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      You know about Victoria Square thanks to the Victoria Square Mysteries. Artisans Alley takes center stage in those books, but the merchants—and their businesses—are just as interesting. They all have stories to tell … and that’s what the Life on Victoria Square companion series is all about.

      So settle back and really get to know the merchants. Learn about their lives, and how life on Victoria Square affects them. It might just make a profound impression on you, too!

      

      SPOILER ALERT: The first five  stories take place after the forth novel in the series, Dead, Bath and Beyond and before Yule Be Dead. Tea’d Off takes place before the sixth novel, Murder Ink.
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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?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my Dad

        Leonard Bartlett

        A jack of all trades and master of all he attempted.
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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, cherry—a huge assortment.

      Ray angled the blade of his carving knife to give greater definition to the figure’s small hands, never growing tired of seeing his creations evolve from a chunky block of basswood to a finished, sanded, painted, and polished figurine.

      He glanced up at the big round convex mirror attached near the ceiling in the shop’s northeast corner. It took a moment for it to register as he watched the reflection of the boy look around, then slip an object into one of his jacket pockets before reaching for another.

      Ray practically jumped to his feet.  “Hey!”

      The kid grabbed the larger carving and didn’t look back as he bolted for the door.

      Ray nearly fell over his stool as he skirted the cash desk and raced after the kid, who’d opened the door and had already dashed through it. Ray wasn’t as fast as he’d been in years past—or even before his retirement, as he’d broken his leg during his last investigation—but he watched in shock as the kid barreled right into Katie, knocking her ass over tea kettle in his haste to escape.

      “Katie!” Ray called, instantly forgetting the kid, who sprinted across the parking lot like an Olympian heading for the finish line. Katie lay on the tarmac, huddled on her side. Ray hurried to her side.

      “Katie?  Are you all right?”

      Katie pushed herself into a sitting position.  “What on earth hit me?”

      Ray scowled. “A shoplifter. He just swiped stuff from one of my shelves and took off.”

      Katie took in her scraped and bleeding palms, studded with bits of gravel. “Wow—this hurts!” She wiped the back of her right hand across her cheek, which had also suffered a scrape and was oozing blood.

      “Let’s get you inside,” Ray said, offering his hand. Katie lifted her elbow and he grabbed her by the forearm and bicep, pulling her to her feet.

      “I’m okay,” Katie said, but he could feel a tremor go through her.

      “You will be,” Ray assured her, and led her back to his store where the door was wide open. He dragged her through the shop to the cash desk and sat her on the stool he’d so recently abandoned. “I’ll be right back,” he said and ducked through the curtains that hung from the top of the doorway. He turned on the hot water tap and let it run, then rummaged for a clean cloth.  He searched for the bowl he used to serve his ramen-noodle lunches, filled it with hot water, grabbed the bottle of antiseptic spray he kept for when he cut himself with his carving knives, and a box of Band-Aids, and headed back into the shop. He found Katie using the longest fingernail on her right hand to pick out small stones from the palm of her left hand.

      “Ouch,” she said and winced.

      “I’ve got tweezers somewhere in back, if you’ll trust me to take those stones out.”

      “Fine with me.”

      “And then I’ll call the Sheriff’s Office.”

      “Is that really necessary?”

      “Someone stole from me; someone assaulted you. I’d say that was more than ample cause.”

      Katie shrugged. “I guess.”

      Ray angled the flex lamp that had previously shed light on his carving so that he could better see her abrasions, then he, too, winced. “I’ll bet that hurts.”

      “No kidding,” she muttered, and grimaced again as he manipulated her hand to better see the extent of the injury.

      “Let me get those tweezers,” he said, and headed into the back room once more. It took at least a minute for him to locate them, then squirt them with hand sanitizer to sterilize them before he rejoined Katie in the shop. She’d gone back to picking out the gravel with her fingernail.

      “I’ve almost got them all on this hand,” she told him.

      He donned his magnifying loupe and inspected her work. “Yeah, I think you’re right.” Using the tweezers, he attacked a tiny stone shard, causing her to flinch. “And now for the antiseptic spray.”

      “Is it going to hurt?” she asked.

      “I think you can take it,” he said, and squirted some of the liquid on her hand. Again she flinched.

      “Aw, it wasn’t that bad,” Ray scolded.

      “You’re right,” she admitted, watching as he opened the lid on the box of bandages and removed a variety of sizes.

      “When I was a kid, my mother would smother my cuts with mercurochrome. Now that stung—and it stained the skin for more than a week.”

      “Stained?” Katie asked.

      “A brilliant red-orange. Made a kid’s wounds look like badges of honor.”

      He applied the first bandage and turned to grab another.

      “You’re pretty good at this,” she said.

      “I have three kids, remember?”

      “I would have thought working as a homicide detective that you’d have little time to spend with them.”

      “I spent enough,” he muttered.

      “I didn’t mean that as a criticism—just that I know you were dedicated to your job.”

      “You didn’t think so when we first met.”

      “I didn’t know about your situation.”

      “What situation?” he asked, standing straight, immediately on alert.

      She looked up at him with guileless blue eyes. “Losing your wife.”

      He didn’t like to talk about those days. Days when he felt lost and broken, and his children had been far more resilient, taking care of him as much as he’d taken care of them. But it was his work that had helped him navigate those terrible dark days.

      Ray finished bandaging her left hand and started working on the right.

      “Do I really have to talk to a deputy about the assault?” Katie asked.

      “Yes, you do. It’s your civic duty.”

      Katie looked like she wanted to roll her eyes. “Well, if you put it that way.”

      Ray scowled, but continued applying the bandages until every scrape on Katie’s right hand had been tended to.  “There. All done.”

      Katie examined her hands. “How am I supposed to type, or even eat with my hands like this?”

      “That’s for you to figure out,” Ray said, straightening.  “Now, I don’t want to talk about this situation further and contaminate your story. But I want you to think hard about what you saw just before the assault so that it’s clear in your mind when the deputy questions you.”

      “Do I have to wait here?”

      Ray shook his head. “This isn’t going to be a priority for the Sheriff’s Office. Go on back to Artisans Alley and I’ll send the deputy over there after I’ve spoken to him.”

      “Him?” Katie pressed.

      “Or her,” Ray acquiesced.

      Katie nodded and stood.  “Okay.” She looked at the door and then back to her hands. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to open the door.”

      “I can do that for you.” Ray preceded her to the front of the shop. “Now, I want you to make sure you keep those wounds clean. If any of them get infected, I want you to go see your doctor, or at least head for the nearest urgent care facility.”

      “Yes, Dad,” she said.

      “I’m not that much older than you,” he lied.

      Katie’s mouth quirked, as though she was trying to suppress a smile. “Yes, Uncle Ray.” She paused at the door, sobering.  “Thanks for taking care of my cuts. And don’t worry, they’re going to heal just fine. And I promise, I will tell the deputy everything I know—which is just about nothing.”

      “Nevertheless—” Ray began, prepared to give her a lecture, but she was out the door with a cheerful—

      “See ya later.”

      Ray closed the door and watched her head west again, and soon she powerwalked right out of his range of vision. With a frown, he turned back to his cash desk, and the phone that hung on the wall behind it. He picked up the receiver, punched in the number, and waited only seconds before saying, “I’d like to report a shoplifting and an assault.”
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      It had been a very slow retail day, and it was late in the afternoon when the black Sheriff’s cruiser finally arrived on Victoria Square. Ray had not only finished the Santa he’d been carving, but he’d started painting it, and while the first coat dried, he’d started carving another. His conversation with the deputy didn’t take all that long, either.

      Deputy Henderson finished jotting down the details and slapped his notebook shut. “You haven’t given me much to go on, and you know what that means.”

      Ray scowled. “Yeah, that there’s a slim chance in hell that this kid will ever be caught.”

      Henderson shrugged. “McKinlay Mill is a small village. There can’t be that many Asian kids running around.”

      “Who says he has to be local?” Ray countered.

      “The value of the goods taken was barely worth fifty bucks, so it’s not likely you’ll go broke.”

      “Fifty bucks buys a lot of groceries.”

      “Not when I go to the store.”

      “Yeah, well maybe I’m a better shopper than you.”

      Henderson waved a hand. “Whatever.” He looked around the shop. “You really ought to have your register closer to the door.”

      “Why? So that if I’m robbed the perp won’t have to walk so far to get away?”

      Henderson shrugged. “No. So your surveillance camera on the back wall can capture better video.”

      Ray’s shoulders sagged. “It’s not a real camera. I can’t afford a system like that. This dummy just blinks a red light every four or five seconds. It’s the sticker on the door and the signs around the shop that are the real deterrent.”

      “Didn’t stop that kid from swiping a few of your tchotchkes.”

      Ray bristled at the description of his merchandise. His girls told him they were adorable.

      “I’ll go talk to Mrs. Bonner and then I’ll ask a few of the other merchants on the Square if they’ve seen the kid,” Henderson said.

      And then … not much would happen. Ray knew the drill. Hell, he’d taken hundreds of such reports and nothing ever came of them. But Katie Bonner’s assault could make his former colleague pay a bit more attention to the case. Of course, knowing Katie, she was liable to downplay the incident.  But what if she’d broken her wrists when she’d been pushed to the asphalt? What if she’d hit her head? She could have suffered a concussion or worse.

      But she hadn’t. He was needlessly rehashing the incident like a parent, as she’d suggested, or more humiliating, like a lovesick teenager.

      “You’d better get to it,” Ray told Henderson. “The shops on the Square will be closing soon.”

      “I’m going—I’m going,” Henderson said, and headed for the door.

      “Call me with an update.”

      Henderson sketched a wave and was gone.

      Ray looked at his watch: twenty minutes until closing time. He hadn’t even made fifty bucks the whole day, and the loss of the two figurines made the day a bust. The upcoming Christmas rush had better put him in the black or else he’d have to close the shop and find a real job. Was it pure madness to have even opened Wood U? He had two high schoolers to think about—and their college educations. Not that Sadie and Sasha expected a free ride. The girls were ambitious, and they cheerfully helped out in the shop during the weekends, assisting him with his displays, cleaning, and running the cash register. Would that all end when they found boyfriends? Only time would tell.

      Ray grabbed the broom and dust pan from the back of the shop and was sweeping up the wood chips from his carvings when the bell over his door rang, and two individuals entered Wood U. The first was an elderly woman, the second, a young boy—a very familiar young boy—his head hung in shame.

      “Well, if it isn’t my little shoplifter,” Ray grated, but still loud enough for the pair to hear.

      The woman grabbed the boy’s arm and practically dragged him to the back of the shop. “It is with great embarrassment that we visit your store, sir,” she began, giving the boy a stern look. “My grandson has something to say to you.”

      The boy said nothing, his gaze pinned to the floor.  She gave him a not-so-subtle nudge.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” the woman demanded.

      “Sorry I stole from you.” Without raising his head, the boy dipped a hand into each of his jacket pockets and took out the carvings that he’d purloined earlier that day.

      Ray accepted his property, setting them on the sales counter.

      “Why did you steal?”

      Still gazing at the floor, the boy answered in a quiet voice. “Today is my grandmother’s birthday.”

      Ray looked at the older woman, who nodded.

      “And?”

      “My grandfather died when I was small. He made beautiful carvings. I wanted to give my grandmother a gift that would remind her of him.”

      “And you didn’t have the money to buy them?” Ray asked.

      The boy nodded.

      “He needs to be punished. I thought he could work in your shop as penance,” the grandmother said.

      Did Ray really want to have a thief in his shop for any length of time? And what kind of work could he give a kid to do besides sweeping the floor? It would be more trouble than it was worth. But, as he met the old lady’s gaze, he could tell she really wanted to teach the kid a lesson he’d never forget.

      And then he had an idea.

      “Okay. That sounds reasonable. What’s your name, kid?”

      “Jason. Jason Chang.”

      “Okay, Jason. You show up here on Saturday morning at eight o’clock and I’ll see what I can do to put you to work.” He looked at the grandmother. “Does that sound reasonable?”

      “He will be here.”

      “There’s one other thing,” Ray said, scowling. “Jason plowed into a lady who was walking around the Square.  She fell and her hands were pretty scraped up.”

      “Is that true?” the old woman asked the boy, and for a moment Ray wondered if she might just grab the kid by the ear and give him a good shake.

      “Yes, Grandmother,” Jason answered, still cowed.

      “Mrs. Bonner is owed an apology, too,” Ray said.

      “Do you know where we can find her?” the old lady asked.

      “Yes. She manages Artisans Alley at the west end of the Square. She’s probably still in her office right.”

      “Then we will go there now.”

      Ray nodded.

      “Say good-bye, Jason,” the woman instructed.

      “Good-bye, sir.”

      “I’ll see you on Saturday.”

      The old lady nodded, nudged the boy, and they turned for the door.

      Ray watched as the woman and boy marched up the Square. It looked like the kid was receiving yet another tongue-lashing. He smiled. Good. These days, kids got away with way too much. It was refreshing to see a relative take responsibility for an errant child and to make things right. He’d call the cop shop later and withdraw his complaint—after Saturday.  In the meantime, he had some work to do to make sure the boy truly learned his lesson.
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      “Aw, Dad—do we have to?” Sasha, Ray’s youngest daughter, asked for the hundredth time, and in that whiney tone teenaged girls are famous for. She had won the coin toss and rode shotgun in the front seat of his rattletrap of a sedan, while her sister consulted the text messages on her phone in the back seat.

      “Yes, you have to.”

      “For how long?” Sasha asked, clutching the grocery store doughnuts she’d picked out not ten minutes before to take to the shop.

      “Probably only today. Just until word gets around.”

      Sasha rolled her eyes.

      “What else would you be doing today, anyway?” he griped.

      “Sleeping in,” Sadie interjected sourly.

      “Yeah. The shop doesn’t usually open until ten,” Sasha agreed.

      “But then you’d come in and hang around for at least a few hours anyway.”

      “Yeah,” Sasha admitted. “But only because a cute guy might walk in.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Sadie said sarcastically. “Cute guys just love to go gift shopping in a wood store.”

      “They might at Christmastime,” Sasha stated.

      “You hope,” Sadie countered.

      Ray looked across the car to see his youngest daughter shrug.  Yeah, she probably did hope for just that.

      He took the side road and pulled into the back parking area behind Victoria Square. They got out of the car and Ray opened the back door to the shop. He’d spent an hour the evening before setting things up for the morning. Hanging up his jacket, he entered what he’d come to call his showroom and headed for the entrance to unlock the door.

      “Dad, want me to get the coffee started?” Sadie called.

      “Yes. And some water for cocoa, too, please.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Ray looked out the big display window. The lot was empty. A few people seemed interested when he’d put the sign in the window a few days before. Well, if nobody—not even Jason—showed up, at least he and the girls had breakfast doughnuts to pig out on. Sasha had polled the two of them for their favorites before she’d gone inside the store to purchase them.

      He glanced at the clock on the wall. He’d made it from different types of wood, in a myriad of colors, in a starburst
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