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CHAPTER ONE
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THE EMPTY BOARDINGHOUSE

Evelyn Hart arrived in Whispering Pines with one suitcase and a ring of unfamiliar keys.

Her late aunt Rose had left her the Pinecrest Boardinghouse, a three-story building at the edge of town. Once filled with travelers, teachers, and ranch families, it had stood empty for nearly five years.

The porch sagged. Several windows were boarded. Pine needles covered the steps.

Evelyn unlocked the front door and stepped into a dusty parlor.

A child’s voice sounded behind her.

“Are you going to fix it?”

Evelyn turned.

A girl of ten stood on the porch holding a stack of schoolbooks. Beside her was a tall man in a brown coat.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Lucy is not shy about asking questions.”

“I noticed.”

He removed his hat.

“Garrett Boone. I teach at the schoolhouse.”

“And Lucy?” Evelyn asked.

“My niece.”

Lucy entered the parlor without invitation.

“Aunt Rose used to give us cookies here.”

“You knew my aunt?”

“Everybody knew Miss Rose,” Garrett said. “She fed half the town during hard winters.”

Evelyn looked around the silent room.

“I plan to reopen the boardinghouse.”

Garrett appeared surprised.

“You do?”

“That was Aunt Rose’s final request.”

Lucy smiled. “Then you can house the new teacher.”

Garrett cleared his throat.

“Our school needs another teacher, but there is nowhere suitable for her to stay.”

Evelyn glanced at the cracked ceiling.

“This place is not suitable yet.”

“The town could help,” Garrett said.

“I can manage.”

“That building has thirty rooms.”

“Twenty-two.”

“That is still more rooms than one person can manage.”

Evelyn walked toward the staircase.

“I have restored businesses before.”

Garrett followed her gaze toward a broken railing.

“This is not a city shop.”

“No. It is only falling apart in a different location.”

Lucy laughed.

Garrett tried not to.

“The harvest celebration is six weeks away,” he said. “Families from across the valley will attend. Reopening by then could give the boardinghouse a strong beginning.”

“Six weeks?”

“You said you could manage.”

Evelyn narrowed her eyes.

“I said nothing about speed.”

Garrett placed his hat back on his head.

“The schoolchildren can help with the garden. I can repair the woodwork.”

“And what do you expect in return?”

“A room for the new teacher.”

Evelyn looked at Lucy, then at the dusty building.

“One room,” she said.

Garrett smiled.

“That sounds like a promise.”

“It is an agreement.”

Lucy whispered loudly, “He likes promises better.”
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THE LITTLE SCHOOLHOUSE

The next morning, Evelyn visited the Whispering Pines school.

The building had one classroom, a leaking roof, and fourteen children sharing worn books.

Garrett stood at the blackboard teaching arithmetic while Lucy sat in the front row.

Evelyn waited until the lesson ended.

“You teach every subject?”

“And clean the stove, mend desks, and settle arguments over lunch pails.”

A girl approached Garrett with a torn reader. He repaired the binding with thread while speaking gently to her.

Evelyn watched him differently after that.

He was not merely a helpful neighbor. He had built his life around the children who depended upon him.

Lucy led Evelyn outside.

“Uncle Garrett came here after Aunt Hannah died.”

Evelyn paused.

“Your aunt?”

“His wife. She was my mother’s sister.”

Garrett joined them.

“Lucy does not believe in keeping private matters private.”

“She thinks you are lonely,” Lucy said.

Garrett’s face reddened.

“Run along.”

Lucy skipped toward the swings.

“I am sorry,” he said.

“For being lonely?”

“For Lucy announcing it.”

Evelyn smiled.

“I understand loneliness better than you might think.”

Garrett looked toward the schoolhouse.

“My wife became ill two years after we married. After she died, my brother and his wife were killed in a wagon accident. Lucy came to live with me.”

“That is a great deal of loss.”

“She gave me a reason to keep moving.”

Evelyn studied the building.

“What does the school need most?”

“A new roof. More books. Another teacher.”

“And money?”

“That usually helps.”

An idea began forming.

“The harvest celebration could be held at Pinecrest.”

Garrett turned toward her.

“You want to host it?”

“We could charge for supper and lodging. Hold a pie auction. Perhaps a dance.”

“And use the proceeds for the school?”

“Half for the school. Half for the boardinghouse repairs.”

Garrett smiled slowly.

“You have been here one day and already plan to reorganize the town.”

“I reorganize what needs it.”

He extended his hand.

“Partners?”

Evelyn hesitated, then accepted.

His hand was warm and strong.

“Until the celebration,” she said.

Garrett did not release her immediately.

“Another agreement?”

“Yes.”

“I still prefer promise.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]


WORKING SIDE BY SIDE

The boardinghouse changed quickly.

Ranchers repaired the porch. Townswomen scrubbed guest rooms and sewed curtains. Garrett rebuilt the staircase while Lucy and the schoolchildren cleared weeds from the garden.

Evelyn organized every task on a large slate in the parlor.

“You have assigned me twelve jobs,” Garrett said.

“You work too slowly.”

“I completed three before breakfast.”

“Then you have nine remaining.”

He leaned closer.

“You enjoy giving orders.”

“I enjoy seeing them followed.”

Their eyes met, and Evelyn suddenly became aware of how near he stood.

She turned toward the slate.

“Room seven needs new floorboards.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

That afternoon, Garrett found her carrying a heavy chair down the stairs.

“Put that down.”

“I can carry a chair.”

“You can also fall.”

He took it from her.

“I am not helpless.”

“I never said you were.”

“Men usually assume—”

“I am not most men.”

Evelyn fell silent.

Garrett placed the chair in the parlor.

“I know you can manage alone,” he said. “That does not mean you should always have to.”

The words stayed with her.

That evening, Lucy practiced reading beside the fireplace while Evelyn prepared supper in the kitchen.

Garrett entered carrying fresh bread.

“You did not have to bring that.”

“I know.”

They ate together at the long dining table.

Lucy spoke excitedly about the harvest play the children were preparing. Evelyn laughed when Garrett admitted he had been assigned the role of a scarecrow.

After Lucy fell asleep on the parlor sofa, Garrett covered her with a quilt.

“She trusts you,” Evelyn said.

“She has little choice.”

“That is not true. Children know who makes them feel safe.”

Garrett looked at her.

“You make her feel safe too.”

Evelyn glanced away.

No one had ever described her that way.

Garrett moved closer.

“You have brought life back into this place.”

“It was only waiting.”

“So were some of us.”

The room grew quiet.

Evelyn thought he might kiss her.

Instead, Lucy stirred beneath the quilt.

Garrett smiled.

“Saved by the schoolgirl.”

Evelyn’s cheeks warmed.

“From what?”

“That remains to be seen.”
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