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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!
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      Iris Drake is an odd duck. She knows everyone at Artisans Alley arts-and-crafts arcade, but nobody knows her. When she walks into Gilda’s Gourmet Basket on Victoria Square, she’s a stranger there, too—but not for long. Yet she hasn’t come to Gilda to buy her wares—she’s there to sell some of her own. All goes well until Iris’s secret is exposed. Should Gilda step in to make things right, or walk away from an unpleasant situation?
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      Gilda Ringwald-Stratton looked up from the bow she was tying on the large, cellophane-wrapped basket full of baby paraphernalia. The shower was to be held Saturday, but she didn’t like leaving anything until the last minute. It was only Tuesday, but she had a stack of orders sitting in her old-fashioned wire “in” basket. It had once belonged to her father, and she kept it on the sales counter and thought of him fondly throughout her work day. She’d call her customer that afternoon and let her know she could pick up the finished basket at any time.

      Gilda would have liked to have been in the workroom behind the showroom of her small shop, Gilda’s Gourmet Baskets on Victoria Square in McKinlay Mill, NY. It was on the anniversary of her first rocky year in business that she’d contemplated closing the store. Business was bad. Very bad. Now, to celebrate her second, much better year in business, she was contemplating hiring a part-time employee. The turnaround had been phenomenal—at least in her estimation. To go from red ink to black during the usually quiet summer months had been something of a miracle, and there was one person she gave credit for that event: Katie Bonner, the owner/manager of Artisans Alley, the Square’s anchor.

      Not only had Katie taken that failing business and done a dramatic turnaround, but the rest of the Square had enjoyed the fruits of her labors as well. As the Victoria Square Merchants Association’s leader, Katie had shared her marketing acumen, and those who’d chosen to listen to her strategies had seen an uptick in business. Those who hadn’t had shuttered their doors.

      Gilda brushed at the ebony fringe of hair that peeked over the top of her glasses, grateful Brittany Kohler, the owner at the new day spa on the Square, was willing to give her a color and cut after her normal working hours. That was another reason Gilda could use someone to help with the customers—allowing her time to make the occasional appointment with the doctor, dentist, etc. during working hours. Being a one-person operation was becoming just too much for this woman of a certain age.

      The door to the shop opened and a woman about Gilda’s age entered. “Good morning,” Gilda called cheerfully, although her hopes for a sale weren’t all that high. Today marked the third time in a week the woman had entered the shop, spent twenty or more minutes looking over Gilda’s stock before leaving with a hardy goodbye. It was time to figure out what was going on with her.

      Although the day was sunny and bright, Gilda’s not-a-customer was dressed in a rather shabby pink raincoat with a pink scarf tied over what looked like an old, frowzy honey-blonde wig. Granted, the October day was a tad on the windy side, but the temperature was in the low sixties and promised to rise by later that afternoon.

      “Made up your mind yet?” Gilda asked. On one of the previous two occasions the woman had visited she’d said she was trying to decide on a birthday gift for her daughter. The selection of goods and services on the Square made narrowing down the choice quite difficult. It sounded reasonable … to a point.

      “Getting closer,” the woman said, and paused to examine one of Gilda’s bestselling baskets: the Chocolate Lover’s Surprise. Who didn’t love chocolate? But then the woman turned to examine another basket on the table behind her.

      “I’ve just made a fresh pot of coffee. Would you like a cup?” Gilda offered.

      The woman turned. “Why, yes. Thank you.”

      “How do you take it?”

      “Black with a little sugar.”

      Gilda slipped off her stool and strode to the coffeemaker that sat on the shelf behind her. During the holidays, she sold a lot of different flavored coffees by giving away free samples. She’d start offering it again during the first week of November when the Christmas rush began in earnest—at least on Victoria Square it did.

      Gilda poured two cups of coffee—one in an insulated paper cup for her non-customer and one in a big ceramic mug decorated with a painting of the Brooklyn Bridge under construction.  She doctored them before calling, “Come and get it!”

      The woman laughed, and made her way around the displays to join Gilda at the back of the store. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      The woman took a sip. “Are you from New York City?”

      “How could you tell?” Gilda asked, laying on her accent rather thickly.

      The woman shrugged. It was then Gilda noticed her eyebrows—or lack thereof. Lots of older women—and some not so old—used an eyebrow pencil to draw on brows where their own were lacking. But this woman had chosen the wrong color, a shade much too dark to go with her honey-colored wig.

      That wig, Gilda thought sourly. It reminded her of the hair on a walking doll from the nineteen thirties that her mother had owned. Her Mama never understood why Gilda hadn’t loved the doll the way she had. That dolly with the rigid limbs and the stark, blank stare gave Gilda the creeps.

      “Are you from around here?” Gilda asked.

      The woman nodded. “Sort of. I’m originally from Rochester, but my mother and I came to live in McKinlay Mill about twenty years ago because apartments are cheaper out here. Or at least they used to be. I live down the street at the big complex on the south side of County Road 8.”

      Gilda frowned. She made it sound like it was just a short jaunt from the Square, but it had to be at least a mile. The distance was negligible by car, but for some reason—maybe the woman’s worn-looking loafers—Gilda had the impression her non-customer had walked to the Square—many times.

      “My name’s Gilda.”

      “Oh, you’re the owner.”

      Gilda smiled, looking around the shop. “I used to be an accountant, but I much prefer making gift baskets for others. They bring a lot of joy. And you are?”

      “Iris Drake.”

      “Hi, Iris. Nice to make your acquaintance. I’ve seen you around the Square.”

      “It’s like my second home. I spend a lot of time in Artisans Alley.”

      “Are you friends with the vendors?”

      Iris shook her head. “Not really. But they seem glad to see me every day. They’ve always treated me kindly.”

      “They’re nice people,” Gilda agreed.

      “But they’re not my friends,” Iris lamented.

      “Where are your friends?”

      Iris shrugged. “I lost touch with most of them when I came to McKinlay Mill to take care of my mother. She passed about three years ago. I’m kind of stuck here now and all my friends have  moved on.”

      “That’s sad,” Gilda agreed.

      “Something’s going to have to change,” Iris said. “Because I’m almost out of money. And when it’s gone . . . .” She let the sentence hang.

      Gilda didn’t know what to say.

      The silence between them lengthened.

      Iris seemed to shake herself, forcing a smile. “Never mind. Something has always turned up. When I look back on my life, I’ve actually been very lucky.”

      Gilda produced what she hoped was a sympathetic smile. “Me, too.”

      Iris moseyed over to the east end of the shop, what Gilda thought of as her ‘wall of trinkets.’ On it were small totes containing the sample coffee packages, chocolate, cookies, cookie cutters, toys, and other tchotchkes that her customers could choose to put into the baskets she created.

      “You’ve got lots of cute things here.”

      “Those items are some of the most commonly requested elements to go into my gift baskets.”

      Iris nodded, staring at the totes for a good long moment, then she glanced at the little round Timex on her wrist before draining her cup. She deposited it in a waste basket near the end of the sales counter. “Time for me to head on over to the Alley to look for bargains.” She headed for the exit.

      “What kind of bargains?” Gilda called, and Iris paused at the door.

      “Just this and that. Thanks again for the coffee. It was nice talking to you.”

      “Bye,” Gilda called as the door closed behind Iris.

      “What a strange duck.”

      “What did you say, dear?”

      It was Conrad, Gilda’s husband. His wine shop, The Perfect Grape, and hers were connected by a pocket door.

      Gilda gave him a smile. “Nothing. That strange woman came in again.”

      Conrad nodded, and went back to his shop.

      Gilda turned her attention back to the basket that still stood on the sales counter.  Time to start another. Since October was nearly over and was closing in on Thanksgiving, she decided to take a break from commissions and create a basket
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