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      The teenager sitting in front of me is chewing her gum like her life depends on it. The smell of watermelon wafts across my face. Actually, she is not just chewing. She is masticating with the kind of aggressive enthusiasm I would assume is usually reserved for eating competitions where gluttonous humans shove ample amounts of hot dogs in their faces.

      Each snap of her jaw sends a wave of the artificial watermelon scent flying across my pristine studio. I can feel my left eye beginning to twitch.

      “Madison.” I keep my voice very measured and pleasant. The voice of my mother perfected over forty years of teaching Atlanta’s elite how to exist in polite society. “We discussed what appropriate behavior is in formal settings. Would you like to dispose of that gum before we continue?”

      Madison, sixteen, highlighted hair and an expression suggesting she would literally like to be anywhere else on earth, rolls her eyes so hard that I am genuinely concerned about the structural integrity of her optic nerves.

      “My mom said I had to come here. She did not say I had to, you know, like, participate.”

      The other two girls sitting on either side of her, Kaylee and Brittany, are equally uninterested, and they snicker behind their manicured hands.

      I take a deep breath, then another. This studio is beautiful, with tall windows and hardwood floors polished to a mirror-bright shine, and cream-colored walls adorned with tasteful botanical prints and antique mirrors so students can observe their posture. It looks exactly like what it is, a museum dedicated to a dying art form.

      “Very well.” I smooth my hands down the front of my navy sheath dress. “Let’s attempt the curtsy one more time, and remember, this is not about subservience. It is about grace and acknowledgement. You are not bowing to someone’s superiority. You are showing your own refinement.”

      “But, like, when would I ever even curtsy?” Brittany asks, examining the split ends of her hair. “I’m not meeting the Queen or, like, whatever.”

      “The Queen kicked the bucket,” Kaylee adds, trying to be helpful. “And she wasn’t our queen anyway.”

      “Exactly.” Brittany nods. “So, like, what is the point?”

      The point? The point?

      I want to tell them that the point is heritage, tradition, and the preservation of social graces that separate us from absolute chaos. I want to explain that my mother built this business from nothing because she truly believed that proper etiquette would open doors, build confidence, and transform awkward girls into poised young ladies ready to take on the world.

      Instead, I just say, “The curtsy teaches awareness and control of your body, and these skills translate into confidence in every situation, like job interviews, formal events, or meeting your future in-laws.”

      “My mom says I am not allowed to have in-laws until I’m thirty,” Madison announces, finally removing her gum and sticking it right under her chair.

      Under the chair. The antique Chippendale chair that my mother purchased at an auction in 1987. The chair that has supported the derrieres of debutantes, society matrons, and one memorable visit from a minor European princess.

      I close my eyes briefly and try to summon whatever patience I have in reserve. I am running dangerously low these days. I doubt it’s appropriate for the only etiquette teacher left in Atlanta to strangle one of her students.

      “Okay, ladies, let’s take a different approach.” I move to the front of the room and position myself in front of the full-length mirror. “Watch me first, and then we will try together.”

      I demonstrate a proper curtsy, right foot behind left, slight bend of the knees, subtle inclination of the head. It is all muscle memory for me at this point, drilled into me before I could even read. My mom used to say that I curtsied before I could walk, and I am fairly certain that is anatomically impossible, but it does speak to her priorities. She was always very proud when she said it.

      When I rise, I catch my reflection. Thirty-four years old. Brown hair pinned up into a French twist that is so tight it gives me a headache every single day, and yet I continue to do it. Posture that would make a ballerina weep with envy. I look exactly like my mother.

      The thought brings a familiar ache, the one I have been trying to ignore for two years now.

      “Oh, that was actually kind of pretty,” Kaylee admits, which might be the highest compliment I have received all year.

      “Thank you. Now, everyone up. We will practice this together.”

      The girls shuffle to their feet with all the enthusiasm of death row inmates heading toward the execution chamber.

      We spend the next twenty minutes trying curtsies that range from “acceptable” to “did you just have a small seizure?” By the end, Madison has complained about her knees seventeen times. Brittany has checked her phone twice despite my no phones policy, and Kaylee somehow managed to curtsy directly into a side table, knocking over a vase of silk flowers.

      When their mothers finally arrive, a trio of Buckhead housewives in coordinating Lilly Pulitzer outfits, I paste on my most professional smile and assure them that their daughters are “making wonderful progress.”

      “Eleanor, you are such a treasure,” Mrs. Anglin, Madison’s mother, says, doing air kisses on both of my cheeks like we’re in Europe and not next to a Starbucks in Atlanta. “Your mom would be so proud of you carrying on her legacy.”

      The words hit me somewhere soft and unprotected, but I maintain my smile through sheer force of will.

      “Thanks, Patricia. It means so much.”

      After they leave, the studio falls silent. I lock the door, flip the sign to closed as if anyone is going to show up anyway, and finally let my shoulders drop from their permanent position somewhere near my earlobes.

      The check in my hand is for three hundred dollars. Three sessions at one hundred each.

      I move to my desk, a gorgeous antique secretary that my mother found at an estate sale, and put the check on a pitifully small pile waiting for deposit. Then I pull out the folder I have been avoiding all week.

      Bills. So many bills.

      The rent for the studio space is $4,000 a month. It is in a prime Buckhead location because my mom thought that location was everything, that you could not teach refinement in a strip mall. She was not wrong, but she also signed a lease before rent increases made the neighborhood financially impossible.

      Utilities, insurance, the quarterly payment on the equipment loan that my mother took out when she renovated the space five years ago, and the credit card bill I have been slowly drowning under since the funeral expenses.

      I do the math I have done a hundred times before, hoping that the numbers will somehow rearrange themselves into something I can manage, but they do not. They never do.

      The truth is unforgiving and stark. Whitfield Etiquette is dying. Has been dying for years, really. A slow decline that my mom refused to acknowledge, and I have been desperately trying to reverse. But the world has changed. Nobody wants to learn how to address an envelope or which fork to use with fish.

      The debutante balls still happen, but the girls who attend them would rather watch a YouTube tutorial than sit through my mother’s carefully crafted curriculum.

      I had six students last month. Six. Down from a peak of forty when I was a teenager, helping my mother demonstrate proper posture while she lectured on the importance of a firm handshake.

      “Don’t shake like you have a dead fish in your hand,” she would say.

      I sink into my desk chair and let my head fall to my hands, not caring that I am probably ruining my hairdo. The silence of the studio presses in around me. This beautiful, expensive space is empty except for my failure.

      My phone buzzes, and I grab it with embarrassing desperation. Maybe it’s a new client. Maybe it’s someone who saw my website, my Instagram posts, or my increasingly apathetic attempts at marketing. Unfortunately, it’s a text from my former fiancé.

      Archie: Saw your post about the spring session. Hope business picks up. Let me know if you want to grab coffee sometime.

      I stare at the message, trying to decode what it means.

      Archie and I ended things over six months ago, after being engaged for two years. There had been a growing distance between us. He wanted a wife who would host dinner parties and charm all his clients, someone who would fit seamlessly into the world of investment banking and country-club memberships. But I wanted, well, I am still not entirely sure what I wanted. Just not the constant pressure of being Archie Farnsworth’s perfect fiancée.

      The breakup was civilized, of course. Everything in this world was civilized. We are both too well-bred for scenes. He got his ring back, and we moved on, or so I thought. We agreed to “remain friends,” in a way that means we will awkwardly avoid each other at social functions for the next ten years or so.

      I do not respond to his text. I do not even have the energy for whatever game he is playing.

      Instead, I stand up and walk through my studio, running my fingers along the smooth surface of the practice table where students learn proper place settings. Twelve forks, twelve knives, twelve spoons, all arranged in perfect formation. My mother could identify every piece with her eyes closed. She could explain the history and purpose of each one with the passion of a museum curator.

      I stop at the wall of photographs.

      My mother at twenty-five, opening the studio with a ribbon-cutting ceremony attended by the mayor’s wife. My mother at forty, receiving an award from the Junior League. My mother at sixty, teaching a class of bright-eyed girls who actually wanted to be there.

      And then me, at all my various ages. Five years old in a tiny dress, practicing my curtsy. Sixteen, showing how to do a proper tea service. Twenty-two, officially joining the business as my mother’s partner.

      I look at that last photo of my mother and me standing in front of this very desk, both of us smiling. She is wearing her signature pearls, the ones that I keep in a velvet box because I just cannot bear to wear them. Her posture is perfect, her expression serene and confident. She never doubted herself, not a day in her life. If she did, she never let it show.

      “I’m trying, Mother,” I whisper to the empty room. “I’m trying so, so hard.”

      The studio does not answer. It just sits there, beautiful and useless, a monument to a world that no longer exists.
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        * * *

      

      I am in the small kitchen at the back of the studio, stress eating the shortbread cookies I baked at three a.m. last Tuesday, when my phone rings and scares me.

      I glance at the screen, thinking it will be Archie again or maybe one of my few remaining clients, but the number is unfamiliar. A Georgia area code, but definitely not Atlanta.

      I swallow the last of the cookie and answer with my professional voice.

      “Whitfield Etiquette, this is Eleanor speaking.”

      “Ms. Whitfield? Ms. Eleanor Whitfield?”

      The voice is male, older, and with an accent that sounds like honey poured over gravel. Deep South, but not Atlanta South.

      “Yes, this is she.”

      “Well, I am mighty glad I reached you. My name is Harlan Tucker, and I’m an attorney up here in Copper Creek, Georgia, calling you about your great aunt Mavis Flanigan.”

      I blink, searching the memory bank of my brain. Mavis. The name sounds familiar, but only barely, like a shadow at the edge of family gatherings or maybe a name my mother mentioned with pursed lips and careful disapproval, as she did most people.

      “I’m sorry, did you say Mavis Flanigan?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Your grandmother’s sister, if I’ve got my genealogy right. She passed away last week, and I’m the executor of her estate. She’s left you something in her will, but I’m afraid you will need to come on up here to Copper Creek to sort it all out.”

      I sink onto the small stool that we keep in the kitchen, my mind racing. Great Aunt Mavis. I think I met her once, maybe twice, when I was really young. I remember her big hair, loud laughter, and my mother hustling me away with an unusual urgency.

      “I am very sorry for your loss,” I say automatically, the words feeling strange. “But I am not sure I understand. My mother never really spoke about her.”

      Harlan chuckles, a warm sound that crackles through the phone.

      “Oh no, I don’t imagine she did. Mavis was, well, she was something else. Your grandmother’s family was not too pleased when she moved up here to the mountains and bought herself a bar.”

      “A bar?”

      “Well, more of a honky tonk. The Rusty Spur. Been a fixture of Copper Creek for going on almost fifty years now. Mavis bought it about thirty-five years ago and ran it right up to the very end.”

      I have no idea what to say about any of this. I feel like I am in some sort of fever dream. My great-aunt, whom I barely remember, lived in a town I had never heard of and ran a bar. Sounds like the setup to a joke, except Harlan’s voice is gentle and serious.

      “Mr. Tucker, I do appreciate your calling, but I do not think this has anything to do with me. I mean, surely Aunt Mavis had other family or people who were closer to her.”

      “She did not, actually,” he interrupts. “Mavis never married and never had children. Your grandmother, of course, passed on years ago, and your mother.” He pauses delicately. “Well, Mavis kept track even if they did not speak. She knew that your mother passed. Sent flowers to the funeral, though I suspect you never even saw the card.”

      I did not. My mother’s funeral was a blur of white lilies and murmured condolences. I was much too numb to notice anything.

      “Ms. Whitfield, I do not want to get into too many details over the phone, but Mavis left you her entire estate - the bar, the property, everything. There are some conditions attached, which is why I need you to come up here in person. So, can you make it to Copper Creek sometime this week?”

      I look around the kitchen, at the pile of bills on my desk, at the empty studio that is slowly bankrupting me. What do I have to lose? A nice little trip to the mountains might reset my brain and give me some new ideas.

      “I can come tomorrow,” I hear myself say. “What is the address?”
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        * * *

      

      That night, I could not sleep. I lie in my bed, this queen-sized four-poster piece of furniture that came with my apartment and is too formal for any actual comfort, and I stare at the ceiling.

      My mind keeps circling back to the phone call, to the name that apparently was buried in my memory for decades. Mavis Flanigan. The wild one. The black sheep.

      I remember now. Fragments are resurfacing like debris after a shipwreck.

      My mother’s voice, tight with disapproval. “We don’t discuss Aunt Mavis, Eleanor. She made her choices, and those weren’t choices that a lady makes.”

      I was maybe seven years old, asking why we never visited the great aunt who sent me birthday cards with five-dollar bills tucked inside. My mother had taken the card from my hands, looked at it with distaste, and dropped it in the trash.

      “Your grandmother’s sister decided that propriety wasn’t important to her. She left a perfectly good life in Atlanta to run some sort of ‘establishment’ in the mountains, and we don’t associate with people who make those kinds of choices.”

      So I never asked again. My mother’s word was law, and her disapproval was a force of nature that shaped my entire existence. So if she said we did not talk about Aunt Mavis, then Aunt Mavis simply did not exist.

      But apparently Aunt Mavis did exist quite thoroughly. Enough to run a bar for thirty-five years. Enough to build a life in a town called Copper Creek. Enough to remember her great-niece in a will despite decades of family silence.

      I get out of bed and walk to my laptop, opening it on the kitchen counter. I do a quick search for Copper Creek, Georgia, which brings up a modest Wikipedia entry.

      Population one thousand eight hundred forty-seven. Located in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Known for its annual Bluegrass Festival and “charming small-town atmosphere.”

      I search for The Rusty Spur and find a Facebook page whose cover photo makes me physically recoil. It is an old wooden building with a big neon sign featuring a cowboy boot and a spur, the kind of place that probably has peanut shells on the floor and plays country music at volumes that violate noise ordinances.

      The most recent post advertises a “Two-Step Tuesday,” with a photo of people wearing jeans and cowboy boots line dancing.

      Oh my goodness. My mother would have had a stroke.

      I close my laptop and pour myself a glass of wine, a respectable Sancerre, because even at midnight, alone, I am my mother’s daughter.

      I walk to the window and look out at the Atlanta skyline, familiar and glittering.

      What could Aunt Mavis possibly have left me? I mean, just the bar itself. I cannot imagine what I am going to do with a honky tonk in the mountains.

      Sell it, probably. I can use the money to pay off my debts, keep the studio afloat for maybe another year while I figure out a new business model.

      The thought brings a small flicker of hope, the first I have felt in many months.

      Maybe this is the universe throwing me a lifeline. Maybe Great Aunt Mavis, in her death, will save me from the slow-motion disaster that my life has become.

      I finish my glass of wine and go back to bed, but sleep still eludes me.

      Instead, I find myself thinking about the birthday cards. The ones that my mother threw away. Five dollars every year, plus a note in handwriting I can barely remember.

      What did those notes say? What did Aunt Mavis think about year after year as she sent cards to a great-niece she would never see?

      I will never know.

      She is gone, this woman I never really knew. And all that is left is whatever she decided to leave behind for me.

      Tomorrow, I will drive to Copper Creek. I will meet with Harlan Tucker, sign whatever papers are needed, and figure out how to turn Aunt Mavis’s legacy into something useful.

      A few days. A week at most. And then I will be back in Atlanta. Back to the stack of bills and the empty studio and the slow, genteel failure of everything my mother built.

      I can feel her criticism from beyond the grave.

      I mean, it is a plan. It’s not a good plan, but at least it’s something. It is more than I had when I woke up this morning.

      I finally fall asleep around three a.m., and I dream about my mother.

      She is standing in the studio, arranging flowers in a vase and shaking her head slowly.

      “Really, Eleanor?” she says in that voice that could cut glass. “A bar? After everything I taught you?”

      “I’m just going to sell it,” I tell her, but she is already turning away, disappearing into the shadows of the studio.

      And when I wake up, my pillow is damp. I cannot remember if I was crying.
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      I spend the morning packing a small bag, just enough for a few days, and canceling all of my appointments. It doesn’t take long, since I have only two appointments scheduled all week.

      I choose my outfit carefully: a cream silk blouse, navy slacks, and low heels. I want to be professional without looking ostentatious. I do not have any idea what one wears to inherit a honky tonk, but I refuse to show up looking anything less than put together.

      Before I leave, I stand in the doorway of my studio one more time. The morning light catches the crystal chandelier my mother installed in 1995, sending little rainbows dancing across the walls. It is beautiful. It has always been beautiful, but it is also a cage, I realize suddenly. It is a gilded, elegant cage that I have been trapped in my whole life, trying to live up to standards set by a woman who never once told me I was enough.

      I shake off the thought. This has to be grief talking, or exhaustion, or the stress of impending financial ruin in front of all of Buckhead’s elite. My mother loved me. She just showed it through correction rather than praise, through pushing me to be better rather than just accepting me for who I was.

      And who am I really?

      I lock the door and head to my car, a sensible three-year-old Lexus sedan that’s almost paid off. I enter Copper Creek, Georgia into my GPS and watch as the route pops up on the screen. Two hours north into the mountains, away from everything I know.

      I have only been to the North Georgia mountains once, many years ago, when we had a meeting there at a winery. I do not remember much about it other than the beautiful blue hills off in the distance and the subpar wine that I drank.

      “In five hundred feet, turn right,” the GPS announces.

      I take a breath, check my mirrors, and pull out of the parking lot.

      Whatever is waiting for me in Copper Creek, I will handle it with the grace and efficiency I have been bred to exude, just like my mother taught me. I will sign the papers, sell the bar, and return to my real life. Simple, straightforward, completely under control.

      The GPS guides me toward the highway, and I do not let myself think too much about those birthday cards that were in the trash, or the great aunt who remembered me when no one else really did, or the dream about my mother turning away.

      I just drive.
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        * * *

      

      The GPS has obviously lost its mind.

      “In one mile, turn right onto Possum Hollow Road,” the pleasant robotic female voice announces.

      I grip my steering wheel tighter, convinced that I have somehow driven into an alternate dimension where road names are generated by some kind of random hillbilly word generator.

      I have been driving for almost two hours, watching Atlanta’s gleaming skyline shrink in my rearview mirror until it disappears entirely, replaced by rural scenery. The highway gave way to a state route, which gave way to a county road, which is now apparently giving way to something called Possum Hollow Road.

      My Lexus feels very out of place here. The last twenty minutes have just been a parade of pickup trucks, some rusted, some lifted on enormous tires, but all of them making my sedan look like a lost tourist. Which I suppose I am.

      I make the turn onto Possum Hollow Road and immediately hit a pothole that rattles my teeth. The road narrows, winding through the forest so thick that the trees form a canopy, dappling the pavement with shadows.

      It is beautiful, I admit begrudgingly. The Blue Ridge Mountains rise in the distance, their peaks softened by a haze that makes them look like a watercolor painting.

      I round a curve and nearly rear-end a tractor. Yes, an actual tractor. Moving approximately three miles per hour. It is driven by an elderly man in overalls who waves cheerfully at me as I slam on my brakes, my heart hammering against my chest.

      There is no room to pass. The road is too narrow, the curve too blind.

      I have no choice but to follow the tractor that would make a snail impatient.

      “Recalculating,” my GPS says, with what I swear is a tone of judgment.

      “I’m not lost,” I tell it, as if it understands me. “Just trapped behind agricultural equipment.”

      The GPS, of course, does not respond. It has probably given up on me.

      Eventually, after what feels like seventy years, the tractor turns onto a dirt path, and the driver tips his John Deere cap at me as I finally accelerate past him. I wave back, my mother’s training kicking in even when I am irritated beyond reason.

      The road begins to descend, and suddenly I can see it. Copper Creek, Georgia, nestled in a valley below, like a toy village arranged on a Christmas train set.

      It is small. Impossibly small.

      I can see the whole downtown from up here, maybe three blocks of buildings clustered around what looks like a central square, surrounded by scattered little houses, and beyond those nothing but trees and mountains.

      “You have arrived at your destination,” the GPS announces as I enter the city limits.

      I have not arrived at my destination. I have arrived at what appears to be the set of a Hallmark movie, complete with American flags hanging from every lamppost and flower baskets so aggressively cheerful they border on hostile.

      The main street is called, with stunning originality, Main Street.

      I drive slowly, looking at all the storefronts. Dixie’s Diner. Sweet Tea Bakery. Mountain Hardware and Feed. The Clip Joint, which is a barber shop with an actual spinning pole. And something called Grits and Grind, which I assume is a coffee shop.

      Every parking spot on Main Street is occupied by a pickup truck. Every single one.

      I circle the block twice before I find a spot in front of the hardware store, and even then, I have to squeeze between a Ford F-150 and a Chevy truck that are both parked at angles suggesting that their drivers have never even heard of parallel parking.

      I turn off the engine and sit there for a minute, staring at the town through my windshield.

      A woman in a floral dress walks by carrying a casserole dish, waving at someone across the street. Two men in flannel shirts lean against the hardware store, drinking coffee from paper cups and laughing. A dog, unleashed, because apparently leash laws are suggestions here, trots down the sidewalk with a tennis ball in its mouth.

      Everyone is moving slowly, deliberately, as if time itself is just taking a coffee break.

      I check my reflection in my rearview mirror, smooth a non-existent flyaway from my French twist, and step out of my car.

      The air hits me first. It is clean and cool, scented with pine. It is so different from Atlanta’s humid exhaust that I actually pause to breathe it in.

      “Nice car,” someone says.

      I turn to find an elderly woman looking at my Lexus with curiosity. She is wearing a purple tracksuit and sneakers, her white hair permed into tight curls.

      “You lost, honey?”

      “No, I, well, I have an appointment with Harlan Tucker, the attorney.”

      The woman’s face lights up.

      “Oh, you must be Mavis’s great-niece, the one from Atlanta.” She says “Atlanta” the way someone might say “Mars.” “Harlan’s office is right up those stairs there, just above the hardware store. Go on up, the door’s never locked.”

      “Thank you, I⁠—”

      But she has already moved on, waving at somebody else, leaving me standing on the sidewalk with the feeling that everybody in this town will know my business before I can even finish climbing the stairs.

      I find the door she pointed to, a narrow entrance wedged between the hardware store and something called Birdie’s Alterations, and climb a steep staircase that creaks under my low heels.

      At the top, a frosted glass door reads Harlan Tucker, Attorney at Law, in gold lettering that is peeling at the edges.

      I knock, and a voice calls out, “Come on in, it ain’t locked.”

      The office is exactly what I expected and nothing like what I expected all at the same time. It is small, barely bigger than my studio’s supply closet, and every available surface is covered with papers, books, and file folders. It looks like somebody’s file cabinet exploded in here.

      Bookshelves line three walls, stuffed with legal volumes and what appear to be local history books. A ceiling fan rotates lazily overhead, desperately needing dusting and stirring the warm air. The single window looks over Main Street, and through it I can see the town square with its white gazebo and towering oak trees.

      Behind the massive wooden desk sits a man who looks like he was ordered out of a catalog of Southern lawyers. He looks to be in his sixties, with a shock of white hair that seems to have its own weather system, wild eyebrows that move expressively as he looks up at me, and a rumpled seersucker suit that has seen better decades. Reading glasses are perched on the top of his head, apparently forgotten as he squints at me.

      “Ms. Whitfield.” He rises, extending a hand with genuine warmth. “Well, I’d recognize those cheekbones anywhere. You look just like your great-aunt did at your age. God rest her soul. Please, sit down.”

      I shake his hand, firm grip, calloused palms, nothing like the limp fish handshakes of Atlanta’s professional class, and settle into the chair across from his desk. It is surprisingly comfortable, worn leather that has molded to accommodate countless clients before me.

      “Thank you for seeing me, Mr. Tucker. I have to admit, this was all very unexpected.”

      “Harlan, please. We don’t stand on ceremony much around here.” He settles back into his chair, which creaks in protest. “I imagine it was unexpected. Mavis told me you probably didn’t know much about her.”

      “I didn’t know anything about her, really. My mother…” I pause, trying to choose my words carefully. “My mother just didn’t discuss her.”

      Harlan nods. “Your grandmother’s family was what we might call particular about propriety. When Mavis left Atlanta back in ’89 to buy a bar in the mountains, well, it did cause quite the scandal. They more or less pretended she ceased to exist.”

      “But she kept sending me birthday cards.”

      His eyebrows rise slightly. “Did she now? I didn’t know that, but it sounds like Mavis. Stubborn as a mule about the people she loved, even when they didn’t love her back.”

      Something in my chest tightens. “I mean, I never got to read them. I’m embarrassed to say that my mother threw them away.”

      Harlan makes a sound that conveys sympathy, understanding, and judgment toward my mother all at once.

      “Well, Mavis knew that, knew the situation. She didn’t hold it against you, dear, if that’s what you’re wondering. She kept track of you over the years. Your graduation, your engagement, your mother’s passing. She was real proud of you, even from a distance.”

      I don’t even know what to say to this. A woman I never knew was proud of me? It feels like receiving a gift I did not earn and cannot return.

      “Mr. Tucker. Harlan. You mentioned on the phone that there were conditions attached to this inheritance.”

      “Well, straight to business. I appreciate that.” He reaches into a drawer and pulls out a file considerably thicker than I expected. “Before we get into the particulars, I want you to understand something about Mavis. She was not just some bar owner. She was the heart of this community. When she bought The Rusty Spur, it was a failing roadhouse with a reputation for trouble. Well, she turned it into something quite special, a place where everybody was welcome, where folks came together, and where music and laughter meant something.”

      I nod politely, wondering where this is headed.

      “When Mavis got sick—cancer—it moved fast. She spent a lot of time thinking about what would happen to the Spur after she was gone. She had no children, not even a spouse. Her closest living relative was you.”

      “But we never even met. Not really.”

      “No, you did not, and Mavis knew that. She knew you might not want anything to do with her bar or her town, but she also knew,” he pauses, looking like he is choosing his words carefully, “she knew that sometimes people need a chance to become who they are supposed to be. She thought maybe you needed that chance.”

      I have no idea what he is talking about. I suspect my expression makes this clear.

      Harlan chuckles. “Let me just read you the relevant portions of the will. Then you’ll understand.”

      He opens the folder and pulls out a document covered in dense legal text.

      “I will skip the boilerplate. Here is what matters. I, Mavis Louise Flanigan, being of sound mind and ornery disposition.” He glances up. “She insisted on that wording.”

      “Of course she did.”

      “Do hereby bequeath to my great-niece, Eleanor Grace Whitfield, the following: the property and business known as The Rusty Spur, located at 247 Mountain Road, Copper Creek, Georgia, including all fixtures, equipment, inventory, and the residential apartment located on the second floor of said property.”

      I blink. “The apartment?”

      “Mavis lived above the bar. It’s a nice space, actually. She renovated it about ten years ago.”

      “I see.” I am trying to calculate property values, wondering what a bar and an apartment in a tiny mountain town might be worth. Enough to pay off my debt? Enough to save the studio?

      “There’s more,” Harlan says. Something in his tone makes my stomach clench.

      “This bequest is made with the following conditions: Eleanor must maintain ownership of The Rusty Spur for a period of no less than six months from the date of my death. During this period, the bar must remain operational, maintaining regular business hours and honoring all existing commitments, including but not limited to, scheduled entertainment and community events.”

      “Six months?” My voice comes out higher than intended. “I have to keep the bar open for six months?”

      “That is correct.”

      “But I do not know anything about running a bar. I teach etiquette classes.”

      “Well, that was an anticipated concern. The current staff of The Rusty Spur, including the bar manager, Mr. Wyatt Rivers, will be retained and granted full authority to manage day-to-day operations. Eleanor’s role is to maintain ownership and presence, but not to single-handedly operate the establishment.”

      “Presence? What does that mean?”

      “It means you need to be here, in Copper Creek, for six months.”

      The room tilts slightly. I grip the arms of my chair, trying to process what he’s saying to me.

      Six months. Six months in this tiny town. This place with roads named for possums and tractor traffic, running a honky-tonk bar I have never even seen.

      “What happens if I refuse? I mean, if I just don’t accept this inheritance?”

      Harlan’s expression softens. “Well, then the property will go to First Baptist Church of Copper Creek to be sold and the proceeds used for their building fund. And Pastor Dale is a good man. He’d put the money to good use, but the bar would almost certainly be torn down. Developers been sniffing around this area for years, wanting to put up vacation condos.”

      “And if I accept, but don’t fulfill the conditions? If I leave before the six months are over, or close the bar down?”

      “Same result. Property goes to the church.”

      I stand up abruptly, moving to the window because I need to move around. I need to do something to abate the panic rising in my chest. Below me, Main Street is continuing its lazy afternoon existence, completely indifferent to the fact that my entire life is being upended.

      “Harlan, I have a business in Atlanta. A studio. Clients.”

      These lies taste bitter on my tongue. I have three bored teenagers and a pile of unpaid bills. It is hardly a thriving enterprise.

      “I can’t just abandon everything for six months.”

      “I understand this is a lot to take in.” His voice is patient. “Mavis knew it would be. That’s why she left you the apartment rent-free. The bar is profitable, not wildly so, but it turns a decent income, so you wouldn’t be struggling financially.”

      I turn back to face him. “Why? Why would she do this? She didn’t even know me. I didn’t know her. Why would she leave me everything and then trap me here for months?”

      He is quiet for a long moment. “All I can say is that Mavis was a wise woman. She did this for reasons only she knew, but I believe they were good ones.”

      “I need to see it,” I hear myself say. “The bar. Before I make any decisions, I would like to see what I’m dealing with.”

      He nods, as if he expected it. “The Rusty Spur’s about a mile outside of town on Mountain Road. Can’t miss it. Just follow the road, pass the church, and look for a neon boot. It’s closed right now, but Wyatt should be there prepping for tonight. I’ll call ahead and let him know you’re coming.”

      “Wyatt. The manager.”

      “That’s right. Good man, Wyatt Rivers. Mavis trusted him completely. You can, too.”

      I gather what’s left of my composure and stick out my hand. “Thank you, Harlan. I’ll be in touch.”

      His handshake is warm. “Take your time, Ms. Whitfield. This is a big decision. But if I might offer some unsolicited advice from an old country lawyer⁠—”

      “Please.”

      “Sometimes the things that scare us the most are exactly what we need. Mavis believed that. She lived it. Maybe she saw something in you that made her think you needed to learn it, too.”
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      Mountain Road is unsurprisingly a road that goes up a mountain. I drive slowly because the curves are sharp and unfamiliar, but also because I am delaying the inevitable. The forest presses close on both sides, broken occasionally by driveways that disappear into trees, leading to houses I cannot see.

      I pass the First Baptist Church, white clapboard, tall steeple, and a sign out front reading: FREE COFFEE + ETERNAL LIFE.

      I continue climbing. And then I see it.

      The Rusty Spur announces itself with a giant neon sign that is visible even in daylight, a cowboy boot with a spinning spur, outlined in red and blue lights. The building itself is a very large wooden structure, weathered to a silvery gray, with a wide front porch and a parking lot that could hold at most thirty cars. There are string lights strung across the porch, unlit now, but promising evening festivity.

      I pull into the parking lot and sit in my car, staring.

      How did I get here?

      It is worse than I imagined, but somehow better. The building has a certain ramshackle charm, like a beloved old dog that has seen better days but still wags its tail. There are flower boxes on the porch. They look like they have been tended, with red geraniums spilling over the edges. A hand-painted sign on the door reads “WELCOME Y’ALL” in letters that are a little bit crooked, but enthusiastic.

      I can hear music from inside. Country, of course. Something with steel guitar and lyrics about a truck or heartbreak or maybe both.

      I take a deep breath, check my reflection one more time, and get out of the car. The porch steps creak under my heels. The front door is heavy, real wood, with a brass handle worn smooth by how many hands have touched it over the years.

      I push it open and step inside.

      The interior is dim, lit only by afternoon light filtering through the windows. They sure could use a good cleaning. My eyes adjust, and I begin to make out the details. A long wooden bar running along one wall, bottles of liquor glinting on shelves. Tables and chairs scattered around a scuffed wooden floor. A small stage in the corner, complete with a drum kit and a microphone stand. Mounted deer heads and vintage beer signs, string lights, and, inexplicably, a disco ball.

      It smells like old wood and spilled beer and something else that I cannot quite identify. It definitely doesn’t smell like my studio back in Atlanta.

      Standing behind the bar, watching me with an expression I cannot read, is quite possibly the most attractive man I have ever seen in my life. He is tall, well over six feet, with broad shoulders that strain against a gray Henley shirt, sleeves pushed up to reveal forearms tanned, muscular, and tattooed. Dark hair with a slight curl at the ends. Square jaw covered in stubble. Blue eyes, startlingly so, that are currently examining me with a mixture of curiosity and something that might be amusement.

      “Well, you must be Eleanor,” he says. His voice is deep, with just enough Southern drawl to make my name sound like something musical. “Harlan called. Said you’d be coming by.”

      I straighten my spine, summon my mother’s voice in my head. Poised, Eleanor. Presence. Never let them see you sweat.

      “And you must be Wyatt Rivers,” I say. “The manager.”

      “That’s me.” He sets down the glass he was polishing and walks around the bar, moving with such an easy confidence that shows he is completely comfortable in his own skin. What must that be like?

      He is wearing worn jeans and work boots, and he looks like he belongs here in a way that I never will.

      Wyatt extends his hand. “Welcome to The Rusty Spur.”

      I shake it, noting the calluses, the strength, the warmth. “Um, thank you. I’m here to assess this situation.”

      One corner of his mouth quirks up. “Assess the situation? That sounds official.”

      “Well, I’ve just come from Mr. Tucker’s office. He explained the terms of the will.”

      “Oh, the six months thing,” he says, nodding. “Yeah, Mavis told me about that before she passed. She wanted to make sure you’d give the place a real chance.”

      “A real chance of what exactly?”

      He shrugs, his impressive shoulders rising and falling. “Well, that’s something you’d have to figure out for yourself, I reckon. Mavis wasn’t a woman who liked to explain herself. She just trusted that the reasons would make sense eventually.”

      I look around the bar again, trying to see it through objective eyes. Obviously, the floor needs refinishing. The windows definitely need cleaning, and the disco ball is just a crime against aesthetics. I don’t think I’ve ever even seen a disco ball in person.

      “How many people work here?”

      “Four, including me. Dolly’s been waitressing here for over thirty years. Boone handles security. He’s a big guy, gentle as a lamb unless you give him a reason not to be. And Presley waits tables and tends the bar with me when she’s not writing songs.”

      “Songs?”

      “Well, she’s a singer. Performs here sometimes. Mavis encouraged it.”

      Something flickers across his face. Grief, maybe? I do not know what to say to that. This man clearly loved my great aunt, and I am standing here in her bar, looking at property values and exit strategies. I didn’t know her. This stranger knew her, and I didn’t. It’s so strange.

      “The apartment upstairs,” I say, changing the subject. “Can I see it?”

      “Sure. Follow me.”

      He leads me through a door at the back of the bar, up a narrow staircase that is very clean and well-lit. At the top, he opens another door and steps aside to let me enter, but I am not prepared for what I find.

      The apartment is wonderful. Completely, unexpectedly wonderful.

      It is open and airy, with exposed wooden beams and large windows overlooking the mountains. The furniture is definitely eclectic. A velvet sofa in deep turquoise, mismatched armchairs, and a coffee table made from what looks like an old barn door. The walls are covered with art, vintage concert posters, local landscapes, photographs of people laughing and dancing, and everywhere, little touches of someone’s personality.

      I’m assuming my great aunt’s.

      A collection of cowboy boots is displayed on a shelf. A guitar is propped in the corner. Books are stacked on almost every surface. A kitchen with copper pots hanging from a rack and herbs growing in the window.

      It looks like someone actually lived here. Someone who was very happy. It is like I walked into the middle of someone’s life. It feels comfortable and uncomfortable at the same time.

      “Mavis had good taste,” Wyatt says from the doorway. “Different than probably what you’re used to in Atlanta, but good.”

      I look at him. “You knew her well.”

      “She gave me a job when I needed one. Gave me a purpose when I had lost mine. She was,” he pauses, and I see him swallow hard, “she was the best person I ever knew.”
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