented in a fire, but that didn’t prepare her for the panic and terror she experienced now. All sense of direction was gone, and she could no longer see the light from the door where she’d entered. Everything looked the same—a cloud of thick, impenetrable smoke unevenly lit by flames that seemed to be everywhere. She might be five feet from where she’d originally gone down or she might be on the other side of the building. She’d tried to stay close, to avoid going more than a couple of feet in any direction as she searched. The fire was no longer on just one side of her, so she couldn’t use that reference to navigate.
Why had she rushed in without Nate? If she hadn’t let her panic push her, hadn’t let herself wind up alone, every thing would be fine. He would’ve seen her go down, would’ve made his way to her and helped her get back to the nozzle, and they would have the fire under control by now.
The fire that seemed to be everywhere. On all sides. Creeping closer.
She could die today.
The thought gripped her like a hand to her throat. She froze, unable to decide what her next move should be. Unable to even process her options, limited though they must be. The only thing that ran through her head was that those who’d doubted her—her mother, some of her colleagues—were right. She wasn’t good enough for the job.
Heat at her back ripped her attention away from that pathetic line of thought, and she refused to give in to the panic that was trying to suffocate her. She crawled away from the immediate danger, feeling around on the floor for a clear path. Away from the intense heat.
When the alarm on her breathing apparatus started beeping, signaling she was about five minutes from running out of air, she frantically wondered what would get her first, lack of oxygen or a heart attack. Her chest felt as if it would explode, and the heat now seemed unbearable. Add burning to death to the list of possibilities.
Love of God, how did she get in this situation?
More importantly, how could she get out of it?
She continued feeling for a clear path, blind, alone and scared out of her mind. She kept fighting for another breath.
When she felt something yank at her leg, she nearly wept. It was a person grabbing at her—had to be. Someone had found her. Maybe she wouldn’t die, after all.
























CHAPTER THIRTEEN




JOE HAD RESCUED several people over the course of his career, but he’d never felt such profound relief as when he grasped an object and realized it was Faith’s boot.



Relief and other things he wouldn’t—couldn’t—put a name to right now. He’d been searching for too long, ever since Nate had radioed that he’d found the hose, with no Faith at the end of it.Joe had to give her air and get her out of here fast. Penn was backing up Nate now. They weren’t too far away, battling the flames. Another company had been called in as well, since the fire had tripled in size and intensity, but right now, all Joe could think of was the woman on the floor in front of him.
She was beneath some kind of obstruction, likely a piece of furniture, so he had to pull her free before he could do anything. When she raised her head, he silently thanked God that she was conscious. Her alarm was sounding and she pulled off her mask. She couldn’t have much oxygen left. Bending over her, Joe removed his own mask and placed it on her face long enough for her to draw several good breaths. While she filled her lungs, he cradled her in his arms and positioned them both to get the hell out.
She held the mask out to him—a good sign. He took two big inhalations and returned it to her, then eased them along, as close to the floor as he could manage. The going was slow. He’d never come across such a cluttered, confusing layout in a structure fire before.
Faith offered him the mask again. He refused, shaking his head, but either she couldn’t see him or she was stubborn, because she held it out insistently. He finally paused long enough to take a fresh breath, mostly to appease her. They’d be out in less than a minute, and though his lungs were burning, he had no idea how much smoke she’d taken in before he’d found her. She needed it worse than him.
He could tell when the guys put water on the flames directly behind them, just as he neared the exit. When he got Faith outside, Rafe, one of the paramedics, rushed over to take her, but Joe carried her to a safe spot near the ambulance himself.
Joe stepped back and let Rafe and Scott get to her to check her vitals. When they got her helmet and hood off, he could see how pale she was. Her lack of protest when the guys fussed over her told him more than anything she might have said. It’d been a close call. Too damn close. He’d never lost a firefighter on his watch, and he planned to keep it that way.
The officer of the company from the mainland came over to confer with him then, and Joe forced his attention back to the fire. They’d made a big turnaround in their fight with the arrival of the second company, and it looked as if this blaze would be knocked down soon. Then he’d be able to reassure himself he’d gotten to Faith in time, and that she’d be okay.




 



FAITH STEPPED OUT the back door of the beachside station at long last. The cool air on the patio was a relief after the stuffiness inside and the measuring stares most of her colleagues had tried to hide.



Darkness had fallen hours ago and the beach was mostly empty. She sat on one of the cushionless plastic chaise longues and closed her eyes, allowing the sound of the surf to isolate her with her thoughts.It had taken a battle, quiet though it may have been, to convince Joe to let her help with the overhaul at the furniture store after the fire was out. She’d rested on her butt like an invalid for close to an hour, letting the EMTs fuss over her, appeasing her captain, soothing her raw throat.
So she’d taken in a little bit of smoke. She was a firefighter. That happened. She was lucky as hell it wasn’t worse, and she knew that. But it wasn’t worse.
Every muscle in her body ached, sure. She had several cuts and bruises, but everything was minor. She was fine.
Physically.
Mentally, not so much.
The sliding door whooshed open behind her and she wished she’d walked farther away, toward the water or up the shore.
Joe. He stood behind her, and she didn’t turn, but she sensed him. He was one of the very few quiet men in the department; most of the guys would come out noisily and not be able to resist announcing their presence.
She could feel Joe watching her, and it made her want to jump up and run away. What did he think when he looked at her? How stupid she’d been at the fire scene? Irresponsible? That she wasn’t cut out for the job?
Would he be wrong if he thought any of those things? She wasn’t so sure.
A minute passed while he stood behind her, staring, not saying a word. Faith fought within herself not to acknowledge him first in this silent standoff. She willed him to turn around and go back inside—to no avail. Then decided she might go ape-shit crazy if he stood there for another excruciating minute.
“You can go—I’m fine,” she finally said, cringing because of the dryness in her throat. “Feeling great.”
“I know you’re okay. That’s not why I came out.”
“Your team losing?” Faith had no idea what NBA team was his favorite, but when she’d sneaked outside, everyone had been caught up in a game on TV, acting as if the fate of the world depended on the outcome.
He entered her line of sight at last, taking the chaise next to her. And God bless him, he held out a tall bottle of ice-cold water to her. She unscrewed the lid and took a few swallows. The chilled liquid helped and hurt her throat at the same time.
“Nope,” he said. “Winning.”
“Then why’d you come out?”
“Heard you were alone.”
She drank more water. “Nothing wrong with alone.”
“Sometimes. This isn’t one of them.”
“Kind of thinking it is.”
He stared at her hard for several seconds, making her want to squirm. “Beating yourself up?”
Damn him.
“Some.” Endlessly.
“Normal.”
“Sucks.”
“Everyone makes mistakes,” he said quietly, as if that was top secret.
“Mine could’ve killed me.”
“That’s the kind of work we’re in.”
She looked away, afraid her doubts would show in her eyes. Neither of them spoke for several minutes, and she was almost able to block out all thoughts and pretend everything was okay. She was starting to appreciate his company, just a little, when he ruined it.
“We can save the official stuff for later, but I’m curious…what happened, Faith?”
“I tripped,” she said, knowing she couldn’t avoid talking about it at some point. Might as well get it over with. “It was like a maze in there. I don’t know what I ran into, but I landed on my butt. Don’t think I lost consciousness, but I might as well have—I was really out of it.”
She paused to take another drink.
“I’ve never seen an interior like that,” Joe agreed.
“My radio was gone, helmet fell off. Then I realized I’d lost the hose, too.”
“You weren’t very far from it when I found you.”
She closed her eyes. “Humiliating.”
“No. Stop it, Faith.”
“I don’t know how long I tried to find it. I swear I was going in circles.”
“Happened to me once,” he said.
“What did?” She found it hard to imagine him having any difficulties in a fire, even though she knew most firefighters had stories. She’d heard plenty from the old-timers in her five years on the job.
“Lost the line once in a fire and couldn’t find it to save my life, no pun intended.”
“What happened?”
“I came across it eventually. But I know that feeling where you think you’re not going to make it out.”
Nausea welled up in her gut. She broke into a cold sweat.
“How’d you end up alone in there, Faith?” Joe’s voice was low but intense. “That’s not like you.”
“How do you know what’s like me? We’ve been working together for less than a month.” Granted, she was with him almost every single stinking shift.
“I’ve seen enough to know you’re a damn good firefighter. You had a respectable record in San Antonio.”
Tears burned her eyes, so she closed them and rubbed her fingers over them as if she had a headache.
“That’s not meant as a criticism,” he said. “I’m trying to understand what happened.”
“It’s…I don’t know.” She studied the knee of his uniform pants. “The accident in San Antonio. I think it messed me up.”
“The one that broke your collarbone?”
“That’d be the one.” She stalled by taking another long drink. Debating how much to say. “The fire at the Sea Breeze Hotel a couple of weeks back?”
He sat up and turned toward her, putting both feet on the ground between their chairs. “I remember it.”
“You sent me in behind Penn.”
He nodded and touched her forearm gently, as if urging her to continue.
“I lost it, Joe. I mean really lost it. Froze up and nearly ran back out the door as soon as we got inside.” She expected him to say something, but he remained silent. “I thought I was having a heart attack for a second.”
“Panic attack.”
“I almost didn’t make it any farther.”
“But you did.”
“Penn didn’t notice I stopped. I had to back him up.”
“It’s not an unusual reaction the first time back in after an injury.”
“That doesn’t make it okay,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “It was horrible.”
“But you overcame it on your own.”
“Today was the first big fire since that one. I was terrified the same thing would happen. Those feelings, the panic, started as soon as the engine stopped.”
She swallowed hard, the same feelings threatening to overcome her now. “I had to talk myself through it. Force myself to go inside.”
“You overcompensated,” Joe suggested.
“Over-somethinged. I couldn’t stand the thought of someone noticing me standing there like an idiot. I didn’t bother double-checking to make sure Nate was ready. Didn’t even think about it. Just rushed in as soon as I could move.”
“I wish you’d said something before today. That’s one of the basics, Faith.”
She bolted off the chaise, hands clenched, and went to the edge of the patio. “Don’t you think I know that? Believe me, it’s killing me.”
“You could’ve corrected the mistake if you’d radioed out or come back to get Nate.”
Yeah. She could’ve done lots of things a hell of a lot better. She’d been over every single option about four hundred times in her mind. She didn’t need anyone telling her what she’d done wrong—she could do that herself just fine. “I’m going to the water.” Maybe into the water. Maybe soaking her head would make her feel marginally better.
Two minutes later, after she’d sat down hard on the cushiony sand, Joe strode up beside her. She closed her eyes. Could a woman not suffer humiliation in private?
“You know I have to report it all,” he said, lowering his large frame next to her on the sand.
“Of course. I can’t wait till my dad hears what an idiot I am.” And so much for earning anyone’s respect around here.
Way to go, Faith. You deserve it.
“He knows you well enough to understand it was a fluke.”
“That’s just it, Joe. It wasn’t a fluke. I screwed up big time because I am messed up. My head is wrong.”
“You had a building fall on you. That can mess a person up.”
“Not a firefighter.” She chewed on her lip as she stared at the waves coming in. They were relatively calm right now, contrasting with a wild surf just that morning, when she and Joe had reported for their shift. Similarly, the storm inside Faith had died down and become a single nagging pulse of doubt. Fear. “Maybe my mom was right, after all,” she said in a small voice.
“Right about what?” Joe asked, leaning closer. “What does your mom have to do with anything?”
“She hates that I’m a firefighter. She’s always said it’s not a career for women.”
“I suspect you’ve never agreed with her about that?”
Faith shook her head.
“Then why start now?”
She pierced him with a sharp look. “Bumbling around in a fire, nearly getting myself killed. That tends to make a person doubt herself.”
“Stop the doubting right now.” He barked it out like a direct order.
“Sure thing. Just tell me how.”
Joe locked his hands around his knees and shrugged. “Hell if I know. But I’m certain you can do it. You’re smart. You told me you just passed your haz-mat certification, right?”
“That was on paper.”
“Proves you know your stuff. You’re a strong person, Faith.”
“I don’t feel strong. I feel like a fool.”
He shook his head, staring out at the Gulf. Beyond. “It takes strength to stand up to a member of your family who doesn’t believe in what you do.”
“It’s not that she doesn’t believe in it. She just doesn’t like it.”
“Same difference.”
Faith frowned. “I believe that’s called stubbornness, not strength.”
“Your mother has really never supported your career?”
“That’s an accurate assessment. She and my dad used to argue all the time when I was a teenager and insisted I wanted to follow in his footsteps.”
“I don’t know what I’d be doing right now if my dad hadn’t been a firefighter.”
“You don’t think you’d be doing this?”
Joe hesitated. “No idea. My dad was the chief, my mom is a fire buff and an original member of the Burn Foundation. I don’t think I ever really considered other options.”
He seemed genuinely bothered by the discovery.
“You love fighting fires,” Faith said. “I can tell when we get a good call.”
“I like my job.”
“Sure, but this is more. You…come alive when there’s a fire.”
Joe nodded. “Hell, yeah. Best part of the job. Don’t think you could find a firefighter who wouldn’t agree with that.”
She flinched. Most days, she’d be the first to agree, but lately she didn’t know whether to be excited or full of dread when they got some action. “Don’t you think you’ll miss that if you become assistant chief?” she asked, relieved to have the spotlight off her own weaknesses.
“Might. That’s the way it goes.” His answer came quickly. Too quickly.
She watched him in the near darkness, wondering how much thought he’d really given to what it would be like, moving up in the department. Sure, he’d planned it his whole life. But planning as a kid with big dreams and really considering something as an adult were two different things.
Who was she to point that out to him, though?
Who was she to tell anyone how to live his or her life or do his or her job? After today she wondered if she would ever be able to do hers right again.
“We were talking about you, not me,” Joe said sternly, and if Faith hadn’t been so depressed she might’ve grinned.
“Thought we were done.”
“You know I have to write you up.”
That was the insult on top of the injury, as far as she was concerned. “Yep.”
“There’s no way around it. You could’ve been seriously—”
“I know, Joe.” She sucked in the cool evening air, trying to calm herself. It wasn’t his fault, but the way he was trying to justify it only made her feel worse. As if she’d let him down as well as herself. “I get it. I told you I don’t want any special favors. Anyone else would get the same treatment.”
“Correct.” He glanced behind them at the station, which was lit up like a stadium on game night. He slid his hand over hers, startling Faith. “Right now, however, I’m treating you differently than I would the other firefighters.”
She glanced down at their entwined fingers. Knew she should pull away, yet couldn’t. Call her Ms. Hypocrite, but his hand was strong. Warm. Reassuring somehow.
“I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess that you’re harder on yourself than anyone else ever could be,” he said. “Speaking as your captain, we need to find a way to get you over your hesitation, because that could be deadly.”
Faith nodded, her throat blocked by a lump of emotion. He wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t know, but his use of the word we made her feel as if maybe she wasn’t hopeless. Maybe she could figure out how to get her mojo back.
“I’m behind you, Faith. I know you’re better than what happened today.”
“Is that spoken as my captain, too?”
He looked back at the water, the white tops of the waves visible in the dark. “Yes. And…as something else.”
She was afraid to ask what. Her father’s protégé? A friend? Something else? Something forbidden?
Yeah, definitely best not to ask.
She swallowed hard. “Thank you. I’m going to go inside now.”
Before she touched him again or, God forbid, started liking him even more.
























CHAPTER FOURTEEN




“GREAT DAY FOR FISHING,” Joe said, leaning back in his seat in the stern of the Hot Water, the chief’s trawler yacht. It was more a luxury boat than something meant for fishing, but it worked just fine to sit out here with a couple lines in. They were in the bay, close to where it met the Gulf of Mexico. One of the chief’s preferred fishing spots. They were near enough to shore that Joe could make out some people there.



“Not too bad,” Chief Peligni said, looking up at the cloudless, early evening sky through his sunglasses. “Don’t get out here much anymore.”“Shame to keep this beauty tied up.”
Joe had brought up the boat the other day at work, planning to get Chief Peligni out of the house, as he’d promised Faith. The chief had beat him to it, though, inviting him to an evening of fishing.
“Suppose it is. Need another beer?”
Joe nodded, and the older man stood and went into the cabin, returning a couple minutes later with two cans and a bag of cheese popcorn.
“So,” the chief said, settling on one of the seats and putting his feet up. “You going to tell me what the hell happened with Faith the other day? The reality version and not some damn watered-down crap from the report.”
That explained the invitation, Joe thought. Just as well. He’d been expecting to have this discussion before now. But Chief Peligni had seemed distracted, not really engaged at work.
“What do you want to know?” he asked, setting the beer aside. This could get tricky. He was sure to be straddling a fine line between what the chief needed to find out and what Faith had told Joe in confidence about her state of mind.
“How in the name of God above did she end up needing you to carry her out of a goddamn structure fire? She’s better than that, Joe. What happened?”
Joe told him about the furniture store, that there had been crap everywhere, making it a bitch to get through. “She tripped. Hit her head.”
“Got that from the report. Why was she alone? Did someone else screw up?”
“No. According to Faith, she thought Nate was behind her when she went in.”
“Dammit. The girl knows better than that in her sleep.”
Joe was in full agreement, but knowing what she’d been going through since her injury made him more sympathetic. However, he didn’t dare defend her to her father without sharing that information, or the chief would be suspicious of his motives.
Granted, there was good reason for that suspicion. The dreams Joe had been having about Faith were proof enough.
He needed to do something about his attraction to her. Maybe move to North Dakota.
“She was off her game, I guess,” he said vaguely. “I don’t think it’ll happen again.”
“No. Faith’s good.”
Joe’s cell phone buzzed in his pocket, and he took it out, surprised he had a signal out here. His stepfather, according to caller ID.
“Mendoza,” he said automatically.
“Joe, I’m at the hospital,” Jorge said, making Joe’s gut sink. “It’s your mom.”
“What’s going on, Jorge?” Joe stood, as if that could help him absorb the news better. His mom frequented hospitals, especially lately, but he’d never get used to it.
“Apparently she’s got pneumonia in both lungs. Hitting her pretty hard.”
Joe swore. That was an understatement, he knew. A head cold hit his mom hard due to her fragile health. Lupus and vasculitis weakened her system significantly. Pneumonia could… He shook his head. Not going there.
“You in Corpus? At Memorial?” he asked.
“Room 319.”
“I’ll be there. Thanks, Jorge.”
“Get here safe. I’m not going to be the one to tell her you’re in a car wreck.”
“See you in a couple hours.” Joe ended the call and swore some more.
“What’s the matter?” Chief Peligni asked.
“My mom’s in the hospital with pneumonia. With her other health problems, it’s serious.” He stared at his phone helplessly. “Possibly deadly. I need to get to her.”
“She’s in Corpus Christi?”
Joe nodded, pacing the deck, feeling trapped.
“Pull the lines in. I’ll take you to the marina and Faith can get you up there.”
“I can get myself up there, Chief.” He started reeling in the lines as the chief had directed.
“You’ve had four beers.”
“So have you.”
“I’ve had three, and I’m not wanting to drive a hundred miles on the highway. There’s no boat traffic between here and my slip.” He nodded in that direction, and they were close enough that Joe could see he spoke the truth. “Besides, I got you doubled in weight.”
“I’m okay,” Joe said, but he knew Chief Peligni was right. “Faith has better things to do with her time.”
The chief had already pulled his phone out and pressed a speed dial button for his daughter. He briefly told her what was going on, nodded repeatedly, answered her questions and ended the call.
“She’ll be waiting at the marina parking lot.”
“Fine.” Joe was bothered by inconveniencing Faith, but frankly, he couldn’t dwell on that when his mom was in grave danger. Her immune system was weak on a good day. She’d been worn down recently. After all her years of battling the autoimmune disease, he should be used to the possibility of a worst-case scenario, but he wasn’t. He’d never accept that his mom wouldn’t be around forever.
By the time they made it to the marina, Joe was ready to dive off the side of the boat and swim to get there faster.
He and the chief tied up the boat and he stepped ashore. “You coming?” he asked as he walked along the narrow pier to the main dock.
Chief Peligni shook his head and waved him off. Joe didn’t have time to question him. It was probably best that he stayed put and let the beer lose its effect, anyway.
Faith stood against the wall of the marina store, watching him approach. As preoccupied as he was, he still couldn’t help noticing how good she looked in thigh-hugging jeans that ended just below her knees, a white tank top and denim jacket. Heels made her muscled legs look even longer than usual. Her hair was held back by a thin headband, with chin-length strands left to frame her beautiful face. She looked like…one hell of a woman. A very pretty, feminine one. Her appearance revealed nothing of the very capable firefighter she was. As he walked nearer, he noted the large turquoise pendant that hung enticingly just above her cleavage.
“Took you guys forever to get back,” she said, pushing herself off the wall as he approached.
“Tell me about it. Faith, I’m sorry to interrupt your night. You look like you had plans.”
“Just a movie with Nadia and Mercedes. No big deal.”
“Well, thank you. I appreciate it. I could’ve made it—”
“Joe?” she said, clicking the doors unlocked as they approached her Subaru. “Yeah?”
“Technically, right now, you’re not my officer, since we’re off duty. I’m fine with driving you to Corpus. You know I respect the heck out of you, but please, just close your mouth and get in the car.”
He stopped a few feet from the passenger door and stared at her.
“Your mom is waiting,” she said sternly.
He mimicked her sternness, nodded and did as she said. Unfortunately, he found her sexy as hell when she got bossy.




 



FAITH’S HEART WENT OUT to the four men—Joe, his stepfather and two stepbrothers—as the doctor walked out of the otherwise empty waiting room on the third floor of the hospital.



No one said a word while they absorbed the prognosis: Joe’s mother was severely ill, her fever climbing dangerously higher as her weakened body waited for some powerful antibiotics to knock out the bacteria. She was in intensive care and had been sleeping since Joe and Faith had arrived.“She’s stubborn,” Troy said, leaning back stiffly in one of the uncomfortable, lime-green chairs. He wore neatly tailored pants and a button-down shirt, even at this late hour. “If anyone in her condition can beat this, it’s Carmen.”
Joe abruptly stood and walked out of the glassed-in room to the main hall. Faith craned her neck to see where he was heading, but he paced out of her line of sight.
She looked back at the three men still in the room and caught Joe’s stepfather watching her.
“I’m glad you’re here with him,” Mr. Vargas said, leaning forward, elbows on his knees. “He tries to be such an island, but this could really tear him up.”
“I wish there was something I could do,” Faith said, detesting her helplessness.
The other stepbrother, Ryan, stood and ambled to the doorway, repeatedly rubbing his fingers over his goatee. “How involved are you two?” he asked Faith.
She shook her head. “We’re not.” It wasn’t really a lie. Kissing once didn’t make them involved. Just stupid.
Ryan angled his head slightly, thoughtfully. “Must’ve misread things. Too bad. He needs someone like you in his life.”
“He’s my officer,” Faith said, sounding defensive. She stood. “I’m going to go find him.”
Mr. Vargas nodded, sidetracked by his own sorrow. His affection for Joe’s mom was obvious. Heartwarming.
“Can I bring you guys something from the machines?” she asked. “A drink or some chips or something?”
All three shook their heads, and Troy thanked her.
She headed down the hall Joe had taken, but didn’t see any sign of him. At the nurses’ station, an older woman in cartoon character scrubs must have noticed her confusion.
“Looking for the big guy? Navy-blue shirt?”
Faith nodded.
“He’s out on the terrace.” She indicated a glass door farther down the hall. “Thank you.”
Faith went through the door, which led to an open-air rooftop terrace. Neatly trimmed shrubs had been shaped into hearts and stars and placed at intervals around the perimeter, and a raised flower bed showed sprouts of green beginning to pop through the soil. The terrace was deserted except for Joe, who stood near the low wall that ran around the entire area. Because of the angles of the odd-shaped space, he was in partial profile to her. He leaned on the wall, looking out over who knew what, seeing nothing, she was sure.
She walked toward him, the cork soles of her wedge shoes making very little noise on the pebbled concrete. He was so lost in his thoughts he didn’t appear to hear her approach. When Faith touched his forearm, he jumped.
“Hey,” she said, not letting her hand drop.
He looked straight at her, a deep sadness etched into his normally stoic face. “Hey.” There was no hint of the ass-kicking, confident fire captain in his voice.
“Can I get you anything? Some coffee?”
“Some grain alcohol,” he said solemnly.
“I wish that would make things better somehow.”
“You and me both.”
“Okay if I stand out here with you?”
“Fine by me.”
Faith joined him in leaning on the wall and watched the comings and goings of people below at the brightly lit entrance to the emergency department.
“You don’t have to stay here. I can get back to San Amaro on my own,” Joe said after several minutes.
“I don’t mind.”
“You go on duty in the morning. Go home. Sleep.”
“So do you,” she said, neither one of them admitting they didn’t know what the morning would bring or if he’d be able to make it in to work at all. “I can catch a nap inside if I get tired. Right now I’m fine.”
He looked down, seeming to focus on her for the first time since she’d come outside. “You won’t leave, will you?”
She shook her head. “You’re beginning to know me well.”
“I know you’re stubborn as all get-out.”
“Thank you.”
With a ghost of a smile, he put his arm around her and tugged her to his side. He held her there, both of them watching an ambulance pull up and unload a patient below. She figured he needed the contact, the human touch, and it felt good to be tucked into his side.
“Your steps seem like decent guys,” she said after several minutes, wanting to somehow reach out to him.
“They’re okay. For lawyers.”
“All three of them are lawyers?” Joe didn’t talk much about them. In fact, before the drive up here, she hadn’t known he had any stepbrothers, and had heard him mention his stepfather only in passing.
“All three of them. Same firm. Do me a favor and don’t ask them about it. They’ll get to talking like a bunch of girls—no offense—and never shut up.”
Smiling, she said, “No offense taken. I’m not often accused of being chatty.”
“I like that about you.”
“So you’re not close to Troy or Ryan?”
He shook his head. “We hang out sometimes to appease my mother, but it’s just for show.”
“They seem genuinely concerned about you,” she said, recalling the conversation after he’d walked out of the waiting room.
“No reason to be concerned. I’ll be fine.”
“I was once accused of overusing the word fine when I didn’t want to get into detail.”
“Yeah?” He peered down at her with a tired but almost amused expression. “Who accused you of that?”
“Some wise guy know-it-all officer type.”
“As long as you don’t let those officer types hear you talk like that about them you’ll be fine.”
She glanced up at him to gauge whether she’d offended him. It was difficult to tell. “We’re not on duty right now. Technically, you’re not my—”
“Not your captain. Got it.”
“My captain wouldn’t have his arm around me. That could get him in trouble.”
A low sound in his chest was probably as close as he’d get to a laugh tonight. “Point taken.”
“Are you ready to go back in? Sit with your family?”
“Surrogate family,” he corrected. “It’s easier to be out here.”
“How come?”
He removed his arm and she couldn’t help noticing the cool breeze that blew over her. Leaning on the wall again, he said, “Don’t have to put on an act.”
“You would with your stepbrothers?”
Joe shrugged. “Maybe.”
“It seems like they care a lot about your mom.”
“Jorge would do anything for her.”
“Troy and Ryan must be concerned, too, or they wouldn’t be here. Do they have families?”
“Ryan’s married. No kids. They’re here for their dad.”
“They’re worried about you.”
Joe studied her as if he really didn’t believe that. How could he not? Faith wished he saw that he was going to need those guys in the near future, especially if his mom didn’t recover.
She looked at her watch. “Almost time for the next visit.” The nurses were letting them in one at a time for a few minutes every other hour. “Let’s go.”
Straightening, he inhaled deeply, as if bolstering himself, and nodded. As they walked back inside, he put his hand on her lower back. Faith liked the feel of it more than she should, but she shoved that out of her mind. There were more pressing things to worry about.
























CHAPTER FIFTEEN




JOE LEFT HIS MOM’S intensive care room when Ryan showed up for his turn. He nodded on his way out.



His mom still didn’t know he was there. He’d watched her sleep for the few minutes he was allowed in, willing her to wake up for a second just so he could tell her he loved her.The doctor had made a point of saying there was hope that the antibiotics would take hold, but he’d also made it clear they weren’t seeing any signs of that yet and couldn’t predict how her body would react. It would take time for the drugs to bring about any improvement. While Joe hadn’t allowed his mom to speak of worst-case scenarios in the past, he was forced to face up to them tonight. Kind of like having his head rammed into a cement wall. Painful and sure to leave lasting damage.
Achy and wrung out, he walked slowly back to the small waiting room that was starting to feel like their own personal home base. Unlike the bright-as-day main hallway, where nurses and other medical personnel hurried around like busy worker bees, the room was secluded and had lights that could be dimmed. Faith had stretched out on a row of chairs and fallen asleep, her hair cascading over the side of the thin cushion.
The urge to go to her, to sit on the seat nearest her and pull her head onto his legs, run his fingers through her silky hair, overwhelmed him. Oddly, it’d be the most natural thing in the world to have her that close while she slept. But he sat near her feet, leaving an empty chair between them, because they weren’t alone. Regardless of Faith’s insistence that being off duty meant their difference in rank didn’t matter, it did. What was more, she was the daughter of his mentor and the man who would hopefully support his bid for the position of assistant chief.
So instead of touching her, Joe reclined on his uncomfortable, too small chair, resting his head on the back and watching her surreptitiously. Finally admitting to himself that he was genuinely glad she was there.
“Joe!” Ryan appeared at the doorway of the waiting room. “Get in there, man. She’s awake. Thought you’d want to talk to her before she drifts off again.”
Joe rushed out, hollering thanks over his shoulder. When he got to his mom’s room, her eyes were closed, and disappointment weighed him down. He stepped into the dim room, the rhythmic sound of the machines pulsing. Taking her frail hand gently in his, he sat on the edge of the chair that had been pulled up close to her side.
When she slowly turned her head toward him and her eyes fluttered open, he lowered his forehead to their entwined hands and said a silent prayer of thanks.
“Mama.”
“Joey. You made it.” Her voice was just a thread of sound, as if she hadn’t used it for weeks.
“Of course I made it. How are you doing?”
In typical Carmen style, she nodded slowly, attempting a smile. Always keeping it positive, even when she likely felt as if she’d been dragged around by a ladder truck.
His throat swelled up and he kissed her fingers.
“Your body has to fight, Mama.”
“I’ll be okay. I’m not ready to leave you yet. You’re not ready.”
“Damn straight I’m not.” If her will could keep her alive, he could rest easy. She was too worried about him and how he’d get along without her, without any true family. Unfortunately, he knew all too well it didn’t necessarily work that way.
Her eyes drooped and she fought to keep them open. Her face was pale beneath the oxygen tube that ran under her nose and across her cheeks, and Joe thought how unlike his mother this woman appeared.
“Go to sleep, Mama. I love you.”
He held on to her until her husband came to the door. Joe had never questioned Jorge’s feelings for Carmen, but the look on the man’s face as he gazed at her was so full of love and heartbreak that it finally hit Joe. When his mother passed away, this man would lose his life companion, the one he chose to spend day in and day out with.
Joe wouldn’t be alone in his pain. And maybe…maybe there could be more to a stepfamily than just appeasing his mother, after all.




 



EVERY MINUTE OF THE NIGHT seemed to last an hour as they prayed for some change, a positive sign, even though the doctor said it was too early.



Surprisingly, Troy and Ryan were still there at 2:00 a.m. Not as surprising, so was Faith. When she’d woken up from her nap, Joe had tried again to convince her to drive back to San Amaro Island, but it had only been for show on his part. He wanted her there with him. The implications of that were something he’d have to examine later.Faith leaned close to him, allowing him to catch her scent when he turned toward her.
“I need coffee,” she said. “What can I get for you?”
He started to shake his head, but she held up a finger to stop him.
“No. You’re eating something. Or drinking. Take your pick. Beer doesn’t count as dinner, and even if it did, that was light-years ago.”
“For being such a tomboy, you’ve got some serious mother hen tendencies.”
“Consider me well-rounded. What do you want? Coffee?”
He nodded and twisted to take his wallet out. “A package of chips or nuts, too.”
“I’ve got it,” she said, refusing the bills he tried to hand her.
“I’ll go with you,” Troy said, standing and stretching. “Want anything, Ryan?”
“The biggest, most caffeinated bottle of pop you can find.”
“You got it.” Troy turned to Jorge, who was awkwardly sprawled in one of the chairs, snoring. The younger man shrugged and led Faith out.
Ryan stood and rolled his neck in circles. Paced across the room. Joe’s eyes were shut, but sleep eluded him in spite of how bone weary he was. He felt the chair next to him shift as Ryan sat down.
“How you holding up?” his stepbrother asked, his leg bouncing rhythmically.
“Holding up,” Joe said. “Not much else I can do.”
Ryan nodded and neither of them spoke for several minutes. Joe didn’t have the energy to think of a coherent sentence.
“Did you know that our mom died of cancer?” Ryan asked.
“Knew she died when you guys were kids.”
“Teenagers. Long, drawn-out deal.”
“This must bring it all back,” Joe said.
“Little bit. It’s different when it’s your mother.”
Joe didn’t respond. He appreciated the sentiment, but wasn’t up for a heart-to-heart.
“All I got to say is it sucks and it’s exhausting and I’m sorry as hell you’re going through it, man. I’m going to track down my drink.” As he stood, he clapped Joe on the back.
Several minutes later, Faith and Troy were stretched out on the floor of the waiting room, feasting on candy bars and mini doughnuts. Ryan had wandered back in as well by the time the doctor returned.
“Dad,” Ryan said.
Jorge jerked awake and straightened slowly, as if his back was stiff or achy.
Joe watched the doctor for a sign of what news he might have for them, his heart thundering in his chest.
Dr. Zander sat on one of the chairs and smiled tiredly at them. “I don’t want to give you false hope. There isn’t any big news. It could be days before we really know how she’s going to do.”
“But she’s no worse?” Jorge asked.
“She’s holding her own.”
“If her condition was going to deteriorate, wouldn’t it have already happened?” Jorge was voicing some of the thoughts that had circled repeatedly through Joe’s head all night as the hours ticked by.
“It’s hard to say,” the doctor responded. “Let’s just focus on the fact that she’s hanging in there. I wish I could give you something more concrete but…”
“Understood,” Troy said.
“We might be able to rustle up a place for at least one of you to sleep,” Dr. Zander offered. “Like I said, it’s going to be a while for solid news of any kind.”
“We might take you up on that.” Again, Troy acted as their spokesperson. “Thanks, Doc.”
The doctor’s mouth tilted into a sympathetic half grin as he nodded at them and left them alone again.
Faith came over and sat next to Joe. She didn’t touch him or let on that there was anything between them more than two people who worked together, but Joe caught her concern, the understanding in her eyes.
“Are you planning to make it to work?” she asked almost apologetically.
He looked at his watch. Quarter to four. “My interview’s at ten.”
“For the job?” she asked, her eyes widening.
“For the job.” He considered his options, feeling torn.
“Go ahead, Joe,” his stepfather said. “Nothing you can do here. You know what your mom would want if she was awake to have her say.”
Joe exhaled shakily, fatigue and emotion taking their toll. “She’d tell me to get my ass to the interview and land the job.”
“I’m sure you can reschedule it,” Faith said. “I’ll talk to my dad.”
“Hell, no, you won’t.” Joe stood and stretched his arms over his head to get some blood flowing. “I can talk to him myself if I need to.”
“If anything changes here, I’ll get the company jet to pick you up,” Jorge said. “You can be here in twenty minutes.”
“You going to stick around?” Joe asked.
“I’m taking the day off.” Jorge crossed his leg over the opposite knee. “You can spell me when your shift is over. After you get some sleep.”
“I work twenty-four hours,” Joe reminded him.
“I’ll stop by later to give Dad a break,” Troy said.
“Go to work, man. Get the promotion.” Ryan stuffed the last powdered doughnut in his mouth.
“Okay.” Joe was ambivalent, unable to summon any enthusiasm for his interview, but he figured that was due to lack of sleep. What drove him to agree in the end was that his mother would, indeed, be disappointed if he didn’t make it to his interview because of her. Especially if she recovered enough to find out about it. There was nothing he could do, sitting here in this dingy, ugly room, and that fact was starting to drive him up the damn wall.
“You can sleep on the way,” Faith said. “I have enough caffeine in me to get through the next week.” She held up an extra large paper cup from the twenty-four hour coffee shop on the hospital’s main floor.
They said goodbye to the others, and Joe checked for another update on his mom on their way out. No changes whatsoever since the doctor had been in, which was what they expected.
He and Faith rode the elevator down and walked out to her Subaru in silence. The briskness of the night air did nothing to wake him up, nor did the ambulance that whisked into the emergency area down the way, sirens off but lights flashing. That was someone else’s problem. He had enough of his own.
Once they were in the car, they both sat there, not moving or speaking. Faith leaned against her headrest and angled her face toward him.
Joe exhaled slowly, coming down from the intense stress of the past several hours. Not that his worries would be over anytime soon. But just getting out of the sterile hospital and that drab room with the puke-green chairs made it easier to breathe.
“Thank you,” he said. “I couldn’t act like it in there, but I was glad to have you with me.”
“Hmm. Do I give you the company line here or the other one?”
“What’s the company line?”
“The fire chief told me to get you to your mother. I’m sure he wouldn’t approve if I had dropped you at the front door and driven off.”
“What’s the other line?”
“I didn’t mind any of it. Not that you needed me there, with all the Vargas men hovering.”
Joe disagreed to himself about whether he’d needed her there. He thought back over the long night. “They’re decent. Like you said. I don’t think I really ever gave them a chance. Just assumed we were all making the best of an awkward, late-in-life blending of families.”
“They kind of…acted like family.”
“Yeah. They did.” Joe was surprised to find that he genuinely agreed with her.
He was sure he couldn’t have gotten through this night without these people. His stepbrothers, Jorge and most of all, Faith.
As he leaned his head against the window and drifted off, he was vaguely aware that that in itself was more than a small dilemma.
























CHAPTER SIXTEEN




AFTER AN ENTIRE NIGHT at the hospital, the workday at the station had been anything but restful. They’d been running since eight that morning and barely stopped during the fourteen hours that followed. Faith couldn’t remember when they’d had so many alarms in one shift. It’d almost compared to an average day in the San Antonio department.



She should be unconscious.She should be curled up in her hard but sufficient bunk, sleeping like a baby.
She should not be lying here thinking about Joe. Drifting off every so often, but then tossing and turning, disturbed by her thoughts.
Last night she’d seen a different side from the in-charge, unflappable fire captain. She’d glimpsed a man who would do just about anything for his mother and was, understandably, scared to death of losing her. A man who wanted to be stoic and strong, but who felt things deeply.
The only opportunity she’d had all day to ask about his mother’s condition had come after lunch, once he’d returned from his interview. The others had left the kitchen, and Faith and Joe had found themselves alone for all of five minutes before another alarm came in. By that point, he’d spoken to Mr. Vargas once, and not surprisingly, there’d been no significant change. And while it was good news that she was no worse, the lack of positive change was getting to Joe. Faith could tell by the raw fear in his eyes.
She whipped the sheets off and sat up in her bunk. Rubbing her hands over her eyes, she made a decision she might live to regret.
She knew Joe would be awake, in spite of their past twenty-four hours. Knew he was either in his office working or in his private bunk room. He’d told her he avoided sleeping at the station as much as he could because he hated being awakened by the alarm.
Knowing that he was up, alone, probably tormented by concern, she couldn’t just sit there.
She glanced down at the clothes she slept in—yoga pants and a light blue tank with a built-in bra. Nothing she hadn’t been seen in before whenever she ventured out of her room in the middle of the night. Her hair was probably a mess, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t going to him with the goal of turning him on.
When she opened her door, she peeked out like a fugitive in the night. There was no one stirring anywhere; most likely her colleagues were collapsed the way she should be, trying to get in more than a few minutes’ nap before the alarm sounded again.
If it went off while she was talking to Joe, in his room, things could get interesting.
Yeah, she could live to regret this decision, but that wasn’t enough to dissuade her. Once she was in the hall, she couldn’t make herself turn back and not find out how Joe was doing.
She walked, acting nonchalant, past all the closed doors, seeing no lights and hearing no signs of anyone awake. When she got to the end of the hall, she glanced over her shoulder before turning toward the officers’ bunks and offices, just in case.
Joe’s private room was the third door on the left. Just as she’d expected, a dim light shone underneath it. Her heart raced and she wondered again what she was doing. Would he be pissed that she’d crossed the line and come to his personal quarters? Before she could lose her nerve—or be discovered by someone—she knocked softly.
The door opened almost immediately, but only about a foot.
“Something wrong, Faith?” he asked.
She shook her head, about to speak, when he bent down.
“No,” he said firmly. “Get back, both of you.” When he stood, he held two kittens.
Faith tried to hide her laugh.
“Come in before the whole herd escapes,” Joe said, whisking her in and shutting the door quickly. “Cinder, don’t even think about it.”
“And here I was worried you were all alone.” Faith bent down to pet the black kitten, which clawed at the bottom of her pant leg. “I figured you’d found a home for these guys. When did you move them in here?”
“Few days ago. Sanchez complained about having them in the office. Wuss claims he’s allergic to them.”
“Where’s Blaze?” she asked, scanning the cramped room for the orange kitten who’d had trouble nursing. The mama cat was snoozing in a fuzzy nest of blankets in the corner by an overfilled bookcase. A light gray baby was curled up next to her, but the rest of the litter were awake and ready to get into mischief, crawling all over the room.
“My aunt has her for now. Still needs to be fed by hand every few hours and I can’t always do it when I’m on duty. I’m trying to convince her to make it permanent.”
Faith knelt on the floor and held her hand out to the mother cat, speaking in a soft voice. “Hey, girlie, you’re a good mama.”
The cat raised her head and sniffed the offered hand, then closed her eyes again. Faith stroked her soft fur.
“Why don’t you put them in one of the common areas?” she asked. “I bet some of those tough guys would fall in love.”
“Maybe when they get a little bigger. Not sure I trust a couple of the Neanderthals with them.”
The black kitten who’d attacked Faith’s pants when she came in crawled up on her lap. Her tiny claws dug through the material into her flesh, eliciting a pained laugh.
“You need attention, obviously,” Faith said, picking her up and holding her at eye level. “Are you getting the shaft from big, bad Joe?”
“She’d like you to think she is,” he grumbled. He’d sat down on the low bed along the wall opposite the bookcase. The room wasn’t much longer than the bed and there was only about three feet between it and the bookcase. The wall was adorned with posters of old cars. Hot rods was the term that came to her mind.
One of the two kittens Joe had picked up when Faith came in was now on his shoulder, nibbling at his ear. The other had decided his arm was the place to be and was drifting off to sleep, cradled like a baby. He gently put the ear-biter on the floor.
“What are you doing here, Faith?” His voice was quiet, mostly businesslike, but a hint of gentleness, of the Joe she’d spent the night in the hospital with, slipped through.
She put Cinder down beside the mother cat and moved up to the mattress next to him, since it was the only place besides the floor to sit. With one leg drawn under her, she faced him.
“Checking on you. Have you heard anything more about your mom?”
“Her temperature’s still high, but that’s to be expected, or so they keep telling me. In other words, no real news.”
“She hasn’t gotten worse, though, right?”
“Not that they’ve admitted to.” He ran a hand over his short hair. “It’s damn hard to be here, but sitting in that waiting room for another night…not sure I have it in me.”
“It sucks to not be able to do something for her.”
He nodded and ran his large hand over the tiny kitten’s back. “Yeah, it does. Work is at least keeping my mind occupied. Or it did until everything slowed down.”
“You should try sleeping.”
“So should you.”
“Been there, done that,” she said. “How’d your interview go?”
“Not too bad, I don’t think, when you take into account an all-nighter and a mother in intensive care.”
At that, Faith reached out and put her hand on his thigh just above his knee. “Did you tell the committee what was going on?”
He shook his head. “Your dad referred to it once, but if I can’t be at the top of my game after staying up all night, then I’m not doing my job.”
“It wasn’t your standard up-fighting-fires night.”
He ignored her statement and she self-consciously removed her hand from his leg.
“I imagine you did well in spite of everything,” Faith said. “You don’t seem to let things get to you.”
He turned slightly and met her gaze head-on. The kitten apparently didn’t like the motion and stumbled down his leg to the safety of its mama.
“Some things I can’t prevent from getting to me, it seems.” His look intensified, became pointed.
Faith’s pulse reacted by going triple time. “Like what?”
“I think you know.” He took her hand in his, wove their fingers together. “You shouldn’t come to my room in the middle of the night, Faith.”
She nodded, her voice momentarily caught in her throat. “I’ll go.”
He nodded, too, but at the same time leaned closer and gently pulled her hand toward him. With his other palm, he cradled her chin. Caressed her lower lip with his rough thumb. His eyelids drooped heavily as he closed the space between them and touched his lips lightly to hers. His fingers wound around to the back of her neck, beneath the cascade of her hair, and the kiss became more urgent. Faith wasn’t sure she could pull herself away if the alarm did go off. Some things were worth getting busted for.
Throwing what little caution she’d had to the wind, she wrapped her arms around his neck, wanting him closer still. He slid his tongue into her mouth, a sexy moan coming from his throat as they tasted each other, explored. His kiss was a reflection of the man—confident, uncompromising, yet tender. Thorough. His touch made her feel…treasured.
Without breaking the contact of their lips, he leaned her back diagonally across his narrow bed. Faith’s knee came up beside him, and as Joe’s body covered hers, his hardness pressed between her legs, making her body ache for him. His fingers inched up beneath her tank. She ran her hands over his muscled back. The breadth of his shoulders made her feel delicate. Decidedly feminine.
When his hand slid beneath the elastic and his warm palm covered her breast, a needy sound came from her. She arched into him.
“You’re so damn sexy, Faith,” he said into her ear. “Tough and hard on the surface, but soft. Beautiful.”
She’d never been so turned on by a voice before. Of course the words were doing their part, too…and his hands…and lips….
Without warning, pain pricked at her thigh and she let out a gasp. Rising up on an elbow, she realized the culprit was the little black kitten, its claws sinking into her leg.
Joe scooped up the tiny animal and held it in front of his face. “Bad cat!” A grin tugged at his lips, though, and Faith started laughing quietly.
He set it on the floor and Faith sat up, her heart still racing, blood still humming. She pulled her tank down and ran a hand through her hair as the reality of their situation sank in.
“Good thing the cat interrupted,” she said. She’d been on the verge of losing her mind and her judgment.
She stood and again tried to straighten her hair.
Joe rose as well and kissed her, then pressed his forehead to hers. “Your hair is fine. You look good.” His voice was gravelly. So damn alluring.
He backed her slowly up until his body held hers against the door, and once again, he sought out her lips with his. Thirty seconds ago, she’d been thinking how stupid it was to come here, and now she was succumbing to him again. Loving his touch. Wanting more.
“Joe,” she managed to gasp. “I need to get out of here.”
He acknowledged that with a deep, sexy sound and kissed her again.
“We’re at work,” she said. “What if we get an alarm?”
That seemed to penetrate his brain, and he groaned in frustration. Drawing her to him, he kissed her temple and wrapped his arms around her. “Yeah. You need to take your gorgeous self back to your room and lock the door.”
“Is that an order?” Faith asked, grinning, loving the feel of his rough skin on her cheek.
He stepped back from her and straightened, looking mostly serious. “Yes. That’s your captain speaking.”
Faith palmed his cheek briefly. “You’re kind of cute when you’re all in charge. Good night, sir.”
She opened the door and slipped out before any kittens could escape.




 







JOE LEANED HIS BACK against the door, still reeling.



Damnation. What the hell had he just done?He closed his eyes. As his body revved down, his remorse went up proportionately.
The gray kitten, who he’d started calling Smoky, had made a nest on his pillow. He picked up the little fuzz ball, stretched out on his back and set the cat on his chest. Unbothered, it closed its eyes and was sound asleep within seconds.
“At least one of us has no worries,” he said, rubbing its front paw. Contented, the cat flexed its needlelike claws.
Even with all his guilt and worry, he still wanted more of Faith. He could lie here and tell himself till he was blue in the face that he couldn’t touch her again, but he knew, if given another opportunity, he’d be hard-pressed to walk away.
For the first time, he allowed himself to consider the possibility of seeing her in secret. Away from work. Just enough for them to get each other out of their systems. No one had to know. His job wouldn’t suffer and his chances at the promotion wouldn’t be harmed. No one would be able to accuse Faith of getting special treatment from him.
God, what was he thinking? That wouldn’t be fair to Faith. She wasn’t the type to sneak around and deserved so much more than that.
Which brought him back to the same agonizing dilemma. He wanted her and he couldn’t goddamn have her.
Faith’s scent still lingered in the air and he couldn’t get her face out of his mind. Holding the cat against his chest, he sat up, replaced her on his pillow and headed to his office. If work could take his mind off his mother, then maybe it could take his mind off the vexing brunette, as well.
























CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




FAITH WAS PATHETIC.



She’d fully acknowledged this when she’d casually convinced Nadia and Mercedes that this was a good spot to stake out on the beach. That it was just up from the fire station, where she could watch the trucks head out on alarms, was no coincidence. But she wasn’t admitting that to anyone but herself.She happened to know Joe was on duty today, because she’d overheard her dad on the phone yesterday. Joe had taken someone else’s shift, as he frequently did, workaholic that he was. His work ethic reminded her of her father. Unless Joe had traded shifts, he was also scheduled to work with her tomorrow. She wondered if he would break down and sleep tonight, and that question brought to mind his room, his bed, his kisses….
She’d seen the engine return after a call about an hour ago, and caught a glimpse of him riding shotgun. That she was acting like a teenager with a crush disturbed her on some level, but she couldn’t help it, really. She’d made a mistake the other night by going to his room, but there was nothing she could do about it now.
“What is it you’re not telling us, Faith?” Mercedes sipped her margarita and set the cup back in the sand next to her lounger. “Who are you stalking at the fire station?”
Faith was lying on her front, the closest of the three to the station. She didn’t look at her friends. “I’m just admiring the trucks.”
“You don’t lie very well,” Nadia said, grinning.
To prove she wasn’t staring, Faith turned on her side and took the bag of corn chips from Nadia, helping herself to a handful. “Being involved with someone at work would not be a good idea.” Which, though possibly misleading, was one hundred percent true.
“If it was Mr. Right, exceptions could be made.” Nadia pushed her sunglasses up over her gorgeous blond hair and squinted toward the station. “I could use a Mr. Right Firefighter with Big Beautiful Muscles myself. Maybe it’s time to hang out at the Shell Shack some more.”
“I’ve been racking my brain for you,” Faith said. “None of them are bad-boy enough for your tastes.”
“What? No bad boys in the fire department? I don’t believe that for a minute,” Nadia said.
“There are a few rebels and troublemakers, but I wouldn’t really call them losers. Not your type.”
“Maybe she’s turning over a new leaf,” Mercedes said, flipping through the latest issue of Cosmo. “Going for someone with a job this time.”
“You two are evil,” Nadia said. “So I’ve made a couple bad decisions. I want to know more about who you’ve been watching for all afternoon, Faith.”
“Yeah, spill it, girl. Does it have anything to do with the all-nighter last week?”
Faith shoved a bunch of corn chip crumbs from the bottom of the bag into her mouth. As a stall? Maybe. “I told you about the captain. His mother was in intensive care. We spent the night in the waiting room.”
“Is his mom okay?” Nadia asked.
“She’s going to be. She finally turned a corner and they think she’ll go home in another week. Nice of you to ask,” Faith said drily.
“So, the captain, huh?” Mercedes said. “The one who was watching you at the bar that night?”
If she’d kissed anyone else, Faith would’ve fessed up to her friends in a heartbeat. But it was Joe. There was too much at stake. While Mercedes and Nadia would never outwardly accuse her of getting close to Joe for professional reasons, she couldn’t stand the possibility of anyone thinking that, even in passing.
“I’m going to throw this in the trash before it blows away.” Faith crumpled the empty chip bag as she got up, ignoring her friends’ comments about running away from their questions.
It was almost five o’clock and this part of the beach was clearing out. Most of the hard-core spring breakers were about a mile up, close to the bigger resorts and the frequent TV coverage. The trash cans were fifty feet or so away, placed out of reach of high tide. As Faith walked toward the nearest one, a man jogging down the beach in her direction caught her eye.
She knew that gait. That large, muscled body.
Her heart raced and she quietly called herself an idiot.
He’s the fire captain, she coached herself. Not the man you’ve been dreaming about at night.
“Pick up that pace,” she called. “You’re getting soft, Captain Mendoza.”
He slowed to a walk and came over to her. “‘Captain Mendoza’?” he questioned, low enough that no one else could hear, and Faith couldn’t help noticing—and liking—the way his eyes roved up and down her bikini-clad body.
She smiled easily, too happy to see him. “I call you soft and you take issue with the proper use of your title and name?”
He didn’t smile. “Everyone calls me Joe. If you start acting different now…”
Her grin was long gone. Something about his tone, his condescension, rubbed her wrong. “No one’s around who knows any differently, Joe.”
“I don’t think you realize—”
“I realize perfectly. I’m sorry I said anything at all, but then ignoring the captain as he runs by might raise a red flag, too.”
He wiped his forehead with the bottom of his T-shirt. “You’re right. I didn’t expect to see you here. Like that.” Again, he allowed his gaze to wander downward.
“My parka is back by my beach towel,” she said, pointing over her shoulder.
Joe looked where she indicated.
“Not really,” Faith said. “But we could go say hello to my beautiful friends. I could set you up with one of them. Then your problem would be solved.”
“I’m sorry, Faith. I’m not handling…this well. I’ve never been in this situation before.” He was obviously talking about more than just seeing her in a bikini on the beach.
“Considering I’m the first female in the department, I’m glad to hear that.”
He still didn’t crack a grin.
“Try to lighten up,” she said, wishing she could kiss his uptightness away. “Nobody knows, and it’s not going to happen again.”
“What if I want it to happen again?”
Faith’s breath caught and a weird lightness filled her chest.
“Wait,” Joe said before she could respond. “Forget I said that.”
Okay, then. Whiplash. She hardened her expression. It wouldn’t do for him to know how much his admission had stirred her.
“I get it,” she said firmly.
“I need to get back to the station. PT time’s over.”
She nodded as awkwardness fell over them. “See you at work, Joe,” she said obediently.
He jogged off with a vague nod.
She watched him, unable to deny her appreciation of that body and the way he moved it. She had a hard time staying annoyed for more than fifteen seconds.
No, he wasn’t handling this well, but it was pretty much impossible for her to figure out how to navigate this thing between them, either.
His message was clear, though: there would never be a repeat of the other night.
She supported that decision. In theory.
So how to explain the tears that suddenly filled her eyes?




 



“FAITH, CAN I TALK TO YOU in private?” Joe asked, coming up behind her and scaring the crap out of her as she rinsed the engine off with the hose the next morning.



She turned to gauge the look on his face, but couldn’t tell if she was in trouble again or if this was work related. She secured the hose back on the wall and shook her hands dry as she followed him outside.“What’s going on?” she asked.
“Have you talked to your father lately?”
A sick feeling swirled through her gut. “Not since yesterday. I stayed over at Mercedes’s house last night.”
“He hasn’t showed up for work yet today,” Joe said.
“It’s almost noon.” Faith frowned and tried to remember if he’d told her of any plans. “He didn’t call in?”
“No one’s heard from him.”
She pulled the cell phone out of her pants pocket and checked for messages, but found none. Maybe he was still in bed. She pressed the speed dial for his cell phone.
“I’ve tried both his numbers,” Joe said.
Ignoring him, she paced toward the main courtyard, listening to the empty rings on the line. When her dad’s voice mail finally picked up, Faith swore and hit End. Then she dialed their home number, praying he’d answer and everything was fine. Trying to ignore the rising nausea and the weird, uneasy feeling that all was not right.
The family voice mail started playing back in her ear. She let it finish, left her dad a message to phone her right away and ended the call. She leaned her elbows on the mural wall that curved around the courtyard, and tried to think of where her dad might be that he would ignore his phone.
Joe came up next to her. “Did you try your mom?”
She still held her phone, so she scrolled through her contacts to find her mom’s new number.
“Mom, have you seen Dad today?” she asked.
“Faith, I’ve been wanting to talk to you. I know you were upset by Craig—”
“I’m fine, but Dad is missing. Did he call you?”
“What do you mean, he’s missing?”
Gritting her teeth, Faith briefly explained what she knew.
“Faith, I have no idea.” To her mom’s credit, she sounded genuinely concerned. “I just saw him last night, but he didn’t mention anything.”
“Where’d you see him?”
“At the grocery store, across from the movie theater. Craig and I were picking up something for dinner, and your father was grabbing takeout from the Chinese counter.”
“Craig was with you?” The rock in Faith’s gut sank deeper.
“We’d just gone to a matinee.”
Faith closed her eyes. “Mom, did he know Craig was with you?”
“I introduced them. He seemed fine. What else was I supposed to do, Faith? It was awkward, but we’re all adults.”
How about don’t move out in the first place?
“Maybe he’s at a doctor’s appointment or something,” Faith said. “But meeting your boyfriend might not have gone over as well as you’d like to think, Mom.”
“I didn’t plan it that way. I’ll call Will and Paul and see if they’ve heard from him today.”
Faith doubted her dad would call her brothers, even the two who checked in most often, but it was worth a try.
“Let me know. I’m at work.” The alarm sounded over the intercom. “I have to go.”
She and Joe headed inside to hear the details of the emergency. It was a car accident, so the engine and the ambulance would respond. Faith and Joe were assigned to the truck for the day, so they stayed put.
“Your mom saw him last night?” Joe asked as they walked off the apparatus floor, back into the station.
“She and her boyfriend.” Faith couldn’t help the anger that laced her words. She followed Joe into his office.
“I kind of gathered. Same guy you met?”
“Same guy. Pretty sure my dad had no idea before that.” Faith sat down hard on the chair in front of Joe’s desk, racking her brain. “Did you call Leo Romero?” The mayor of San Amaro was also one of her dad’s good friends. Maybe he knew something.
“Wasn’t sure if I should. It might be nothing. Maybe he fell asleep in a lawn chair in your backyard or something.”
“It’s been hours since he was supposed to be in. But you’re right. Let’s leave Leo out of it for now.”
“Does he have any other good friends besides the mayor?”
“The police chief.” Faith chuckled humorlessly. “This job is his best friend, I’m afraid.”
“Why don’t you run home to see what’s going on?”
“Who’s going to cover for me?”
“The three of us can handle things until the engine returns. Won’t take you long. If we get a call, you can catch up.”
She hated the idea, but concern for her dad overrode her worries about work. “It’ll take me fifteen minutes, tops.” Faith hurried out of Joe’s office to her car.
A short time later, Faith was back at the station with no answers. There’d been no sign of her father at home, nothing unusual or out of place. His truck was missing, so he’d obviously gone somewhere of his own will. The question was where?




 



BY EIGHT O’CLOCK THAT evening, Faith and the rest of the guys had just returned from an unexciting trash fire. Her dad still hadn’t shown up at the station, and her concern had ebbed into anger, whether justified or not. Who was the parent here? Who did he think he was to disappear and worry everyone?



And what if he was in serious trouble and here she was being petty?She started helping the guys clean up the truck and refill everything, but distraction pulled at her, made it tough to concentrate on the job. She met Joe’s gaze and he walked over to her. “Heard anything?”
“My phone’s inside.”
“Go check. I’ll take care of this.”
She hurried off to retrieve her messages, and when she heard her brother Paul’s voice, her shoulders sagged in relief.
“Dad’s okay, Faith. Well…yeah. He’s going to be fine. Call me and I’ll fill you in.”
She clicked on her brother’s speed dial number, puzzled by the somewhat ambiguous message and that he’d called instead of their mom.
“Hi, Faith.”
“What’s going on, Paul? Where’s Dad? And Mom? Why couldn’t she call me?”
“Don’t you want to talk to your favorite brother?”
“Of course,” she said impatiently. “Tell me. Is he okay or isn’t he?” The rock was back in her stomach even though apparently her dad was alive.
“He’s fine. Mom found him on the boat.”
“The boat? What the hell was he doing there?”
Paul sighed, and she pictured him taking his glasses off and rubbing his forehead. “He was passed-out drunk.”
It was like a bad soap opera.
“Mom had to rouse him and take him to the E.R. They’re probably about done there. Faith, I’m sorry. You said he was losing it, but I had no idea….”
“Yeah, well, who would guess the model citizen would go off the deep end and turn into a binge drinker?”
“This wasn’t the first time?”
“Not the first time, no. So you’re sure he’s going to be okay?”
“He had some mild alcohol poisoning, but they pumped some fluids through him and he’s mostly coherent now, according to Mom.”
Only thirteen hours after he was supposed to be at work. Faith kicked a spare helmet that had fallen on the floor.
“Mom’s still with him?”
“Last I knew. She said she’d drive him home. Do I need to fly back?”
Faith blew out a frustrated breath, tempted to say yes, but… “No. I’m beginning to realize there’s nothing anyone can do. He’s determined to screw up his life. Who are we to try to stop him?”
“You don’t mean that, Faith.”
“Oh, I do,” she said. “Thanks for calling, Paul. I’ll go see him as soon as I’m off duty.”
“Keep me posted, please.”
“Yep.”
She ended the call and paced back and forth in the hallway for a couple of minutes, fuming and trying not to show it. Jaw locked, she finally headed back out to the garage to help with cleanup.
“We’ve got it taken care of,” Penn told her as she walked up. “You look like you could kill someone.”
“And here I thought I’d calmed down. Thanks for covering my share of work tonight.”
“You owe me one.” He said it with a smile, and Faith nodded, distracted, then made a beeline for the door.




 



IF JOE HAD ANY QUESTION about Faith’s state of mind, it disappeared the second he entered the exercise room. He admired her form as she beat the living hell out of the speed bag, hoping it wasn’t his face she was imagining.



She must have gotten news about the chief.Joe leaned against the wall near her and waited for her to take a break. She hadn’t bothered to change out of her uniform into workout clothes, and sweat was starting to soak through her T-shirt.
After another couple of minutes of pummeling, she stepped back, breathing hard. Her arms had to be ready to fall off.
“Did you hear from your dad?” he asked.
Faith didn’t look at him. She walked over to the hanging bag and threw a couple vicious side kicks at it.
“I heard from my brother. My dad is okay.”
She kicked the bag hard enough to send it flying each time. Joe made a mental note not to piss her off. He waited for her to say more, but she was determined to destroy the bag or die trying.
“That’s all?” he said between her sequence of punches and a flurry of roundhouse kicks. “You going to tell me what’s going on?”
Finally, she turned and looked at him. The hair at her temples was soaked with sweat. She mopped her forehead with the bottom of her shirt, and if he wasn’t so damn honorable—yeah, right—he would’ve enjoyed the view of her bare, flat abdomen.
“Telling you would only serve to drag you farther into the Peligni family drama.”
He fought not to show how frustrating she could be. “I’m asking, Faith.”
“As my captain?”
He pushed himself off the wall and closed the space between them. “No. Not as your captain.” Their eyes met and held, and for a moment, he saw beyond the tough, pissed-off-woman act to the scared daddy’s girl.
When she blinked, tears appeared at the corners of her eyes, evoking an unfamiliar something in Joe.
Faith sat on the bench that ran the length of the wall, her shoulders sagging. Joe settled next to her.
“I don’t want to put you in an uncomfortable position, knowing stuff about my dad that maybe you shouldn’t,” she said after a prolonged silence.
“We can pretend I’m not an officer for a few minutes.” He had no idea what he was doing, but for once he wasn’t going to overthink it. He was compelled to be a sounding board for Faith, if that’s what she needed.
“My dad went on another bender,” she said quietly. “Drank himself into unconsciousness. My mom found him on the boat, still docked in the marina, thank God.”
Joe swore under his breath and fought the urge to touch her. “Do you need to get out of here? Go see him?”
“That sounds strangely like something a captain would say.”
“Probably so. Scratch that. Anything I can do, Faith?”
“There’s nothing any of us can do, apparently. I’ve tried. I am going to have words with him, though.”
“I wouldn’t want to be in his place.”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “Didn’t we establish on the beach the other day that we couldn’t do this kind of thing?”
“What kind of thing?” he asked, knowing full well what she was talking about.
“I’m not supposed to be chatty or casual. You’re not supposed to be nice. We’re not supposed to exchange more than orders and yes sirs.”
“I could do without the sir,” he muttered, standing up and halfheartedly punching the speed bag once. “We did. I tried. Turns out it’s too late.”
“Too late for what?” She eyed him suspiciously. Tiredly.
“Keeping it strictly business. There are lines I can’t cross, but talking to you about something besides safety drills and hose sizes isn’t one of them.”
She continued to stare at him, nodding. “Do me a favor, will you?”
“What’s that?”
“Give me some advance notice if you change your mind again.”
“I’m not going to change my mind again. I like you, Faith. Whether that’s wise or not.”
She stood, her arms crossed. “Just don’t let anyone know it, okay?” She smiled briefly. “I’m heading to the shower.”
She walked off and left him standing there with all kinds of uninvited, unwelcome, erotic as hell images in his mind.
























CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




“GOOD,” her mom said when Faith walked in the door of the Peligni family abode after her shift ended the next morning. “You’re home.”



“So are you.” Faith knew on some level she was being foolishly hopeful with that statement, but was momentarily thrown by her mother’s appearance in the kitchen.“No. I’m leaving for home now,” Nita said pointedly. “He’s threatened to go in to work, but I think he needs a day off. Sober.”
“She’s divorcing me and still trying to run my life,” Faith’s dad said grumpily. He sat at the kitchen table with a steaming mug of coffee in front of him, as if everything was totally normal.
With her mom there, Faith could almost make herself believe it was.
“You won’t die if you miss two days of work in a row,” Nita told him. “Unless you pull a repeat of yesterday. If the alcohol didn’t kill you, I would.”
Just the thought of what her father had put them through had Faith’s blood pressure shooting up again, and the rage she’d suppressed all night threatened to blow.
Her dad looked chagrined. He raised his hands, palms out. “I’m not going in to work and I sure as hell am not drinking anything but this coffee.”
“Okay, then.” Nita glanced around the kitchen—it appeared she had tidied up. “Sweet rolls will be done in a couple of minutes. I’ll let Faith handle you now.”
“I don’t need anyone to handle me.” Her dad’s voice lacked conviction. Overall, he seemed subdued. He glanced at Faith with some trepidation.
“Goodbye, Mom,” Faith said, having bitten her tongue since she’d arrived. She walked to the door to see her mother out.
“Go easy, Faith.”
“I’ll talk to you later,” Faith said.
Once her mom was gone, she walked calmly—deceptively so—to the oven, removed the tray of cinnamon rolls and set them on the stove to cool. She leaned against the counter tensely, facing her father.
“What were you thinking, Dad?”
“I’ve heard it all from your mother, Faith. I don’t need another round.”
“You know what I don’t need?” Her voice grew louder. “I don’t need to spend the day at work wondering what the hell my dad is doing and whether he’s alive. I don’t need to have people asking where you are, or to try to think of a PC way to say who the hell knows.”
“I’m sorry to put you in that position.”
“Don’t put yourself in that position, Dad! When did my father, my idol, the fire chief, turn into an irresponsible drunk?”
He dropped his gaze to the table and his shoulders fell at her words. Even that pissed Faith off, because he’d never been the type to back down from a challenge or an argument and, dammit, she just wanted her dad back.
“I’m not handling anything well lately,” he said.
“No, you’re not. And I get that your life has been ripped out from under you, that you’re hurting. I’m sorry as hell about you and Mom. If there was anything I could do to change it, I would in a heartbeat.”
“I know that, princess—”
“But you need to buck up and handle that Mom is gone. Put your big-boy pants on and deal. Self-destructing is not an option.”
He stood and walked to the sink, staring sadly out the window. Faith felt herself softening some.
“I know you don’t understand,” he said.
“I do understand. It sucks.” She picked at one of the steaming cinnamon rolls, blew on it and popped the bite in her mouth. “Maybe it would do you some good to hit the punching bags at the station for a bit. Work out some of your anger at Mom.”
He didn’t respond immediately, just kept staring outside at the bay. He shook his head slowly. “If I could be angry at her, maybe that would work.”
“If you’re not pissed, I’m mad enough for both of us.”
“No.” Her dad turned to look at her. “You can’t be mad at your mom.”
“Oh yes, I can.”
“It’s not her fault, Faith.”
The urge to shake him was overwhelming. “She quit the marriage, Dad. I can’t believe I have to remind you that she walked out on you. Pretty safe to say it’s her fault.”
“I guess it probably looks that way from the outside.”
“I’m not on the outside. I’m here in this house, living with you, watching you piss your life away. Trying to find something to help you, anything to get my dad back to the person he’s always been.”
He walked over to her, palmed the back of her head to tilt it forward, and kissed her forehead. “That means more to me than you’ll ever know, princess.” He shuffled tiredly to the table and sat in his usual place. Leaning both elbows on the surface, he ran his hands over his face. “But there are things that’ve gone on in our marriage that you haven’t been privy to.”
“I know how much you guys argue about me. My career.”
“That’s not it. Well, that may be a very small piece of it but it’s all part of a much larger issue. My career.”
“Not a secret, either, Dad. You’ve fought about that longer than you’ve fought about me. Mom’s always hated how much time and dedication it takes.”
“Yes. Rightfully so.”
“It’s your career. You support the family. You’re the fire chief, for the love of God.”
“It is my career. And I’ve chosen it repeatedly over my family.”
“Sometimes there is no choice. You do what you have to do. That’d be true with other jobs as well.” Faith strode over to the table and sat down hard in the chair next to him. “Why is that so difficult for her to understand?”
“She understands that. The problem…” He ran a hand through his thick graying hair and sighed. “The problem is that I’ve screwed it up. Pushed it. Too many times. There are instances when I had no choice but to go into work at an inconvenient time. Nights when I couldn’t get around working an extra few hours. But they’re few and far between.”
“Like I said, you’re dedicated.”
“Stop defending me, Faith!” He smacked his palm on the table, his voice booming now. “Your belief in me has always meant the world to me, but this time you’re wrong.”
She swallowed a protest, because something in his eyes, some kind of conviction she hadn’t seen there for weeks, stopped her. Made her sit there quietly and wait for him to say more.
“I could probably count on both hands the times it was justified. Staying late. Running out of here at all hours for work. I nearly missed your brother’s birth. Holidays. Canceled family vacations. Hell, Faith, I was late to your high school graduation. So many of those times, I could’ve told the people at work no, I can’t do it.”
“But that’s what makes you so good at your job. You make sacrifices.”
He nodded sadly. “I’m afraid one of those sacrifices is my marriage, princess.”
“So you’re giving up?”
“You’re the one who told me to move on. Something about big-boy pants.”
“Quit drowning your sorrows in beer, sure, but give up?”
“I gave up weeks ago, Faith.”
“Why would you do that? You love her, don’t you?”
“Of course I love her.” He shoved his chair back and stood again. Walked over to the counter, his back to Faith. “How long ago did you leave the house, go off to college?”
“Eight years.”
He nodded, and when he turned to face her, he was biting down on his lip. “Eight years ago, when it was down to just your mother and me, she warned me. Told me that if I kept running off to work at every opportunity, this would happen.”
“She threatened to leave you? That long ago?” Faith’s voice rose almost to a squeak.
He nodded somberly.
“And you, what, didn’t believe her?”
Her dad shrugged. It struck Faith how beaten down he looked and how that contrasted with his tall frame, his wide shoulders, his usual proud stature.
“I blew it.”
“So you knew she could leave you at any time, and you still kept on working long hours? Going to fires in the middle of the night just because? Allowing the mayor to call a meeting at dinnertime?”
“It’s hard to break some habits, Faith.”
Something snapped inside her. She popped up from the chair and spun around. The weeks of trying to figure out what to do for him, of babying him, giving him tough love—through all of it, she’d been blind. “Cry me a damn river, Dad. You’ve made your bed. She gave you every opportunity and you didn’t even try to keep your marriage together. As far as I’m concerned, you let the family down. Knowingly.”
“Faith, I—”
“I don’t want to hear it.” Beyond exhausted from a near sleepless night and twenty-four hours of worry, she stormed to her bedroom and threw some clean clothes into a large duffel bag. Grabbed the dirty uniform off the floor and stuffed it into a plastic grocery sack. Made a quick stop in her bathroom to get any essentials she could fit into the duffel. Headed through the kitchen toward the back door.
“Where are you going, Faith?” Her dad hadn’t moved from his spot at the counter.
“Away. I’m staying somewhere else for a while. You can go ahead and finish self-destructing. Put your job first. You obviously couldn’t care less about the family or anyone in it.”
Fire blazed in his eyes suddenly and he straightened. Advanced slowly, step by intense step. “I may have made mistakes, but don’t you ever, ever say that this family doesn’t matter to me. My family means more than you can ever know. And you…you’ve always been a daddy’s girl. I love you so much, Faith…it scares the living hell out of me to have you out there fighting fires. If anything happened to you again, it would kill me. Kill me. I have my best captain looking out for you, for God’s sake. So don’t tell me I don’t care about you…or your brothers or your—”
“You have your best captain what?” Faith clutched the strap of the bag on her shoulder so hard her fingernails dug into the palm of her hand. Her insides sank to the bottom of her stomach.
Her dad’s eyes widened briefly, as if he realized he’d said the wrong thing. “The point is that I’d do anything for my family, but I’m only human—”
“You asked Joe to look after me? Are you paying him an extra babysitting fee, too?”
“Calm down, Faith. It’s not that I don’t think you can do the job—”
“That’s interesting, because from here, that’s exactly what it looks like.” Tears burned her eyes. She sounded semihysterical. And maybe she goddamn was.
“You know better than that, princess. You’re good at the job. Damn good. But bad things can happen to anyone in our world. You know that firsthand.”
She shook her head, blinded by her tears. “You were the one person who was behind me all the way, Dad, and now…now you’ve let me down in so many ways I can’t even count them.”
Faith swung the screen door open and walked out of the house she’d grown up in.
























CHAPTER NINETEEN




LUCKY FOR JOE, his address wasn’t in the San Amaro phonebook, which meant it took Faith a while to track it down. The station was nearly empty when she arrived, since the truck and ambulance had both been called out, and that gave her plenty of opportunity to poke around and find where he lived.



By the time she reached the door of his place—a modest, narrow, two-story condo in the center of town—the tempest in her had weakened slightly. His 4Runner was in the carport beneath his unit, reassuring her she was at the right address. She knocked and waited.When he answered, she nearly swallowed her anger.
He wore only a pair of jeans, the button undone, the worn, soft material hugging his thighs. His body was…perfect. Chest and abs sculpted as if a famous artist had chiseled the ideal male specimen. Corded biceps, wide shoulders. She managed to work her gaze upward, and realized by the drowsy look in his eyes and slightly mussed hair that he’d been sleeping.
“Faith? What’s wrong?” He blinked sleepily, still distracting her from the reason she’d come here.
“Can I come in?” she asked, fully aware of how visible his front door was from the street, should anyone they knew drive by.
He opened the door wider and allowed her to enter, then closed it behind her.
“Is your dad okay?”
The mention was all it took to snap her back to her pissed off place. “So he ordered you to look out for me, huh?” She fought to keep her voice from slipping back into hysterical mode.
He closed his eyes and dropped his head. Scratched behind his ear. Studied her. “What happened?”
“He told me he asked you to watch out for me. Is that what everything is all about? The kisses, the being nice to me? You were stuck babysitting me anyway, so you might as well make the most of it?”
“Whoa. Calm down, Faith.” He took her by the elbow and led her toward the big denim-blue couch in the living room.
She shook her arm away and spun to face him. “Are you going to answer me?”
“I thought we’d sit and have a civilized discussion, but I see that’s out of the question. Kissing you has nothing to do with your dad.”
“You must think it’s amusing to have the chief’s little girl in your charge. What better way to butter him up for that promotion.”
Joe started laughing then. Howling so hard he threw his head back. Faith narrowed her eyes and shook with the need to conk him over the head with a heavy object.
“Really?” she said through clenched teeth. “You’re laughing?”
He sobered, his dark eyes intense. Disbelieving? “Think about that for a minute, Faith. Butter up the chief by getting involved with his daughter? If you believe that, you don’t know a thing about men.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” She knew plenty about how stupid and proud and clueless they were.
“Cardinal unspoken rule. You don’t screw the boss’s daughter.”
“Who said anything about screwing?”
“You know what I mean.” Joe stepped closer, his eyes taking on a different mood altogether. “Besides, correct me if I’m wrong, but I’d say we were about two steps from crossing that line in my room the other night.”
She couldn’t correct him. He wasn’t wrong. And the way his dark, smoldering eyes bored into hers right now with such heat…
“I’ve kissed you because I wanted to, Faith. Because there are times I can’t not kiss you. Because something about you, about your stubborn determination, the heart you put into everything you do…those damn kissable lips…” His gaze lowered and Faith involuntarily moistened her lips. “When I kiss you, it’s in spite of your father. In direct opposition to my career aspirations. It’s begging for trouble. Not paving any damn road.”
Her annoyance leaked out like water from a barrel with a hole in the bottom.
“I get it,” she said, lowering her gaze. “That accusation was one of the dumber things I’ve said.”
“I wasn’t going to be so blunt, but yeah.”
“I’m still pissed.” She crossed her arms emphatically. “Just not at you.”
Joe grinned and took her elbow again, leading her to the couch. He pulled her down inches away from him. “You know as well as I do that you don’t need anyone watching over you.”
Faith drew her knees up to her chest, hugged them to her, saying nothing. She felt Joe’s eyes burning into her and avoided meeting his gaze.
“Right? Faith?”
She swallowed hard, unable to choke out an agreement.
He extended his hand and wove their fingers together. “Where’s the kick-ass Faith with Texas-size confidence?”
She drew in a shaky breath. “She got crushed in a building collapse.”
He squeezed her hand gently and shook his head. “She’s still in there somewhere.”
Before she could process what was happening, Joe slid one arm under her leg, the other behind her back, and scooped her onto his lap.
“What the…? What’s that for?”
“To get your attention.” He settled into the corner of the couch with her.
Faith sat stiffly, unsure how to act with Joe being so openly affectionate. His caresses up and down her thigh gradually relaxed her. Convinced her there was nothing to fight here.
“After what happened to you,” he said, “it’s okay to take a while to get back up to speed.”
Surprised, she turned, stretching her legs out across the couch so she could see his face.
“You think?”
“You don’t think?”
She reached down and took off her work shoes, dropping them on the floor as she considered his question. “Maybe a little while, I guess. But you’re not supposed to tell me that.”
“What am I supposed to tell you?”
“Captain stuff. ‘No excuses. Get over it and do the job.’”
“When have I ever given you the impression that’s how I work?”
Of the three captains in the department, Joe was the most compassionate. Probably the most respected and best liked, too. He was one of those rare people who could lead without condescending. Teach without talking down.
But she didn’t need to tell him that and give him a big head.
“You’re the meanest. Strict, unbending. All the guys detest you.”
He chuckled. “I don’t care what all the guys think of me. Only the girls.”
“The jury’s still out. You’re welcome to campaign, though.”
“I’ll definitely keep that in mind.” He lightly grasped her forearm, becoming serious. “What it comes down to, Faith, is that you need to trust yourself. The rest of us already do.”
“My dad doesn’t.”
“Faith.” Joe stared at her until she looked at him. “Is your dad in his right mind now? Does your dad normally go out and drink himself unconscious? Does the real guy miss even a day of work?”
She shook her head reluctantly.
“He’s got serious problems, but I don’t need to tell you that. You know better than anyone.”
“I guess so.”
“Okay, then. Let it go. In his eyes, you’re still his little girl.”
Faith fought a grin. “Which makes it twice as twisted that I’m on your lap.”
“I said in his eyes. There’s nothing little girl about what I’m seeing.” Joe’s voice lowered and went sexy, making Faith’s heart skip a beat.
“It’s the uniform,” she said, grimacing. She hadn’t had a chance to change after finishing her shift this morning.
“It’s more than the uniform.”
He pulled her toward him and kissed her. The warm softness of his lips drew her in. He was thorough, gentle. Too damn gentle. Faith needed more.
She turned to face him fully, her knees falling on either side of his thighs, and deepened the kiss. Her tongue pushed inside his mouth greedily. She craved this man, burned for the sensations she knew he could give her. The escape.
Running her hands up his solid, sculpted chest, she kissed her inhibitions goodbye and let out a low moan of appreciation.
Joe needed no encouragement. He met her urgency, his hands on her butt, pulling her body into his hardness.
He kissed her hungrily, his tongue playing with hers, swirling, exploring…taking what he seemed to need. Giving exactly what she wanted.
He untucked her uniform shirt and slid his hands up her torso. The size of them dwarfed her body. Made her feel sexy. Feminine. On fire. While he took his time working his way upward, she whipped her T-shirt over her head and tossed it to the floor.
He stopped kissing her long enough to lean back and take in her lacy zebra-print bra. “Do you always wear hot little numbers like that under your uniform?”
Faith laughed. “Numbers? I don’t think there’s anything mathematical about it.”
Joe growled, running his thumbs over the tips of her breasts, covered by the thin material. “I don’t know…there’s the possibility for a study of proportions. Symmetry.”
“Nice intellectual touch.” Her breath was uneven, shallow. “As for hot, not always. Sometimes I go with a demure yellow mesh, a simple, light pink heart motif. Depends on my mood.”
“You’re killing me,” he said huskily into her ear. “I don’t think I can work with you again. Not without trying to figure out your ‘mood.’”
“It’s important to know a woman’s mood.”
“Right now I think I’ve got a pretty good handle on it.”
Their lips came together again. He reached behind her and unfastened her “hot little number” with one hand. Faith arched toward him, aching to feel the heat of his skin on hers.
“You’re beautiful,” he said, cupping both her breasts, molding them with his palms.
She rose on her knees so he could draw her into his mouth. His tongue swirled around her nipple, teased it, shot a tight ache deep inside her. Faith ran her fingers through his coarse, dark hair, cradling his head to her.
Without warning, he pushed to the edge of the couch and then to his feet, still holding on to her. Faith threw her arms and legs around him to avoid falling.
“I’ve got you,” he said in a low voice.
“That you do.”
He kissed her the entire way up the stairs, down a short hall, to his bedroom. She slid down him when he stopped in the middle of the room, and he wrapped his arms tightly around her, making her feel safe. Desired.
He walked her slowly backward until her legs hit his bed. As he strode across the room and closed the blinds on the back side of the condo, she slid onto the king-size mattress and crept up till she reached his pillows. The blankets were twisted and she could smell his scent on the sheets.
She watched him hungrily as he crossed back to her. Before joining her, he unzipped his pants and drew his jeans down his legs. Either he peeled two layers at once or he’d been commando, because now he was naked and, oh yeah, the rest of his body was just as impressive as his upper half. And then some.
Joe joined her on the bed and brushed her cheek with his knuckles. He pressed a tender kiss to her lips.
“Do you want this?” he asked, then trailed his lips along her jaw.
She wound her arms around him and ran her hands over his back, shoulders, ass. “I thought we weren’t supposed to do this.” She couldn’t help smiling wickedly.
“Do you want to stop?”
“Does this feel like I want to stop?” she asked as she grasped the hardest part of him.
He moaned and undid her pants. Slid them down her legs and dropped them over the side of the bed. Then he took intense interest in her matching zebra bikini panties, tracing the design before peeling them off as well.
Faith playfully propped herself up on one elbow, breaking all contact and smirking. “What about you? Do you want to stop?”
In an instant, he was on top of her, covering her with his wide, solid body. “Not for a few hours, minimum.”
“If you think you can last that long,” she taunted.
Joe quieted her by kissing her and doing deliciously naughty things with his hands.
Faith surrendered willingly. Enthusiastically. “I love it when you get all prove-a-pointish,” she murmured when he trailed his lips down to the hollow of her neck and lower.
“I may have exaggerated on the time thing. You have this way of making me lose control.”
“Yeah?” She slid her knees up, opening herself to him, and rubbed her body against his. “Maybe it’s your age. They say a man reaches his prime at eighteen—”
Again, he cut off her words by slipping his tongue inside her mouth, making her laugh.
“That was the wrong saying,” she finally said, breathlessly. “What I meant was with age comes expertise.”
He drew his fingers downward from her breasts, inching lower, until he touched the part of her that throbbed for him. “That’s not even the saying.”
“Maybe not.” Her breath caught. “But it feels right on about now.”
When he rolled away from her, she wanted to cry, but he didn’t go far. He opened the nightstand drawer and withdrew a condom. Faith held her hand out and he looked at her questioningly. She took the packet from him, ripped it open impatiently. Tried to slide it on him but her hand was shaking too much.
Joe took the condom from her and sheathed himself quickly. “Experience,” he said. “With age comes experience.”
She laughed and then sucked in her breath as he pressed into her, filling her, stretching her.
He was tender and patient as her body adjusted. “You okay?” he said into her ear, in barely more than a whisper.
Faith melted a little at his concern. “Very okay.” She matched his rhythm, then increased their tempo, thrusting her hips up to meet him.
Their tongues mirrored their bodies with a mating dance. Her need ignited. There was nothing gentle or gradual about it—it was like having a match thrown on a propane tank. An explosion of sensation that burned, consumed her, making her cling to him for all she was worth as she climbed toward release.
Just like his kisses, his lovemaking was somehow tender and yet urgent at the same time. He was an unselfish lover, as concerned about her pleasure as his own. He made her feel more than just what he was doing to her body, made her chest feel light, as if it was filled with helium and he was the only thing keeping her from floating away.
Joe said her name several times as she nearly lost her mind, as her body began to tingle, and then she slipped over the edge to ecstasy. He followed her, then looked down at her with sated, drowsy eyes. He kissed the tip of her nose, her lips, her chin and back to her lips, where his mouth lingered. The urgency was gone from his touch and it was all gentle adoration, making Faith melt a little bit more. He rolled to his side, taking her with him.
She smiled, her breath shaky. “Wow.”
“Yeah,” Joe said into her ear, wrapping his arms tightly around her. “Wow.”




 



SO THAT WAS HOW IT WAS then.



There was something between them. Something special, beyond man parts and woman parts and biology.Joe had been with enough women to know that sex with Faith Peligni was nothing short of incredible. Wow was an understatement.
And that was not good news.
Maybe it’d just been too long for him. He’d quit the meaningless, short-term affairs a few years back, when he got promoted to captain. He was usually too wrapped up in his job or working too much overtime to expend the energy. Maybe he needed to get back to meeting people, taking women out. To give him perspective.
Or maybe he only wanted Faith.
Well, he had her right now, and that was all he could have. He intended to enjoy every second with her in his arms.
Joe stroked her silky hair slowly, over and over, taking in her scent, light, floral…Faith. When her breathing deepened with the rhythm of sleep, he finally closed his eyes, smiling to himself. Though he was more content than he’d been in months—maybe years—and completely sated, he’d been determined to stay awake.
The last thing he needed was to give this beautiful woman another reason to call him “old man.”




 



BROAD FREAKING DAYLIGHT.



Faith had left her car parked in front of Joe’s house for anyone to see…in broad daylight.She opened her eyes instantly at the realization. Checked the clock on the nightstand. Fabulous. She’d been here for over three hours. There was no acceptable way to explain that—except to say she’d been having the most amazing sex of her life, of course.
Joe’s arm was slung protectively—possessively?—over her abdomen, so there was no way she could dart off without him noticing. But she had to get out of here.
Panic clawed at her, made it hard to get any air in as she imagined one of the guys at work commenting on her “career aspirations.” It didn’t matter that the chance of anyone she knew driving by—and knowing this was Joe’s house—was slim to none. Lying there, she was convinced the whole world would be aware of her slipup. As if she’d hired a skywriter to broadcast the news.
She studied Joe to gauge how deeply he was sleeping. Even in her panic, his handsome face had an effect on her. She considered how easy it would be to slide back under his arm and wake him up with her lips all over his body. The images softened her. Weakened her—for a good ten seconds.
Faith wrapped her hand around his arm to see if he reacted. He didn’t. She lifted his arm and slowly worked her way out from under him. It’d be much easier to escape quickly if she didn’t have to explain to him what her rush was about. She shouldn’t have to tell him, anyway. There was no question this was a mistake.
He slumbered on, breathing deeply enough that she could hear him as she gathered her underwear and pants from the floor. She put them on as she walked downstairs to the living room, picking up her T-shirt, bra and shoes there and dressing quickly. At the door, she stopped and straightened her clothes. Looked around for a mirror. The only one she could find was in the hall bathroom. She ran her fingers through her hair in an attempt to not look as if she’d just been thoroughly ravished. It didn’t do much good, but her purse—with her brush and makeup inside—was in the car.
Screw it. She had to get out of here.
Before opening the door, she looked out the side window. Then the peephole. The other window at the front of the house. For what, she didn’t know. She was acting like a sneaky teenager. Without a glance back, she opened the door, squinting against the blinding, late afternoon sunlight, and made her way toward the car, trying for all the world to look as if she’d just had a cup of coffee and a work meeting with her captain instead of…the truth.
An old Buick drove by as she walked down the driveway. Once she was in her car, she spotted an elderly couple strolling along the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street. Probably Joe’s next-door neighbors. The kind he would chat with as he watered his flower bed—if he had one.
She started the engine and, with no idea where she was going or who she could stay with, got the hell off Blue Fin Boulevard.
























CHAPTER TWENTY




“DID YOU MISS ME?” Faith asked flippantly after she shut the door to Joe’s office.



He’d missed her like goddamn crazy. In his arms, in his bed, even just talking to her about things like the best way to coil a hose or how many miles on the treadmill made a good day’s workout.It had been a week since she’d crept out of his house like a criminal, and they hadn’t spoken since, beyond the bare minimum necessary to work together. He’d seen her plenty in that time, but being closed in the office with her created an intimacy that had his blood pulsing with need within seconds. He gritted his teeth against memories of her in his arms and forced his focus back to the items in his hands.
“Tell me this is a misprint,” he said, tossing the program for the next evening’s auction to the edge of his desk nearest her. It was turned to the third page of items up for bid. Items and people.
“What?” She frowned, leaning forward.
“You. Being auctioned off.”
“Oh.” Her tone was suddenly less concerned. More defensive. “Yeah. It’s for a good cause. I believe you’ve heard of the San Amaro Island Burn Foundation?”
“Don’t be like that, Faith.” She knew damn well his mother had been one of the founders.
“Don’t think,” she said, glancing behind at the closed door and lowering her voice, “that just because of…what happened, you can tell me what to do outside of this job.”
“This isn’t the place to discuss what happened, though it would be nice to have that conversation sometime.”
Her bravado faltered. Only for a second. “There’s nothing to discuss, Joe. Nothing changed, right? Still an impossible situation.”
And that was the bitch of it. She was right. The bigger question was why was he hanging on to it? Why was he letting it get to him that she treated him like everyone else? That was the way he wanted it. Needed it.
“Did you really think about volunteering yourself for the auction, Faith? You work so hard to earn people’s respect as a female firefighter and—”
“You think just because someone can bid on a date with me that I won’t be taken seriously.”
“It’s a good possibility. Am I wrong?”
“Yes,” she said. “You know this auction as well as I do. They do it every year. The bachelor-bachelorette bit is only a small part, but it brings in huge money. And what better way to say ‘hey, look, there’s a new game in town. Girls can be firefighters, too.’”
He felt the tic in his jaw as he studied her. He could just imagine all the jackasses who would jump at the chance to take out a woman like Faith. Plenty of them had money and could spend big bucks. She wasn’t a piece of meat, and he hated the idea that the wrong person could win the bid for her time.
She lifted her chin and walked closer to the desk that stood between them, grinning. “You’re jealous, aren’t you?”
Of course, she’d hit on the truth. But hell if he was going to admit it.
“Just don’t want the department to become a meat market. What if one of your coworkers bids on you?”
The way her eyes darted to the side told him she hadn’t considered that possibility.
“Starting bid is a hundred dollars. No one around here can afford that.”
“You’d be surprised what these boys might save their pennies for.”
She straightened. “It’s only a date. I’ll be fine no matter who wins. My biggest worry is whether anyone will bid.”
Joe laughed. “Oh, they will.” As much as he wished he could prevent the whole thing, she wouldn’t lack for bidders. In fact, personal issues aside, it was a genius fundraising move. Ten firefighters up for auction, and what man wouldn’t empty his bank account to get the one woman? The knockout, kick-ass woman with cool blue eyes and a killer body.
“I think you might be biased,” she whispered. “But thanks for the vote of confidence. Come to think of it, maybe if no one else bids, you could save me from eternal humiliation.”
“People will bid, Faith. They’ll pay plenty to go out with you.”
“But…” She perched on the arm of the chair, propping one foot up on the seat, and even though she wore unsexy navy-blue uniform pants, he had no trouble imagining—remembering—what that leg looked like bare. “Suppose no one does. And it’s all quiet in the room. Uncomfortable. You’d throw one out there, wouldn’t you?” She tilted her head just so and had a tantalizing, flirty look in her eyes.
“You know I couldn’t do that.” Thank God he was certain that wouldn’t happen, because it would kill him not to.
“Would you want to?”
Damn, he wanted her again. Still. He walked around the desk and stopped three inches from her. “You know exactly what I want to do,” he said in a quiet, husky voice.
Faith’s gaze dipped to his lips, then her long lashes lifted again and she met his eyes.
“And I know how you do it, too. Very well.”
His pulse was already going double time and other parts of him responded to her now, too.
A knock sounded on the door, and it opened before Joe could react. Faith whirled around guiltily as they both faced the fire chief.
























CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




“WANTED TO GET YOUR opinion of some… Oh. Hey, princess,” Chief Peligni said.



Joe’s heart hammered and he thanked God he hadn’t actually been touching Faith—yet.“I was just leaving,” she said curtly, giving Joe the impression that she and her father were still at odds. “Wait, Faith.”
She stopped at the chief’s plea. Waited for him to go on.
“Are you doing okay?”
“I’m fine, Dad.”
“You can come home anytime, you know.” He glanced at Joe uncomfortably, and Joe wished he was somewhere else. Anywhere else, so he didn’t have to watch the chief grovel.
“I’m staying with Nadia for a while,” Faith said. “But I’m looking for my own place.”
“I’m sorry, Faith. I’m working on things. Making some changes.”
Joe could tell the chief’s words had an effect on Faith. Her posture relaxed slightly and her face softened into something less than anger. “I hope so, Dad. I need to go help Penn with lunch.”
Chief Peligni watched Faith walk out, and Joe did everything in his power not to.
“It sucks to let down the people you care about,” the chief said quietly, almost to himself.
The words made Joe break out into a sweat beneath his uniform. If sleeping with the chief’s daughter wasn’t letting him down…
He strode back behind his desk. Coughed uneasily. “Do you know about the auction thing? With your daughter?”
Tony Peligni, who was still looking out the door after Faith, turned around and sighed. “The bachelorette thing? Yeah. She and I discussed that when she decided to participate.”
“I’m sorry. I had no idea she was considering it. I would have tried to convince her otherwise if I had.”
“It wouldn’t have done any good, Joe. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”
Joe tried to hide a grin, because he had a very good grasp of Faith’s stubbornness.
“Faith will do whatever she damn well pleases,” the chief continued. “Oh, she’ll make nice about it and act like she listens to your arguments, but then if she wants to do something, you might as well stand back and watch her do it. She doesn’t worry much about what anyone else thinks once her mind is made up.”
“I guess I’m surprised she doesn’t see this as a negative thing.” Joe should probably drop it, he knew, so that her father didn’t get suspicious and wonder why he was so concerned about it. But he couldn’t get over the idea of someone else taking Faith on a date. An honest-to-God, pick-her-up-at-the-door date. Something he could never do.
The chief shook his head. “She insists it will bring positive attention to the fact that there’s a woman in the department. Between you and me, I think she’s dreading the date part, but she’s determined to make her point.”
“Nothing you can do?” Joe asked.
“I intend to be there and do everything in my power to make sure no one from the department dares to so much as think about bidding on her.”
“Don’t want her dating one of us, huh?” Joe tried to make it sound like a joke, but he was testing the chief.
“Hell, no. You and I both know this career takes a lot out of a man. I want better for her.”
Joe fought to keep his face expressionless. None of this was news to him. He’d never had a prayer of making a relationship with Faith work.
Hellfire, he didn’t even want to contemplate why he’d just thought the word relationship. He dragged his mind back to the conversation at hand, trying to think like Faith’s captain and not her lover.
“I guess you have to give her credit for believing in something so strongly,” Joe said, wondering to himself if there was a cause he believed in enough to go against the opinions of the people he loved. He couldn’t imagine doing something that would upset his mother. Even before she was sick. Making his mom proud had always been high on his list of motivations, for better or worse.
“Faith’s a special girl,” the chief said, looking hard at Joe, as if he suspected Joe might be too aware of that fact.
“Of course. She’s your daughter, sir. Now, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?”




 







AS THE CLEANUP after the auction went on around him, Joe heard scraps of conversation that claimed the evening was a roaring success.



At the moment, he couldn’t care less.He tried to listen to the conversation he was supposedly part of, with the chief and an older couple who’d bid big bucks and won some artwork by Evan Drake’s wife.
“It’s beautiful stuff,” Chief Peligni was saying. “Your donation will go a long way at the foundation. We’re glad you could join us tonight.”
The four of them shook hands and said good-night. The couple moved one way into the exiting crowd, and Joe and the chief moved the other.
The ballroom at one of the local hotels was fully decked out for the occasion, with marble columns and velvet curtains adding a touch of class. The small stage was decorated with deep red roses and other elegant floral arrangements Joe couldn’t identify. Round tables with ten chairs each made the room a maze.
He was beyond ready to get the hell out of there and peel his dress uniform off. He’d had enough of this night.
“Faith looked beautiful, didn’t she?” the chief said proudly as they slowly made their way toward the nearest door.
Beautiful enough that Joe had spent a good portion of the auction hard as a damn chunk of granite. “She did. She’s a pretty girl.” He hoped like hell that was professional and nonchalant, because the storm that raged in him was anything but.
“My glare at the guys apparently worked. Not one of them was dumb enough to place a bid on her.”
“It climbed out of a firefighter’s budget pretty damn fast,” Joe said through clenched teeth.
The chief smiled. “Sixty-two hundred dollars she made for the foundation. I’m going to have to check out the guy who won. Did you catch his name?”
“Yeah,” Joe said as they cleared the last table. “I know his name and then some. Troy Vargas. He’s my stepbrother.”
The chief stopped and faced Joe. “Is he all right?”
It took everything Joe had to stand there and appear unaffected, as if he wasn’t ready to bash his stepbrother’s face in. “He’s okay.”
“What’s he do?”
“He’s a partner in my stepfather’s law firm in Corpus.”
Chief Peligni looked at him thoughtfully, then nodded once, as if that would do. “There’s Nita,” he said, peering out over the crowd of people. “I’m going to go say hi.”
“Have a good evening, Chief.”
Joe stood to one side of the crowded lobby, searching for Troy. Instead, he spotted Faith, and felt his temperature go up as if a match had been lit under his collar.
She stood about twenty feet away, surrounded by her girlfriends and mother. Her father’s assessment that she looked beautiful tonight was a gross understatement.
Her gown was dark purple and sequined, with thin straps holding it up. It hugged her body, clinging to her slender waist and curving outward with her sexy hips. A side slit revealed her legs when she walked. Her hair was pulled up in a fancy do that made Joe’s fingers itch to release it. She wore makeup, and though he was a big fan of her without it, she looked more gorgeous than he’d ever seen her. Teasing her cleavage was an antique-looking necklace with a large amethyst.
A night with Faith would be worth every penny of the sixty-two hundred bucks Troy had forked over…and more.
In his peripheral vision, Joe noticed the dark head of the man in question, tilting back in laughter. Bastard thought he was pretty slick. It figured that just as Joe was starting to see his stepbrothers as decent guys he might actually hang out with even without his mother, Troy would pull this. And of course, Joe couldn’t say a word. Not here, anyway.
He turned his back on his stepbrother, not wanting to come face-to-face with him.
Matter of fact, Joe wasn’t much in the mood to talk to anyone. He’d chatted with plenty of people before the auction started, and didn’t feel the need to mingle anymore. He headed toward an exit, but felt a hand on his forearm. He knew who the unpainted, short fingernails belonged to without looking at the woman’s face.
“Faith.”
“You’re leaving already?” she asked. Her words and tone were indifferent enough, impersonal, not giving away anything of their recent history. But when he looked into her eyes, she seemed to see deep inside him, as if she could discern more than everyone else. “Are you upset?”
He took his time answering. Made a point of trying to keep every hint of anger out of his voice. “Why would I be upset?”
The knowing look she gave him made him want to punch something. Or take her into his arms and mark her as his, maybe carry her off so Troy couldn’t get his hands on her.
“Gee, I don’t know,” she said sarcastically. “I happen to understand how brothers work, Joe.”
He nodded noncommittally. “Anything else?”
“It’s better than a stranger, right? We know he’s okay.”
The rage started its slow build up once more, like water beginning to boil. “That proves you don’t understand a thing about how brothers work. I’ll see you at the station.”
Joe headed toward the long hallway that would take him to the lot he’d parked in, congratulating himself for not losing his cool in public. He couldn’t make any promises about the next time he saw Troy.
























CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




“ARE YOU GOING TO TELL ME yet where we’re having dinner?” Faith asked Troy, trying not to sound rude or ungrateful. He’d been secretive the entire drive, even when he’d taken the exit to Corpus Christi.



“At my stepmom’s house. We’re celebrating her birthday tonight. It was a couple weeks ago, but she was in the hospital. Now that she’s been home a few days, we thought she’d be up for it.”Unease churned in Faith’s gut as he pulled in front of a large adobe home with a grand-looking entrance. It wasn’t the near estate status of the house that worried her, it was that Joe’s 4Runner was parked in the driveway.
Before she could say anything, Troy was out of the silver BMW and opening her door for her.
“Troy,” she said quietly, stepping onto the curb. “Joe’s here.”
“Uh, yeah. Look, Faith, I’ll take the heat for this. I know you don’t know me from Adam, but trust me, okay? He might blow up when he sees you, but it’ll be all right in the end. I didn’t do this to hurt him.”
She studied him, wondering what the hell she’d gotten herself into. Maybe a creepy stranger winning a date with her would’ve been better, after all.
She saw nothing creepy in Troy’s eyes, though, and nothing that hinted at anything but friendship. What she did see was the blinds in the front window of the house moving, as if someone was looking out. “If you say so,” she said, wanting to get whatever scene was going to ensue over with. Get the night over with, actually.
They walked side by side up the front steps. The door opened before they got to it, and Ryan appeared with a big grin. “You are one crazy bastard,” he said to his brother. “Everyone’s in the kitchen.”
“Nice to see you, too.” Troy brushed by Ryan, leading Faith inside with his hand at the small of her back. “Kitchen’s this way.”
Faith braced herself for their entrance. Just as she’d expected, Joe stood there, leaning against the counter with a bottle of beer in his hand. He was laughing with the woman filling wineglasses next to him. Ryan’s wife, Faith realized, when he came in and put a subtle but territorial arm around her.
When Joe saw Faith, his smile disappeared and he swallowed. “Hello, Faith,” he said evenly.
Hello, awkwardness. “Hi.”
Joe’s jaw ticked as he completely ignored Troy.
“Faith, this is my wife, Shelly,” Ryan said.
The woman turned to smile at Faith and shake her hand.
“Welcome to the Vargas-Mendoza testosterone well,” Shelly said, eyeing Troy and Joe. “It’s nice to meet you. And to have another female here.”
“Good to meet you,” Faith said, trying to ignore the thick tension in the air. “What can I do to help?”
“Have some wine,” Shelly said, holding out glasses for her and for Troy. “The cook has everything under control. The salads are in the refrigerator and the hot stuff is being kept warm in the oven. Why don’t we go out to the sunroom, where Carmen is? Troy, do you want to introduce Faith to your stepmother?”
The fire that flashed in Joe’s eyes made Faith shudder. This was going to be ugly.
“Why don’t you, Shelly?” Troy answered. “I need to talk to Joe first.”
Shelly looked surprised, leading Faith to believe she didn’t have a clue what, exactly, was transpiring in front of her.
“Sure. Come on, Faith. She’ll be thrilled to meet you.”
Faith glanced at Joe, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze. Fantastic. She hadn’t asked for any of this. He must know she wasn’t interested in Troy. Joe’s stepbrother was a nice enough guy but…he was a lawyer, for God’s sake.




 



JOE EYED HIS STEPBROTHER as the women walked out to the sunroom.



“Easy,” Troy said. “There’s smoke coming out of your ears.”“Not too bright,” Ryan interjected, shaking his head. “Like waving a scarf at a bull, man.”
Troy glared at his brother. “What the hell are you doing in here, anyway?”
“Think I’m going to miss this?” Ryan took a swig from his beer bottle and stood back, crossing his arms. “You might need a referee.”
“We don’t need a referee,” Joe said.
“I’m not interested in Faith,” Troy stated.
“Save it. I’m not going into this with you.”
“There is no ‘this’ to go into. I’m not an idiot, and even though we’re not brothers by blood, I wouldn’t home in on your woman.”
Joe glanced toward the French doors to the sunroom. “She’s not my woman. She works for me. Take her out if you want to.”
Ryan hoisted himself up on the counter as if the NBA playoffs were starting up in the kitchen.
Troy laughed. “Yeah. I took her out tonight to the tune of a very nice donation to the Burn Foundation. You don’t seem to be handling it too well.”
Joe pushed himself off the counter and headed toward the formal living room at the front of the house.
“Wrong thing to say, man,” he heard Ryan tell Troy as he walked off.
Joe paced to the front window and looked out at the neighborhood of impressive homes. Though it was an upper income area, there were lots of young families. Obviously not a place too many firefighters called home. A group of grade school kids ran through a sprinkler a few yards down, and two teenage boys were shooting hoops across the street. Joe heard someone enter the room behind him, but didn’t bother to turn around.
“Will you hear me out?” Troy said.
“Say whatever you want to say.”
“I brought Faith here for you.”
Joe scoffed—he couldn’t help it. “Why the hell would you do that? I told you we work together.”
“Yeah, yeah, you’re her senior officer,” Troy said in a singsong voice. “Which translates to you refusing to take her out.”
“It’s not an issue.”
“This is me, here. I don’t give a shit if you’re sleeping with one of your coworkers or underlings or whatever she is to you.”
Joe turned sharply toward him. “Who said I was sleeping with her?”
“I don’t know if you are, and frankly, I don’t care. But that night at the hospital your feelings were obvious.”
“Faith and I can’t be together, Troy.”
His brother laughed, and Joe tightened his fists at his sides.
“I get that,” Troy said. “More than you know.”
Something in his voice made Joe look at him again, more closely, beyond the remnants of the grin. He waited for him to spill the rest, whatever he was so intent on saying.
Troy lowered his voice and turned to make sure Ryan was out of earshot. “I’m seeing Betsy Wellington.”
Joe stared at him blankly.
“Wellington. Of Smith, Vargas and Wellington. The daughter of the firm’s president.”
“Congratulations,” Joe said, still unable to admit anything about Faith. For all he knew, Troy was playing him.
“Not looking for congratulations. All I’m saying is I know it’s a bitch to want someone who’s off-limits. And if you’re going to continue to stand there and act as if you don’t care about Faith Peligni, then suit yourself. I’m not the bad guy you’d like me to be.”
Joe studied him pensively. “So you’re telling me you dropped more than six thousand dollars just for me to have a good time for a night?”
“I dropped six thousand dollars to support Carmen’s pet charity. It just so happened I found a way to try to give you some time with Faith, no questions asked.”
“I didn’t know you were the selfless type,” Joe said after a moment.
“Sometimes I’m not,” Troy said, sticking his hand in the pocket of his dress pants and rattling his keys. “I’ll admit it was fun watching you get your hackles up during the bidding.”
“Asshole.”
“But an asshole you owe a favor to.”
“You really have no interest in her?” Joe asked, finally starting to believe that Troy’s motives were just what he’d said.
“None. Hey, she’s hot. Don’t get me wrong. But I don’t go for the type of woman who could kick my ass if I piss her off.”
Joe nodded, thinking about the women he’d seen Troy with. Always a different one. Always blonde. Always the type who would cry over a broken fingernail. “Yeah, Faith could take you.”
“In your dreams.”
“So what do you think I’m going to do with this ‘favor’? It doesn’t change a damn thing for Faith and me…if I was interested in her. And if she was interested in me.”
Troy shrugged. “That’s your problem. I’ve done my part.” He sat on a couch that looked as if it had never been touched before. “Tell me this. What’s holding you back? Is it against policy in the department?”
“Not officially.”
“Then what the hell?”
“Why do you keep your girlfriend a secret?” Joe asked.
“She works for the firm. Receptionist pool. There’s a rule against it.”
Joe nodded. “Have you seen the fire chief?”
“Big guy? Looks like he could kill someone with his pinkie finger?”
“That’s him. He’s her father.”
Troy swore. “Good guy? Bad?”
“My dad was his mentor. He’s acted as mine since Dad died.”
“Ouch.”
“Like I said, Faith and I can’t be together. If she even wanted to.”
“Seems like she wants to, from where I’m standing. So, what, you’re worried about disappointing the chief?”
Joe chuckled without feeling any real humor. “Worried about getting a promotion. Keeping my job. Chief doesn’t want his little girl with a firefighter.”
“His little girl is a firefighter.”
“He’s made it clear on numerous occasions he would not be supportive.”
“So you choose the job.”
“I’ve known where I was going professionally since I was twelve. Everybody’s known.”
“Things change, dude.”
Joe stood. “Let’s go see Mom.”
“And Faith. You better see plenty of Faith tonight. It cost me a pretty penny to get you two in the same room.”
“You’re not going to let me forget that anytime soon, are you?”
“Not damn likely.”
“Hey,” Joe said, pausing before they opened the door to the sunroom. “Could we not tell my mom anything? I don’t want her to get her hopes up for Faith and me.”
Troy frowned and shook his head. “Your call. You know, you’re too much of a damn people pleaser. I reckon you ought to try worrying about what you want instead of what everyone else wants for you all the time.”
Joe told him where he could go as he opened the door and they joined Ryan, Jorge and the women.




 



TROY WASN’T AS DUMB as Joe had thought.



His stepbrother had made a point of keeping his distance from Faith. Being courteous and polite but not too friendly. Not goddamn touching her.Apparently he liked living.
They’d just sung a painful rendition of “Happy Birthday” and Shelly was cutting the cake—chocolate with white frosting, with purple and yellow pansies on top. No candles. Though his mom was feeling much better, she was still weak and her lungs weren’t back to normal yet. She was such a fighter, though….
Joe’s throat swelled up as he looked at her and recalled how puny she’d been in the ICU. Tonight her cheeks were pink and her spirits high.
“Biggest slice goes to the birthday girl,” Faith said, coaching Shelly.
“Carmen gets this one. Two big sugary flowers.”
Faith took the plate, grabbed a plastic fork and carried it to Joe’s mom. She helped Carmen prop herself up again so she could eat, and then she perched on the arm of the couch, watching Carmen closely in case she needed help.
Joe tried to act nonchalant, sitting on a folding chair on the other side of the room, but he wanted nothing more than to take Faith in his arms and kiss her in gratitude. Gratitude and other stuff, as well.
She’d dressed casually tonight, in dark blue jeans so tight they looked like leggings, a Kelly-green silk tank top and killer silver heels. Her ears, wrist and neck were adorned with trendy silver jewelry that jingled when she moved. He was dying to hold her.
Troy’s phone rang and he excused himself to the kitchen.
“Here’s a piece with extra frosting for you, Joe,” Shelly said. “You need something to sweeten you up. You’re quiet tonight.”
“He’ll try to tell you it’s a deep intellectual quiet, no doubt,” Ryan said, grabbing his own slice of cake and digging into it as if he hadn’t just eaten enough slow-cooked ribs for a football team.
“No need for me to say it.” Joe took a bite of cake, and once again, his eyes went to Faith. He couldn’t keep them off her. He didn’t know how this night was going to end, but he had to get her alone somehow.
She looked up at him then, laughing at something his mom had said, something he’d missed because he was lost in fantasies of Faith. Her gaze met his and the heat in it made his body react.
“Ryan never quite mastered the ‘stay quiet to keep them wondering’ philosophy,” Jorge said. “We never wonder what’s on his mind.”
“We sometimes wonder if anything is on his mind,” Joe said. He ducked when Ryan tossed his fork at him with a howl.
“You men are too loud—your mother needs peace,” Shelly said, scraping some extra frosting off the knife and licking her finger. She carried a slice of cake to Faith and sat on the chair next to the couch with her own piece.
Joe’s mom shook her head. “It’s wonderful to have the noise. This place gets so quiet sometimes. I hope Faith doesn’t run away scared, though.”
Carmen smiled warmly at her, and not for the first time, Joe was relieved he wasn’t the one who’d brought her here. His mom seemed to like Faith, and he didn’t want to disappoint her when things couldn’t work out between them. Better that she never know there was any kind of attraction between them. The whole family held few expectations for Troy to ever settle down, so having him bring in a woman was a whole different ball game.
Troy ambled back in then. He went over to Faith. “I’m afraid I have to take off unexpectedly,” he said, mostly to her. “Got a client who’s in trouble. I’m sorry to bail on you, Faith, but I’m hoping my honorable stepbrother can take you home to the island for me.” He shot Joe a look, and Joe instantly understood. It was a ruse. Troy’s way of stepping aside.
Faith looked alarmed as she glanced from Joe to Troy.
“I’m really sorry,” Troy said. “I’ll owe you one.”
Joe held his tongue to keep from saying the hell he would.
“It’s okay,” Faith said. “As long as Joe doesn’t mind.”
“I don’t mind,” Joe said. At all.
“Thanks, bro. I’d say I owe you a favor, too, but…”
“Get out of here,” Joe muttered, checking his watch.
It was almost ten o’clock. Getting late for his mom. They should be able to say good-night soon without letting on that he couldn’t wait to get Faith alone.
He sat back to wait—impatiently—for the moment they could leave.
























CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




“THIS WAS ONE OF the strangest nights of my life,” Faith said as Joe led her down the front steps of his mom and stepfather’s house after telling them good-night. The others had left a few minutes earlier, and the quiet of the evening took over. There weren’t a lot of Vargases, but they were a loud bunch. They reminded Faith of her own family in a lot of ways.



“Want to make it a little stranger?” Joe took her hand in his.The simple gesture sent a thrill through her. They hadn’t touched all night. Being with him in a casual nonwork setting without letting on they were anything other than coworkers—for several hours… God, she’d longed to touch him. Her fingers had itched with the relentless urge.
They’d never held hands like this before, just walking along, side by side, hanging on to each other as if it was the most natural thing in the world. As if they didn’t have to dance around their attraction. His hand was big, like the rest of him. Rough. Strong. Multitalented, she thought, pursing her lips to repress a private grin.
“What’s stranger than starting the evening with one man and ending it being ditched by him and rescued by his stepbrother?”
“Don’t forget being thrown in with the crazy Mendoza-Vargas family.”
“Trust me, your family’s got nothing on mine when it comes to crazy.”
“Troy orchestrated the whole night so we could be together, you know?”
Faith paused, touched. “Really?”
“It’s why he’s still breathing.”
She laughed and they continued walking. “That’s really sweet of him. Where are we going?”
“Not that sweet.”
Instead of continuing to the foot of the driveway where his SUV was parked, they’d taken a brick path around the side of the house. Wide steps led downward, presumably to the backyard.
“To my secret hideaway.” She could hear his smile. There was no light back here and the moon was buried by clouds, cloaking them in relative darkness under looming trees.
A secret hideaway sounded…promising.
She hadn’t planned to see Joe tonight, but now that they were together, she could think of all kinds of ways she’d like the evening to end. When he took out his keys and unlocked the basement door, though, she felt slightly disappointed.
“Cars?” she asked, taking in the three-bay garage beneath the main house when he flipped on the lights.
“More than just cars,” Joe said, his voice coming alive. “Classics.”
She walked to the closest one. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but this looks particularly unclassical.”
It was a heap of junk, with dents in the back, mismatched paint on the driver’s door, a broken headlight.
“You’re not looking at it right,” Joe said, coming up behind her. She felt his heat all along her body and, swear to God, her knees went weak.
Faith turned to look up at him, so close her head brushed against his chin. His spicy, clean, man smell teased her nose, and she longed to bury her face in his chest. “How should I look at it?”
“As potential.” With his hands at her waist, he guided her past the middle bay of the garage, which was full of workbenches and tools, to the far one. “To look as sexy as this.”
An old-model red car with black stripes on the hood was backed in, the rear end jacked up slightly higher than the front, the paint shiny.
“Nice,” she said, walking toward it and peeking in the driver’s window. “Much more classic looking.”
“Nice. You say that like only a woman could.” Joe laughed. “This represents over two years of my life.”
“Wow.” She started to run her hand along the side, but he caught it in his.
“Your rings could scratch the paint.”
Faith tried not to laugh, because she could tell he was dead serious. “Sorry, boss.”
“You did not just call me that.”
“I meant car boss. Not fire boss. So are you going to tell me what this is, exactly?” Without touching it, she gestured to his pride and joy.
“It’s a 1965 Super Sport Chevelle with a…you don’t care about the engine, do you?” He broke off, with slightly less enthusiasm than he’d started with.
“Care isn’t the right word. Know a thing about…no. But I’m duly impressed, anyway. You did what to this? Started with a heap like that one over there and made it pretty?”
He laughed again. “That sums it up well.”
“Can I open the door?” she asked.
“Sure.”
He reached in front of her for the driver’s door, but an idea had blossomed in Faith’s mind. She opened the door to the back.
Without waiting for his reaction, she slid in on the leather seat. The old-fashioned, wide bench seat. “Nice in here,” she said, running her hand over the smooth leather. “Roomy.”
Joe bent over at the door, hands braced on the roof. “It’s never looked quite as nice as it does now.”
“Yeah?” She leaned back across the seat, resting her elbows behind her, her feet still on the floor by his legs. “How about now?”
“I’ve always liked black leather, but…green silk and denim is fast becoming my favorite.”
“Sometimes it’s even better to touch, rather than just look.”
He ducked his head inside and covered her body with his, one hand on the seat by her head and the other on the floor. “You have a naughty side to you, Faith Peligni.”
“You seem to bring it out of me, Captain Mendoza.” She put her arms around his neck and drew him to her.
He kissed her hard, urgently, revealing to her he’d been as frustrated all night as she had.
“Any chance of someone coming down here?” she asked when they took a breath.
Joe shook his head and nipped at her lips. “They never come down. This is my space.”
“I like your space.” Faith touched her finger to his moist lips, and he caught it with his mouth. The move was erotic, intimate.
“I like you in my space.” He pressed his lower body to hers, showing her just how much he liked it as he kissed the side of her neck, just below her ear.
Faith slid her knees up to bring their bodies closer.
“As much as I’d love to have you with nothing but those do-me shoes on, you have to take them off,” Joe said. “Don’t want to ruin the leather.”
Grinning, Faith slipped the four-inch heels off. “Or scratch the paint.”
He kissed the grin away, intensely, his tongue seeking hers, tangling with it. One hand slid under her top, to her flesh. Trailed down, under the edge of her jeans. “These have to go,” he said, unsnapping them. Working the zipper down.
The heat built in Faith fast, and she needed him to quell the ache. She wriggled beneath him, working her jeans off with her thumbs. His body was in the way, so she switched her efforts to his fly. He lifted, giving her access—to unzip, touch him, run her fingers along the length of him. Joe moaned and backed out of the car enough to take over removing her pants.
“It’d be faster to cut these off,” he said, heat in his eyes.
“Patience. Virtue. Yada.” Faith arched her hips upward and did what she could to help him.
“You turn into cliché girl when you’re naked.”
“You talk too much when I’m naked.”
He dropped her jeans on the floor of the garage and eyed her dark purple thong. Bending over her again, he kissed her inner thigh, then worked his tongue under the thin strip of satiny material.
Joe teased her with his mouth as she ran a hand through his hair and tried to breathe. She thought she would die of wanting when he finally peeled her panties down her legs. The coolness of the leather under her barely registered.
Faith arched upward as he drew maddening circles with his tongue, inching closer to the part of her that ached most for his touch. At long freaking last, he covered her with his mouth, and she nearly shot through the ceiling, so electric was the sensation.
She pulled him upward, shaking with need. “Want you inside.”
They both worked at his jeans and the boxers beneath them. When they were down on his thighs, he gave up and pressed himself between her legs.
“Faith,” he breathed into her ear. “We need to use something.”
Her mind was fuzzy and she struggled to think clearly. “Timing is okay.”
“You’re sure?”
“Very.”
That was all he needed. He entered her, eliciting an unfamiliar sound from deep in her throat.




 



IF ANYONE HAD TOLD JOE he’d end up having sex in the backseat of his prized Chevelle, he would’ve laughed and said, “Like hell.” Everyone he knew gave him continual crap for his meticulousness about this car. He’d never even let anyone sit inside except in the driver’s seat.



He’d gotten over that the second Faith had sprawled so sexily across the black leather.As she clung to him, arched toward him, coaxed him—as if he needed any coaxing—he lost all awareness of where they were. They could be five feet from a raging fire…God knew it was hot enough. He wouldn’t notice or care. All he knew was Faith. The way her dark hair fanned over the seat. Her scent, sweaty and female, with a lingering touch of her floral perfume. The sounds she made—sexy gasps and short breaths and, damn, the things she was saying.
His need for release built, climbed so high he could taste it. He lifted her legs, angling deeper inside her, and she sank her teeth into his shoulder as she came. Joe watched her, and that was all it took for him to shatter into a million pieces.
As he slowly came out of his personal nirvana haze, he did his best to keep his weight from crushing Faith. It was nearly impossible, so he slid his arm beneath her and rolled onto his back on the small seat, holding her to his chest. They both breathed hard. The temperature in the car had to be about a hundred degrees, but he wasn’t ready to bail out yet. Wanted to hold her for a while longer. Maybe a couple of weeks.
Joe brushed her hair back from her face and pulled her head closer to his for a long, quenching, soul-satisfying kiss.
For those few minutes, he was perfectly content, satisfied, at peace with everything in the world. He dared to let himself think how wild he was about this woman—only for a moment. Then he moved toward the door, telling himself it was just the combination of great sex and the backseat of the car he loved. Nothing more.




 



“YOU MAKE IT REALLY HARD to leave, you know that?” Faith said hours later. They were stretched out in his bed, the sheets twisted, but pulled up halfway against the middle-of-the-night chill. They’d made love twice more since driving back from Corpus.



“I’d say I’m sorry, but that would be a lie.” Joe trailed his finger along the curve of her naked hip, up her side to her rib cage. “You could stay.”Her heart skipped a beat. Even though it was nearly four-thirty in the morning and the night was more than halfway over, this was big. Scary.
If she stayed tonight, slept in Joe’s arms, would she ever be satisfied to sleep without him again?
“But,” Joe continued, and she expected him to cancel the offer. “Aren’t you staying with your mom this week?”
“Yes.” Nadia had family in town for a few days, and Faith couldn’t let herself take up her friend’s only guest bed. So she’d sucked up her pride to bunk with her mom temporarily. As temporarily as possible.
“Won’t she wonder where you are?”
“She’s well aware that I’m a big girl.”
“Sure, but staying out all night? She wouldn’t approve, would she?”
Faith laughed. “Of course she wouldn’t approve. Does that mean I’m going to jump up and run home to her?” Faith kissed Joe slowly, tenderly, not trying to start anything. “No. I want to be here.”
He studied her in the near darkness with a quiet intensity, and Faith felt it again—some new level of connection between them. A contented ease that settled in once their frantic physical hunger for each other was sated.
“That’s one of the things I love about you,” he said after a while.
“What is?”
“That you do what you want to do because you want to do it.”
“Why else would I do something?” She touched his strong jaw, rubbed her finger back and forth, lightly, over the rough stubble.
“Troy said something to me earlier. Got me thinking.”
“What’d he say?”
Joe hesitated. Rolled onto his back. “Accused me of living my life the way other people want me to. Not for myself.”
“Okay. Do you?”
He looked at her pensively. “I care what others think, I guess. Maybe more than I should.”
“That’s pretty normal,” Faith said.
“Do you care what your mom thinks?”
“That goes a lot deeper than just having her disapprove of what time I come home at night. She’s disapproved loudly of my career choice for years. Before I ever got out of high school.”
“But you became a firefighter, anyway.”
“Wouldn’t you? If you burned to do something and your mom didn’t think it was a good idea?”
“I don’t know.”
“Come on. Really?” Faith propped herself up on her elbow.
“It’s so far from what I’ve experienced. My family was always so deep into firefighting, there was never any question. My dad hung out at the station from the time he was in single digits. My mom, well, she jumped in with both feet when she met him.”
“That’s so cool. My mom married my dad in spite of his career.”
“So it must’ve taken courage to tell her you were going to follow in his footsteps.”
Faith shrugged. “Not that much. I was more interested in the chance to share it with my dad. So I’m probably not courageous at all.”
Joe gave a low, sexy chuckle. “Trust me. You’ve got courage in spades.”
They lay there in silence for a while, both of them lost in thought.
“If you couldn’t be a firefighter, what would you do?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I love my job.”
“You know it will change a lot when you get that promotion.”
“If I get that promotion.”
“What if you don’t like pushing paper, Joe?”
“I want the job.”
“For yourself? Or is there something to Troy’s comments?”
He didn’t answer.
“What would your mom think if you decided not to go for assistant chief?”
“She’d be disappointed,” he admitted. “But not for herself. Because she knows I’ve been aiming for chief for so many years.”
Faith settled in next to him, her head on his thick chest, his arm around her. “Personally, I think you’d be good at whatever job you do for the department. But there’s something I’ve noticed.”
“What’s that?”
“Whenever you talk about becoming the chief, going for assistant chief…you never use the word dream. Are you going for it because you want it more than anything else, or are you doing it because it’s what’s expected of you? What would make your mom proud? Make your stepbrothers respect you?”
Joe hugged her to him and kissed her forehead. “All of the above.”
She turned to stare into his eyes.
“Really,” he said.
“Okay, then. Just making sure.”
He tightened his hold on her. “I care about you, Faith.”
She swallowed hard. “I know. Me, too.”
“Too much.”
She nodded, smiling sadly. “Me, too.”
“I’ve wanted you since the day your dad brought you into my office—”
“When I was seventeen?” she asked, with feigned shock.
“God, no. What would I want with a crazy hormonal teenage girl?” He laughed. “Since your first day at work.”
“Oh, that.”
“I mean all-out, can’t-get-you-out-of-my-thoughts wanting. Physical.”
“I kind of noticed.” She tried to keep it light.
“But there’s more. I don’t know….”
“Shhh. We can’t go there, Joe.”
He nodded, seeming to understand exactly.
There was more than physical desire on her side, too, but she didn’t want to think about it. Couldn’t let herself. Because with every minute she spent with him, she wanted it—him—more and more. And knowing they were so close to almost having something, but not being able to reach out and take it, hurt a hell of a lot more than having a building collapse on you.
























CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




AS THE ENGINE ROARED UP to the burning warehouse, Faith’s nerves tangled in a tight bunch in her gut.



She should be over this by now. Over the trauma of the building coming down around her. She’d bet the other firefighters who’d been there were past it. Of course, those guys in San Antonio had probably been through ten times as many fires in that time, which gave them more opportunities to cope….Screw that. No excuses.
She was on the verge of being the weak link, and if she didn’t get over this hesitancy now, tonight, she had a lot of thinking to do about her future. You couldn’t fight fires if you let your fear get the best of you.
“Faith, you’re with Nate,” Joe said. He pointed out their way in and told them what size hose to take. As usual, he’d come alive as they neared the site, though there wasn’t any question they had “something” this time. When you were the third company called in, you knew there was a live one.
Faith busied herself in standard preparations. She turned her air cylinder on, put her mask up to her face and took a test breath to ensure it worked. Settled her Nomex hood and helmet in place. Adjusted her air pack at her waist and donned her gloves. Breathed deeply.
Her equipment was ready.
The question was her. Was she ready?
Joe came up beside her and walked with her toward the door. Nate was about ten feet ahead of them, not paying any attention beyond a periodic glance behind him to make sure Faith was coming.
Nate paused at the entrance and checked his pocket for his radio.
Faith felt the blackness, the dread starting to seep in. Her heart pounded and bile rose in her throat. She closed her eyes, fighting it. Willing it back. Telling herself she had to stop panicking.
“Faith,” Joe said, his head close enough to hers that she heard him over the chaos around them.
She met his eyes. They sparked with excitement, but she was more taken with the calm confidence in them.
“You can do this. You’ve done it a hundred times,” he reminded her. He grasped her wrist loosely around the heavy turnout coat, a professional, supportive touch. “I trust you completely.” He nodded once and gave her a long look.
Joe trusted her. He knew she could do her job. He believed in her.
As he’d told her in the past, she needed to trust herself.
He let go of her arm and moved away to talk to another officer.
Faith wasn’t sure if she truly trusted herself yet, but she decided if Joe believed in her, the least she could do was fake it.
To hell with the self-doubt.
“Let’s go,” she told Nate.
She followed him in with no more hesitation, giving herself a split second to savor the small victory before becoming fully engaged in the task at hand.




 



FAITH HAD NO IDEA how long they’d been in the building—all sense of time was nonexistent for her when she was in the middle of fighting a good fire—but she knew they were finally starting to make some progress.



She and Nate had just decided to move in order to get a better angle on the flames. Faith was ensuring the hose wasn’t caught up on anything. She pulled in some extra slack, but the hose stopped before she got as much as they needed. She followed it back to free it, then held on to it as she again made her way toward Nate.He’d just sent the message to the engine to give him water when Faith realized something wasn’t right. Something was going wrong.
In half a heartbeat, she knew. Something was caving in on them. She ducked, doing what she could to protect herself, her mind screaming out in utter terror.
Excruciating seconds later, the deafening noise subsided, and it was back to just the usual roar of fire devouring a building and everything in it.
Faith opened her eyes and did a mental inventory for any pain messages from her body. There were none. Whatever had come down had missed her.
“Thank you, God,” she said as she located her radio. Tears leaked from her eyes as a hysterical relief bubbled up in her. The radio was there. Her limbs were fine. She was okay.
She crawled toward Nate, noticing he hadn’t said anything. Hadn’t checked on her. She’d made it only a few feet when her path was cut off by what looked to be a beam of some kind. As she stood up slowly to check if she could see Nate on the other side, something caught her eye to her left.
Shit! Nate was down.
Faith assessed the situation as quickly as she could, trying to fight off her panic at seeing him. She squeezed her eyes shut tightly against it, but instead of erasing the cold fear, she was taken back three months to when she’d been the “man down.”
She shook herself and opened her eyes again. It appeared the beam or column was on top of Nate’s left leg, possibly pinning him to the floor. She made her way toward his head and bent over him. He didn’t acknowledge her, but at one point he moved his head slightly to the side, letting her know he was alive.
She checked the progress of the fire. It was creeping closer. She grabbed her radio and reported the situation to dispatch.
Without waiting for a response, she bent down again and tried to free Nate. She needed to get him out of there, to Scott and Paige at the ambulance, but his left leg was wedged beneath the beam.
Her brain moved on automatic then, creating a plan to get her colleague to safety. She had to fight the urge to wrestle with the beam by herself. Equally pressing was the advance of the fire.
She picked up the hose, which was lying a foot or so from Nate’s feet, and opened it on the flames, waiting for help to arrive, and battling the urge to yank Nate out of danger.
Before she could make much progress with the fire, Clay and Olin got to work freeing Nate. Joe had sent in Evan to help Faith on the line.
Every so often, she glanced down to her left to check on Nate. It seemed to take them forever, but again, she had no real concept of seconds or minutes in here.
At last they managed to move the fallen beam and carry Nate out. She couldn’t see whether he was conscious. Turning away and saying yet another prayer for him, Faith made her way farther in to knock out the flames in this part of the building, Evan on her heels.




 



“YOU DID EVERYTHING RIGHT last night, Faith,” Joe said as they walked out to the parking lot just after nine the next morning. “And that’s no surprise to anyone but you.”



She squinted against the blazing morning sun and pulled out her discount-store shades from her bag, attempting to act nonchalant. In reality, Joe’s praise had her soaring, along with the realization that she had, indeed, made the right decisions during the fire. She’d overcome the memories and the fear, and hadn’t let herself or her colleagues down. Nate reportedly had a fracture in his leg, but the injury was minor compared to what it could’ve been.“Thanks, Joe.” She glanced behind them to assure herself there was no one within earshot. “For…you know. The personalized rah-rah beforehand. It helped.”
He shook his head. “I’m not taking any credit.” They’d arrived at his SUV, and he turned toward the driver’s side, while Faith kept going. “Go home and celebrate with a twenty-hour nap.”
Bed for twenty hours sounded like just what the doctor ordered, but it wouldn’t be her bed, and she wouldn’t be alone if she had her way. Unfortunately, her way was off-limits—she and Joe had agreed they had to see each other outside work as little as possible.
“A short nap, maybe, and then Assistant Chief Jones’s retirement non-party.” The bar gathering was the department’s way of working around his very vocal opposition to a big formal celebration.
“Might see you there,” Joe said, and Faith tried not to allow herself to daydream about meeting him at the Shell Shack tonight…or leaving with him.
She climbed into her Subaru and sat there without starting the engine. She watched Joe back up and drive out of the parking lot. As he waited at the exit for a car to pass on the street, he looked in his mirror and their eyes met. He shot her a private smile, then drove away. Faith’s heart raced.
She leaned back against the headrest, closed her eyes and soaked in the moment. Overcoming her hesitancy at the fire scene. Conquering her fear by forging ahead in spite of it—without being reckless. And yes, trusting her instincts in the middle of an emergency. Pour on top of those Joe’s professional and personal approval, and she was certain the only thing keeping her from floating away was her seat belt.
She laughed aloud as she started the car and drove out of the parking lot. Instead of going to Nadia’s house, she headed to the public beach parking lot. It was still early enough in the day that the lot was more than half-empty. She stopped the car and got out.
Several clusters of people were scattered along the sand, but most were gathered in front of the hotels.
Faith had changed into workout shorts, a tank and Nike flip-flops before leaving the station. The day was going to be hot; the humidity was already climbing and there wasn’t a single cloud in the cyan sky. The waves reflected the color, looking brighter, more turquoise than usual today. As she walked toward the damp sand, she scanned the shell bits in front of her out of habit. A large piece caught her eye and she picked it up. A white-and-yellow snail shell, almost perfectly intact. She slid it into her pocket and continued toward the jagged foam line where the waves currently ended their journey ashore.
Faith stretched out on her back, knees bent upward, her toes just out of reach of the water. Her clothing would get damp from the sand, but she didn’t care. She lay back and stared up at the breathtakingly clear sky. Smiling.
A weight had been lifted off her shoulders just as surely as Clay and Olin had pried the column off Nate. She’d made it through a critical moment, one of chaos and confusion in the heart of a fire scene, and she hadn’t let anyone down. Hadn’t let herself down.
Somehow in that burning warehouse she’d found what Joe had insisted she was lacking. Trust in herself. She didn’t really know if she’d had it before the beam collapsed, or if she’d faked her way through, but now she was sure—her mojo was back.
Hell, yeah, she could depend on herself in a fire. Her colleagues could depend on her, as well.
She’d always strived to work smart, and in the five years she’d been in San Antonio, she’d honed her instincts as well, so that when chaos broke out during an emergency, the two would hopefully work together—brains and instincts. She wasn’t sure which she had stopped trusting when the roof had fallen on her. It didn’t matter anymore.
All that mattered was that she felt better, mentally, than she had in months. And she was done hesitating before heading into a fire.
Faith noticed the waves had crept up higher when cold water hit her butt and soaked the edge of her shorts. She sat up, but didn’t move out of the way. Instead, she kicked her feet in the shallow water, splashing herself even more. Laughed. Threw her head back and let the brilliant sun beat down on her, warm her. In her peripheral vision, she noticed a little boy to her left, staring at her. She grinned at him and winked.
She didn’t care what people thought. And it went beyond the strangers on the beach.
Most of the guys in the department had started to respect her. Some of them would never get over her gender. Others might eventually come around, but the thing was…it didn’t matter.
She got that now.
She’d been fighting for their approval since her first day on the job, but that would never replace trusting herself.
Her dad had had to work to convince the others on the hiring committee to take her on, sure, but Faith knew she was the best person for the job. Mired in self-doubt, she’d let herself forget it, but that was over.
Maybe she would’ve gotten to this point soon anyway, but there was no question in her mind that Joe had helped her along.
Joe.
He was the perfect man for her. A delicious combination of respected, don’t-mess-with me fire captain and caring, patient teacher. He was looked up to and admired by just about everyone, so very good at what he did, and yet the private side of him had enough chinks to make him human…and endearing. Faith had seen the real man, vulnerabilities and all, and she loved him for who he was.
Loved?
Did she love Joe? Did she want to?
Did wanting to matter?
Because she did love him. She knew it almost instantly. Faith wanted to be with him, to know him even better. To fight his battles with him and have him at her side for hers. He understood her, really got her passion for her career and shared that passion. He was so loving toward his mother and Faith wanted to be loved by him, as well.
She knew he was concerned about what being together could do to his career, but Faith knew her dad. If they went to him and made him understand that what she and Joe shared was real, with long-term potential, he wouldn’t punish Joe professionally. He wanted his daughter to be happy, didn’t he?
Her objections to pursuing a real, in-the-open relationship with Joe were history. She wanted him more than she wanted to stop people from assuming the worst about her. They could think what they wanted. She knew that whatever she accomplished in her job would be due to hard work and dedication. Not because of who she was sleeping with.
She was ready to move forward with Joe and go public. The next step was convincing him his career would be just fine—he could have her and the job of his dreams.
























CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




JOE HADN’T BEEN HOME an hour, hadn’t even gone to bed yet, when the chief called, wanting him to come in to the station to discuss something.



Something.The assistant chief position, he’d bet.
He felt generally upbeat, ready for the news. Knew he’d given it his best. He and Roland Schlager had different strengths, so who would get the job depended on what the committee valued most. He couldn’t change who he was, he thought philosophically as he climbed back into his 4Runner.
If he wasn’t the chosen one, there would be another chance someday. Chief Peligni wouldn’t work forever. Schlager was a few years older than Joe, so if he got the job, there was the possibility of him retiring early. Joe didn’t know anything about the third, outside candidate for assistant chief, but he could easily be closer to retirement, as well.
Joe scoffed at himself and cranked the volume of the Metallica CD in the player.
To hell with all the positive mumbo jumbo. He wanted the goddamn job.
He was forty years old and he’d been waiting for the position to open up for several years. He wanted to make chief before he was a senior citizen. While he was young enough to still care so passionately about the department.
He pulled up to the curb at the back of the station and hopped out, not bothering to lock the door. It looked like everyone was across the street at the training facility; the halls were empty, quiet, as he made his way toward Chief Peligni’s office.
“Thought you just left, Captain,” Flo, one of the admin ladies, called out from her office.
“Figured you missed me.”
“Always do.” She cackled and her chair squeaked as it rolled across the thin carpet.
Chief Peligni’s door was open, so Joe knocked on the jamb and went in.
“Close the door,” the chief said.
Joe searched the older man’s face for a clue about what he wanted to discuss. He seemed a little harried, but that was nothing out of the ordinary. It was impossible to discern anything. Joe sat on the worn vinyl chair facing the chief’s desk.
“Tell me about the fire last night.”
He’d called Joe in to rehash what he’d already written reports about?
“Nate okay?” Joe asked, thinking a turn for the worse would cause closer investigation of how the incident had been handled. But he’d just broken his damn leg. He was already home.
“Last I heard. He’ll be out of the action for several weeks, of course.”
Joe explained what had happened at the fire in as much detail as he knew. Which was the same amount he’d included in writing. He gave the chief no extra insight on Faith or what a personal victory the fire had been for her. To do so would reveal that Joe knew her better than he was supposed to.
“Faith did well, huh?” her father said, his pride showing through in his tone.
“Are you surprised?” Joe asked.
“Not in the least. She’s my girl.” He tapped his pen on the desk. “Saw you and her walking out this morning.”
Something in his voice put Joe on alert—and the Catholic boy in him bowed under the weight of guilt.
“We were discussing her performance.” Performance? Oh God, bad choice of words, considering that he already had to force himself not to fidget.
“She looks up to you,” Chief Peligni said. “Respects you.”
“I respect her. I’ve told you before she’s got the potential to be one of the best here.”
Chief nodded slowly, and Joe’s possible promotion hung in the air between them.
The promotion that would suddenly become impossible if the chief were to hear about his and Faith’s…involvement…from an outside source. Or worse, see them together in a compromising situation.
Joe bounced his leg repeatedly. Stared at the plaques on the wall without seeing them.
“Chief, you and I go way back,” he finally said. “Our families. I’m going to level with you because I respect the hell out of you.” He hoped to God this wasn’t a career-killing move. “I have feelings for your daughter.”
“You do.” It wasn’t a question. The chief’s expression didn’t waver, didn’t show signs of surprise or even anger—at first glance. When Joe looked more closely, though, he noticed the older man’s nostrils were flaring. “She’s an amazing girl.”
“Yes.”
The office suddenly got too hot. Joe forced himself to stop with the nervous knee motion.
Chief Peligni pushed his chair back as he stood. Paced to the windowed wall. Looked out at the employee parking lot, his back to Joe.
Joe tried to figure out what to say. How to handle this. He may have just screwed himself to eternity.
The chief turned around and leaned against the sill, crossing his legs at the ankle. “I called you in here to discuss a different matter.”
There was no way he would drop the subject that easily, Joe thought.
“Wanted to talk to you about the assistant chief position,” Chief Peligni continued.
“Yes, sir.”
“There’s been a…development. As of this morning, the decision has been made to discontinue the position, effective in conjunction with Bill Jones’s retirement.”
Joe blinked, thinking he’d misunderstood.
“The budget has been cut again. It was decided to slice a layer off the top tier.”
Joe’s pulse pounded in his head and his fists tightened against the urge to let loose and damage something. “Why wasn’t this decided before now?” He knew the answer before he finished asking.
“Budget time is right now,” the chief said. “Funds were cut. City revenue is down. Same story everywhere.”
Joe leaned forward, supporting his elbows on his knees. He ran his hands over his face as he tried to absorb what this meant to his career.
“I hate to see it myself, because I know how much work Jones does. Know how much you wanted that position, as well.”
Joe couldn’t speak. Just nodded dumbly.
The chief walked back behind his desk and sat slowly in his chair. “This isn’t for public knowledge yet, but I’ve made a decision regarding my own career.” He tapped his hands on the surface. “I’m retiring at the end of the calendar year.”
Joe’s head shot up. “Retire? You?”
The chief chuckled, but it had a nervous undertone to it. “Me. It’s time.” He leaned forward. “Time for me to rebuild my marriage.”
Joe immediately thought of Faith and how relieved she’d be. Then he pushed her from his mind. The job had to be his main concern.
“Your absence will leave a big hole.”
“About that.” Chief Peligni paused dramatically. “The position will be opened up, of course.”
Joe nodded. It was a no-brainer that he’d be going for it himself. Competition would be fierce, as there would be interest from all over the state and beyond. But fire chief was his lifelong aspiration; he’d give it everything he had.
“Though the hiring committee will select my replacement, they’ve assured me that my recommendation will carry some weight.” Chief Peligni loosely pinched his lower lip between his thumb and forefinger, studying Joe intently. “You know you’ve always had my support. You would even if I hadn’t promised your father I’d look after you.”
Hope lurched in Joe’s chest. Was he understanding the chief correctly? “That’s been appreciated, Chief. More than you can imagine.”
“I wouldn’t hesitate to recommend you for the job, Joe.”
Joe nodded once, grateful and yet…wary. There was more coming, he could tell.
“But you need to make a decision,” Chief Peligni said with authority. “Fire chief or my daughter.”
When Faith appeared in his mind’s eye, Joe shut her out. He was on the verge of making thirty-plus years of dreams come true. Of realizing his biggest goal in life.
There was no guarantee he’d get the position just because the chief was behind him, but that kind of support was beyond golden.
“You know I want the job, Chief.”
“I don’t question that. But you just told me you also want my daughter.”
Joe cringed to hear those words come from Faith’s father. He made it sound so crude.
“You’re dedicated,” the chief said. “Like me. You’d do just about anything for this department. That’s why I’d recommend you.”
“I appreciate that.” He couldn’t help but notice the chief’s use of “I’d” instead of “I’ll.”
“You’re an honorable man, Joe. I want someone like you for my daughter. What I don’t want for her is the fire chief. You might have a vague idea how much this job can require to do it well. But I’m living proof of what it can do to a marriage.”
Joe wasn’t sure what to say, so he said nothing.
“I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking you could do it better. All it takes is some balance.”
“No. I’m thinking all kinds of things, but that isn’t one of them.”
Joe had never considered his ideal job in such black-and-white terms before.
Job or woman. Job or family.
In his view of his future, the details had always been blurry. The job was clear—it was always the fire department. One day the chief. But the rest…there’d been an amorphous idea of a wife and kids floating around in his vision, but they were a consideration for later. Who knew when. And they sure as hell had never had faces.
Until now.
But he couldn’t let a couple of nights of excellent sex sway him. Faith was beautiful and competent. She had her own bright future. They’d never discussed anything beyond the here and now, and that said something about her intentions—or lack of them.
“The job comes first with me,” Joe told the chief. “It always has.”
“I don’t want you hurting my daughter. Is this going to hurt her?”
“You’d have to ask her, sir. But we’re not deeply involved.”
Chief Peligni nodded. “The longer it goes on, the more it will hurt her. Just talk to my wife.”
“I understand.”
“We’re clear then?”
“We’re clear.”
Chief Peligni stood and held his hand out. “No guarantees what will happen, but I’m behind you one hundred percent.”
“Thank you, Chief,” Joe said as he rose and shook hands. “I won’t let you down.”
























CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




IT WAS A BAD IDEA to come here tonight, Joe thought to himself.



As a captain, he’d had to show up, but he should’ve toasted Assistant Chief Jones two hours ago, then cut out early.Instead, he was still sitting here at the table in the corner of the Shell Shack patio, half listening to Ed Rottinghaus rattle on about his ex-wife, and trying not to watch Faith.
Which was next to impossible.
She sat on the concrete wall, her back to the Gulf, her blonde friend next to her and a group of firefighters around them. Some of the married ones—Derek, whose wife was working behind the bar, Evan, Olin—and a couple of single ones that Joe felt compelled to keep an eye on.
As if he had a say in who Faith could interact with. He’d made his decision earlier, surrendered the right to be involved in her life in any way.
Even if she didn’t know it yet.
That was the bitch of it…he’d seen her looking his way numerous times. Caught the heat and longing in her eyes. Had to pretend he hadn’t noticed.
He’d always thought she was hotter than hell in her drab SAIFD uniform after working a fire for ten hours. Tonight, she was nothing short of stunning. Her normally straight hair had a tousled-looking curl to it. She wore a spaghetti-strap black tank with rows and rows of small ruffles and sparkles that should’ve looked ridiculous but were sexy as hell. With black jeans that made her legs look even longer and more slender, black and silver-studded stilettos and lots of silver jewelry, she’d turned just about every head in the place at some point tonight.
And yet she met his eyes across the patio. Again.




 



FAITH HAD STOPPED DRINKING an hour ago.



She’d had only three beers, but with each one, she’d found it harder and harder to stay away from Joe. Though going public no longer worried her, she knew his feelings about it and would respect them until they had a chance to talk. Hopefully, he would see her rationale and agree to come clean with her dad.Hyperaware of everything Joe did, Faith tried hard to pay attention to the conversation around her. Laugh when appropriate. Answer when spoken to. Damn, he was distracting.
It was nearly ten-thirty when Nate showed up, awkwardly making his way toward their group with a large cast and crutches. Everyone greeted him loudly, a little extra enthusiastically.
“Surprised to see you out and about already,” Derek said, pulling up a chair for him.
A waitress came over and asked Nate for his drink order. “Shot of vodka. Make it two.” When she took orders from the rest of the group and left, he said, “Sometimes you’ve got to self-medicate.”
Everyone laughed and a few told him they were glad he was okay.
Nate leaned forward to look around Nadia’s legs at Faith. “You,” he said. “Thanks for not letting me lie there and die last night.”
Faith hid her surprise and smiled nonchalantly, as if he hadn’t been her biggest doubter in the past. “Olin and Clay deserve the credit. They did all the heavy work.”
The waitress handed him his shots and distributed the rest of the drinks. Nate held up one of his glasses as a salute to Faith. “You kept your cool, got them in there and kept all of us from being barbecued. I’d fight a fire with you by my side anytime.”
Faith raised her cup of water and tapped his shot glass, then they drank together.
As she drained her cup, Joe stood up across the way. Her heart inexplicably sped up, as if he might come over and talk to her group, but he didn’t even look at her. He said something to the people at his table, something that looked like goodbye.
She watched him walk away. Watched for a sign, a subtle signal that he was hoping she would follow him, but saw nothing.
She waited fifteen minutes, assured herself Nadia was fine on her own, congratulated Assistant Chief Jones one more time, then followed Joe, anyway.




 



“IT WORKED,” Faith said without preamble when Joe opened his front door. He’d been home just long enough to grab a beer.



“What worked?”“The playing-hard-to-get thing. I followed you home like a puppy.”
“So I see.” Two days ago, that would’ve made him a happy man. Today it was torment.
He looked behind her, checking for a car or someone who might recognize them. The street was empty of both.
He opened the door farther and let her inside. An awkward silence descended on them as his mind flipped through his options. He had to find a way to have the discussion they needed to have without touching her. Being tempted by her.
“Are you busy?” she asked nervously, looking around his living room for who-knew-what.
When she finally turned her gaze to him again, their eyes met. Held. God, he wanted to kiss her. As if reading his mind, she moved into his arms, and though he knew he should fight it, he couldn’t resist one last touch.
They kissed, lightly at first, like a couple who’d been together for years and away from each other for the day. Then he was drawn in, like a hummingbird that had gotten a taste of the nectar and needed more to live.
He throbbed with need for her even though their only contact was their lips, her hands around his neck and his at the sides of her waist.
“Joe,” she whispered between kisses. “Can we talk about something?”
It took him several seconds for the message to get through to his brain, for him to pull back and respond.
“Yeah. We need to talk.” Before he got any more carried away. “Let’s sit down.” He gestured to the couch. When she sat on the end cushion, he took the chair at a right angle to it in an attempt to put space between them.
Both of them leaned forward over their knees. Faith reached out and took his hand in hers. He had to restrain the urge to draw her hand to his mouth and kiss it. He watched her thumb nervously trail back and forth over his fingers.
“I think we should tell my dad about us,” she began.
Hell, that wasn’t what he’d expected at all. He didn’t know what he’d thought she might say, but she’d blind-sided him by bringing up her father. “I thought you didn’t want anyone to know.”
It was a stall, he knew. He was a coward. Finding the words to tell her about his meeting with the chief was proving a challenge.
“I didn’t. But that was before.” She launched into an explanation of how the fire had affected her, that he’d given her the boost she’d needed to figure out how to trust herself again.
“You did that yourself, Faith.”
“A little push never hurts. I was worried about what people thought. Needed to prove myself without people concluding any success I had was because of you.” She smiled and his stomach knotted. This wasn’t the talk they were supposed to be having.
“Faith.”
She stopped short as she was about to say more, as if finally sensing they weren’t on the same wavelength.
“We can’t be together anymore,” he said bluntly. Best to rip the bandage off quickly, for both of them.
To her credit, her expression didn’t change. Showed nothing. She stared at him for several long seconds, then stood. Walked to the TV cabinet on the opposite wall. Picked up the framed photo of him and his mom and studied it. Set it down.
Her silence was killing him.
Joe got up, closed the space between them. He stood behind her.
She spun around and looked up at him. “Am I allowed to ask why?” Now the hint of vulnerability showed in her eyes.
“Chief called me in today, right after I got home from work. This isn’t for public knowledge yet.”
“Okay,” she said slowly.
“They aren’t going to refill the assistant chief position. Budget cuts.”
“What?” She touched his forearm. “Joe, I’m sorry.”
“Have you talked to your dad lately?”
She shook her head. “I’m not ready to yet. I know I need to….”
Damn. Joe hated to break the chief’s news to her, but he didn’t know how else to explain the situation.
“Maybe you should sit down.”
“What’s wrong, Joe? Is he okay?”
He nodded toward the couch.
“I’m not sitting down,” she said. “What’s going on?”
“He’s fine. In fact, I think you’ll consider at least some of it good news. It’s not my place to tell you this, but it’s relevant to us. You and me.” Joe hesitated. “He’s decided to retire this year.”
“My dad? He’s quitting his job?”
“Retiring. To rescue his marriage, is what he said.”
“He and my mom are back together?” Her head tilted in question, eyes searching. “The smarmy man is history?”
“I don’t know the details. You need to talk to him about all that….”
She was thoughtful for a moment, then returned her attention to him. “So they’ll have to hire a chief. And you’re interested.”
“Yes.”
“Okay…and?”
Joe paced back to the chair and sat on the edge of it, so damn worn-out. Faith stood in front of him. “What, Joe?”
“I admitted to your dad that I had feelings for you.”




 



THE WEIGHT OF THAT finally made Faith sit on the couch again. “Feelings for me.” One and one were not adding up to two here.



“You know that, Faith,” Joe said, weaving their fingers together loosely on her knees.“I don’t know anything of the sort. You just told me we can’t see each other. Stupidly, I thought things were going pretty well, and then wham! Is this supposed to make me feel better?”
“Your dad gave me an ultimatum.” He said it as if that explained everything, but Faith didn’t understand.
She pulled her hand away from his and rubbed her temples.
“He’ll recommend me for the position,” Joe said quietly. “But only if I’m not involved with you.”
Faith shot off the couch, the urge to break something, anything, pounding through her. “He made you choose? Really?”
“He’s afraid I’ll hurt you, Faith.” Joe was suddenly standing right behind her and she spun away.
“Ha. Hurt me? Yeah, I can pretty much imagine that in vivid color. Did you tell him you already were?”
Joe’s eyes closed briefly. “I don’t want to hurt you, now or later.”
“Too late.” Her damn voice wavered when she said it. “Why would he do that?” she asked, focusing on the anger at her dad to avoid letting that hurt seep in.
Joe let out a long shaky breath, making her wonder if maybe he wasn’t totally okay with this.
“I’m a lot like your dad, Faith. Professionally, I take that as a compliment.”
She nodded, unable to disagree.
“He’s afraid I’m like him in his personal life, as well.”
“Meaning?”
“Relationshipwise. Says I’m the kind of guy to put the job before a marriage.”
Faith laughed at the absurdity. “We’ve not even come out of the closet about seeing each other and he already has us divorced? Do you know how stupid that is, Joe? How dumb it is to let him dictate what we do?”
“I told you before, I love my job, Faith,” he said simply.
“That’s great. How do you know you’d love being chief as much?”
He studied her. “You think I’m making a mistake, don’t you? Going for these promotions?”
She stared back at those dark eyes that still stirred her. “That’s not for me to say. You have to figure that out yourself, Joe. You have to figure everything out for yourself.” She swallowed hard, trying to will away the emotion that was causing a lump in her throat. “All I can tell you is this. I care about you. A lot. I know we haven’t known each other that long, but I haven’t felt like this in—maybe ever.”
“I care about you, too, Faith. Don’t doubt that.”
“But not enough.”
“I’ve planned this my whole—”
“Your whole life. I know, Joe. And that’s fine, if it’s what you want more than anything else. If you truly want to be fire chief for your own fulfillment, more than you want to have someone to fall asleep with every night, then I’ll wish you the best. If you’re doing it because you’re supposed to, because it’s what your dad wanted, or your mom, or my dad, or anyone else…I’ll be very sad for you.”
His jaw and shoulders stiffened and he looked away. She had her answer. Regardless of what his reasoning was, he was going with the job.
Her chest ached as she took one last long look at him. “I hope you get the job, Joe. I hope it’s worth it.”




 



FAITH SWUNG THE DOOR OPEN so hard it crashed into the wall. If her father hadn’t been awake before, he would be now. Which was her point.



“What in the name of God is your problem?” her dad said. He stood in front of the kitchen sink with a sponge and a bottle of kitchen cleaner, acting as if it was noon instead of midnight and he was used to doing housework. It was a sight so foreign to Faith that she stared for several seconds.Then she snapped out of it and remembered why she was there.
“As if you didn’t know.” She closed the door, again less than gently. “I just talked to Joe.”
“Do you know what time it is, Faith?”
She glanced at the clock on the microwave. “Eleven forty-seven Peligni time. That thing’s been three minutes fast for months.”
“I don’t appreciate you slamming in here at almost midnight like this.”
“I don’t appreciate you butting into my personal life.”
He threw the sponge in the sink and gave her his full attention. “What did Joe tell you?”
“Everything I needed to know. You’re retiring. You and Mom are getting back together. You made him choose between me and the job.”
“Your mom and I are taking it slow. Working on it. I’m cooking her dinner tomorrow.”
That explained the midnight cleaning expedition.
“You don’t know how to cook.”
“I’m grilling. Making salads.”
On some level she was thrilled they were trying, but she wasn’t in the mood to give him a pep talk or congratulations.
“That just leaves the retirement and the ultimatum. If I can make a suggestion, you might try telling your family you’re retiring from your forty-some-year career before you spread the word to others. Assuming that you’re turning over a new leaf and putting family first.”
He met her eyes. Nodded. “I deserved that, I suppose. As for Joe knowing first, it wasn’t my choice. He won’t tell anyone else until I make it public.”
“Would’ve been nice to hear it from you.”
“When have you been around for me to tell, Faith?” His voice climbed in volume. “I screwed up with the drink-a-thon. I understand that you’re still mad. But don’t go throwing around blame at me for not talking to you when you won’t let me talk to you.”
“Two topics down,” she said, grabbing the sponge from the sink and the bottle of cleaner. She sprayed the counter and went after it with everything she had. “That just leaves the running-my-life one.”
“Stop cleaning and let’s discuss this like adults.”
“This place is a pigsty. You need help.”
If she didn’t scrub at the stains on the counter from the past two weeks, she might end up throwing a plate or crushing a glass. Just for kicks.
“I don’t want you to get hurt, Faith.”
“What a coincidence. I already have been. Thanks to you.”
“How involved are you two?” Her dad ran his fingers over his eyes as if this was giving him a headache. Him.
“Involved enough that I’m here at midnight to tell you what I think of you trying to ruin a chance at happiness for me.”
He had the gall to look pained.
“Haven’t I proved that a man dedicated to that job has a tough time handling his home life?”
“Joe isn’t you, Dad. He may be the best captain in the department, as dedicated as you are to the job, but that doesn’t mean he’ll make the same mistakes as you.”
“But he might. And I can’t stand the thought of anyone putting you through what I’ve put your mother through over the years.”
“So you thought you’d rush in and save the day. Save your daughter from potential heartbreak. Or was it that you wanted him fully focused on the job? With no outside distractions?”
“Speaking as the chief, as someone who’s put everything I had into that department for so long, hell yes, I do want him fully focused on the job. But more than that, I want you to find someone who will be devoted to you first, princess.”
The nickname had her gritting her teeth. “I’m twenty-six years old. I can take care of myself. I’ve taken care of you for the past three months. And now you think you’re in the position to take Joe away from me.”
“Faith.” He stepped closer to her, as if he was going to comfort her.
She straightened her spine and backed away.
“I didn’t force Joe to give you up. I merely laid out his options.” Her father’s voice was calm, quiet now. “He’s the one who chose the job.”
Next came the twist of the blade that seemed to be slashing through her heart. Overwhelming physical pain seared through her, had her limply tossing the sponge back into the sink. She leaned on the counter, her face in her hands.
He was right, of course.
Faith had been so angry at her dad that she hadn’t allowed herself to face the truth. That Joe could have said forget the job and chosen her. And he hadn’t.
Didn’t that just say it all?
Slowly, she nodded. Tried to pull herself together long enough to get out of there.
“I’m sorry, Faith.”
“It’s fine,” she said, straightening. “Guess you saved me some time and future heartache.”
When she finally worked up the courage to look him in the face, his pained expression—on her behalf—nearly did her in. He held out his palm, and she pressed her hand to his warm, protective one. She sucked in an uneven breath as her dad pulled her close for a hug. After a few seconds, when she was afraid she’d embarrass herself by bawling like a little girl, she drew away.
“I need to go.” She forced the words out.
The compassion in his eyes belonged to the dad she’d always known and loved. Idolized. “You have a room here, princess. This is your home.”
At those words, she realized nothing sounded better than the comfort of her pink bed, just down the hall from her dad.
Faith nodded. “You’re right. This is where I need to be. Think I’ll shower and go to bed.”
After another heart-wrenching look of sympathy from him, she hurried to the hall bathroom, turned on the water and prayed he wouldn’t hear her cry.
























CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




SPRING TRAINING BEAT the hell out of sitting at home questioning himself. Even if it was the Astros.



“You going to pass the bag of peanuts over here?” Troy said to Ryan, who sat on the aisle, opposite Troy.“Told you to get your own damn nuts.”
As a vendor walked up the aisle, Jorge stood and flagged him down. “Need some more nuts, please.” He handed the guy cash and threw a bag of peanuts at Troy. “The two of you never change.”
“Where are my nuts?” Joe asked, amused.
His stepfather attempted a stern look but ended up cracking a grin as Joe’s stepbrothers chuckled. “If you don’t know by now…”
“Explains a lot about why you don’t have a woman,” Ryan said.
“Damn well better have a woman,” Troy said, taking a swig of his overpriced beer. “How’s Faith?”
A crude word slipped out before Joe could stop it. “I imagine she’s fine.”
Troy, who was slumming in jeans and a polo for the game, groaned. “No. It’s not over already.”
“Afraid so.”
Instead of the smart-ass remark Joe expected, Troy said, “I’m sorry, bro.”
“Seemed like you two had it going on,” Ryan said.
Joe nodded, watching the action on the field as if he’d never seen anything so enthralling. Unfortunately, they were only warming up a different pitcher.
“I owe you an apology,” Joe said to Troy on an exhalation. “I was a prick the night you showed up with her.”
Troy smiled cagily. “I could’ve handled it better. Might’ve wanted to get a rise out of you, at least a little.”
“Thanks for setting it up so we could have some time together.”
“Hope you made good use of the night,” Troy said.
Joe couldn’t allow himself to think about that. “Pitcher’s looking decent.”
“Astros are going to spank your Rangers this year,” Jorge said.
That was all it took to get away from the subject of Faith. Relieved, Joe picked up the verbal sparring and took on all three misguided men.
He was still doing an okay job of not thinking about Faith by the middle of the sixth inning. The beer was helping, and so was the company. He’d decided last-minute to join his stepfamily on this trip, hours before they’d left, just yesterday. He’d paid a fortune for the airline ticket and had to share a hotel room with his stepfather, but he was glad he’d come.
After the scene with Faith, two nights ago, he’d needed to get the hell out of the house. Out of town. And for once, he’d decided to spend time with Jorge, Troy and Ryan because he wanted to. Not because it’d make his mom stop worrying. Not out of some pseudofamilial obligation, but because he was starting to actually like these guys. Overpaid suits that they were.
At the end of the row, Ryan let out a howl as he looked at his cell phone. The next thing Joe knew, his stepbrother was holding out a plastic shot glass.
“What’s that for?” Joe asked.
“Pass it to Troy.”
Joe did as he was told. Troy leaned forward to question his brother wordlessly.
Ryan handed another “glass” to Joe, one to his dad, then took out one for himself. Rustling around in an interior pocket of his windbreaker, he pulled out a silver flask.
“What the hell’s going on?” Troy asked, setting his empty beer mug on the cement.
“We’re celebrating.” He poured a golden liquid into his own cup, then passed the flask to Jorge. It went down the line, with all of them obediently filling up.
“Tequila,” Jorge said, sniffing. “This better be the good stuff. I’m too damn old to drink the cheap garbage.”
“What are we celebrating, dumb-ass?” Troy nodded at the woman in the row in front of them when she turned to glare at him.
In reply, Ryan handed his phone down the line, a black-and-white photograph filling the screen. Jorge looked at it. Shrugged. Joe took it and smiled.
“What the hell?” Troy said, leaning over to see.
“Should we be congratulating you?” Joe asked.
“For what?” Troy took the phone from him.
“I’m going to be a dad,” Ryan said, beaming so much he could light the stadium if the game went too long.
“Ho-ly shit,” Troy said. “What is this?”
“It’s the ultrasound photo,” Joe told him. “With all that higher education you’ve got, you should know that.”
Jorge slapped Ryan on the back. “I’ll be damned. Didn’t think either of you two bozos were going to figure out how to reproduce with a good woman.”
“She is that, isn’t she?” Ryan said, grinning widely.
“She went to the ultrasound without you?” Joe asked.
“I was there. Two days ago. Just took her a while to send me the photo. Had to text her to remind her, so I could show off my future stud.”
“It’s a boy?” Troy asked.
“According to that.” He gestured to his phone. “She’s nineteen weeks along. Supposed to be fairly accurate.”
“Nineteen weeks and you’re just telling us now?” Jorge asked.
“I wanted to tell you right away. Shelly was nervous that something would happen. She wanted to make it halfway through, but she’s worried someone will notice she’s getting fat.”
“Not fat, son,” Jorge said. “Never say fat.”
“Pregnant,” Ryan corrected with false sincerity.
“To another generation of Vargases.” Jorge held up his liquor.
“God help us,” Joe added as they all toasted.
Two more rounds emptied the flask. While Troy became louder, Joe turned oddly introspective. Though he was genuinely enjoying the day, an emptiness was starting to nag at him.
Nothing another beer wouldn’t cure.
He headed up to the concession stand for one and was on his way back down to their row when the batter hit a foul ball in his direction. Not close enough to go for. Joe had left his mitt under his chair, anyway.
He watched a younger guy, probably Faith’s age, grab it and high-five the guy next to him. Without deliberation, Joe headed in their direction.
Five minutes later, after making small talk and a deal, Joe returned to his seat. He tossed the ball to Ryan.
“That’s for your son. From his uncle Joe.”
Ryan looked confused for a moment. “Is this the ball Robertson just hit?”
“I’ll even get it signed for you afterward,” Joe told him.
“How’d you get it? I didn’t see you catch it.”
“Cost me a small fortune. But I figure he’s my first nephew. He deserves it. Even if it is just an Astros ball.”
Ryan looked the ball over and stuck it in the pocket of his jacket. “Thanks, man. You’ll be his favorite uncle.”
“The hell he will,” Troy said. “He’ll look just like me, be an Astros fan and grow up to be a lawyer.”
“What if he wants to go the cool route and be a firefighter?” Joe said.
“Enough of the crazy talk.” Ryan took out a candy bar and ripped it open. “You want another firefighter in the family, you have your own kid. Mine’s going to be one of the next generation of partners at Smith, Vargas and Wellington.”
“Wouldn’t that be something?” Jorge said. “Bet he’ll be a trial lawyer just like his grandpa.”
The three law-heads engaged in a debate of what kind of law the kid would be interested in, but Joe stopped listening.
Another firefighter in the family.
Have your own kid.
Not two days ago, he’d assured himself he didn’t need that. Didn’t need Faith or a future that might include a family. Didn’t need anything but the job.
It hit him now, like a brick to the head. He’d been dead wrong.
An image, uninvited, appeared in his mind—of Faith holding a child. Her child. Dammit, he wanted it to be their child. Not today. Not right away. He wanted to spend a good year in bed with Faith, practicing to make that baby first.
But he wanted to be the father of her children.
And while a boy would be cooler than hell, the picture in his imagination was of a little girl dressed in a pink dress and wearing…a kid-size fire helmet.
The crowd became noisy as someone got a hit. Belatedly, Joe stood like everyone else, but he was only half aware that there was even a game going on.
The job stood in the way…the possibility of the promotion. Fire chief.
His life’s goal.
He liked his current position, he reasoned with himself. No question about that.
Would he really like being the top dog as much? He knew there was a load of bureaucracy to reckon with. Politics. City budgets. Endless paperwork and meetings.
No fires.
But he’d be running the department. Making changes that needed to be made so firefighters could do their jobs more effectively. Save more lives and buildings. He had innovative ideas.
So he would, what, move up in the department and make a difference for a few years and…then what? Retire to a garage full of cars?
Let the Mendoza family line come to an end?
Go to sleep by himself every night? Without Faith.
Joe excused himself and went back up the concrete steps, then wandered off to the right behind the stands, lost in thought. The farther he walked, the fewer people were around, which suited him fine. At the end of the line, he leaned against the wall.
His mom would understand if he didn’t put his name in for chief. She’d been telling him as much for months, but he hadn’t really heard her words until now. She wanted him to be happy, and in the past, he’d thought a promotion was what would do that for him.
Faith would make him happier.
He’d been miserable without her for the past two days. They hadn’t been able to spend a lot of time together before, but knowing he’d put an end to any possibility of being with her, his house had vibrated with the quiet. The loneliness.
But what about his dad? The man who’d done everything in his power to pave the road for Joe, including elicit a promise from Chief Peligni to help him go far in the department. As far as Joe wanted to go.
You have to figure everything out for yourself.
Faith’s words rang out so clearly in his mind she could’ve been standing next to him.
What did he want?
He wanted Faith. And he still wanted the chief’s job.
And regardless of his reduced chances for the promotion when he threw away Chief Peligni’s support, he was prepared to fight for them both.
























CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




SEVEN IN THE MORNING had been the earliest flight Joe could get out of Florida. He’d gone to the airport last night after the game, hoping like hell he could change his ticket and catch the last flight of the day, but it had been full.



He’d thought hard about renting a car and driving all night to get home, but the tequila and beer had made that a dumb idea.As he drove up to the Peligni house, he spotted the chief in the backyard, on the side that overlooked the bay.
“Morning, Chief,” he said as he walked across the small lawn.
The older man was perched on a short stool, pulling weeds out of a bed of bright yellow and red flowers. He stood, looking perplexed.
“Morning, Joe. What brings you here? Thought you were on vacation.”
“I’m back. Wanted to speak to you about something.”
“On a Saturday? Let’s sit. I’m old. Retirement age,” he joked, gesturing to a set of weathered, white lawn furniture near the water.
Joe walked with him and sat on one of the two chairs at angles to the bench.
“What’s bothering you, Joe?”
Joe gazed out at the calm, shallow water. A gull swooped low and grabbed at something on the surface. Halfway across to the mainland, a pair of kayaks glided parallel to the shore.
He waited for the nerves to set in, for some kind of nagging anxiety over what he was about to do, but he was as relaxed as the turquoise bay water.
“It’s about the job opportunity, sir.”
Chief Peligni’s head whipped toward him. “For fire chief? You change your mind?”
He crossed a leg over the opposite knee. “Did a little soul-searching on my trip.”
The chief frowned. “Chief’s what you’ve talked about for years. Since you were four feet tall and hanging out at the station after school.”
Joe chuckled, thinking back to the days when he would’ve given anything just to get inside a fire. Some days, when they knew it was a pretty routine call, the fire crew would let him ride in the truck to the scene. “It’s the coolest job on the planet. I want to be just like my dad.”
“And your chances are good. So why are you here?”
“Because I want Faith in my life, as well.”
“I told you where I stand on that.”
“Yes.” Joe rose and walked to the edge of the embankment. “I chose wrong the other day. I want Faith more than I want the promotion.”
The chief appeared next to him. Nodded expectantly.
“I understand your stance, Chief,” Joe said. “I intend to apply for the position with or without your backing.” He looked straight into the other man’s eyes. “Faith will always be most important, whether I’m a captain or the chief. And without your recommendation, I know I may still be captain for years. But I have to do what will make me happy. I have to try.”
“That’s a lot to take on. Faith and leading the department.”
“I don’t take it lightly. But I figure if I start to screw up with Faith, she’ll set me straight.”
“She’d have some help from me, as well.” The chief’s expression remained impassive.
“I get it,” Joe said. “I hope Faith will give me the chance to show you both I’m up for it.”
“You probably know what a stubborn woman she is.”
“I’m acquainted with that part of her personality, yes.”
“She’s not always willing with second chances.”
Joe had spent the flight home debating with himself on that very point. What if she was so hurt by the decision he’d wrongly made that she wouldn’t give him the time of day?
“She gave me one, though,” the chief admitted.
“A second chance?” Joe asked. “You two made up?”
The chief pointed over his shoulder. “She’s inside. Probably just waking up, if you want to try your luck.”
The moment of truth.
“I don’t want to wake her.”
Chief Peligni stared at him with mock disgust. “You didn’t cut your trip short just to sit here and shoot the shit with me. Get your ass in there.”
Joe started to head inside, and then paused.
“Are you and I cool?”
The chief took his sweet time replying. “I admire your determination. As long as you understand I’ll tear you apart if you hurt my girl, we’re cool.” His features slipped into something just short of a grin and he nodded once, almost imperceptibly. “Good luck, son.”
Joe didn’t miss the handle. The chief had never called him “son” before.




 



FAITH HAD SKIPPED her morning run for the past two days, too drained to motivate herself. But today she was determined to get over it and make up for the days she’d missed.



She’d slept in later than usual and hurriedly dressed to get outside before it was too hot.When she opened her bedroom door to track down her MP3 player, she nearly jumped out of her skin to see Joe heading straight for her.
“Morning, sunshine,” he said, smiling warmly as he looked her over.
She hadn’t brushed her hair yet, hadn’t showered. Thank God she had the compulsive habit of brushing her teeth first thing every morning.
Why was he smiling at her?
“Hi,” she said. “Are you here to see my dad?”
“Already saw him.”
The tiny glimmer of hope that he’d say he was there for her crashed and burned. “Where is he?” She craned her neck to see into the kitchen. Her dad’s chair was empty.
“Outside.”
“So you came inside to…?”
He’d reached the hallway. Stood two feet away from her, leaning against the wall in a very noncaptainlike way. Casual.
“Talk to you. You’re better looking.”
She glanced down at her purple sports bra and black running shorts. Bare feet. The tangled ends of her hair. “I need to take a shower.”
“You’re perfect the way you are.”
That stopped her short and she looked up at him, her heart hammering. Stupid body part. She was not going to forgive him just because he buttered her up with compliments.
“Not perfect enough. Why are you really here, Joe?”
“To grovel.”
She crossed her arms and leaned against the cold wall. He must’ve figured out how awkward work was going to be the next time they shared a shift.
“It’s fine. You don’t have to apologize for your feelings. I can be mature about the whole thing.”
“I was an idiot, Faith,” he said quietly. “I screwed up.”
She stared at him, searching the depths of his eyes for his meaning. “Screwed up what?” She didn’t dare to breathe.
“The biggest decision of my life. I blew it. I was stuck on what other people thought I should do, not what I want more than anything.”
The hope she’d been stifling since she’d seen him in the living room took wings. Still, she needed him to spell it out. “Which is?”
“You. And the job. In that order. Without your dad’s recommendation I don’t know if I have a chance at the second one. And I’m waiting to hear whether I have a chance with the first.”
He took her hand and pulled her to him. “I’m sorry, Faith. I know I hurt you, and that’s something I never want to do again. I was so afraid of letting everybody else down that I didn’t let myself think about letting me down. And you.”
“You’re stubborn,” she said, unable to keep the smile off her face.
“I’ve been told that a time or two. I can also be persistent. So you could put me out of my misery right now and let me kiss you, or—”
“Make you grovel some more? Is that what you called it?”
“That’s what I called it.” He wrapped his hands around her bare waist. “I may be dense and slow, but I want you in my life. If you’ll have me.”
One thing kept her from jumping into his arms. “What happens if you don’t get the job and realize it’s because of me? What if you resent me because you’re stuck at captain?”
“I won’t. You made me reconsider what I want most. I want you. I want to raise our own company of little firefighters. Or doctors. Bartenders. Hell, lawyers, if that’s what they choose. I want to spend my life with you. I love you, Faith.”
He loved her.
She’d been determined not to forgive him, and all it took was five minutes of him saying the right things, like that he loved her. Call her easy. And over-the-moon happy.
Faith wrapped her arms around his neck and held on for all she was worth. “I love you, too, Joe.”
He slid his hands down to the backs of her thighs and pulled her up off the floor. Into him. He kissed her, and his lips were like cool, lifesaving water to a woman who’d been dying of thirst. Their kiss was thorough, unhurried, as if they had the rest of their lives to love each other. Which, suddenly, they did.
Joe pulled back and gazed at her with the most tender, adoring expression in his eyes. He brushed his lips over the tip of her nose. “Do you think we can live together and work together?”
She smiled. “Do you think you can avoid the whole special treatment thing until we’re off the clock?”
“I’ll do my best,” Joe said, “if you’ll stop worrying about what everyone else thinks of you.”
“Already done.”
“Then this might work out,” he said lightly, “as long as…”
Faith pulled her head back to question him. “As long as…what?”
“I seem to have acquired a couple roommates….”
Faith frowned, trying to imagine who Joe would take in and where they would sleep and, most important, how she would ever have enough privacy with this man.
“They’re fuzzy, but they’re small. Shouldn’t take up much room. One’s black, one’s gray…”
Faith threw her head back, laughing. “Cinder?”
“And Smoky. I found places for the rest of the litter, but those two kittens need a home.”
“If it’s your home, I’m in, Mr. Soft Heart.” She pressed her lips to his, thinking she would never get enough of kissing him, loving him.
“You can call me whatever reputation-ruining names you want,” he said between kisses. “But you’re wrong about one thing. It’s no longer my home. It’s ours.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, laughing. “That sounds perfect to me.”
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