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To every girl who’s ever had her heart broken. 

Believe in second chances.

All that is gold does not glitter, not all those who wander are lost; the old that is strong does not wither, deep roots are not reached by the frost. – J. R. R. Tolkien
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“Not all that glitters is gold.” Those were the last words of advice Aunt Polly gave Natalie right before the engagement was announced. It felt like a lifetime ago, but it’d only been seven years and now she was divorced. Aunt Polly had died just last summer, too late for Natalie to tell her that she’d been right. She’d been fooled by a man who promised her the moon, when in reality, he never gave Natalie anything but debt, headaches, and ultimately, a broken heart. And then he’d taken everything. Forgiveness.

Natalie forced herself to concentrate on navigating the winding mountain road to Aunt Polly’s cabin. It was tricky in the gloomy mid-January weather, but she finally spotted the turn. Two derelict mailboxes slumped over in one direction; a third leaned the other way. They were nothing more than faded and cracked plastic splinters now. Rumpled flyers hung from them like flags of surrender. She shook her head. Welcome to the gulch.

Her beloved aunt’s home rested on the lower knolls of Good Hope Mountain. A river ran through the gulch at the mountain’s base where gold had once been its lifeblood. In the nearby town of Good Hope, the gold had long run out, but the hearty, determined people of the lower Appalachians had stayed.

Natalie turned left off the north Georgia highway onto the gravel road. After all these years, there was still no street sign. Someone had planted a hand-painted post at the turn identifying it as Cabin Creek Lane, but that was it. It hadn’t been there last summer when she’d come to the funeral, but it was something.

“Well, this is what you wanted,” she mumbled. The gulch had always been her home away from home, but now it was her escape, a place to hide, to start over, and to work on the middle-grade novel she’d always dreamed about writing. 

Without warning, a striking figure in bright red plaid darted out from the trees on the side of the road and crossed without looking. Natalie stomped the brakes with a gasp. The man froze like a buck caught in the crosshairs. Poles and some kind of scope jumbled around in his arms and then tumbled to the ground. 

“Sorry!” Natalie cried, although he could not hear her. He grimaced at the car’s bumper only inches from taking him out at the knees. She raised her hands in frustration when he looked up at her and frowned. He’d been the one to dash out of the trees without looking. 

Tall, dark, and unshaven, he heaved a sigh then bent down to pick up his stuff. Natalie glanced over to the side of the road from where he’d emerged. Beyond the trees were meadows that stretched several acres south to Aunt Polly’s property. Try as she might, she couldn’t remember the neighbors’ names, but they were an older couple.

The man straightened back up with an expression of forced but polite apology that she could barely see because of a crazy woolly hat. The goofy ear flaps were pulled low over his head. She nodded and waited for him to cross safely. She didn’t look sideways out the passenger window when she rolled past him, but from the corner of her eye, she could see him staring. 

Whatever. That was what people did here. Everyone knew everyone in the gulch, so he probably wondered what business a stranger with city plates had gliding down Cabin Creek Lane. 

She glanced back in her rearview mirror. The tall man in lumberjack plaid with slim shoulders watched her retreat. She shrugged it off. He was probably a county employee doing something for one of the other families that lived off the lane. She remembered the survey equipment he’d grappled with before dropping it all. Maybe she should be the one to ask what he was doing wandering around out here. 

A smile returned to her face as Natalie drove the last mile to Aunt Polly’s cabin. Dormant maple and elm giants shook hands with each other across the lane. A reflection of light bounced off of a little stream, and she imagined she could smell the fresh, clean water. 

She slowed around the winding curves and wondered what condition the place would be in when she arrived. Her aunt had been sick for over a year before she died, and Natalie had only been able to visit a couple times before she passed away. 

She finally reached the dirt driveway hidden by a garden that spread out across the front of the property. It camouflaged the cabin during the summer months when the corn and tomatoes were high, but in January’s afternoon light, everything looked withered. Still, the scene warmed Natalie's heart. It was her mountainside inheritance, and here, she’d finally be able to find the peace and closure she’d been aching for the past year. 

It only took twenty minutes to unload the white Honda. All she had to do was carry in boxes of clothes, books, dishes, and some toiletries. She'd left all of her furniture for her ex at his demand. They’d finally agreed that he would take the house, and she would start her new life with Aunt Polly’s old antique furniture. 

The historic cabin was framed just like the first Georgia mountain pioneers had built them a hundred years ago. The front porch was small but had enough room for a rocking chair and flower pots. Inside, was a simple two-room living space. Its front room had a couch pushed under a large window, and there was a small drop-leaf table against the wall that could be opened for meals.  Along the back of the room was a countertop with a sink, stovetop, apartment-sized fridge, and plenty of shelves and lower cabinet space.

Natalie walked into the adjacent tiny bedroom, and memories of spending the night with Aunt Polly flooded in. There was a small curtain divider that closed off the single bathroom and stackable washer and dryer unit. It was cozy; Natalie's former living room had been the entire size of the cabin, but in her heart, she knew this was all the space she needed. 

She returned to the living area and gazed out the back window over the cracked porcelain sink. From there, she could see the distant glittering river in her new backyard, where trees on the far bank leaned over to dip their branches into the chilly water. It was from this tumbling wild mountain river, that all of the creeks and streams in the area were nourished. 

Natalie knew there were mountain trout in the river, and of course, beautiful, sparkling pyrite. After the gold had been discovered, Good Hope, like the city of Dahlonega, became a mining hot spot in the South for a time. One of her early ancestors had homesteaded here, but the gold rush ended, and Good Hope became a mountain town for tourists. Polly was the last in their family to remain, but Natalie had returned. 

A knock made her jump. She turned from the window and hurried to the door. She expected it to be the old homesteader, Mr. Richardson, who lived up on the mountain, but the man on the porch was definitely not old and grizzled with a potbelly from too many pork rinds and moonshine. It was the dark-haired stranger with a couple days’ worth of a beard’s five o’clock shadow. He still had on the untucked plaid flannel shirt-coat, and his faded jeans were tucked into muddy work boots.

Speechless, Natalie stared. Under the slight beard, his jaw looked chiseled, and his eyes were dark and chocolate brown. Now hatless, she could see his hair was cropped short around the ears but longer and tousled on top. Lumberjack or not, the mountain boys in Good Hope had certainly changed since she was a girl.

He looked her up and down in return, but tried to disguise it. “Hey, so you’re not Mr. Richardson.” He added a white, toothy grin.

She shook her head. 

“I thought he was checking in on the place.”

Natalie took a breath, surprised at the jolt of nerves his presence caused, like some part of her had expected she would truly be alone up here in the middle of nowhere. “I’m Natalie Boyd. Polly was my aunt, and the Richardsons know I’m moving in today. 

“Oh, that’s right,” said the stranger. “They told me she had a relative.” He stuck out his gloved hand. “I'm Jonathan Wilby. We own the property next door.”

Natalie felt her brows raise in surprise. “I remember the Nichols, but I didn’t know they’d moved away.” 

“My mother is Glenda Nichols. She moved into town and signed the property over to me.” 

Natalie crinkled her forehead, then remembered to take his extended hand and shake it. “I see. I’m afraid we’ve never met then.”

“I was a bit older than Polly’s nieces and nephews, and I moved away after high school, but...” He seemed at a loss for words then added, “and I moved back last year.”

“Welcome home,” said Natalie with a faint smile. For some reason, she assumed he was quite married with a couple kids, and it made her wistful. 

Wilby rambled on. “I live in the old house right now, but I’m getting ready to subdivide the property and build some cabins for summer rentals.”

He might as well have hit Natalie in the chest with a hammer. She felt her cheeks warm with distress, and her heart sank.  “I just moved up here to get away.” She gave a light laugh to disguise her anxiety. “I only have three acres on this property, and I was hoping the lane would stay private.”

The man shrugged. “Well, times are changing, and the land up here is worth a lot of money now. A lot of the old families in the area are building B&Bs and renting out rooms for the weekend.” 

Natalie knew that was something Polly would not approve of. “I'm sorry to hear that. It’s certainly not what my aunt wanted, and I doubt it's what your parents would want.”  

He furrowed his brow. “My parents are behind the decision, and you have several acres. I don't think a few rental cabins will do any harm. Anyway,” he insisted, “I’ll be clearing out some brush between the creek and the road, so you might see me out and about.”

Natalie pushed down the arguments she had to offer that no one needed to do any more building along the gulch. She nodded, but couldn’t stop a frown. 

“I have some tools to return to Mr. Richardson, so I guess I’ll head on up the mountain. Nice to meet you though,” Wilby added with cheerful enthusiasm.

“Okay, yes,” said Natalie, forcing a smile. She realized she might have been glaring. “You, too.” He turned on his boot heel, and she shut the door with a loud clap. Pressing her forehead against the back of it, she squeezed her eyes shut. 

Mrs. Nichols’ son that she could only vaguely recall hearing about was now her neighbor, and it looked like he had no intention of protecting Polly’s way of life on Good Hope Mountain. He was building cabin rentals of all things, which meant she had little chance of living her life in peace. She sighed.

That night, while putting her clothes away in the old walnut wardrobe, Natalie found the small vial of gold flakes Aunt Polly left her. She sat back on her heels. Memories of Polly flooded through her mind. She’d not had much, but the kind hermit had left Natalie everything she had –

this creaking, cozy cabin on the banks of a river and a vial with about $75 worth of gold flakes.

Natalie smiled to herself and shook her head. Why had Polly insisted in her will that it be given to her along with the cabin? Perhaps it was meant to be a reminder of where she came from and of course, the lessons she’d learned from her broken marriage. 

Not all that glitters is gold.

It didn’t matter. The past was the past. She’d returned to the gulch of her childhood, the place she’d always wanted to end up anyway, for a fresh start. She’d have peace and quiet, plenty of space, and not have to deal with crowds or nosey neighbors. This weekend, she’d go into town and reacquaint herself with some of the old timers of her childhood just so she’d have some contacts. It was time to put the ugly past two years behind her. 

***
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NATALIE WALKED ACROSS the parking lot toward her aunt’s church, a place she’d attended during the summers of her youth. The peach brick stood out against the random, leftover white patches of snow from the last snowfall. The tall steeple still reached for heaven, and the brass bell waited to ring at noon. The only difference was Polly wasn’t there.

Natalie pressed her lips to moisten them as her leather dress boots crunched over patches of ice and slopped through puddles of melted snow. The sidewalk was wet, too, and everything smelled damp. The cold fingers of January pressed through her overcoat and tried to wriggle between the layers of the fuchsia scarf around her neck. 

She hadn’t been to church since the funeral and could hardly remember the day of grief. The pastor at the top of the steps in the open door greeted everyone with a smile. A gust of wind like a cough from old man winter made Natalie shiver, and she wrapped her camel-colored dress coat around herself a little tighter. 

The pastor was new. He’d attended Polly’s funeral, but for rather a brief introduction they hadn’t talked long. He wouldn’t know that Natalie had come to church every Sunday with Polly. He wouldn’t know that she preferred to sit on the left side in the fourth pew back from the front. The location had a perfect view through the stained glass window, and when the sun shined through it in the late mornings, it cast colorful prisms across her lap and folded hands.

“Good morning, Sister.”

Natalie looked up. “Oh, hello.” 

The minister smiled at her, pleased to see a new face. “I’m Brother Newsome.”

“Yes,” said Natalie, “I remember.”

He studied her face like he was trying to place her.

“I’m Natalie Boyd. My Aunt Polly was a member here.”

“Why, Polly, yes, of course. We do miss our good Polly, and I remember you now. You were here in June.”

“Yes,” Natalie nodded. “I came to the funeral with my parents, sister, and younger brothers.”

“That’s right,” said Brother Newsome, “the Boyd children. Well, we are happy to have you back. Are you visiting?”

Natalie took a deep breath. “No,” she answered, “I’ve moved into Polly’s old place up the mountain, and I’m going to be attending regularly now.”

“Wonderful,” said the minister with a broad grin, “that is good news. With your family?” 

Natalie felt her cheeks warm. She would never get used to that question. “I’m single,” she said and forced a tight smile that felt like plastic. 

He took her hand into both of his and shook it warmly. “I’m sorry, I forgot. We are so happy to have you.”

She walked through the foyer, ignoring the crowd that milled around the coat racks, and passed through a breezeway into an open sanctuary with high ceilings and arched windows. The room seated a hundred people at best, with rows of pews on either side, but this was Good Hope, an old Southern mountain town. The people were long on tradition and faith, but there wouldn’t be a full house on a regular Sabbath day – only if someone married or passed.

Natalie moved down the center aisle, inhaling the cozy smells of polished walnut pews, oak boards lining the floor, perfume, aftershave, and the warmth of the heating system pumping heat into the drafty structure. 

The flowers at the pulpit were red and white, hinting at the previous Christmas holiday a few weeks ago. At least they weren’t leftover from a wedding, she thought with a painful inward frown, or some cliché rose buds hinting at the next holiday on the calendar. Natalie abhorred the thought of Valentine’s Day. It would be her second one since the divorce.

Her boots walked forward, muscle memory taking her to the family seat where Polly and her wards sat every Sunday. Everywhere one looked were elderly couples in comfortable slacks, or young families struggling to get situated with mittens and coloring books.

Natalie smiled. She caught herself looking for the backs of the heads of her brothers, Nick and Aaron. They’d be whispering about what they would eat at the potluck afterward. Her sister, Carrie, never came often, but if Natalie closed her eyes she could imagine her dark blond hair pulled back into a ponytail, held up by one of Polly’s handmade scrunchies. 

But no. Polly’s pew was full, she realized with disappointment. People filled up the bench from one end to the other. She sighed. Her glance drifted to the pew behind it, where only a single couple sat.

Natalie stepped forward and smiled at the elderly pair. They looked up and greeted her, then moved their legs aside so she could slide in. She scooted down to the end of the row against the windows. Settling in to get as comfortable as one possibly could on wooden benches, she leaned on the armrest. There was still a pretty good view out the window, but she felt at odds sitting alone with no brothers or sister or aunt to whisper to. Natalie chuckled. The meeting hadn’t even started, and she was already restless, but this was where she needed to be. It was one of the many ways to find peace in life, and if anyone needed peace, she did.

Brother Newsome cleared his throat as he made his way up to the front of the room. The chatter in the room dribbled down to a murmur and then melted away. Natalie leaned forward to pull a hymnbook from its resting place. Singing would be nice.

After the announcements, which included a bingo night the next weekend, the crowd was invited to stand, and the pianist hit the beginning keys. Natalie no sooner belted out, How Great Thou Art, then a small commotion at the corner of her eye made her turn her head. 

A latecomer pushed his way past the elderly couple on the other end of her row, whispering and apologizing as he interrupted the opening song.

The people in front turned around. One of the women looked at the man and then at Natalie, and she shrugged with a sideways smile. Some people didn’t know any better than to sit in the back and be still if they arrived late. Natalie glanced over at the new addition. Her heart skipped a beat, and she tore her eyes away and stared back at her page of music.

The man from the gulch, Jonathan Wilby, was just a foot or two away. Natalie snuck another sideways glance to confirm she wasn’t seeing things. He’d climbed his way past the couple and stopped to stand beside the elderly gentleman, whispering to him like they knew one another. The woman shushed them, and Natalie shot her attention back to the hymnbook and tried not to smirk.

Wasn’t this an interesting turn of events? Clearly they were friendly, or maybe they were family. He didn’t seem to have a wife or children in tow, nor had he seemed to notice Natalie. Perhaps he didn’t recognize her, or maybe he wasn’t interested in acknowledging his new neighbor. 

She’d made it clear she wasn’t happy about his plans to subdivide a beautiful mountain glen into cheap, touristy cabin rentals, but she’d done so without being rude, hadn’t she? The idea of what Wilby was going to do to Cabin Creek Lane brought back the cloud of frustration she’d dealt with the past few days. She could not start life over in peace if there were tourists running around her cabin.

What was he thinking? Inherit acres of property in one of the most beautiful areas of the lower Appalachians and try to make a buck off it? The music and the peace of the Sunday service were lost to her. 

Natalie tried to focus, slumping down into her seat after the hymn and staring at the speaker and his new year’s sermon about temporal and spiritual preparation. She didn’t want Wilby to think she’d noticed him. She wasn’t even sure what she could say. When movement in her peripheral vision hinted he looked her way, she stubbornly refused to react to it. 

She was going to do what Polly had wanted for her: live a simple life and commune with nature instead of battling city traffic and blaring lights. Here in Good Hope, there would be no worldly distractions, just the simple Georgia mountain life. She had no intention of letting anyone ruin her hopes and dreams again. Especially a man.

***
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AFTER CHURCH SERVICES, Natalie muttered a quick Amen and slipped out of the end of the pew against the wall. She was no longer a skinny twelve-year-old that could bounce down the narrow aisle, but she still fit. She hurried for the exit, slowing only for a young boy to jump out in front of her and dash away. The congregation usually held a potluck on Sunday afternoons, and by the boy’s speed and the fragrance of simmering vegetables, she assumed the tradition continued.

She was almost free from the crowd when a round and short woman stuck her purse out into the aisle like a cop setting up a roadblock. Natalie had no choice but to stop. The lady grinned. She had small teeth shadowed
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CAN SHE TRUST LOVE THE SECOND TIME AROUND?

DANIELLE ‘RH O R N#E
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