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  BURNING LOVE


She always worked alone. He refused to trust anyone with his business. One road trip later and they’d be at each other’s throats… making out. 
If Bea Love did one thing well, it was landing any client no matter how much they put up a fight. She was charming but tough, smart but always willing to do what was best for the client. She won them over every time.
Until she met the most stubborn, overly demanding, and sexiest man of her life. Spending the next few weeks with him would be tough but the worst part–trying not to drool over his arms.
There’s one thing Mica Angrov knew to be true, outsiders weren’t trustworthy. He had a perfectly good business in a small town selling his coffee beans to local businesses. It kept a roof over his family’s head and let him help raise his niece.
When a beautiful woman from the city showed up in his home ready to make him an offer too good to be true, he took one look at her and kicked her out. He realized he made a mistake when a doctor explained his niece needed help. He needed that money from the flashy deal the city woman promised for his niece.
After agreeing to travel hundreds of miles and spend weeks with her to land the deal he wondered if the trip would be one big disaster? Or would he end up giving her multiple orgasms like he kept dreaming about?
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  ONE


Bea 
“What happens in my dad’s office, stays in my dad’s office.” I winked at Ms. Jackson. Her reddening cheeks captured the attention of my gaze.
She licked her bottom lip and sighed. “I know it’s so bad. But sometimes I can’t help myself.”
With the strength of a cat watching a mouse struggle under its paw, I bit back my smirk and nodded. “Go on. I won’t tell if you don’t.”
She leaned forward, and I focused on her hand as she reached for the silky, gold-covered, plump morsel.
With the clink of the carrot charm on her bracelet as it struck the crystal, she plucked the foil-wrapped chocolate from my dad’s candy dish.
Both our eyes darted toward the door. We were still alone. She sighed in relief while I held my breath.
“I have such a sweet tooth. I fully admit,” she popped the round candy into her mouth and bit down with a moan, “I’m a chocoholic and a coffeeholic. Anything with sugar and caffeine. Ha,” Ms. Jackson garbled out while chewing on the sweet treat.
I nodded as if I could relate. It was all part of the plan, and it was going smoothly.
The plan didn’t involve me relating to her about chocolate or sweets of any kind. Chocolate was not my thing. Eating for me was a necessity, not something I did for pleasure. Now coffee I could relate to that, but that wasn’t why I was here.
My twin sister, Olivia, ate for pleasure. Now that she lived on the side of a mountain in Maine and not at home in Washington, DC with our parents, she had been eating lots of bacon and hash browns.
Olivia might need an intervention, but perhaps it was the cool, clear mountain air that turned her food savage?
I was a city girl. My city-developed brain couldn’t comprehend these pan-fried food cravings. I understood chocolate to a degree—it was sweet and creamy. I knew a lot of cityfied people who ate chocolate like it was life-giving oxygen.
But greasy diner food wasn’t something that people who wanted to get ahead in the world ate on a regular basis. My ultimate goal in life was to run my father’s business one day. Like how Olivia craved artery-clogging food, I salivated over thoughts of sitting behind that monstrous, old-fashioned mahogany desk of his like an oil baron from the turn of the twentieth century.
Would I be forced to smoke a cigar? I hoped not.
But that was my plan. Not taking up smoking but proving to my father that I was perfect for the future of his company. That I could land him a much sought-after client before he even entered the room.
Eight years ago, when I turned twenty-one, right after graduating from my university, I interviewed and got an entry-level job at my father’s company. He may not have believed in me, but within five years, I was running the marketing department.
My father was old-fashioned and not in a good way. He was my dad, and despite his outdated thoughts on so many things—including his own daughter—I still loved him.
Did his loving son, Konrad, have to work his way up in the company? No. Konrad was given a cushy management position the day after he graduated.
But was I bitter? Oh, you better believe I was upset. I may be one of the youngest of my dad’s eight children, but I was the smartest, the most hard-working. And if the bond Ms. Jackson and I had formed in the last five minutes was any indication, the most charming.
Perfect for running a multi-billion-dollar business.
“There’s a particular type of coffee I can’t get enough of. They only sell it in a small town in Maine. I’m addicted,” I gushed as I patted her arm, taking advantage of our newly formed friendship over food.
She lifted a perfectly manicured black eyebrow. “Really? I do love coffee. Where in Maine?”
The coffee affection was true. It was the only thing that I sucked on that I loved. Well, the second most adored thing I savored. The first was cock, but I didn’t think Ms. Jackson was a close enough friend to discuss that in my father’s home office, yet.
“I’ll tell you what. When my father comes in, you tell him you’d love to sell your family’s produce to our stores in the Del-Mar-Va region, and I’ll gift you my last bag of the dirty blend.”
Her pale-painted pink lips frowned, which I knew wasn’t a good sign. Despite her unhappy face, it was her fingers that gave her away. They twisted around themselves like a neon sign telling me Ms. Jackson was considering my offer.
I knew my father wanted the Jackson Family Farm produce for his locally grown section of our regional stores. I also knew he was planning to offer her way more for those fruits and vegetables than they were worth.
I had studied the locally grown market, which had been trending up in the past decade, though it was a slow rise. My father counted on a spike. It was part of his revamping of his stores—make them more community friendly.
As much as I loved the community idea for the store, I knew they would take time to produce a hearty enough profit.
“Look,” I glanced back toward the closed dark wooden door and lowered my voice, “I shouldn’t be doing this, and my father won’t be happy, but how about if Love Foods offers you this for your produce.”
I grabbed the blue Post-It note pad and wrote down a low-ball figure—much lower than my dad planned to offer.
Sliding the pad of paper toward her, I watched as her dark brown eyes widened.
It was more than she was expecting.
“Now, this is just a temporary price. Don’t think you would be locked in. I know other companies might be giving more, but we’re a family business, and you have a family business. She bit her lip and kept her gaze on the paper.
Now it was time to play the part needed to land the deal.
I stood, and after a big sigh, I turned toward the door.
“It was wrong of me to do that without my father. Let me go get him, and we can work with—” I was stopped by a hand on my arm and the loud thwack of a powder-blue upholstered chair hitting the floor.
“No. I mean.” She let go of my arm and cleared her throat. “As long as it’s not a binding contract . . . A year you say?”
I nodded while clasping my hand, waiting for the inevitable yes.
“I think a trial period of a year is perfect.”
Right as I was about to shake Ms. Jackson’s hand, the door flew open in the usual startling way my father had with entering a room.
“I do apologize for my delay, Ms. Jackson. I wasn’t feeling my best this morning. I do hope my daughter was helpful in answering your questions.”
He reached over and shook her hand before waving for her to take a seat. She moved toward the chair, picked it up, and relaxed back into it with glazed eyes.
“Very much, yes.” She smiled as if I just gave her the best orgasm in the world. And a part of me believed I had.
My father nodded but slid his eyes toward me in uncertainty. He watched me as he moved behind his desk and sat.
I raised my chin, and with a smug smile, knowing I had satisfied one person today, I walked over to my father’s desk and placed the Post-It in front of him.
“What’s this?” He lifted the blue paper and furrowed his brow.
“The first-year price Ms. Jackson and I agreed on for her family farm to sell their produce to our stores.”
“But it’s so . . . Uh, you did this, Bea?” My father looked up at me with a mix of confusion and something else I had never seen in his eyes before. It was either admiration or constipation. I knew my father enough to accept that it was the latter.
“Oh, yes, she did. Now that is the price we agreed on. And, if I’m not mistaken, there’s a bag of coffee in the deal as well.”
I nodded.
Ms. Jackson stood, and I watched as she wrapped her hand around most of the chocolates in my father’s dish, taking them with her. She found her purse on the floor and shoved the candies inside.
That woman’s addiction was bad.
“Just draw up the paperwork and send it over. I’ll have my lawyer look it over. If it’s good, I’ll sign it and have it back to you by the end of the week.”
My father, still a bit shocked, stood and nodded. I showed her toward the door and asked Jacoby, my father’s assistant, who had a smaller version of my father’s desk just outside the door if he would grab the bag of coffee for Ms. Jackson. I made sure he added it to my coffee-extravaganza basket.
I liked making baskets for people to brighten their day. I made sure I always had one made up and at the ready wherever I went. Surprising, a stranger with a basket of goodies was fun and gave them something to smile about. You just never knew who needed a little bit of cheer.
Once I knew she was taken care of, I made my way back into my father’s office, ready for the praise I had earned.
Not only had I landed the deal my father had been working on for the past month, but I saved him money in the process.
He would be a fool not to make me next in line to take over.
Taking a deep breath and patting my shoulder, I opened the door to my father’s office with a smile.
What I found inside was the opposite of what I had expected.
Not only was my father frowning and yelling into the phone to Konrad about getting his ass over here now, but when his hazel eyes darted up to meet mine, his face grew red.
It was already red from the screaming, but it looked like the inside of a red velvet cake now. All I had to do was slather cream cheese frosting on his bald head, and I was sure Ms. Jackson would ask for a bite.
“Beatrice Christina Lotus Love, get in here and sit down. Now!”
It was my turn to be confused and possibly a little constipated. Why was my father angry? Was he planning to offer her less than what I had written down? I saw the paperwork yesterday. It had a figure that was ten thousand dollars more unless he changed it in the last twelve hours.
I did as my father requested. He may be a blow-hard and a sexist, but he was still my father, and furthermore, my boss.
He slammed the phone down. It was one of those black old-fashioned push-button phones, the kind you see in old television shows.
My father was still very much stuck in the twentieth century.
“What gave you the right to strike a deal with my client?” He leaned over the desk filled with a now-empty crystal dish, one crystal framed photo of my mother in Italy, a legal pad, pencil, and the phone.
“But I work for Love Foods, too. Technically, she was our client.”
He straightened and rubbed his face, which was now pinker than blood-red. “I admit, Bea, for a woman, you’re smart.”
I did my best not to roll my eyes. I told you, sexist. “Thank you,” I mumbled through gritted teeth.
 “But this was my deal to make. I don’t care how good you are at flirting your way into winning a deal.”
“What? That’s not—” I held up my hand, but my father cut me off.
“You got charm, Bea. But it takes much more than that to run a company. Don’t think I don’t understand why you wanted to sit in on this meeting today.”
For once, I was silent. He knew. Maybe that’s why he was “sick” this morning. He could trick me into screwing something up. Well, I showed him by landing the deal.
That’s why he’s angry. He wanted me to fail. My own father hated that I was better at this than Konrad. I was better than him.
I stood and folded my arms. The door opened behind me, but I didn’t bother to look. I knew it was Konrad. My father’s assistant was too smart to interrupt a meeting when my dad was angry.
“That’s it. No matter how good I am. No matter how smart or how many amazing deals I land for this company, you won’t even consider me for taking over.”
All because I was born with a vagina. I wanted to say that part out loud so badly, but I kept my mouth shut. I knew it would only make things worse.
My father sighed, and the tears at the corner of my eyes began to burn.
“Yes, Bea, I’ve told you that many times. Konrad is meant to take over.” He waved a hand toward the person behind me.
My half-brother Konrad. The only male child that showed any interest in the business.
I loved Konrad but hated that he easily got my father’s attention by just walking into the room. I had to plan and practically throw myself in front of a limo to get my father to even say hi to me.
I laughed too loudly but had zero fucks left to give. “Of course. Why would a smart, hard-working, business savvy person ever expect to succeed at this company?” I turned and shoved past my brother, who appeared as uncomfortable as my new Italian leather shoes felt.
Right after I opened the door, but before I stepped out, I turned to let my dad have it. I knew he would punish me for it. While he’d never fire me, he would make sure I hated work for the next month or two.
If I was going to be punished, I might as well earn it.
“I know why. Because the person doesn’t have a big ol’ honking dick—” 
My brother grabbed me and pushed me out, slamming the door behind me.
“Get your gargantuan meat-paws off me, Konrad.” I drug myself back like a teenager in the throes of a meltdown.
“Bea, let’s go to the library to talk.”
I shrugged my shoulder. “Why? So you can yell at me, too? Gloat how one day when Dad retires, it’ll be your company and I better not pull that crap with you.” I embraced the teenage tantrum and waved my hands around while mimicking Konrad’s voice.
He folded his super-thick arms and gazed down at me from his skyscraper height. I had a theory that his mom took special hormones while pregnant to turn her three boys into oversized ape-men. They all were unusually tall, had thick hair, and muscles that belonged on stallions.
“No. I have a side project.” He stepped closer and lowered his voice so Jacoby couldn’t hear. “My friend is setting up an exclusive resort, completely high-end. I’m just investing because I’m too busy here to do more.”
I rolled my eyes.
“But,” he pulled me toward the hallway outside my dad’s office area, “they need help finding clients to invest their products into the resort. They are looking for anything from exclusive services to specially made towels and robes. I knew you’d be perfect to help them.”
My ear perked up because it sounded interesting, but was my brother only doing this to get me out of the way from taking over? He knew I was better than he was. Maybe that was his plan. With me gone, he’d look good.
“What’s in it for you? Praise that you found someone to help with your project?”
His jaw tightened, and at that moment, he reminded me of Dad. I braced for the argument my father gave me when he donned that expression.
“Bea, you know Father won’t change. You could become President of the United States, and he’d still think you weren’t up to the task of running his company. As old-fashioned as he is . . .”
I mumbled sexist under my breath, which caused Konrad’s face to crack with a slight smile.
“Yes, as sexist as he is, he’s still our dad, and it’s his company. There’s nothing you or I can do about that. I am a part of this side project where I have a say. And I promise you all that are involved aren’t sexists. But putting a resort together for billionaires isn’t as easy as it seems.”
My ears really perked up for that part. “Billionaires?”
Konrad belted out a hearty chuckle. “Your favorite word, I know.”
I admit it. My tastes fell heavily toward the moneyed crowd. While my sister played with farm animals in Maine, I liked to play with yachts on the Chesapeake.
My mind immediately started to churn with ideas. And as hints of the coffee that Ms. Jackson left the office with lingered in the air, an idea formed that caused most of the anger from dealing with my father to melt away.
“Okay, Konrad, you got a deal.” I shook his hand, and we both refused to be the one to let go first, an immature game that we both played since we were kids.
He broke first, and as I smirked in triumph, I said, “I just need to make a quick trip to visit Olivia, and then I should have your first deal made.”
Konrad was confused. Good. The less he knew, the better. I liked sneak attacks with my deals. The more surprised, the more delighted people were with the outcome. And the less likely anyone could steal your ideas.
I clapped my hands and rubbed them together. “It’s time to order some flannel so I can blend amongst the mountain folk.”






  
  TWO


Mica 
“The refrigerator door fell off.” My sister stood over me; her blue eyes narrowed as she folded her arms. “Again.”
My gaze darted up from the colander, where I had been shaking the remainder of the freshly roasted coffee beans onto my uniquely designed cooling plate. Clapping my hands together, I wiped off the chaff as I stood.
Her long, light auburn hair, tied back in a loose braid, appeared more frazzled than usual. My heart did a double-check—messy hair wasn’t a good sign.
There were two things I knew for certain about my sister. The first, she was the sweetest, most open-hearted person I knew. This was where we differed. I wasn’t mean, just grumpy, something she never failed to point out to me. As for my heart, it was sealed shut many years ago.
The second thing about Chloe was that she spent time on her hair. Even if she was taking the day to look after our two-year-old niece, she made sure each lock was perfectly quaffed in case she needed to run into town.
I suspected Shelby, our niece, was being extra-Shelby today.
“Let me find my tools. Top or bottom?”
This wasn’t the first time the door fell off our refrigerator, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.
“Bottom, thank goodness, or it would have killed our niece.”
I stopped my sluggish steps toward the side of the barn with a chill that rippled down my back, and it wasn’t from the cool weather creeping in the simple timber walls.
The barn no longer held animals or farm equipment. I had turned it into a place I could roast coffee about five years ago. Our family business, Fire Lake Coffee, was my passion and my sister’s attempt at business. I say attempt because she would love to do more if not for my refusal to expand beyond the bounds of our town.
Turning with dread in my voice, I asked, “Is she hurt?”
“No. I was right there. I grabbed the door before it could land on her. All she did was try to open it.”
My heart, which just seconds ago felt as if it was going to fall on the floor too, eased.
“Okay, you scared me there, Chloe.” I held my chest for a moment before reaching for my red metal toolkit. Lifting it off the table, the side of the handle broke. It swayed in my hand on one hinge. I mumbled under my breath before placing the box back down.
“Looks like everything is falling apart,” my sister inconveniently, though correctly, observed.
“Nothing a little duct tape won’t fix.”
She groaned, and I ignored her lack of appreciation for the miracle that was duct tape. After a few moments, the toolbox was as good as new. I held it up with a smile to show off my handy work to Chloe, pride curling my lips.
What was the opposite of pride? Shame. That best described the look she threw at me just before she rolled her eyes. My sister was not a connoisseur of quality craftsmanship.
“Make sure you bring the miracle duct tape for the fridge.”
I couldn’t help but notice Chloe was more sarcastic than usual. She was always trying to find the silver lining while I was the sour puss. It was weird that the roles were reversed, and she was the testy one.
The door falling and almost hitting Shelby had to have unnerved her.
“I promise. I’ll fix the door. And tomorrow, I’ll head over to Hooksville and get some solder at the hardware store over there—”
She put her hands on her hips and glared. “Seriously? There’s a perfectly good hardware store in this town.” 
The tightening in my shoulders was automatic whenever she brought up the hardware store.
“I don’t go to that one anymore.”
My gaze slid from my sister to the wood floor as I moved to place the toolbox on the olive-green metal folding chair near the wall. I should have turned around to face Chloe, but I wasn’t ready. Facing her would force me to see the creases around her youthful eyes, which appeared much too early, and the dull gleam that no longer shone brightly in her azure eyes.
Those things were harsh reminders of the youthful mistakes I had made. 
“It’s not the hardware store’s fault. That’s ridiculous. Ellie wasn’t—”
“Maybe I like being ridiculous,” I said a little too loudly.
Chloe snorted, and like magic, my sister made the bad memories dissolve.
“It’s about time you own up to it. I always told Mom and Dad they gave birth to a clown.”
I grabbed the toolbox and finally turned toward my sister. She wasn’t smiling, and I didn’t blame her. As hard as I tried, I would never be as good a replacement for our parents.
I had taken care of my sisters since I was twenty-one. My parents died in a plane crash ten years ago. It was winter, in Maine, and that plane should have never been in the air.
Chloe was eighteen at the time, and Ellie was fourteen. It hit her the hardest.
“I’m afraid, Mica.”
The fridge door was too much. It was time for me to go around the house and make a list of everything that needed to be fixed. That’s what Dad would have done.
Starting with the kitchen. That sort of thing shouldn’t happen again.
“I’m sorry. I thought the refrigerator door felt wobbly. I should have checked it before—”
“Not that. It’s about Shelby.”
Instinctively, I reached for my sister and pulled her in for a hug. It’s what us Angrovs did when we hurt—we protected each other and did our best to help.
We didn’t need the world if we had each other.
“But you said she wasn’t hurt.”
“Not by the door. No. It’s that she can’t walk and can barely crawl. That’s not normal. I’m going to talk to the doctor tomorrow at her two-year checkup.”
I straightened and shook my head. “Shelby’s just late at walking. She probably needs more exercise. Instead of taking her in the stroller outside, we should let her crawl—”
“Mica, you’re not listening. I looked it up, and she should be walking. You’ve seen her. She can barely crawl across the room without tiring out. Shelby needs help.”
“No.” I started to head toward the barn door. “She’s fine. Every child is different. The doctor will only want to bill us for tests she doesn’t even need.”
“You are as stubborn as a goat going down Main Street.”
My feet moved swiftly, and I was out the door, heading toward the back of the house before my sister could continue to berate me.
“What does that make me? A clown-goat?”
“Yes. Yes, it does!” I heard her footsteps behind me as she tried to keep up.
“Why can’t you admit that Shelby might need some help?”
I wasn’t listening to this. I ignored the early spring chill and kept marching.
“Shelby isn’t Ellie.”
Stopping, I opened the screen door to the kitchen with the screen hanging partially off. Another thing to add to my fix-it list.
“No, she isn’t, and I’m going to keep it that way.” As I reached for the doorknob, it came off in my hand.
I grumbled again, but this time louder and laced with more profanities.
“This house is falling apart, Mica. We need money to fix it, and if Shelby does need help, we’ll need money for that, too. Is that why you’re living in this clown-goat denial? The lack of money from our coffee business. Maybe if we expand beyond the town, we’d make more money—”
After shoving open the door with my shoulder, I turned back to Chloe. With one hand gripping the duct-taped toolbox handle and the other pointing the doorknob at Chloe, I let it all out.
“Why? So the world can destroy us like it did Ellie or our parents? Get another quack doctor so he can hurt our niece like he hurt her mother? Or maybe I should go back to The Lodge where they can rip us off and try to take us to court, knowing full well we couldn’t afford a lengthy legal battle, just so they could get the coffee from us without paying.”
My sister was silent for a moment before she reached forward. She gingerly removed the toolbox from my hand and pushed the door open. Moving past me, she placed it on the small, square, wobbly wooden table in the center of our kitchen. Then she deflated into the only chair that didn’t have extra screws holding the legs together.
“I really didn’t see this as my life ten years ago . . . before Mom and Dad died. Did you?”
Turning back toward the door, I closed it as best I could without a doorknob. I came over and sat next to my sister, placing the doorknob on the table. I twirled the bulky brass and watched as it wobbled around. “No. Not at all.”
 “Yeah, you wanted to save some money up working at The Lodge so you could go to school for hospitality,” she said as I stared at her.
We broke out into laughter and my sister snorted. “Oh, God, I can just picture you grumbling at hotel guests, telling them to carry their own damn bag.” Her head flew back as her laughter grew louder.
“What about you? Didn’t you dream of being a baker?”
Her laughter came to a halt. Lifting her head, she furrowed her brow. “How is that funny?”
That didn’t come out right. I needed to fix this. We were having a great moment, and, as usual, I screwed it up. “You know I love your baking—”
Her eyes narrowed, and she folded her arms. “But?” 
Shaking my head, I held up my hands. “No, no but. I love your baking, especially your cinnamon rolls.”
“Then why was it so funny that I wanted to become a baker?”
“Because . . .” I scanned the small, square kitchen with chipped yellow wooden cabinets and blue linoleum counters to find something that would explain everything and not cause my sister to hate me.
Thankfully, I didn’t need to explain because right at that moment, a miracle of all miracles happened. The refrigerator door fell off and smacked the wooden kitchen table, causing it to splinter in two, sending the doorknob flying across the room through the glass window of the kitchen door. Once through the kitchen door, it tore the remainder of the screen off before landing somewhere out back.
My sister and I sat in our seats, luckily, untouched by the chaos. We turned our heads to stare at each other before we burst into laughter once again.
It was at least a few minutes before our laughter subsided. Once it did, we sat in silence. Our lives had changed dramatically in the last decade and not in a good way. I was tired. I knew my sister was lonely. It was time for me to take a risk. To do something to help our little family.
“Camping this weekend until Tuesday will be a breeze compared to this.” She waved her hand around the room.
Right. I almost forgot my sister was going camping with her friends. She needed the break, and it’s about time I did more for this family than make coffee.
“I’ll take Shelby to the doctor tomorrow.”
My sister’s eyes widened. She gently placed her warm hand on my shoulder. “It’s only her two-year checkup.”
I could almost hear the breath Chloe held.
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