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      A young shoplifter not only swipes a couple of hand-carved figurines from Ray Davenport, owner of Victoria Square’s Wood U gift shop, but barrels into and injures Katie Bonner, manager of Artisans Alley. Upon his escape, the police are called, but before the ink is dry on the report, the boy’s grandmother drags the would-be thief back to return the purloined items. She’s got an agenda and great expectations. Can Ray come through in a pinch?
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      Ray Davenport gazed out the front display window of Wood U, the Victoria Square gift shop that featured wood-based gifts and small furniture. Right on time, Katie Bonner, manager of the Square’s anchor, Artisans Alley, power-walked by, her head held high, her ponytail bouncing. She did it several times a day, and not only did he find he could set his watch to her circuits, but he found he looked forward to seeing her pass by.

      The truth was, when he first met the new owner of the local arts and crafts arcade, he thought the pushy young woman was nothing but a pain in the ass. But that was before he got to know her.

      Yes, she pushed her own ideas about what had happened and who might be behind the death of the Alley’s original manager, but Katie was smart, as well as attractive.

      When he’d first met her, Ray did not have a good opinion of what his colleagues at the Sheriff’s Office might have called a Feminazi; but her goodwill and intellect had made him reconsider. They’d clashed heads again some seven months later when she’d uncovered a skeleton in the decrepit mansion on the edge of Victoria Square. Then, three months after that, they’d been forced to collaborate on yet another murder case—officially his last.  And Ray was sure he would have been murdered by a vicious killer if Katie hadn’t been motivated to find the truth about what had happened to the owner of the shop he now owned.

      But there was more.

      His teenaged daughters had taken a shine to Katie and had tried to “fix them up.” It had been a particularly embarrassing interlude because there was no way a young, good-looking woman would ever be interested in an old coot like him.

      Katie disappeared from his view. She usually did four circuits around the parking lot, so he would have the opportunity to see her three more times before she disappeared for another day.

      Ray turned away, feeling ashamed.  Was it so terrible that the sight of the young widow passing outside his window was the highlight of his day? It wasn’t as though he ogled her. He was at least twenty years her senior. And then there was Andy Rust, Katie’s boyfriend who owned the pizza parlor next to Artisans Alley. She was already spoken for. That’s why the thought that he looked forward to seeing her every day bothered him.

      His wife, Rachel, had died a little over a year before. He’d loved her with all his heart. She was ten years younger than him, and he was sure she would easily outlive him; but then he hadn’t reckoned with a drunk driver who had veered into the opposing lane of traffic and hit his wife’s minivan head-on at ten o’clock in the morning. She’d been transported by Mercy flight to the best hospital in the area, but insurance hadn’t covered that cost, as he’d found out several months later—after her death—when he’d been presented with the bill.

      That had eaten into their savings, money they’d put aside for their daughters’ college funds. Rachel would not have been happy about that. And even though they’d both agreed that if one survived the other they were free to find someone else, the thought of moving on bothered him. And yet…what if he could find another partner? The truth was, he didn’t want to be alone for twenty or more years until the good Lord called him home.

      And then, less than a year after Rachel’s death, he’d retired.

      Retired?

      Not exactly. The county had had a purge. Those with a certain amount of years of service had been pushed out of the Sheriff’s Office. If Ray could have worked another couple of years, it would have been much better since he could have saved more money for his daughters’ college funds. Now … what was he going to tell his two youngest daughters, Sadie and Sasha, when they graduated and there was little, if any, money available to send them to college? Operating Wood U was a calculated risk. If it was successful, he could help his girls. If it crashed and (figuratively) burned, they were all skunked.

      Ray felt grateful that his oldest, Sophie, had managed to get a scholarship to the Culinary Institute of America. She wanted to be a world-class chef, and he had no doubt she’d achieve her goal. But what about her two sisters? Would he be able to help them reach their collegiate goals? That was a real leap of faith. And how was he going to tell them that they’d have to mortgage their futures to pay for their schooling? Encouraging them to seek scholarships, instead of student loans, was the only way they’d be able to afford higher education. The thought made him feel ashamed and inadequate. This wasn’t the life he thought he’d have or be able to offer his children.

      Glancing at the clock, Ray saw the big hand was on twelve—time to open the shop for the day.  He unlocked the door and turned the CLOSED sign to OPEN, then retreated to the stool behind the display case that doubled as a cash desk. Open on the top was a book on carving, dedicated to Christmas designs of twenty or more Santas. His current project was a squat little guy with wooden shoes who, when finished, would hold a birthday candle in his tiny hands.  The book of carving designs had been a birthday gift from Sadie and Sasha.  Carving helped him pass the time between customers, and it also helped replenish his store’s stock.

      Ray’s original goal had been to use up the inventory that came with the purchase price of the shop, and supplement it with his own creations; but that was before the fire, which cost him fifty percent of his stock. He’d discovered he could—and did—buy handmade and sustainably produced items from third-world artisans, paying fair trade prices. It would have been cheaper just to buy product from China, but his girls wouldn’t hear of that. Altruism was all fine and good, and yet he wasn’t sure he would be able to keep the shop open and make enough to live on with good deeds alone.  He needed to find additional sources of income.

      The door opened and an Asian boy of maybe ten or eleven entered the shop. Dressed conservatively in a buff-colored jacket, crisp white shirt, and blue tie, Ray wondered if the outfit was part of a school uniform. Shouldn’t he have been at school at ten o’clock on a Tuesday morning?

      “Welcome to Wood U. I’m Ray. Let me know if I can help you with anything.”

      The kid nodded and began moseying along the shelves that lined the shop’s east wall, inspecting the items for sale.

      The store displayed an eclectic product line: carved wooden cutlery, whimsical dragons, cats, birds, other animals, Santas, cutting boards, inlaid jewelry boxes, tables, benches, and much, much more. Ray never grew tired of the smell of wood. Just about every variety known to man was represented in some way, shape or form, including ebony, teak, bamboo, maple, oak, poplar
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