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Sweet Meant To Be

 

 

Starting over–again

Dani considers herself lucky to get an assistant's job that pays so well even if it is in the back of beyond and temporary.  The timing is perfect.  She'll do the work, save every dime, and be well on her way for the next step when the job ends.  Fending for herself is her new mantra, and no involvement is her new motto.

 

No women allowed

Connor can't believe his partner hired a woman for an all male construction crew site–what was he thinking?  He'll soon send her packing.  Or so he thinks until she proves invaluable.  Still his policy is no women allowed and that means pretty petite one who tug at his heart strings.  

 

Another road he refuses to travel.

Tragedy struck once. Conner won't open himself up to another possibility of unimaginable heartache.  As for Dani, she knows better than to trust anyone.  Is a two-month temporary job long enough to change their minds?


Chapter One

 

 

“I know he said the place was located in a pristine wilderness, but this is ridiculous!” Dani Winthrop mumbled aloud as her car continued to barrel and bounce along the gravel road. She hadn’t seen another vehicle heading in either direction since she’d left the small town of Carson Creek, Colorado, forty minutes ago.

“If they don’t do some serious improvement to this road, they’ll never have repeat guests,” she grumbled.  “First time guests might turn around halfway. Especially in winter.”  Which is exactly what she was tempted to do.

The car bumped and skidded, gravel spewing. She fought the wheel to keep the car straight.

 The road had obviously been graded at some point–obviously with a load of gravel. But it was already showing ruts from heavy traffic. She didn’t even want to speculate what it would be like in rain or a snowstorm. Thank heaven for good weather.

She gripped the steering wheel tighter, easing up on the accelerator. 

“Hang on, babykins, it can’t be that much farther. He said thirty miles from town, and we’ve gone at least that.”  She wished she'd checked the odometer when she turned off the highway. It seemed as if she'd been traveling all day.

Six months pregnant, Dani constantly talked to her baby. She’d read somewhere that children recognized their mother’s voice from their time in the womb. So she talked frequently, wanting her infant to know her from the first moment. To know she loved him or her completely no matter what happened. That she was a mother to be counted on, and she would never desert her child—not as her father had. Or her mother. Or her baby’s father.

“At least I think it can’t be much farther,” she murmured, peering into the distance. It wasn’t an easy feat with soaring lodge pole pines lining both sides of the road. The long-range view was where the road cut a swath through the tall timber as it crested a hill. Beyond was the endless blue of a clear autumn sky.

She felt a hint of trepidation as she surveyed the wilderness, but pushed it away. She needed this job. It had sounded perfect when she’d first learned about it in the employment agency in Denver—a temporary secretary’s position for two months. One that paid almost twice what she’d been earning in the city, with accommodations included. It would tap into her expertise in the building industry, as well. It was the perfect job, even if it was clear across the state from where she lived.

The remote construction site would be in operation only another six to eight weeks before winter closed in and made further work impossible until next spring.

The timing had been perfect. Getting away from Denver had seemed ideal when she first considered the job. 

But now reality began to seep in. 

Carson Creek was a quaint little mountain town, with one main street and two secondary streets lined with small shops and businesses—and the county's only hospital. 

Dani couldn't ignore medical facilities. Not that she expected to need them. She had plenty of time to decide where to settle into a new place before the baby was due. 

But it didn’t hurt to know where the nearest medical assistance was—just in case.

“I sure hope it’s not much farther, because if I don’t find that construction site soon, I’ll have to find a convenient tree!”

One of the definite down sides to pregnancy was the frequent need for restroom facilities—which weren’t available along the side of this excuse for a road.

Cresting a hill a few moments later, Dani slowed, a smile lighting her features. “Hallelujah! Bathroom here we come.”

Spread before her was the construction site she’d traveled two hundred miles to reach. Making her way down the sweep of gravel road, she tried to take in everything, from the tall crane swinging a long piling into place, to the heavy earth movers parked on the far side of the mammoth clearing, to the sparkling water of the high Alpine lake, part of the spectacular view beyond.

To the left, a hodgepodge of trailers and campers lined the perimeter of the cleared area, with cars and trucks interspersed. Trees surrounded the site, dark green and soaring taller than any she’d seen before. But the jewel was the deep blue Alpine lake, pristine and clear, and stretching as far as the eye could see.

Dani took a deep breath as she eased her car down the hill. Once the road was paved, the thirty-mile trip from Carson Creek could be made in half the time it'd taken her. And it would be a lot smoother.  Her hands ached from fighting the steering.  Her teeth had been rattled more than enough.

“We’re almost there,” she murmured, searching for which trailer was most likely the office.

 She’d check in, find out which trailer had been allocated for her use, and move in her few belongings. It wouldn’t take long to get settled. 

She especially wanted to refrigerate the groceries she’d bought in Carson Creek before they spoiled.

And she wanted a bathroom in the worst way.

She spotted a trailer apart from the others, nearer the work site, and headed for it. It had to be the office. All around her men worked in precision as they toiled to create a luxury resort in the Colorado wilderness. Hard hats gleamed in the sun. The drone of the crane as it swung the piling into place was background noise to the bang of hammers, the whine of a drill and the buzz of power saws.

Dani pulled to a stop by the office. She hastened out of her car and walked quickly up the two steps into the trailer, excitement bubbling inside her.

“Dani Winthrop! You made it!” Mick Flannagan rose from behind one of three battered desks. A tall man with a shock of gray hair, he held out his hand. He’d been the one to interview her and offer her the job back in Denver.

Grateful for the friendly welcome, she felt some of her worry fade. Dani smiled and took his hand. “Your directions were excellent.”

“You made good time. I didn’t expect you before dark.”

“I didn’t want to risk driving after sundown on an unfamiliar road. Especially one that isn’t paved. Carson Creek looks like a darling town. I stocked up on groceries before I left.” 

She planned to visit on her days off—explore the small shops, eat at the local café, surround herself with some civilization, quiet though it might be.

“It’s the closest place for R and R we have when not working. Of course, it’s not up to Denver’s standards. Come on over and have a seat.”

“Uh, maybe I could freshen up first?”

“Go right down that short hall. Take your time. When you’re ready, I’ll show you around. Get you settled.”

“Thanks.”

Dani almost flew down the hall, her long, flowing dress snapping around her legs. She was most comfortable these days in loose-fitting cotton dresses. The pink one she wore now gathered beneath her breasts, the full skirt hitting her mid calf. It swayed when she walked, billowing out behind her as she hurried. It also camouflaged most signs of pregnancy, not that she could be called svelte by any means. But the major growth of her baby was yet to come.

She suddenly wondered how suitable dresses would be on a construction site. It hadn’t been a problem in the offices in Denver, but this was definitely not Denver. Still, it wasn’t as if she’d be climbing girders or hammering nails.

Dani was washing her hands when she felt the trailer move slightly, felt a vibration of the floor. Someone had joined Mick. Was it his partner?

She knew from her interview that Mick and a man named Connor Norris had been business partners for several years. And that this was their biggest project to date—and in danger of falling behind because of paperwork snafus.

Not to mention that their previous secretary had quit abruptly, leaving everything in chaos.

Dani hadn’t figured out why the secretary had left. Mick had been quite vague about that, and Dani hadn’t felt it was her place to ask. Now that she was here, and a part of the team, maybe she’d be clued in.

She checked her appearance in the mirror. There wasn’t much she could do about the wild mop of blond curls. They were as tamed as they got. Touching up her pink lipstick, she smiled. Hoping to make as good an impression on Connor Norris as she had with Mick, she opened the door and headed back down the short hall. She heard voices and took a deep breath, ready to meet whomever had arrived.

“I saw the car, wanted to meet the new man. There’s no emergency on the site.” A strong voice carried to her ears.

“I can get the new secretary settled in.” 

That was Mick’s voice. Did it sound a bit hesitant Dani wondered.

“Hey, he made good time. There're a few hours left until quitting time. Maybe he can make some headway in that stack of permits today. If we don’t get caught up soon, the entire project’s going to fall behind schedule, and that’s something I don’t plan to allow!”

Dani stepped into the doorway. The man who stood casually beside Mick’s desk, leafing through a stack of mail, was tall, dark, and seethed with impatience. 

Dani blinked. She was five feet two herself, so most men seemed to tower above her. This one had to be six feet tall, with shoulders a yard wide. His T-shirt had the sleeves ripped out, and the rippling muscles covered by taut, tanned skin had her admiring superb musculature. Undoubtedly from hard physical labor. No gym could produce such bronzed skin, defined muscles and the air of command emanating from him even as he glanced through a handful of envelopes.

He caught her movement and looked up. His eyes were dark and unfathomable, but a hint of shock showed. Then they narrowed as he studied her. He looked at Mick, raising an eyebrow in silent inquiry.

The older man shrugged. “I didn’t get around to telling you—our new secretary is a she.”

“What! You didn’t get around to telling me? You hired her last week! You’ve been back here four days. I can't believe this! Mick, have you gone crazy? The last thing we need around here is a woman. We have fifty-three men working flat out and we need everyone to concentrate on their job, not slack off trying to make time with some blonde! Who knows how much longer we have before the weather turns? Get rid of her!” 

He tossed the papers on the desk and strode out of the office without looking at Dani again. The door slammed, the sound reverberating in the narrow confines of the trailer.

“Gee, that went well,” Dani said. She looked at Mick. “Who was that?” 

A niggling worry had her guessing exactly who he was.

“That’s my partner, Connor Norris.” Mick smiled wryly. “His bark's worse than his bite. He’ll come around.”

“I gave up my job, my apartment, and put almost everything I own into storage to come to this job,” Dani said, that hint of trepidation she’d felt earlier expanding, engulfing her. 

She’d been thrilled to get the position, especially because it was so far from Denver. So thrilled, she’d lost no time in rearranging her life and burning her bridges behind her. If she lost the position before she began, what would she do?

She needed this job!

Mick rose. “Don’t worry about a thing. Connor’ll come around. You’re staying. This’ll be your desk.” He indicated the one near the window—piled with stacks of folders, unopened mail and rolled-up blueprints. Some of the clutter spilled over onto the chair, the wide windowsill behind it and the floor. 

Had anything been done since the former secretary left? 

Exactly how long had she—no, undoubtedly he—been gone?

“Connor was right about one thing, though, we need to get going with this paper mess to make sure we stay on target. Pete left us in the lurch when he took off unexpectedly like he did.” Mick looked at her sharply. “I know we discussed timing—two months minimum—but we need to make sure you plan to stay until we shut down for the winter. We need all the paperwork caught up.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Dani said, walking over to the desk to look at the different stacks. 

She was curious about Connor, longed to ask questions about the other partner. How much weight did he carry? Would he try to run her off? Was Mick able to guarantee she could stay?

Was there more to Connor Norris’s dislike of her than the fact that she was female? Surely Mick would have taken that into consideration before offering her the job.

And get real—who was going to try to make time with a woman six months pregnant? His workers’ concentration was safe.

She wasn’t scheduled to start work until tomorrow. Not that she would let that stop her. But first–

“I’d like to put away my groceries. I have some things that need to go into the refrigerator,” Dani said, turning away from the desk. “Then I can begin.”

“Tomorrow’s soon enough,” Mick said easily.

Dani studied him a moment. 

The contrast between the two men was extensive based on what she'd observed so far. But she’d do better to err on the side of caution. 

“I think it best if I get started today. Sort things out if nothing else.” 

And dig in, hoping to make a place for herself so Mr. Get-Rid-of-Her had to eat his words!

He nodded. “Don’t take Connor’s comment to heart. He’s a hard man. But as long as you do the job, he’ll come around. Come on, I’ll show you the trailer. It’s the third one in line, next to mine.”

When they reached Dani’s car, Mick nodded toward the row of trailers and campers. “Most of the men stay on-site. A few drive back and forth to town each night. You can park on the far side of the silver trailer.”

He crossed the road while she started her car and drove slowly to the trailer indicated. She looked down the long row, wondering how much the command Connor had issued should concern her. 

While she couldn’t help anyone else’s behavior, Connor had nothing to worry about from her end. She wouldn't encourage flirting. The last thing she wanted was any involvement with another man. Or anyone else, for that matter. 

She had few friends, but that was by choice. If she didn’t let people get close, then she wouldn’t be hurt when they disappointed her.

She’d been such a fool to trust Marc. Getting involved with him had broken one of her staunchest rules—never date co-workers. 

She’d learned that lesson well. Never again!

“One would think,” she said aloud, “that after twenty-seven years of being abandoned, let down and disappointed, one would learn. But oh, no, I had to fall for Marc’s blue eyes and fancy compliments. Let that be a lesson to you, babykins.”

The baby kicked and Dani smiled, rubbing her stomach gently, her heart swelling with love. “It’s you and me, kid. But we’ll do great!”

Dani looked on the new job as a positive sign. She’d been miserable the last four months at her job in Denver, in the building department where Marc worked as an inspector. Running into each other from time to time was unavoidable. He had totally ignored her since she’d refused to get an abortion. In fact, he seemed to make more of a point to flirt with other women when she was around.

She hadn’t been able to turn off her feelings as easily as he had, though by the end of the third week of his rejection, she had grown contemptuous and then angry. 

Had he had any genuine feelings for her to begin with? She’d once thought he hung the moon. How quickly that illusion shattered.

She tried to shake off the feelings of inadequacy that plagued her whenever she thought of that last scene with Marc. He hadn’t wanted anything to do with her or their baby. A wife and child had no place in his plans for life.

Had that been how her own father felt? Was it a man’s instinctive reaction to being tied down, to being responsible for another life? Her parents had never married. Once her father discovered a baby was on the way, he’d taken off. 

Dani could still vaguely remember her mother complaining, before she herself dumped Dani with social services one day and took off. Dani had been about five, but still remembered how lost she felt and how scared.

Yet she saw families all the time—happy families. Fathers who seemed to love their wives and children. Who laughed and smiled during shopping trips to the mall or outings in the park. Even at the building department, some men kept pictures of their families on their desks, had love shining on their faces as they joked about babies teething or keeping them awake walking the floor with them in the night.

The happy family scene seemed to escape Dani. She’d never mastered it when she was a child, nor found it as an adult. 

Now she planned a new direction.

The prospect of a good, well-paying job on a site two hundred miles from Denver had given her new hope for the future—a future she planned to build for herself and her child. 

No more ventures into romance; no more trying to fit in with other people’s plans and goals. She would depend on no one but herself.  She would make her own decisions and be independent.

The salary offered proved to be much higher than what she’d been earning—higher than usual to attract and hold good workers, the employment agency had told her.

There weren’t a lot of amenities. The nearest town was thirty miles away. Nonetheless, the job had seemed heaven-sent, to Dani. She'd mind her own business, keep to herself and save her money like crazy.

As she parked her car, she vowed she’d prove herself to Mick—and Connor. They didn’t have to worry about their fifty-three other employees. She was here to work and get on with her life, not be a distraction.

 

 

Connor glared at Moose Higgins. The man was one talented crane operator—except when he stopped paying attention. 

“That’s the fourth time I’ve told you to watch the edge of the cleared space. You just missed whacking those trees. I can’t afford to have that crane go out of commission. We’re already almost a week behind.”

“Hey, boss, lighten up. I didn’t hit anything. Came close, but close only counts in horseshoes.”

Connor wasn’t appeased. “Don’t do it again.”

Moose shrugged and put the heavy crane into slow motion. He was as big as his name implied, but handled the heavy equipment with the delicate skill of a surgeon.

It wasn’t Moose’s fault, Connor reluctantly admitted as he watched the skillful man maneuver the huge machine, beginning the intricate process of moving a twenty-five-foot beam into place.

The fault was his. 

He was angry at Mick and taking it out on Moose. What had his partner been thinking? They were behind on the site work, behind on the paperwork, and already out several thousand dollars, thanks to Pete’s embezzlement. To top things off, Mick had to go hire a petite, feminine woman!

It was already September. Before long, the winter snow would start falling, forcing them into a hiatus until spring.

He needed someone who could unjam the logjam, seriously kick some butt to get the local officials off their collective duffs to grant their building approvals.

Not some blonde who looked as if a strong wind would knock her over.

This was a hard-core construction site. Men responded to men. Not to some petite blonde with wide blue eyes, dressed in gauzy pink dresses.

Leave it to Mick to be attracted to a pretty face, hear a sob story and offer her a job, her performance of which would undoubtedly set them back even more.

Connor didn’t have time to interview a bunch of people himself. He was needed on-site. Mick knew that. It was the reason he’d been charged with hiring someone while on the buying trip to Denver. 

Had he gone crazy, or just been bowled over by bright blue eyes?

Connor scowled. 

Blue eyes were blue eyes. He was lucky he’d even noticed the color. She was too young, too small, too feminine to work on a construction site.

He tried to ignore the face that seemed to dance before him as he watched Moose swing the beam. Her sunny smile had dimmed when he’d told Mick to get rid of her. Her shoulders had slumped slightly for a moment, then straightened up as if she were ready for battle.

Connor gave a cursory glance around and headed back to the office. There wasn’t going to be a battle. He’d told Mick to send her packing. 

End of discussion. 

Now it’d be at least another week before he could interview anyone. He’d better go through the pile on the secretary’s desk himself and see what he could handle. Paperwork was not a part of the job he liked, but he’d do it if he had to. 

And Mick could do more himself.

It wasn’t that his partner didn’t pull his weight, but lately Mick–

Opening the door, Connor frowned when he saw that the trailer was empty, the phone ringing off the hook. Where was Mick? 

Connor snatched up the phone and looked out the window.

“Norris,” he said curtly. 

He saw the woman’s car parked beside the third trailer. What was she doing here? And by the empty trailer?

An uneasy thought sprang to mind. No! Mick wouldn’t—

“Norris, Barton here. We’ve run into a snafu with your latest lumber order,” the voice on the other end said.

Connor switched gears. He’d deal with the secretary situation after he settled with Miles Barton about the latest problem.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

“This’ll do fine.” Dani looked around the small trailer. It was like a tiny apartment. The living room segued into a dining nook and galley kitchen. The hallway mimicked the one in the office, leading to a bed and bath.

From one window, she saw the trailer next door. From the back, however, she had a stunning view of the tall trees and the mountains rising majestically around her. And even a sliver of the lake.

Best of all, it was free—part of the compensation package. And she still got a healthy salary—how lucky could she be? 

Mick’s partner was not driving her away from this job!

“I know it’s far from the city and all. In your condition, you sure you’ll be okay here? The trailers don’t have phones, but I’m right next door. And we agreed we’ll be shutting down operations for the winter long before you’d start your maternity leave,” Mick said, sounding worried.

Dani nodded, wanting to pat Mick’s arm and reassure him she was fine. She wasn’t used to people taking such an interest and showing so much concern in her life. She’d been on her own since she turned eighteen—nine years ago. It was sweet, but not something she’d grow to expect–or trust.

He was her boss. One of her bosses. 

And she knew enough not to step over that line.

“This will suit me perfectly.”

“I’ll bring in your things.”

She swiftly put away the perishables, while Mick helped her put away canned goods and packages. He carried her suitcases and two cardboard boxes into her bedroom.

“I’ll unpack later,” Dani told him. 

She didn’t want help unpacking. Or in anything else. The less she depended upon others, the less likely she was to be disappointed when they walked away. 

“I’m anxious to get started on the job.”

“Don’t you want to rest up after your trip?” he asked.

“Not necessary. I did nothing but drive, which meant sitting the entire way. Now I’d like to get to work. That’s what you’re paying me for.” 

And she didn’t want to provide any reason for his partner to fire her. Despite what Connor said, she’d come to this job in good faith. He couldn’t fire her merely for being a woman.

 Only if she messed up. Which she didn’t plan to do.

Mick handed her a key as they left the trailer. He watched as Dani carefully locked her door.

“It’s not that we have a lot of crime here,” he said when they began walking toward the office, “but with all the men around, you’ll need to be a bit careful. Some of these guys are mavericks.”

“I’ll keep to myself,” she said. She wasn't looking for anyone coming to visit. She wanted time alone and expected to get it.

“Up to walking?” he asked.

“Sure.” 

She smiled, wondering how to set Mick straight. It couldn’t be more than a hundred yards to the office. 

“I’m pregnant, not sick. Walking is good exercise. I usually do a couple of miles a day.”

“Not many places to walk around here.”

“Are you kidding? There are hundreds of acres of pristine forest land. Not to mention the shore of the lake. I can’t wait to explore that. And if I want a longer ramble, I can always walk back up the road a piece.”

“Not in your condition.” He looked appalled.

“I’m fine, Mick.” 

She wouldn't allow him to think she couldn’t manage on her own. Even if his motives were sincere, she liked her independence. Depending on others always let her down. 

Besides, she didn’t dare let him think she was too fragile to do the job. She needed him on her side if it came to a showdown with his partner.

When Dani stepped into the office, the first thing she saw was Connor rummaging through the stacks of papers on her desk. Her heart skipped a beat. He looked rugged and focused.

Quite a contrast to Marc’s rather dapper dress. He hated the times he had to inspect the early stages of buildings, especially if the weather was inclement.

Dani had no difficulty picturing this man out in any and all types of weather, relishing the challenges of nature, defying odds to bring the project in on schedule. While only an inch or two taller than Marc, Connor radiated a power that the other man would only envy.

“Can I help you find something?” she asked calmly. 

She knew enough about psychology to know that it would be best to keep any hint of worry from showing.

He turned and looked at her. For a moment Dani felt a frisson of apprehension. He appeared angry. Or was that scowl his perpetual expression?

“Why are you still here? We’ll pay for your travel time and any inconvenience we caused. You might want to take off before it gets dark.”

“There's been no inconvenience. I’ve come to work and I’ll do my job.” 

She walked behind the desk and sat down defiantly, almost holding her breath as she threw out the challenge. 

Mick remained by the door—in order to make a quick escape Dani wondered.

“Are you pregnant?” Connor asked in disbelief, staring at her stomach.

Had he not noticed earlier?

“Almost six months. Don’t worry, it’s not contagious. And it doesn’t interfere with my abilities.”

He swung around to Mick. 

“You hired a pregnant woman to come out here? I don’t believe this! Have you lost what little mind you had left?”

“She’s got experience in the building industry. Her skills are great. She’ll be able to do a lot to help out without our having to teach her every step. She’ll be doing office work, not heavy construction. Besides, it wasn’t as if we had a lot of choice. People aren’t exactly champing at the bit to come to some construction site thirty miles from the nearest town—even for a couple of months. I figured any help was better than coming back empty-handed.”

Dani looked at Mick in dismay. She’d been sure her experience had impressed him, that he’d truly thought she was the best person for the job. The pride she’d felt in landing the position deflated.

Standing suddenly, she tilted her head pugnaciously. 

“Give me a week. If you aren’t totally satisfied with all I’ve done, I’ll leave and you won’t even have to pay me for the week,” she said before she could think.

Connor looked at her, frowning.

Mick looked at her, frowning.

“No.” 

Connor’s flat-out denial was immediate; no compromise from him. His dark eyes sent a shiver coursing down her back. Dani wanted more than anything to prove to him she could do the job—to have him change his mind and eat crow.

“That’s not fair to you, Dani,” Mick protested.

“I think it’s fair. Especially if you are satisfied with my work, I stay and you give me a bonus.”

It was a gamble, but she was desperate. Her gaze locked with Connor’s while endless moments ticked by. He was the one to convince.

“Today is Tuesday. You have until Friday. Then you’re gone,” Connor said, breaking eye contact first. 

He turned and glared at Mick. “And I’ll do the interviewing next time.”

“Won’t be a next time,” Dani muttered, already delving into the stack of rolled-up blueprints.

She continued to sort and stack the various documents on her desk, almost holding her breath until the two men left. Then with a whoosh, she let it out, leaning back in her chair and gazing around her in dismay.

What had she so recklessly done? She’d be lucky to find her way around the office by Friday, much less prove to be invaluable to a man whose mind was made up that she was expendable.

She needed the money. How foolish to say they needn’t pay her. Her primary reason for accepting a job so far away from everything she knew was the added pay. She didn’t have much in savings, though she’d been scrimping to augment what she had ever since she’d discovered she was pregnant. 

Ever since she’d learned Marc wanted nothing further to do with her or their child.

Something about Connor got her back up and gave her a new focus. She wanted him to turn around and admit she was suitable for the job. It was personal now.

The baby kicked and Dani idly rubbed her stomach. “Buckle up, babykins, we’re in for a bumpy ride!”

The phone rang and Dani answered it. Her job had begun
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