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Chapter ONE
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TOWN TALK

News of Bill's retirement party spread through Maple Hollow with predictable enthusiasm days before the actual event, and Clara found herself fielding warm, nostalgic conversations about the beloved tavern owner throughout the preceding week.

Mabel arrived at the café one afternoon, already deep in reminiscence before she'd even settled onto her usual stool. "I remember when Bill first bought that place, dear. Practically a ruin back then, barely more than a shack down by the water. Nobody believed he could actually make a proper business of it."

"He clearly proved everyone wrong, given how beloved that tavern's become."

"Thirty-eight years of proving people wrong, honestly. That's rather Bill's whole story, if you ask me." Mabel's expression turned fond. "I've watched that man give second chances to more struggling young people than I can properly count. Ronan, obviously, but plenty of others too — kids from difficult homes, folks working through addiction recovery, anyone who needed steady, judgment-free employment to help them find their footing again."

Owen stopped by later that same day, delivering the week's bread order with his usual quiet efficiency. "Heard Bill's finally retiring. Good for him, honestly, though this town won't quite feel the same without him behind that bar."

"Are you planning to attend the celebration?"

"Wouldn't miss it. Man gave me considerable business advice when I first took over my father's bakery, actually, though we're in entirely different industries. Just good, practical wisdom about running a small business with genuine community values rather than pure profit motive." Owen's expression turned reflective. "This town's lucky to have people like him, honestly. I hope whoever takes over properly honors that legacy."

Priya, overhearing the conversation from behind the counter, added her own enthusiastic anticipation. "I'm looking forward to it too, honestly. Should be a wonderful, joyful celebration, exactly the kind of uncomplicated good news this town could use after everything we've all weathered these past several years."

Clara found herself nodding in agreement, genuinely looking forward to an evening promising nothing more complicated than warm nostalgia and well-deserved celebration — sentiment that would, within days, prove tragically premature given everything the actual evening would ultimately bring.
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[image: ]


THE ANCHOR'S LAST NIGHT

The Anchor had been a fixture on Maple Hollow's waterfront since long before Clara's arrival, a weathered, welcoming tavern down by the marina where half the town's older residents had their own decades of memories tangled up in its worn wooden booths and dim, comfortable lighting. When word spread that its longtime owner, Bill Sorensen, had finally decided to retire and sell the place after thirty-eight years behind the bar, the town had responded with exactly the kind of sentimental enthusiasm Clara had come to expect from Maple Hollow's tightly woven community.

"Whole town's turning out for it," Priya said, reviewing the retirement party's guest list with visible interest. "Bill's invited practically everyone who's ever bought a drink from him, which given thirty-eight years, is a fairly substantial portion of this town's adult population."

"Ronan mentioned he practically grew up in that place," Clara said, remembering old conversations. "Said Bill gave him his first job, actually, washing dishes back when he was sixteen and desperate for spending money his father wouldn't provide."

"That tracks with everything I've heard. Bill's apparently mentored half this town's wayward teenagers over the decades, given them somewhere steady and welcoming when their own home situations weren't always easy." Priya's expression turned fond. "Feels fitting, honestly, that his whole retirement send-off would draw such a crowd."

The café itself was catering a portion of the evening's food, Priya having volunteered weeks earlier to handle desserts alongside The Anchor's own kitchen staff, and Clara found herself looking forward to the celebration with genuine anticipation — a rare evening promising nothing more complicated than good food, warm nostalgia, and a well-deserved toast to a man who'd clearly given this town considerable steady service over nearly four decades.

She had no way of knowing, preparing the evening's dessert trays with Priya that afternoon, that Bill Sorensen's retirement celebration would prove to be, instead, the final night of his life.
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BILL SORENSEN

Clara had met Bill only briefly over her years in Maple Hollow, though his warm, weathered presence behind The Anchor's bar had left a distinct impression each time their paths crossed — a broad-shouldered man in his early sixties with kind eyes and an easy, unhurried manner that seemed to put every patron immediately at ease.

"Clara Whiskerton," he greeted her warmly as she arrived at the tavern that evening, already busy with final preparations for the night's celebration. "Priya mentioned you'd be stopping by personally. Been meaning to visit your café properly, honestly, though this old place keeps me tied down more than I'd like most days."

"We're honored to be part of your send-off, Bill. This town clearly thinks the world of you."

"More than I probably deserve, though I won't pretend I'm not enjoying every minute of tonight's fuss." His warm laugh carried genuine, easy contentment. "Thirty-eight years is a long stretch behind any bar, honestly. Feels like the right time to finally hand things over, spend my remaining years actually enjoying that boat I've been neglecting down at the marina."

"Who's taking over the place?"

"Fellow named Curtis Wren. Been working alongside me the past two years, learning the business properly. Good man, though he's got some modernization ideas that'll take some getting used to for my old regulars." Bill's expression carried the particular fond exasperation of someone watching a beloved institution prepare to evolve past its founder's original vision. "Craft cocktails, apparently. Some kind of specialty catnip-infused drink he's been testing, marketed toward the cat café crowd, given how popular your own establishment's gotten these past few years."

"That sounds like an interesting business strategy, honestly."

"Curtis has plenty of interesting ideas. I'm trying to stay out of his way about most of them, given I won't actually be here to deal with the consequences either direction." Bill's laugh carried genuine warmth despite his evident uncertainty about some of his successor's plans. "Enough business talk, though. Tonight's meant for celebration, not worry. Go enjoy yourself, Clara. Drinks are on the house for everyone who's ever meant something to this old place."

Bill lingered a moment longer near the bar's entrance, his expression turning more reflective as he glanced around the tavern's familiar, well-worn interior. "I keep having these moments, honestly, where the reality of actually leaving this place hasn't quite settled in properly. Thirty-eight years is a long time to build your whole identity around a single location, a single purpose."

"That sounds like a significant adjustment to navigate, even amid genuine excitement about retirement."

"It is, more than I expected it to be, if I'm honest. Part of me's genuinely thrilled about finally having time for that boat, for actually enjoying some leisure after decades of early mornings and late nights behind this bar." Bill's expression carried genuine warmth despite his evident complexity. "But another part of me keeps wondering if I'm making the right choice, handing this place over to someone whose vision differs so considerably from everything I've spent decades building."

"Do you have genuine confidence in Curtis's ability to honor what you've created here, even while modernizing certain aspects?"

"I want to believe so, honestly. He's talented, ambitious, genuinely skilled behind the bar. I just worry sometimes that his ambition might eventually outpace his appreciation for what actually made this place special in the first place — not the drinks themselves, but the community, the second chances, the genuine care I've tried to extend to everyone who's walked through these doors over the years." Bill's expression turned thoughtful, almost melancholy despite the evening's celebratory purpose. "I suppose that's simply the nature of passing something meaningful onto the next generation, though. You have to trust they'll find their own way to honor what matters, even if their specific path looks different from your own."

"That's a wise, generous perspective, Bill."

"I'm trying, honestly. Enough philosophical reflection for one celebration, though. Go enjoy yourself properly, Clara. Tonight's meant for genuine joy, not my own complicated feelings about change and legacy."

Priya arrived a while later to help Bill with some final dessert preparations, her own genuine affection for the man evident in her warm greeting. "Bill! I brought extra of everything, honestly, figured a celebration this significant deserved more than adequate dessert coverage."

"Priya, you're a treasure, you know that?" Bill's warm laugh carried genuine delight. "This whole spread looks incredible. I appreciate you and Clara going to such trouble for tonight."

"Least we could do, honestly, given everything you've meant to this town over the decades." Priya began arranging her contributions with practiced efficiency. "I remember my own father mentioning you, actually, years before I ever moved to Maple Hollow myself. Said you'd given him some sound advice about small business management, back when he was struggling with his own restaurant in Burlington."

"I don't recall the specific conversation, honestly, though I'm glad if anything I said proved useful." Bill's expression carried genuine humility despite the evident impact of his influence extending even beyond Maple Hollow's own borders. "That's rather always been my philosophy, though — happy to share whatever wisdom experience has taught me, if it might help someone else navigate similar challenges."

"That generosity's clearly touched more lives than you probably realize, Bill," Clara said warmly.

"Perhaps. Though tonight's really about celebrating this whole community, honestly, not just my own small contribution to it." Bill's warm smile carried genuine, humble gratitude. "Now, let's get this celebration properly underway. I believe there's considerable catching up to do with old friends before this old place officially changes hands."
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