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This book was previously titled

The Gift

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 on the previous page 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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JULIE PAUSED WHILE her eyes adjusted to the dim light. Golden afternoon sunshine filtered in through the small window at the end of the attic, illuminating the dancing dust motes. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d tidied up in here, but a quick look told her that a good cleaning was long overdue. Perhaps when the tourist season was over. Right now, she was focused on finding Nick’s sleeping bag. He’d need it in a few days, and she wanted to air it out for him.

Her gaze drifted over years of accumulated clutter, then came to rest on a long narrow box tied with what had once been a white ribbon. She reeled back, as though physically struck. How could the sight of a simple white box affect her this way? You’re in charge here, she told herself. All you have to do is look away. But she didn’t listen to the warning voice inside her head. It had been four years since she’d tossed that box back there, under the eave, but in many ways it seemed like another lifetime.

“I shouldn’t do this,” she murmured, picking her way through the debris. But the box called to her and she answered by reaching for it and blowing off the dust. She looked around for somewhere to sit, and settled for an old trunk.

The ribbon, yellowed now, slipped off easily. She hesitated. Did she want to subject herself to the memories that would be unleashed by the contents? “For heaven’s sake,” she said aloud. “Stop being a drama queen and either open it or put it back.”

She removed the lid and placed it on the trunk beside her. Inside, white tissue paper obscured the item from view. It crackled as she folded it back to reveal her wedding veil, still pristine, still as perfect as it had been on her wedding day nine years ago.

With trembling hands, she lifted it out of the box. If only things could have turned out differently! She gave the veil a gentle shake, and several pieces of confetti drifted to the floor. On closer inspection, there were a few more pieces still caught in the delicate folds and she shook it again, recalling how the air had been filled with confetti tossed by friends and family who had helped to celebrate that special day.

In those bright, happy days, anything had seemed possible. She glanced at the confetti sprinkled on the floor with a wry smile. So what if things hadn’t worked out the way she’d imagined? All things considered, life had been good. She returned the veil to the box and slid the ribbon back on. Maybe she should throw it out. But no, she mused, placing it on a set of rough-hewn shelves. She’d keep it, if only as a reminder of how much she had changed in the intervening years.

“Aha, there you are!” she cried aloud, spotting Nick’s sleeping bag. He had a bad habit of running part way up the ladder and tossing things into the attic. No wonder it was such a mess. She’d have to talk to him about that.

Back downstairs, she opened the sliding doors off the dining room, took the sleeping bag outside, shook it and hung it over the railing. She ran her hand over the soft plaid flannel and her heart swelled with love for her son. Nick was going camping and she could picture him snuggled down in it, sleeping around a campfire. He liked going on outings with the Cub Scouts, and besides the many activities, she suspected that he enjoyed the attention of the men who were in charge. She sighed and went downstairs to the office.

“Did it ever occur to you how lucky you are to live right above where you work?” Julie’s friend Maggie Taylor was in the office, manning the phones and doing the hundred and one things necessary to keep a houseboat charter company running.

“I can’t imagine doing it any other way.” She grinned at her friend. “Ever since I was a kid, growing up here in this house, I knew I wanted to be involved in the business. Remember how I’d collect wildflowers and put them in little vases in the houseboats? I’ve often wondered how many people with allergies threw them away the moment they got out into the lake?”

“Doesn’t matter.” Maggie continued working while she talked. “I know they all appreciated those little touches of yours.”

Julie walked to the wall of windows overlooking Sicamous Narrows. “I never tire of this view. Especially at this time of year.” A lush green lawn sloped down toward the water, and an early summer breeze stirred the long, slender leaves of a massive weeping willow.

“That’s good, since it’s the only one you’ve ever known.” Maggie joined her friend at the window, her gaze drifting over the sparkling water and the lush stands of evergreens on the hills opposite. “Seems like only yesterday that we were kids without a care, diving off the end of the dock.” She gestured to the willow. “I can still remember when we stuck that willow branch into the ground and how quickly it took root. Didn’t your Dad give serious consideration to yanking it out?”

Julie’s generous lips curved in a smile. “Yeah, but he was no match for us, thank goodness.” She ran an eye over the line of houseboats rocking gently in the wake of a passing boat. “Back then he was operating with six houseboats. Remember?”

“Yeah, I do. He and your Mom would get excited every time they got a booking.” She made a broad gesture. “And now look. Twenty-two houseboats, of which two are eight-sleepers and the rest twelve-sleepers. All equipped with waterslides, hot tubs, barbecues, television.” She glanced at Julie. “Sorry to sound like a commercial, but you’ve done really well, you know? I don’t tell you that enough.”

“Thanks Mags.” Julie’s gaze shifted to the fleet of houseboats moored along the dock directly to the west. “But there’s just one fly in the ointment.”

Her friend’s eyes narrowed. “They’re still giving you a hard time, huh?”

“Oh, yeah. Big time.” She glared down at the neighboring property. Not for the first time she wished that her father had purchased a bigger piece of land. But she couldn’t fault him for that. Back then, no one had foreseen the explosion in demand for houseboat vacations here in British Columbia. When other companies started up, they had recognized the desirability of Sicamous Narrows. There were now a string of houseboat companies on the stretch of water connecting Mara Lake with sprawling, many-armed Shuswap Lake.

Julie walked over to her desk. “After you went home yesterday, they sent over one of their flunkies with a message. She rifled through papers on her desk. “I can’t find it right now, but it said that they wanted to inform me that they were getting a land survey done.”

“A survey?” Maggie frowned. “Why?”

“Mainly to try to intimidate me, I think. Legally, they didn’t have to tell me they’re doing it, even if they are our neighbors.” She was almost sputtering with outrage. “Since when have they ever been neighborly? No, they sent the note to needle me.” She ran her fingers through her hair, and it sprang right back. “How many times do I have to tell them I don’t want to sell my company, or my land?”

“A few more times, I suppose.” Maggie shrugged. “But you’re in the driver’s seat, so try not to let them get to you.”

“Yeah, but stealing my staff is dirty pool, Mags. You notice they only poach the ones who’ve been trained.”

“You’ll find more, never fear. Carl and Jenna will whip them into shape in no time.” Maggie’s niece was in charge of the crew of young people that cleaned the houseboats, and Carl had worked for SunBird since her parents first started the business.

“I suppose you’re right.” She gave her friend what she hoped was a bright smile. “Listen, if you’re going to the bank and to the post office, why don’t you leave now and take the rest of the day off? We have nobody scheduled to come back in today, and no rentals going out. I’m going to do some touch-up painting on the boats.”

“Isn’t that Carl’s job?”

Julie grinned. “Yeah, but you know how I like to be involved in the hands-on stuff. Besides he’s servicing the motors on Osprey and Goldeneye.”

“Okay, then.” Maggie gathered up the stack of envelopes and the deposit book. “See you tomorrow, kiddo.”

Julie watched her friend walk toward the SunBird Charters parking lot. She was lucky to have a friend who was not only loyal, but also smart. Maggie favored bright colors, fringed scarves and long, flowing skirts. Today her russet hair was pinned up with her trademark black lacquered chopsticks. If asked, Maggie would have described herself as ‘generously proportioned’, but to Julie’s eyes she was the Maggie she’d always known and loved. Her tongue may be sharp, but her mind was sharper. It was Maggie who had insisted that they ‘get with it’ and upgrade to the latest internet software.

She watched her friend pull out of the parking lot, then ran back upstairs to change into a faded pair of cut-offs.

Julie shook out the sleeping bag once more and flipped it over. Nick had promised to come home in time to give her a hand with some chores, but as long as he was back in time for dinner it didn’t really matter. The chores weren’t really necessary; they were her way of instilling a sense of responsibility in her son and so far it seemed to be working. She ran lightly down the two sets of stairs and across the lawn.

She smiled to herself as she passed empty spaces on either side of the dock. About half of the houseboats in the fleet were somewhere out on the lake, occupied by customers taking advantage of the shoulder season rates. Many were seniors, who visited the area every year, eager to get out on the pristine waters of Shuswap Lake. The remainder of the fleet rocked silently at their moorings, waiting for the onset of the summer season.

Shuswap Lake seemed to have been designed for houseboats. Sprawled in an area just north of the Okanagan Valley in British Columbia, it lay the shape of a drunken, irregular ‘H’, resting on its side with stubby little ‘feet’ at the west end, or bottom of the ‘H’. Sandy beaches approved for public use dotted the shoreline, and most renters motored placidly during the day, pulling into one of the sites in the evening.

A grizzled head popped up through the hatch on the back deck of Osprey. “Oh, it’s you, Julie. I thought I heard someone.” Carl Morrison had been maintenance supervisor of SunBird Charters forever. What Carl didn’t know about the houseboats wasn’t worth knowing. Quiet and competent, he rarely voiced an opinion, but if he did, Julie always listened.

“Oh, hi Carl. I’m going to touch up the rails on Swallow.” She paused. “Any problems?”

“Nope.” He wiped his sweaty forehead with the arm of his shirt. “There’s an open can of that dark blue paint in the maintenance shed, and paint thinner on the shelf right beside it.” His eyes sparkled with amusement. Many years ago, Julie had neglected to clean out a paintbrush, and he’d never let her forget it.

“Thanks for reminding me. I might have forgotten.” Julie gave him her standard answer and they both laughed.

The rear decks of the houseboats were subjected to a lot of wear and tear. Between rentals, the boats were backed into the dock, where the gate in the railing could be opened for loading supplies. The gas barbecue also sat on the back deck, which was large enough to accommodate several folding chairs. What with all the activity, the rails seemed to be constantly in need of re-painting.

Julie hummed to herself as she worked along the side railings. She glanced at her watch. Nick should be here soon; she’d better decide what chore to give him. She went down on her knees and reached behind the barbecue. It was bolted to the floor, making it awkward to get to the rails behind it, but she’d been doing this for more years than she cared to count, and knew that it wasn’t worth the time it took to unbolt it and move it out of the way. She angled her body behind the barbecue, moved the paint can to a more convenient position, and started to paint the underside of the railing. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed the dock dip, and the movement was followed by the soft, familiar sound of water slapping against the bottom of the float.

A blob of dark blue paint fell to the deck and she groaned, angry with herself for allowing her attention to wander.

“Now look what I’ve done.” Julie’s voice was testy. “Hand me that rag, would you Nick?” She stuck out her hand behind her and the rag was placed wordlessly in her palm. “You’d think I’d never done this before.”

“Hi, Jules.” His words cut through her mounting tirade and her heart did a quick little tap dance against her ribs. It couldn’t be! But his voice was unforgettable.

She twisted her head very slowly and looked sideways at the dock. The lower portion of a pair of muscled legs filled her vision, as tanned as her own despite the fact that summer had barely started. One foot, clad in a dark sandal, rested on the low railing, and he leaned forward to peer at her. A heart-stopping grin spread slowly over his face and Julie squeezed her eyes shut, quite sure that when she opened them he would have vanished.

“What are you doing down there on your hands and knees?”

He was real! Her eyes snapped open and her head jerked up, clipping the underside of the barbecue with a sharp rap.

“Ow!” she cried, scrambling to her feet.

He stepped onto the houseboat and held her gently by the arm. “I’m sorry Julie, I should have announced myself, but you looked so darned cute down there.”

“Quentin.” She looked up at him and her breath caught in her throat. How many times over the past sixteen years had she thought about him, wondered if he’d achieved his goals, if he was happy? Did he know how she’d ached when he left, even though there’d been nothing serious between them? She gave her head a quick shake.

“I thought you were Nick. He said he’d be back about now and when I saw the dock move I thought it was him. He promised to give me a hand around here this afternoon. You could have said something, you know.” She was babbling, and stopped abruptly to look at him again.

His eyes held hers, and for a moment they were suspended in time, openly assessing each other.

The years since their last meeting melted away as she searched his face for changes. If anything, he was more handsome, although when she’d last seen him she hadn’t thought that was possible. Of course a man was bound to change in sixteen years, but his eyes sparkled with the same mix of intelligence and humor. His dark blonde hair had been professionally styled, but it was windblown now, threatening to revert to its former unruly state if left untended too long. She smiled at the thought.

“So you came back,” she whispered, a hint of wonder in her voice. “It’s good to see you, Quentin.” The houseboat rocked gently as a powerboat glided past the end of the dock, but Julie scarcely noticed. She watched curiously as he moved to the deck, and wet his handkerchief under the hose bib. His movements were quietly confident and he wrung it out as he approached her, eyes on her forehead. He slid his hand around the back of her neck, sending little sparks of electricity shooting through her veins.

“You’ve got a black smudge on your forehead. Let me wipe it off for you.”

Julie lowered her head, fearing that if she looked into his eyes she would be completely lost.

“There, that’s just about got it. Now let me look at your head and see if you did any damage.”

His hands were strong and sure as he inspected the top of her head. She was close enough to smell his aftershave. It was subtle, and probably expensive, but then if he wore paint thinner it would probably smell good to her. Swaying slightly, she backed up against the barbecue, reluctant to admit that her slight dizziness had more to do with the way his hands caressed her than anything else.

“You’ll have a bit of a lump, but that’s all.” His smile was reassuring.

“That’s good to know.” She raised her fingers to her head, touched the spot with probing fingers. She was starting to get a headache. “When did you get back?”

“Just today as a matter of fact. You see, I–”

They both turned as a young boy came hurtling down the short ramp and onto the dock. “Hey, Mom. Tommy and I caught some fish! It was totally cool. We went out in the boat with his Dad and...” He stopped short, sending a curious glance from his mother to the stranger leaning against the railing. He smiled politely and started to back away.

“That’s okay, Nick, he isn’t a customer. This is Quentin Callahan and he grew up here in Sicamous. He was a friend of your Uncle Mike’s.” She leaned forward and spoke in a loud whisper. “He used to hang around our house all the time. Quite a pest, to tell you the truth.”

Quentin pushed away from the railing and stepped forward, hand outstretched. After a moment’s hesitation, Nick extended his hand, trying to appear nonchalant.

“Good to meet you, Nick.” Quentin shot Julie a wry glance. “But let’s set the record straight here. It was your mother who was the pest back then, not me.”

Nick’s gaze darted from one adult to the other, amused by the friendly banter. If this man thought he was going to get the better of his mom, he had another think coming. But it would be fun to watch him try. “So I guess not much has changed,” he said with a cheeky grin.

“Nicholas Chapman, you’re treading on thin ice here,” Julie scolded, but she could not hide her smile. “And anyway, I thought you were going to help me out around here for a while this afternoon.”

Nick sobered. “Sorry, Mom. I didn’t tell Tommy’s Dad what time I had to be back, and he took us out farther than I realized. What would you like me to do?”

“Drain the hot tub on Pintail for me, would you? The renters said they didn’t use it, but give it a brush with the disinfectant anyway, and then refill it.” She gestured back up the ramp to the parking lot. “And then could you straighten out the carts for me? They’ve left them all over the place today, as usual.”

Nick loved driving the small ATVs with carts that were used by the customers to bring supplies from their vehicles down to the docks. Julie gave him every opportunity to drive them on the property as a bonus for helping out with the more mundane chores.

“Anything else, Mom?” He seemed keen to get started, and Julie frowned.

“No, that’s all. Why?”

The youngster kicked his sneaker against the low railing that ran along the edge of the dock. “I was wondering if I could go back to Tommy’s house later. His dad invited me to dinner.” His eyes danced in anticipation. “They’re ordering pizza because Tommy’s mom works late tonight. Can I go...please?”

Julie sighed, then ruffled the boy’s hair. He squirmed uncomfortably and shot an embarrassed glance in Quentin’s direction. “All right. What are you doing after dinner?”

“We’ll probably head over to the ballpark and knock some balls around. I’ll be home by nine as usual.”

“Okay then.” She turned to Quentin as her son hurried off. “I don’t know where he gets the energy, but I’d rather see him active than sitting around the house playing video games.”

Quentin looked after the young boy. “He seems like a nice kid, but then I wouldn’t have expected anything else. Besides, I recall someone else who was full of energy when she was young.”

“I was, wasn’t I?” She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I wish I had more of that energy these days. I really thought that running this business would get easier as time went along, but it hasn’t. Quite the opposite, as a matter of fact. There are always new problems to be solved.” She gave her head a quick shake. “But enough about me. What are you doing back here? I don’t even know where you’re living right now.”

“Let’s just say I’m taking a time out.” He looked past the row of houseboat companies that lined the narrows to the low hills that surrounded the lake. “I don’t think I realized how much I missed this place.” He looked down at her. “Speaking of time out, are you expecting any more customers today?”

“Nope. Everybody showed up at once today. Returns as well as outgoing. It was a bit hairy for a while.” She made a soft sound of annoyance. “I don’t know why we bother to give them a schedule for arrivals and departures, because they don’t stick to it.” She waved a hand in front of her face. “Sorry for venting. You were asking about customers?”

“Yeah. If you have no further commitments I thought maybe we could go out and get a bite of dinner together. You could bring me up to speed on the old hometown. That is, unless you have other plans?”

It didn’t take her long to make up her mind. She hadn’t dated since the divorce, but this wasn’t really a date...was it? What harm could there be in having a quick bite to eat with an old family friend? She had her emotions under control now; he’d caught her by surprise, that was all. No more racing heartbeat or wobbly legs. He was her brother’s friend, for goodness sake!

She glanced at her watch. “Could you give me an hour? I have to lock up here and check the books for what’s happening tomorrow.” And fix my hair, add a dab of cologne and change clothes. “Where do you want to go?”

“Anywhere is fine with me. You choose.”

“Something simple. Let’s go to the place by the old Railway Bridge. We can sit outside. See you in an hour, okay?”

He nodded agreement and sauntered up the dock, hands in his pockets. At the head of the ramp he turned and glanced back to where she stood, watching him. With a small wave he ducked under the willow tree and disappeared from sight, leaving her wondering how on earth she’d be able to concentrate on work for the next hour.
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Chapter Two
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“SO HOW IS MIKEY THESE days?” They sat on opposite sides of a picnic table on the outside deck of the restaurant.

“When was the last time you saw him?” She thought she knew, but she’d like to hear him say it.

“About sixteen years ago.” He looked at her steadily over the rim of his coffee cup.

She allowed herself a sad little smile. “I haven’t seen him for almost a year. It’s not nearly enough. They live up at Williams Lake and he has a management position at the mill. You remember how he loved the outdoors when we were kids? Well, they have a small acreage with a few cattle and some horses. Sharon says he’s really content. I’m happy for him.”

“Me too. It’s too easy for people to get stuck in jobs they don’t really like. They feel trapped and don’t know how to change.”

“It sounds like you may have some first-hand experience with that.”

He nodded his head slowly while his eyes followed a large houseboat sliding under the bridge and into the main body of the lake. “Yes, I suppose I do.” He continued to watch the houseboat. “Look at the size of that thing!”

Julie turned sideways on the bench and followed his gaze. “That’s a sixteen-sleeper and it belongs to Apex Houseboats. Not my favorite people right about now.”

His head snapped around. “Why not?”

She stared into her coffee cup for a while before raising her eyes to meet his. “I don’t know if I want to get into that right now. Let’s talk about something pleasant. Oh, look. Our burgers are here already.”

“There you go.” The waitress placed a large platter in front of each of them and set a bowl of rich brown gravy on the table between them. “I’ll be right back with some more coffee.”

Julie spooned some gravy over her fries and popped one into her mouth. “Ahh,” she sighed. “I don’t care how much fat these things contain, or calories either. They taste good.”

Quentin raised his eyebrows. “Trust me, Jules. You have no problems in that department.”

“Thanks,” she said, picking up her burger. “You just made my day. So, tell me everything. How long are you here for and what have you been doing with yourself for all this time?”

“Give me a minute to enjoy this thing, would you?” They ate in silence for a few moments, content with each other’s company.

Quentin finished first, and wiped his fingers on a napkin. “You seem stronger, Julie,” he said abruptly.

“Be still my heart.” She tried to glare at him but only succeeded in wrinkling her eyebrows. “You really know how to flatter a girl.”

He laughed and reached across the table, brushing the back of her hand with long, sensitive fingers. “It was meant to be a compliment, you know.”

She rolled her eyes. “Well, all right them. Now come on. Tell me what you’ve been up to.”

Quentin gave the waitress a dazzling smile as she refilled his cup, then turned his attention back to Julie. “I don’t know if you remember, but when I left here I was focused on getting an education.” He paused. “Determined to succeed.”

His words stung. Did he really think that she would have forgotten that night? She hid behind her coffee mug.

“When I got down to the coast, I studied for the next four or five years non-stop. I had a job, of course, so my life consisted of work and study, work and study. I had very little time for anything else. I took an accelerated course in Business Administration and specialized in Finance. I soaked it all up like a sponge... at least that’s what my professors said.” He tapped his fingernails against the side of his coffee mug and looked off into the distance. “One of the companies I interned with gave me some assignments and I found that I was particularly adept at assessing the strengths and weaknesses of a business. That company wanted to hire me right out of school, which was flattering, but that wasn’t what I wanted. I’d worked too hard, and above all I was determined to be independent.” He paused, and a shadow flitted across his eyes. “Things weren’t easy at home when I was growing up, and I think that influenced me more than I realized. So I set up my own consulting firm, and I’m happy to say I haven’t looked back.”

“So where does your business come from? Who hires you?” Julie leaned forward, fascinated by this new Quentin who spoke with such authority.

“Sometimes a company will hire me as a pair of ‘outside eyes’ to come in and work with their people, then provide them with a report on their internal structure. I make recommendations, and point out where they can improve their operations.” He grinned. “I like that part of the business because it’s positive. But mostly, I work for one large corporation that expands by buying other companies. When they target a company, they hire me to assess it for weaknesses that they can exploit when they go after it. It’s accepted practice in the world of business, but between you and me, it’s the least palatable part of what I do.” He paused. “Recently I’ve suspected that some of their dealings aren’t exactly ethical.”

“But this company is a big percentage of your business.” Julie watched him intently.

Her quick grasp of his dilemma was impressive. “Yes, but I’d rather do without their business than work for people I don’t respect. So...I’ve decided to step back from it for a while.” He spread his hands, palms up. “And here I am. I’ve been planning this break for over a year and I’ve got a whole month to myself.”

Julie sighed. “A whole month. I envy you. What are you going to do?”

Quentin’s gaze went back to the water, then touched on the railway bridge before returning to her face. “I’m going to decompress for a few days, then I’ll visit my Dad. This is a small town, so you probably heard that my Dad was difficult to live with after my Mom died. We didn’t get along very well, to put it mildly.”

“I sort of figured that out from a few things Mike said.” Julie didn’t know what else to say.

“I realize now that it couldn’t have been easy for him after Mom died.” His fingers tightened around his coffee mug. “But other people have lived through loss without becoming alcoholics. Let’s just say he wasn’t much of a father figure.”
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