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This book was previously titled

But Not for Me

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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About this series:

The Power of Love is a series of eight sweet romances, all set in Canada.

Each of these books was previously published under a different title as noted in the book description and many of them were available on a limited basis.

These are individual stories featuring the healing power of love when lives are shattered and relationships go wrong. Each story has been edited for content, and in some cases, minor re-writes have been incorporated. Each story also has a fresh new cover that more accurately portrays the romantic theme. 
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Chapter One
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“You’re not really leaving, are you?” 

Erin glanced up to see Crystal standing in the doorway, her lower lip trembling convincingly. How many times over the past ten years had that ploy worked? And how many times had she glimpsed a spark of triumph after she gave in? Well not today. She checked one last time that she’d packed everything, her stomach fluttering with excitement at the thought of what she was about to do.

“Oh, I get it!” Crystal struck a defiant pose, one hand on her hip. “You’re doing this to frighten me. That’s what it is.”

Smiling to herself at her sister’s theatrics, Erin walked to the foyer and placed her large duffel bag by the front door. This was the part that hurt but she knew deep down that she had to get away. Both for her own sake as well as her sister’s.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” Crystal trailed behind, her petulant voice grating in Erin’s ears.

She turned to her sister. “We’ve been over this so many times, Crys. What more do you want me to say?”

“I want you to say you’re not leaving. I want you to stay here and take care of me.”

Erin took a deep, steadying breath. “Has it ever occurred to you that I’ve been taking care of you for the past nine years? When Mom died you were only eleven. You needed me then, but you don’t need me anymore... you really don’t. You’re twenty years old for goodness sake and it’s high time you stood on your own two feet.”

“But you promised Daddy,” she wailed. “On his deathbed you promised him that you would take care of me.”

“And I have.” Not for the first time Erin wished that she had never told Crystal about her promise to her father four years ago. Struck down with pancreatic cancer, his death had been sudden. She’d taken six months away from the last module of her chef’s training to take care of him, but that had been overly optimistic. He’d died two months after being diagnosed.

Crystal changed tactics. “It’s about Dominic, isn’t it? You’re still mad about that, aren’t you?”

“Who, me?” Erin raised an eyebrow. “Mad because I found my sister making out with the only man who’s interested me in years? Why should I be mad about that?”

“But you weren’t really serious about him were you?” Crystal took a step backwards, a look of genuine surprise on her face. “I mean, you didn’t even try to get him back.”

Erin stared at her sister as though seeing her for the first time. Where had she gone wrong? Images, memories, sensations from the past tumbled through her mind like balls in a bingo machine but this was no time to start wondering what she might have done differently. Besides, there would be plenty of time for reflection in the next few days.

“Be that as it may, I never thanked you properly.”

“Thanked me?” Crystal’s hand fluttered at her neck. “What for?”

“For showing me what Dominic was really like before I got any more involved.” Erin forced a smile onto her lips. “So thanks.”

“Oh. Well. You’re welcome. I guess.” Crystal looked confused.

Erin softened her voice. “Dominic doesn’t matter, Crys. What matters is that you’re finally going to learn to be on your own. I probably should have asked you to take on more responsibility, but we can’t undo that now. It’s going to be fun, you’ll see.” Crystal shrugged and looked away, her typical reaction when she didn’t want to discuss something. “Besides, we’ve been talking about this for the last year or so. You’re the one who brought it up, and you were right. You need to be in charge of your own life. You have a job, the house is paid for, and I’ve left you enough money to pay the utilities and upkeep for three months.”

“But I want you to do it. I don’t want you to go.”

Erin shook her head. “Of course you don’t. But that’s only because you want me here to do things for you, like make sure the bills get paid and cook and clean. But let’s face it, when it comes to your social life, you’ve been doing your own thing for the past couple of years now. I’ve practically had to make an appointment to see you.” She became suddenly businesslike. “Speaking of which, I’ll call you as soon as I get to The Lodge to let you know I arrived safely. I left the phone number on the kitchen counter.”

Crystal turned away. “Don’t bother.”

Now she’s going to sulk, thought Erin. But this time I’m not going to jolly her out of it. She wanted to pump her fist in the air. It was about time she stood up for herself. Her sister’s wants and needs had taken precedence for too long, but that was going to change as of right now. She glanced at her reflection in the ornate hall mirror then paused for a closer inspection. She didn’t look anything like her gorgeous sister. Crystal was slender, blonde, and supremely self-confident. Standing beside her, Erin often felt like somebody’s kid brother. Okay, so that was a bit of an exaggeration, but the thought always helped her over the awkwardness of being compared to her sister. Made her forget that men always looked at Crystal first. Always had, always would, she supposed. With a flash of insight she realized that her lack of self-esteem and her inability to stand up to her sister’s constant demands were something she needed to work on in the worst way.

“You don’t mean that. I’ll call you when I arrive.”

Crystal turned on her, pale blue eyes as cold as ice. “I’m serious. Two can play this game, you know. If you want to go running off to some stupid fishing lodge, then go ahead, but don’t call me and whine about how remote it is, or how the kitchen isn’t properly equipped. Personally I think you’re crazy.” She shot a sly look at her sister. “Dominic thinks so, too. I mean, you only met the owner once, and based on that you’re going off to the middle of nowhere to be his chef?”

Erin gave her head a quick shake. It was evident that her sister hadn’t cared enough to listen when she’d told her about checking out her new employer and his exclusive operation. The major shareholder in one of the largest logging companies in British Columbia, David Kendall had built the finest fishing lodge in the West Coast. Known simply as ‘The Lodge’ to its guests, the floating facility was completely self-sufficient, and could be moved from site to site depending on how the fish were running. Right now it was anchored in one of the innumerable inlets that make up the coastline of British Columbia.

“I’m sorry you feel that way.” A horn sounded outside, and Erin looked through the glass in the front door. “There’s my taxi.”

“That’s another thing,” continued her sister. “If this is such a high class place, why don’t they fly you up like their customers? Why do you have to take the bus all the way to Port Hardy and leave from there on some stupid boat?” She crossed her arms as though she had scored a major point.

Erin sighed. “I told you this already, but in case you’ve forgotten it’s because I have two weeks free before I start work and because I choose to do it this way. Granted, spending an entire day on the bus and overnight at the hotel isn’t too thrilling, but a leisurely boat trip up to The Lodge will make up for it.” The horn sounded again, and she gave her unresponsive sister a quick hug. Picking up her duffel bag, she ran quickly down the steps and climbed into the taxi, tears stinging the back of her eyes. “Bus station,” she said firmly. She was doing the right thing. She knew it as surely as she’d known anything in her life. Settling back in her seat, she hoped she wouldn’t regret her decision to travel by boat. She’d find out soon enough tomorrow.
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Chapter Two
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Erin stood at the top of the ramp, surveying the marina. After the long bus trip yesterday she’d fallen asleep earlier than normal and woke up this morning feeling energized. After a quick breakfast she’d taken a cab to the marina... anxious but excited at the prospect of the boat trip. The security gate was open, but she could see no movement below, where sleek sailboats vied for space with cabin cruisers and more modest watercraft. The only sound was the soft clink of rigging against a metal mast. A few wispy remnants of early morning mist danced over the water, dissipating quickly as the rising sun burned them off.

The quiet was broken by the raucous call of a seagull. She watched it fly a short distance to the shoreline, where it swooped down to explore a cluster of exposed mollusks. Steadying herself with one hand on the railing, she stepped onto the ramp, which was tilted at a steep angle by the low tide. Thankful that she’d thought to wear sneakers, she made her way cautiously down toward water level.

Safely on the dock, she adjusted her duffel bag over her shoulder and sauntered toward the larger boats at the far end of the marina. “It’s a converted fishing trawler,” she’d been told on the phone. “You’ll find it moored near the other fishing boats. Look for a sign that says Legend.”

A sign nailed to a piling at the second to last slip pointed her toward a sturdy white boat with blue trim. Coming to a stop beside a pile of wooden crates she looked around for signs of life. Shading her eyes from the sun, she looked into the wheelhouse. It seemed deserted, but then she was more than half an hour early. Testing the strength of the crates, she sat on the largest one, content to listen to the slap of the water on the bottom of the dock.

“Hey you!” A head popped up from somewhere below. “Those crates aren’t for sitting on.” Dark blue eyes in an unshaven face regarded her coolly. Grey-flecked hair showed below a short black woolen cap.

She leaped to her feet. This couldn’t be the captain, she decided. He must be a deckhand, and he was unbelievably rude. “Well excuse me,” she said, surprising herself with the forcefulness of her words, “but they’re quite strong, I assure you.” She slapped the wood with her hand, trying not to wince as a sliver pierced her palm.

He grunted, turned his back, and disappeared below decks. Erin stared after him, angered by his behavior. David Kendall had recommended Legend, and she made a mental note to have a word with him when she got to The Lodge.

She took a few steps along the dock, examining the boat with a critical eye. It gleamed with a new coat of paint, and the metal surfaces shone impressively. If those things were anything to go by, at least the transportation was sound.

“Are you still here?” The man had re-appeared silently and was standing on the deck of the boat, legs widespread. There was something about him that didn’t fit with her idea of a deckhand, but then what did she know? He was dressed simply in a dark blue T-shirt that echoed the color of his eyes, and his legs were encased in faded denims. Over the T-shirt, he wore a leather jacket that looked so soft she wanted to reach out and touch it.

She glared at him. “Of course I’m still here. I’m looking for Ben.”

“Ben’s not here. Broke his leg.”

“But that can’t be,” she cried out. “He’s supposed to take me to The Lodge.”

“I don’t think so.” He stepped onto the dock, ignoring her.

“Now wait just a minute!” She couldn’t believe she was confronting him, but it felt good; she should stand up for herself more often. “I don’t know who you are, but I spoke with David Kendall a few days ago and he assured me that this boat – ” she pointed to the name on the bow – “Legend, was leaving from Port Hardy this morning and that I could travel on it.”

“Who?” He was examining the crates.

“My new employer, David Kendall. He hired me personally and he owns The Lodge.” She jabbed a finger at the boat. “For all I know, he owns this boat, too.”

“No way, lady. Legend belongs to my friend Ben.” He effortlessly picked up one of the crates and took it on board. “And while he’s laid up, I’m filling in for him. I have two passengers and they’re both men. One’s a guest and the other’s the new chef.” He set down the crate and pulled a folded-up piece of paper out of his pocket, pointing at it with a finger. “Says so right here. Two passengers. William Corbett and Aaron Delaney.” He grinned at her, enjoying his role as bearer of bad news. “I guess that leaves you out.”

“Guess again.” She leaned back against the crates, giving him her sweetest smile. “I’m the new chef. My name’s Erin Delaney.”

To his credit, he didn’t miss a beat, but a flash of anger altered his features for a moment, then disappeared. “Figures,” he said shortly, then continued loading. “Didn’t you bring a bag or anything?”

“Back there.” She gestured behind the crates on the dock. “Mr. Kendall arranged for most of my things to be shipped up. I just brought a couple of changes of clothes and some silly gifts I got at a going away party.” She didn’t know why she was suddenly babbling. “But that’s probably more information than you need, huh?”

He ignored her feeble attempt at humor. “If you’re waiting for me to carry your bag, you’ll wait a long time. This is definitely a no-frills cruise.”

“That much is obvious,” she muttered, picking up her duffel bag.

“It’s not too late,” he said hopefully. “You could always fly up, you know.” He was back on the dock now, hoisting another crate.

She dropped her bag. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Well read my lips, buster. I spent over ten hours in a bus yesterday so I could be on this boat and I’m not going back now.” She clenched her hands at her sides, and the sliver bit into her flesh. She blinked rapidly, ignoring the pain. “What’s your name, anyway?” 

He turned to face her. “Why? Are you going to report me to the famous Mr. Kendall?”

“Why do I get the feeling you’d like that?” she challenged.

“Gray.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Gray. It’s short for Graydon, although I must confess I was getting to like ‘buster’.

“Very funny.” She picked up her bag and followed him onto the boat. “You can call me Erin.”

“Well, Erin.” He hiked his head toward a set of narrow steps. “Stow your stuff down below. Grab any bunk you like. It’s just the three of us.”

She descended a steep stairway and looked around in amazement. All of the woodwork was polished teak with gleaming brass accents. A compact, well-equipped galley hugged one bulkhead, leaving ample room opposite for what looked like a restaurant booth. Further inspection revealed two cozy bunks in the forward section, with two more aft of the dining area. Not an inch of space was wasted, but instead of feeling claustrophobic, the living quarters were warm and inviting. She poked her head inside the bathroom, surprised to find it larger than she had anticipated. “Head” she said aloud. “If I call it the bathroom, he’ll never let me live it down.” Delighted with the interior, she tossed her bag on one of the forward bunks and went back up the stairway.

Gray had brought the last crates aboard and was securing them to the back deck. His jacket lay on the steps leading into the wheelhouse and she watched silently as broad shoulders flexed beneath the T-shirt. Tying off a rope, he stood back to survey his work with a look of satisfaction. He glanced up to see her watching him, and for a fleeting moment she wished that they could start all over again. She turned and looked away from the marina... anything to avoid those piercing eyes. A seal surfaced beside the boat and she turned to Gray, eager to share the experience, but he wasn’t there. He was on the dock, walking toward an older man, hand outstretched. So, she thought, he can be gracious when he chooses. She hated to admit it but it rankled that he’d been so curt with her. And yes, she was angry with herself for being sharp in return. Taking control of her life was all well and good, but surely it could be done without over-reacting every time she met some handsome guy with a chip on his shoulder. She tilted her head, watching him speaking with the older man. No way was she going to let him ruin the trip. She could easily put up with him for the two nights it took to get to The Lodge. After all, this was her first free time in several years. She intended to enjoy it.

* * *
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“HI BILL.” GRAY STUCK out his hand. “How are you feeling?”

“Quite well, considering.” The older man shook hands, a broad smile on his face. “I didn’t expect to see you here.” He glanced over Gray’s shoulder. “Where’s Ben?”

“He broke his leg, and I’m filling in for him. Couldn’t have been worse timing as he’s just beginning to get his feet on the ground financially. Can’t afford to lose any of his contracts. Fortunately for him he has a loyal network of friends and several of us who know how to operate the boat are going to cover for him until he can come back.”

The older man nodded knowingly. “Good. I’d hate to see him lose everything he’s worked for.” His gaze returned to the boat. “I see your other passenger showed up.”

“The new chef, no less. Hired personally by the great David Kendall. Probably one of his conquests.” Gray’s tone was bitter. “She even had the gall to suggest that he owns the boat.” 

“Come on, son. That’s not fair either to David or to her. I spoke to him just the other day and she’s evidently a terrific chef. Besides...” he lowered his voice a notch. “She’s not quite his type. He’s partial to blondes.”

Gray nodded slowly. That let Erin out. When she’d turned away he couldn’t help noticing the way her hair gleamed in the morning sun. It reminded him of the rich colors of the copper beech trees that lined the street where he’d grown up. “I suppose you’re right,” he agreed reluctantly. “But she sure is a pain.”

Bill smiled knowingly. “Told you off, did she?”

“Not on her best day.” Gray picked up Bill’s suitcase, then turned with a half-smile. “Well, maybe a little. Come on, let’s get you on board and settled.”

Erin watched the exchange with interest. The two men obviously knew each other, entering into a lively exchange. She shrugged off the notion that they were talking about her.

The new arrival stepped onto the boat and looked around appreciatively. Erin estimated him to be somewhere around sixty. He smiled in her direction and crossed the deck, offering his hand.

“Delighted to meet you,” he said in a deep, raspy voice. “Bill Corbett. Gray tells me you’re the new chef at The Lodge.”

“Yes, that’s right. I’m Erin Delaney.”

“Excellent.” He turned his face to the sun. “Looks like it’s going to be a nice day. I’ve been looking forward to this trip for several weeks.” He braced himself against the railing and exhaled slowly.

“Me too.” In the harsh light of the sun she noticed the unhealthy pallor of the man’s skin, and the dark smudges around his eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but was distracted by a woman’s voice on the dock. Breathy and excited, it sounded like Crystal. Erin’s stomach plunged.

“Am I too late?” The woman stood on the dock, teetering on high-heeled sandals that were tied around her ankles with grosgrain ribbon. Large designer sunglasses hid her eyes and blonde hair almost the exact color and length of Crystal’s flowed down her back. Weak with relief, Erin realized it was not her sister.

Gray exploded out of the wheelhouse, feet barely touching the steps as he came down onto the deck. “Too late for what?” he said, sounding surprisingly human.

“This is Legend, isn’t it?” The woman removed her sunglasses, revealing startling blue eyes.

Gray nodded.

“Oh good. Then I’m not too late. I was told that you have room for one more passenger.” She smiled up at him. “You must be Ben.”

Erin wondered what it must be like to have men fall at your feet. She watched the exchange with interest. Gray wasn’t exactly falling at the woman’s feet, but he wasn’t yelling at her either. An unexpected stab of jealousy brought her up short.

“No, Ma’am.” He stepped down onto the dock. “Ben had an accident. I don’t know who you were talking to but...”

“Oh please.” She laid a hand on his arm. “I want to surprise my husband. He’s at The Lodge. I know I could fly, but somebody told me that they post a list of new arrivals every day and I don’t want him to see my name, you see.” She stopped abruptly, eyes wide. “You do still have space, don’t you?”

“Well yes, but...”

“Thank goodness.” Erin saw tears well up in the woman’s eyes and turned away. How many times had Crystal used exactly the same tactics? “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

Bill Corbett was also listening to the conversation, a faint smile on his face. Gray looked helplessly in his direction.

Bill shrugged. “Give the lady a break, Gray. There’s room for one more.”

The woman stuck out her hand and Erin noticed it was trembling slightly. “Angela Siebring. I promise I won’t be any bother.”

Gray took the proffered hand and shook it briskly. “Okay, but you’re going to have to change your shoes.” He pointed at her feet. “You won’t last five minutes in those things. Do you have anything else?”

“I’ll go barefoot if necessary, but I think I can find something.” She held up an overnight bag. “I’m travelling light, as you can see.”

“Well get down below and claim a bunk and change those shoes. Erin can show you around.”

Erin bristled, but thought better of clashing with Gray again. “Down there,” she said, pointing toward the stairwell. “I’ll be right behind you.”

She turned to Gray. “Is there something we can sit on out here? Folding chairs or something like that?” She didn’t care so much for herself, but Bill Corbett looked as though a good stiff wind would blow him over.

“I know Ben’s got some around her somewhere.” He walked to a door beneath the wheelhouse and Erin followed. Collapsible canvas chairs leaned against one side of a small locker, and above them life vests hung on hooks. As Gray hauled out four of the chairs, Erin spotted a fire extinguisher mounted on the back of the door. She smiled to herself. Noting the position of fire extinguishers was second nature to anyone who worked in a kitchen for very long.

The older man eased himself into a chair with a grateful sigh and Erin picked up his suitcase. “Shall I take this below for you, Mr. Corbett? Seems like I’ve been assigned to show Angela around.”

Eyes that were somewhere between grey and green regarded her kindly. “I’d appreciate that, Erin. And call me Bill.”

“I’ll do that. And when I get back, I’ll bring you a cup of coffee.” She turned to Gray. “If that’s okay with you.”

“Whatever. I’m sure you can find what you need. As for me, I need to get underway.”

At the bottom on the stairs, Erin was greeted by silence. Angela’s bag was on the unclaimed forward bunk, contents strewn around, but there was no sign of the blonde. A muffled sound came from the head, and Erin relaxed, deciding to use the time to inspect the galley. Cookware, cutlery, dishes and food supplies were all secured against the motion of the ship. Quickly and efficiently, she put on a pot of coffee and sat down to wait.

Moments later the door to the head opened and Angela emerged, smiling brightly... too brightly. Nothing could hide the fact that she’d been crying. An expert at tears, Erin recognized the real thing. She tried not to stare at the other woman, but it was difficult to avoid the obvious in such close quarters. Here was another woman as opposite from herself in looks and temperament as it was possible to get. She was tall, thin, beautiful, and if her earlier performance was to be believed, rather ditsy. Erin wanted to dislike her, yet she found herself sympathizing with the other woman.

“Did you find any shoes to wear?” Erin looked down at Angela’s feet. Even her feet were beautiful, the toenails gleaming with soft peach polish.

Angela dabbed at her eyes with a handful of tissue and gestured toward the disaster on her bunk. “I’ve got some sneakers in there somewhere.” A fresh torrent of tears ran silently down her cheeks. “I’m sorry but I’m not very good company right now. You don’t really need to show me around, you know.” A deep, throaty rumble indicated that they were underway.

“All right. That’s my bag on the bunk opposite yours, so it looks like the sleeping arrangements will work out. As for showing you around, what you see is what you get.” She reached down two coffee mugs. “I promised Bill I’d take him some coffee. Help yourself and come on up on deck when you feel up to it. Gray dug out some chairs, so at least there’s a spot for us to sit.”

Angela nodded and turned away, leaving Erin to pour the coffee and load her pocket with packets of sugar and individual creamers.

“Here we are,” she said, emerging onto the deck. They were moving slowly, still inside the breakwater of the marina. Bill had positioned a chair beside one of the crates, and Erin set the mugs down then emptied her pocket. “All the comforts of home.”

“Thanks, Erin.” Bill reached for two packets of sugar. “I limit myself to two cups a day, and I haven’t had one yet, so this is going to taste good.” He stirred the steaming liquid slowly with a spoon that she produced with a flourish. “You know, I’ve never seen the coast this way. I’ve flown up many times, but you don’t really get to see anything.” He picked up the mug, cradling it between both hands and blowing on the surface of the liquid. “As I said before, I’ve been looking forward to this.”

Erin pulled a chair closer and dumped two creams into her coffee. “To tell you the truth, I thought I’d be the only passenger. I had no idea the trip would appeal to anyone else.”

“Funny you should say that. I also thought I’d be the only one on board.” He saluted her with the mug. “But I’m delighted to have some company.”

“Good.” She studied the older man. “But don’t worry, I won’t talk your ear off.”

He raised the mug to his lips then lowered it again without drinking. “I believe you.” Weary eyes studied her. “In my experience there are two kinds of women. Women of action, and women who rely on words. You appear to be one of the former.”

“Gee.” Erin gave a short, nervous laugh. “I’m not sure if I’m flattered, but you’re right.” She tilted her head to one side. “Are you a people watcher?”

Bill nodded. “I think I’ve always been an observer of human nature.” He returned her gaze. “How about you?”

“I’m more of a caretaker, I suppose. I brought up my younger sister and too often I found myself putting her needs before my own.” She held up a hand as though to ward off a comment. "Not that I mean to sound noble or anything. It's just the way I am.” She plunged ahead. “Speaking of caretaking, you look awfully tired.”

A gentle smile tugged at the corner of his mouth and his gaze drifted out over the waters of Queen Charlotte Strait. “I’m healthier today than I’ve been for some time, even though it might not look that way. I had open heart surgery recently, so if I look tired and pale, that’s the reason.” He took a long, slow sip of coffee, closing his eyes in appreciation. “My voice isn’t always scratchy like this, but they have to shove a tube down your throat for something like that, and it’s only now starting to heal.” He gave her a blissful smile. “It’s true what they say, you know. A near brush with death makes you see things differently. All of a sudden it wasn’t important to get to The Lodge in a hurry. Besides, my doctor tells me that fresh air and a nice, slow trip will do me good.”

Erin nodded. “Did you mention a special diet when you called to reserve the boat? I’m quite sure it won’t be any problem at The Lodge.”

He waved away her concerns. “No need. I don’t eat a lot, and I’ll be careful. But thank you for asking. No, I think the best medicine for me right now is to sit here and watch the scenery go by. I’m hoping so see some Orcas, and when we get across the Strait and start our run up the coast of the mainland there should be lots of other wildlife.”

They skirted an island and were soon out in the channel separating Vancouver Island from the mainland. The sea was unusually calm, and the powerful motors cut through the water effortlessly, leaving behind a churning wake.

“How long do you think it’ll take us to get over to the mainland?” Erin stood up and leaned on the railing, drinking in the tangy sea air.

“I’m no expert, but the motors sound powerful. I’d guess we’ll be on the far side in the early afternoon.” He stretched out his feet and his entire body seemed to relax. “Frankly I don’t care if it takes all day.” He cocked his head, looking up at her. “Are you on a tight schedule? You young people always seem to be running somewhere these days.”
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