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Chapter 1—A Basketful of Surprises

[image: ]


In his one year working for the Prospector’s Rest Sheriff’s Department, Obadiah Goode had seen many things.

He’d chased black bears out of town (otherwise known as a 220), when they would wander in from the nearby Blue Ridge Mountains National Park. He’d kept many a 419 (Crafters’ Showdown) from turning into a full-on, rampaging battle with macramé hooks and knitting needles at high noon on the sleepy North Carolina town’s streets. He’d patrolled the annual Crafts Fête and looked after lost kids and sun-addled parents.

What he hadn’t done before was discover a basketful of whimpering, newborn puppies right on the department doorstep.

I only came back from the fête to take lunch orders from the couple of guys left behind at the station. I was definitely not expecting this.

While he was no fan of the lunch run, as the lowest guy in the pecking order, it tended to fall to him, so he’d come to accept it.

Making the moment all the more surreal was the fact that he was near the third stage of the fête, where various odd, town acts showed off their stuff.

Right now, it was the local over-80s Zumba class boogieing slightly off-beat to Gloria Estefan’s “Rhythm is Gonna Get You.” For the fête, it was pretty standard fare, but it was a bit brain-boggling, nonetheless, and went even weirder with a basketful of puppies.

The puppies were, well . . . freaking adorable but highly inconvenient. Some brown-and-white, some black-and-white, they crawled over each other and searched for their mother, and Di’s embarrassingly-tender heart already knew it was in trouble.

‘Cause if we can’t find where they came from or acceptable new homes for them, I have a feeling I’ll suddenly have a lot of inquisitive puppy houseguests.

The toll such guests might take on his secret, shameful stock of crafting equipment, yarn, and other materials made him shudder slightly, but he still picked up the basket and carried it back into the station. It was way too hot out here for the little pups, whose eyes weren’t even open yet. Thankfully, whomever had abandoned them had left them with a frozen water bottle in a probable attempt to keep them cool, but what they really needed was their mother, who was nowhere to be seen.

As he put the puppies on the counter, he tried to kick his brain into gear and reached for his cell. Not having to see octogenarian Zumba moves anymore did help him concentrate a bit.

As of yet, none of the other officers in the backroom had noticed him, although, when they realized their lunch wasn’t coming, they were soon going to kick up a fuss.

Ignoring this and worrying over the pups, his first call was to the town vet, Doc McCutcheon, praying that he’d be available. If not, it was an equal bet whether the vet would be with his grandkids at the fête or have his hand halfway up a local heifer.

Thankfully, the doc picked up on the third ring, and, although sighing, agreed to come over to the station to look after his newest patients.

Somewhere in the background, his daughter, Brittany, gave a “Really?” but Di knew she wouldn’t stop the doc. They’d been in school together, and Brittany had only had her father attend one of her soccer games, all the others preempted by animal emergencies.

Although usually annoyed, she tended to take it pretty well. When a tiny town only had two vets—and was close enough to the country to have farm animals to look after, too—they were going to be on pretty constant call.

Once that was over, he texted Mac.

Granted, Di would have liked a lot better opportunities to contact MacBeth Welles, as he’d been in love with her since they’d both been babies, but—as the department’s thoroughly-unappreciated secretary—she was at least, usually nearby, and he was glad for any excuse for communication.

Puppies on dept. doorstep. Can you help? he texted.

There was a brief pause, which he took for surprise, then a Seriously?

Taking a quick pic of the pups and attaching it to the next text, Di waited.

Be there in 3 min. was her immediate response.

Truly, Di didn’t know what good Mac would be in this situation—she was an ace with revamping and souping up cars, but he’d never known her to have a pet—but he knew he’d feel better if she were nearby.

Besides, I get the feeling she’d never forgive me if something interesting actually happened in this town and I didn’t tell her about it.

What excuse he’d come up with other than that for having contacted her, he didn’t know.

His third person to contact was Alex Martinez. As the only other non-white member of the Prospector’s Rest Sheriff’s Department—as well as the definite minorities around town—he and Alex had a sort of tacit agreement to look after each other’s backs.

Found puppies on our doorstep. Vet’s coming. Can you take over lunch orders?

While he felt a little guilty doing it, Di didn’t want to abandon the dogs. His coworkers’ bellies could wait.

OMW, Alex responded immediately, and Di let out a sigh. Because half the members of the department were well over 30—and the rest weren’t all that bright—he’d gotten used to spelling everything out. Apparently, Alex understood that Di was young enough to know what “on my way” should look like when you weren’t geriatric.

Someday, he’d like to go out and get a drink with Alex, but he was always afraid that the man would discover his secret shame.

This was his constant worry. If Di’s crafting pastime ever got out, his life in Prospector’s Rest wouldn’t be worth living. Even if the town survived on its many craft shops, everyone knew that crafting was for the ladies, not 6' 4"-tall, dark-skinned African-American men with long braids who had the hidden souls of little old ladies who looked after everything smaller than they were.

Watching the pups worriedly, Di wasn’t certain what to do. He didn’t want to somehow damage them by touching them wrong.

Won’t they get rejected by their mother if she smells a human on them? Or maybe that’s birds?

For all he lived in a mountain town, surrounded by vast miles of tree-covered peaks, he still sucked when it came to any deeper understanding of nature.

Thinking, “Hey, cool bird” is not the same as KNOWING anything.

And even that thought would have been one he’d hide, as it revealed way too much of his inner mush.

Man, it’s embarrassing being me.

Feeling this mush much too strongly at the moment, he sent out one more text to his buddy, Boomer, from his Men Who Stitch Facebook group. They were the only ones who actually understood his secret shame.

Found a basket of puppies. What the heck do I do?

He attached the picture to prevent the same reaction Mac had had.

No mother? Boomer wondered.

Nope. Just newborn pups on a doorstep. I did contact the vet.

Glad to hear it, Boomer acknowledged. Did you contact Mac, too?

Di could feel himself blushing.

How can she help? he wondered, even knowing that he’d already done exactly that.

Mac always helps you think. You really need to ask that woman out someday.

As soon as Di saw this, Miles Spencer came in from the backroom, where the rest of the—rather unfortunate—members of the department were hiding, so he tucked the phone away.

Miles was an average-height white guy with blond hair and blue eyes and seemed to be considered attractive—at least by anyone who didn’t know him very well.

“Didn’t we send you out for lunch?” he wondered, sounding all the more annoyed for probable low blood sugar.

Di merely stared back and pointed at the basket of desperate pups.

The face Miles gave would have made Di laugh, had he felt like putting up with the obnoxious consequences.

“Somebody left ‘em?” Miles managed finally—which, Di thought, was actually desperately high-level cogitating for Spencer.

“On our doorstep,” Di agreed. “There’s no mother around.”

Miles looked annoyed.

“I can get a drowning sack, if you’d like,” he offered finally.

Clearly, in a contest between the lives of puppies and his lunch, lunch was winning.

At that point, Di was incredibly glad to hear the door open. Some days, it was very hard not to want to punch Miles.

The geriatric Zumbaers had apparently given way to a group of yodelers who seemed to be making their way through the greatest hits of Celine Dion. Somehow, the very end of “My Heart Will Go On” kinda worked that way.

Mac’s voice behind him was an even more welcome addition.

“If you hurt those puppies in any way . . .” Mac threatened, as she came to stand beside Di, glaring at Spencer. “I will remind you that I’ve spent time on my uncle’s farm, and I know how to geld.”

Although Di wasn’t convinced that Miles knew the word or fully understood the threat, the boy had the sense not to push Mac. Her arms crossed, long, dark hair flowing, and in the ridiculous, tied-off, oversized department shirt and short skirt that Sheriff Pommelroy had forced upon her as an insult of a uniform, she was still almost too beautiful to bear.

Although Di wasn’t entirely certain of MacBeth’s heritage, beyond the family legend that a woman a few generations ago had had a one-night stand with Orson Welles—hence her last name and her mother’s ill-gotten attempt at a first—he suspected there was some Cherokee blood in there somewhere. Her light brown skin shone from the sweat from the fête and her dark eyes bore holes into Miles.

Thankfully, Spencer wasn’t rising to the challenge. It was a small town, and Mac had broken Spencer’s nose back when they were both kids and Spencer was being a jerk, which was pretty much his preset mode. While Miles would try to push around Di—taking his forbearance as weakness—he at least had enough sense not to try anything with Mac.

“Yeah, fine,” Miles backed down immediately. “But when’s lunch?”

Fortunately, this was when Alex and Doc McCutcheon showed up. The yodelers were now attempting Katy Perry’s “Firework,” which really wasn’t natural to the genre.

As usual, Alex was unflappable. He merely looked at the pups, declared that he wanted one once they were older, if they didn’t find their proper homes, and then took off with the lunch orders for their extremely underwhelming coworkers.

This left the doc staring over the pups, and, after putting on the gloves he kept in his pocket for emergencies, picking each one up carefully to look it over.

He was an older white man with white hair and gold, wire-rimmed glasses. Typically the town’s Santa Claus, he did usually need some padding for the role, but he was otherwise the stereotypical sweet old man.

“They’re okay for now, but I’m glad you got them out of the heat.”

A second later, he pushed a button on his contact list and put the phone on speaker. Then, he gave his assistant a list of objects to bring over from his office. When he ended the call, he looked back to Di.

“I’ll take them back with me, but first, we need to get some nutrients in them. Can you two stick around to help feed them?”

Both Di and Mac nodded.

“Good. Then, you’ll need to see if you can find their mother. I want to be sure she’s okay, too.”

Although feeling very uncertain of his place here, Di nodded again, wondering, “Are there any . . .”

Waving toward the pups, he wasn’t actually certain what breed they were.

“. . . well, any pregnant dogs you know of in town?”

The doc shook his head once.

“They’re Boston terriers, but I haven’t seen one of them around, outside of the fête, in years. My guess is that it will be one of the visitors.”

Frowning, Di looked at the poor dogs.

“Nasty way to treat puppies.”

Sighing jadedly, the doc shrugged.

“They left them on your doorstep with a water bottle. Sadly, for some people, they’ll think their responsibility is done.”

Not knowing what else to say to this, Di watched the doc call his daughter.

“Brittany? Yeah, sorry. Newborn puppies. Yeah. Bring the kids. It’s feeding time.”

And that was when Di realized he was probably going to be on puppy duty for sometime. He just hoped Sheriff Pommelroy would forgive his absence.
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Chapter 2—The Infamous Ladies’ Night Brawl
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By that evening, Di had been snickered at by every man in the Prospector’s Rest Sheriff’s Department except for Alex.

And Mac, of course.

Although she sadly didn’t count as one of them, as the department had no female officers.

Of course, Di was used to this. He was pretty much on the force to be the omega wolf for everyone to dump on. Had he not been using the job as a cover for his hobbies, which were the way he made his actual living—his crafts the stars of many of the shops on Main Street—and also as a way to be able to stay somewhere close to Mac, he wouldn’t have made it past the first week.

Although the sheriff barely cared about the pups, where they came from, or what might happen to them, he wasn’t exactly known for keeping a close eye on his men. Thus, Di used the opportunity to wander through the fête on patrol as an excuse to question the various crafters about what they’d seen.

For some reason, Mac was tagging along with him. Why, he had no idea, except that she liked the little pooches, but he wasn’t crazy enough to make her go away.

It was going to be a long time—possibly another century—before he could forget the tender way she’d cradled the runt of the litter, who’d been crying more than the rest of his brothers and sisters. While feeding him very efficiently, she’d also been telling him that he was going to grow up big and strong.

If she’d been telling Di that, he’d have grown into a freaking redwood.

As it was, it had still been difficult not to groan.

After that, Di had been on the phone to Doc McCutcheon at least once an hour, until the man had finally told him to pack it in and that he’d call if he had any news, good or bad.

Thus, Di was now chatting with Lily at her booth for The Well-Dressed Pet. Several of her outfits for dogs had even been made by Di’s Men Who Stitch buddy, Crusher, a tough ex-biker who now created adorable costumes, mostly inspired by his accidentally-adopted Pomeranian. As the booth held outfits for cats, rats, and many other animals, it was a popular stop for the visitors at the fête.

Standing beside a white woman in pink, cat’s eye glasses who was holding up a t-shirt which said, “Lick My Paws, Peon,” that she was debating for her Collie and listening to the third stage’s evening act—which was a tuba-and-flute combo which dubbed itself, Blow!, who were making their way through a version of “My Favorite Things” from The Sound of Music which would have made the Von Trapps pass out—Di had already described his earlier discovery.

Lily—a white woman with pink hair—was in her usual all-black outfit, despite the heat, which showed off her many tattoos.

Putting her head to the side, she pondered, “I saw a woman with a Boston terrier and a Corgi earlier. The terrier looked just about done in.”

“Did you see which way they went?” he wondered.

Granted, at the fête, that was hard to keep track of, but he had to ask.

Taking some money from a little girl who was buying a pink feather boa for her poodle, Lily was distracted for a moment. Once she got free of that and discussing laundry instructions for a hamster costume, she came back to them.

“Sorry ‘bout that. I’m not sure, but they kept talking about partying, and there’s not a lot of places to party around here, outside of the bar at the new resort.”

After this, she was taken over by a family with three dogs who wanted to dress them all as Muppets and couldn’t quite fit in anything she’d witnessed anymore.

Sighing, Di turned to Mac.

“They could have rented a house to party in,” he pointed out.

The resort had only opened a few months ago, but, so far, the bar there hadn’t caused any problems that he knew of. If they really wanted to get rowdy, it seemed a more likely option.

But Mac shook her head.

“The resort is having a Ladies’ Night to coincide with the third day of the fête. If they want to party, it’s the most likely place.”

Of course, there were always the billionaires’ McMansions up the road, but hopefully they’d have the sense to stay away from there. There were some nasty rumors about what some of the sons were getting up to and even talk of the state police getting involved. And it certainly wasn’t as though Di could wander into their homes without a warrant, which there was no way to get—especially just to do a welfare check on a dog.

He shrugged.

“The resort it is, then.”

They ended up riding there in a red, ‘60s Corvette which Mac had retooled recently. Although she was an excellent driver, Di was clinging for dear life, as they spun past the town sign which declared the population to be “300 or Thereabouts” and along the hairpin turns of the mountain roads.

That there was no one much else on those roads was something of a miracle. Usually, they were packed during the fête.

I guess that raffle was more popular than I thought.

The various craft shops had agreed to raffle off a $50 gift card which was good at any of them, with the money which was raised going to help fund the local high school band’s new uniforms. Apparently, the visitors were mostly sticking around till they discovered whether they’d won or not.

Still, by the time they made it to the resort, Di was trying not to show he was shaking. He already had the world’s most embarrassing hobby. He didn’t need to find any other ways to embarrass himself in front of Mac.

As they parked and walked around the beautifully well-kept grounds of the hotel toward the bar, Di smiled, watching the various kids playing on the grass or hanging out with their families. The resort had had a family day and planned to have a fireworks show later that night, and many of the visitors were clearly getting ready, even as the sun just set.

Still, the family element wasn’t the only one here.

As they rounded the corner toward the bar, Di heard the screams of Woo! girls and raucous laughter and shouts. Apparently, the drinks were selling quite well.

Exchanging a glance with Mac, Di wandered into a scene which was as close to a bacchanal as Prospector’s Rest was going to get.

Unsurprisingly, their mayor, Peckham (Pick’em) Pocket, was at the center of it, currently being hoisted in the air by what seemed to be the members of a gay couple’s bachelor party. The men were very large—some even larger than Di—white, and, if what their shirts said was true, also Greek.

The one who was holding up the mayor had a shirt which said, “Bear Bride to Be: It’ll All Be Greek to Him.” The guys around him had shirts which seemed to identify who they were in the wedding party with phrases such as, “Big Bear Daddy,” “Boring, Straight Best Man” and other things, all on the background of a Greek flag.

On the other side of the bar, there was a huge group of college-age women who were giving off shrieking laughter which was threatening to burst Di’s eardrums. They all appeared to be at least twenty sheets to the wind and were still engaged in a drinking contest where the loser had to do a backflip.

The chairs which had already paid the ultimate price for this game were in pieces on the floor. Pounding through the sound system was Neil Diamond’s “Coming to America,” which only made it all stranger.

And, over in a corner, cowering beneath a table near the ladies and clearly trying not to get stepped on, were a black and white Boston terrier and a Corgi who were huddled together.

Mac gave him a single look.

“I’ll go get the dogs. You corral the ladies.”

Unfortunately, neither got that far, as a rather distressed-looking white man with dark hair and in a dark suit came up to them.

“Oh, thank God,” he cried, grabbing Di’s shoulders. “I didn’t think you’d come. The mayor’s sloshed and riling up the bears, and the ladies are threatening to break all the furniture in the place, if they don’t kill themselves first. I’ve already had to give half-priced drinks to the bears for Ladies’ Night for fear for my life. Please . . .”

His gaze was emphatic, fingers digging into Di’s shoulders.

“Help me.”

Unfortunately, Di wasn’t entirely certain how to. One cop who’d never made an arrest and a secretary who was basically the department mascot probably weren’t going to be much help here.

Still, as he saw another lady about to try a drunken backflip which was undoubtedly going to land her on the table with the two, scared dogs underneath it, Di stepped in by instinct.

“Ladies, if you please . . .”

The backflipper wobbled for a moment, as she stopped and stared at him.

“Say that again,” she begged.

Blinking, Di was entirely confused.

“Um, ladies, if you please . . .”

Suddenly, there was a giant horde of women, all staring up at him with adoration.

“Say my name, big boy,” one begged.

“No! Mine, you skank,” a woman who could have been her twin shoved her, while shouting.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mac dashing under the table and coaxing out the two frightened dogs, then making a call, hopefully to Doc McCutcheon, although he supposed Sheriff Pommelroy might work, too.

Not entirely getting it, Di followed their orders. Anything to calm this down.

“Ladies, please . . .”

“Carol!” an older woman with them begged. “Say it, pleeeease!”

“No, Madison!”

“No, Sheree!”

Before the three could fight, which they were definitely on their way toward, Di looked down at them and purposely lowered his voice.

“Carol, Madison, Sheree. There’s no need to fight.”

“Oooo,” they all crooned. Soon, there were a dozen more begging him, including several of the Greek bears.

“Oh, daddy, I’m Nicky,” a man who was clearly pretty far gone and had on a purple, feather boa and a shirt which said, “I’m Your Boy When I’m Drunk” begged him. “I’ve been baaaad.”

Trying not to sigh, as this did seem to be calming things down, Di looked at him sternly.

“Nicky, Nicky, Nicky. You’re better than this.”

Nicky gave a delighted squeal.

How long this would have gone on, Di had no idea, but, sort of fortunately, Sheriff Pommelroy entered soon thereafter. After watching for about two seconds, he laughed uproariously.

“Alex, remind me to update the department guidelines. When there are hearts to be won, Di’s voice is the weapon we use.”

The other officers rounded up various partyers and convinced them back toward their rooms. Or, occasionally, sat down and had a drink with them.

Still, things did calm down.

Deeply embarrassed, Di was relieved to find Mac unhurt and holding two dogs. They were both pretty hefty, and the fact that she seemed to manage it without strain was a testament to her hidden strength.

“C’mon, Mr. Velvet Voice of Death. Let’s get these pooches over to the doc.”

Her head tilted.

“This one’s got puppies to feed.”

Behind him, several of the members of the sheriff’s department, the mayor, and the Greek bear bachelor party were swaying while singing, “Piano Man” together.

Shaking his head, Di left them to it and snuck out with Mac.
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Epilogue—A New Department Member
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Several months after what had come to be known as the Infamous Ladies’ Night Brawl—although there really hadn’t been anything like a brawl, just a whole lot of drunken people—the fête was long over and things had mostly returned to normal.

Although their well-bribed mayor hadn’t allowed the lady who’d abandoned the puppies to face any sort of charges—since she was one of the daughters of the various billionaires no one wanted in town but him—the woman hadn’t seemed to much care when her pups were taken from her. Apparently, she’d decided they were too big and was planning to downsize her doggie companion.

While Di wished he could do something about this, he didn’t have the power to outvote their mayor or the sheriff.

Still, Cora the Boston terrier mama and Bright Eyes the Corgi were now living much happier lives with Doc McCutcheon, where they helped to stay with and comfort any injured furry friends he brought in.

The puppies, too, had found new homes around town with all sorts of people, including Alex. Di was a little glad none of them were him, though, as he didn’t want them to bring any incriminating crafting evidence to light.

Still, the littlest one Mac had so bonded with was getting his very own, special day today, although it was all a bit surreal.

Standing on the department’s front desk in a miniaturized Prospector’s Rest Sheriff’s Department shirt, handmade by Di’s friend Crusher by way of Lily and The Well-Dressed Pet, the brown-and-white Boston terrier puppy, now named Peewee, was being given an official place by the mayor himself.

Smiling at the dog, the officers, and especially, the camera from the tiny local paper and cameraman from an Asheville news team—who would probably use this as most cute animals were, as a “human interest” story—Mayor Pocket pointed to a small, embroidered badge on Peewee’s shirt.

“I hereby declare you to be Sgt. Peewee, the newest member of our proud Prospector’s Rest Sheriff’s Department.”

For a moment, Peewee looked up at the mayor with a gaze which seemed to say, “Seriously?” and Di suspected that would be cut out of the coming photos.

After a very brief speech to the dog, Pocket turned to the camera.

“Now, there’s some refreshments. What would you good ladies of the press like to ask me?”

He moved toward the cameras like a shot.

A moment later, Di and Mac rescued poor Peewee, who was looking down from the very high perch of the table and clearly wondering how he could get down. He was still a very young puppy.

Watching Mac hold the dog, Di sighed, but he couldn’t say what he was actually thinking, which was all a sort of mild jealousy at how much attention Mac paid to the little pooch. Not that Peewee wasn’t a sweet creature, but still . . .

“You realize we’ll have to buy new shirts for him, as he grows.”

Mac shrugged.

“He deserves it. He’s a good boy.”

She ruffled his small head.

“Aren’t ya, Peewee?”

Man, there’s something wrong with me. I’d let that woman call me “Peewee” and thank her for it.

In a weird way, he got why his “velvet voice of death” was now part of the department manual, if others reacted to him the way he did to Mac.

That did make less sense, though. Anyone in their right minds would be in love with Mac.

Still, a moment later, Mac looked back up to him, her eyes bright, and Di had to remember how to breathe.

“So, how’d you like solving your first case?”

Smiling, because it was impossible for him not to be happy around Mac, Di still pondered, “Not much of a case, really. We kind of lucked out.”

Staring at him over the pup’s head, which was almost too cute for Di to bear, Mac said, “So you’re hoping for a little more carnage next time? Maybe a body at the Antiques Rally? Some purloined pearls from the resort?”

Di just rolled his eyes, although he was happy having Mac talk to him about anything.

“I’ll stick with the peace and quiet, thanks.”

“Fine.”

Mac kissed Peewee’s head, and Di couldn’t help but be jealous.

“I’ll cancel the serial killer I ordered for the Ladies Luncheon, then.”

While he just smiled, he couldn’t help but think, If it meant I could stay with you, Mac, I’d put up with any number of killers, too.

But, for now, there was just him, Mac, Peewee, the mayor and his posse, and the less-than-stellar men of the Prospector’s Rest, North Carolina Sheriff’s Department in another ridiculous day on the job.
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Tempting Fête (Men Who Stitch Mysteries #1)

by Kate Silvers
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Chapter 1—Beware the Crafters of Death
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If there were one thing Officer Obadiah Goode hated, it was being called in for a 419, otherwise known as a Crafters’ Showdown.

Arms crossed and staring down at the two, much-shorter ladies, Di hoped to make his glare do his work for him. After all, in most places, a 6-foot, 4-inch tall, very dark-skinned black man would have been seen as a threat all on his own, especially when he was in uniform.

But nope. Not here. The small ladies glared right back, each of them waiting for him to side with her.

Granted, the uniform in this case was not all that helpful. The Prospector’s Rest, North Carolina Sheriff’s Department uniforms had the town’s official seal on them and were a kind of khaki which made him look like a national park tour guide. Since said seal was an old-timey prospector snoring on his back in a bed while his feet stuck out the covers, it wasn’t exactly “putting the fear of God into the populace” time.

As the glare wasn’t working, Di decided to try “the voice.” Ever since he’d managed to break up the infamous Ladies’ Night Brawl a year ago, its implementation was in the official department handbook as the first line of defense against warring women.

Of course, the “brawl” had actually been more of a mild rumpus, but Prospector’s Rest was not exactly a party town. When the Woo! girls had met the bears of a gay bachelor party, it had been enough of a scene to still be talked about a year later.

While Di found people’s reactions to his deep voice to be embarrassing as all get-out, as the lowest-ranking and newest officer in the department, it wasn’t like he had a lot of say in the matter. Besides, whatever worked.

“Now, Velveteen,” he addressed the glaring, gray-haired, white, sexagenarian crafter in the blue, Indian textile dress.

Rumor had it that Ms. Dubois had renamed herself when she’d moved to town and opened its first craft shop in 1977, but, as the head of the Prospector’s Rest Chamber of Commerce for the last 16 years, everyone had long ago gotten used to it.

The rich, deep tones of his voice made three passing women stop and sigh. Di was just glad they couldn’t tell he was blushing.

“The tables for the fête were assigned months ago,” he reasoned.

Okay, so Mayor Pocket didn’t bother to tell anyone, but what did you think was gonna happen when you helped to elect a man whose official nickname on his election signs is “Pick’em Pocket”?

“I’m sure there’s enough room for all the wares from The Craftsman’s Art and Cute ‘n’ Cuddly both, side by side.”

Clearly, neither Velveteen nor Nora believed this, which wasn’t really surprising.

Prospector’s Rest was hidden way up in the Blue Ridge mountains and had made selling crafts to the many interested tourists the town’s main way of staying afloat for at least the last 45 years, all of it due to Velveteen’s intense, long-term efforts. While she had first been seen as an annoying hippie before slowly being accepted into the fold—even if she wasn’t married and had no children, which everyone deemed “weird”—Velveteen had poured every ounce of effort and love into the place since the late seventies. Every other craft store on Main Street had her to thank for its existence and profits, and it was generally acknowledged that the town itself might not have still been here without the change, too.

When Nora had moved in, fresh off her business degree and with a marketing plan she’d assiduously researched as her graduate thesis, and created Cute ‘n’ Cuddly, trading on the fact that some people were not looking for skill and art in their crafts as much as they were a sort of saccharine sweetness, the two were already bound to butt heads. That Nora had actually moved her store in next door was all it had taken for Velveteen to consider it a declaration of war.

Why, then, Peckham (Pick’em) Pocket—in his infinite, money-grubbing wisdom—had decided that the two ladies should neither be given the larger booths they had asked for and should also be set directly beside each other, was a bit confounding. Di wasn’t certain whether it were the mayor’s way of snubbing all the craftswomen who thought they ran the town or whether he’d been too busy chatting up the newly-arrived rich folks who were happily trying to cut down half the trees on the mountain to build million-dollar vacation homes.

Whichever it is, it’s annoying.

That the lowest man on the department totem pole ended up working the most Crafters’ Showdowns was even more so. Even deploying “the velvet voice of death,” as Mac Welles called it, wasn’t enough to undo the bad blood.

Still glaring, Velveteen’s blue eyes said everything. Mostly, they said, Kid, I know your granny. And your deepest, darkest secret. If you wanna keep living in this town, you shouldn’t mess with me.

Meanwhile, Nora pouted. In her early twenties and always dressed to place attention on her very well-built frame, Nora Dugan was white, with red hair, green eyes, and always wore a kind of red lipstick which made women wonder what she was thinking and men flock to her.

Well, most men. She was way too calculating for Di.

Sometimes, he wondered whether her pout weren’t part of her business plan, too. It certainly worked on the town’s newest, rich, weekend visitors.

But it was Velveteen’s look which made him worry the most.

Because she’s right. She DOES know my secret.

He watched her surreptitiously push one of his handmade stuffed animals back to the edge of the table. And it wasn’t even the least-manly item of his she was selling. Only she and his grandmother knew that reclusive macramé artist, Diana Gooch, who sold more than nearly anybody else in the store, was actually big, burly Officer Goode’s nom de needle, as it were.

He had twelve other such names, too, for his various areas of craftwork. Football left him yawning, but anything crafty got his motor seriously running.

Still glaring at him, Velveteen was pushing the plush silver rabbit toward the back of the table. Soon, it was going to be on the ground, where it would probably get stomped by a thousand families waiting for funnel cakes nearby.

Di tried, and failed, not to feel sorry for the little guy.

Say what you will about me, Granny. It’s hard being built like a wrestler when you have the soul of a sentimental little old lady.

Had he had his way, Obadiah would have liked nothing better than a life of crafts and tea.

Taking a deep breath, he pointed to the crowd, who were just starting to make their way in.

“Look, ladies, there are enough attendees for everybody to make some sales.”

It was putting it mildly. Not only was there a traffic jam down the Blue Ridge Parkway to their little burg, but the three local inns, the new resort, and four campgrounds had been booked up since last February. The three other, nearby towns which shared a high school with Prospector’s Rest were booked up, too. The sixth annual Crafts Fête was off to its usual, roaring start.

“Soon, our little town of 300 . . .”

“. . . or thereabouts,” Velveteen and Nora intoned automatically, as though it were a church call-and-response.

It was what the sign into the town had said for the last 100 years, when a previous mayor had gotten tired of sending someone to repaint the number every time there was a birth or death. Of course, if you counted the visitors, and the new weekend home owners, it was quite a few more, but they didn’t officially count.

He carried on, then.

“. . . will be so full of people desperate for crafts and fudge and funnel cakes and lemonade that we’re barely going to be able to move.” Trying not to sigh, he added, “There’s more than enough people who’ll want all the things you sell.”

Of course, staring over the selection on Nora’s table, he wondered at who these people would be. She generally had three kinds of crafts she specialized in. There was the “I Love Grandma” line (variations on the phrase embroidered and surrounded by black bears on shirts, painted on mugs with fake little kid handprints, and on plaques with children saying prayers, among others), the “Jesus Loves Me, This I Know” items (Bible sayings—none of them from the actual Gospels—on every conceivable tchotchke from oven mitts to bedspreads), and the “My Name is Special” selection (where she used glittery, permanent pens to write people’s names in flowery writing on items of their choice).

To put it mildly, Di did not sell in her store. He often thought that she should provide anti-diabetes medication to her customers to help them endure the sugar overdose. And he knew for a fact that absolutely none of it in any way reflected anything she actually believed.

Glancing around at the families who were now milling in their direction, the two women seemed like they might possibly be ready to listen, so he drove his point home.

“If you can call a truce till after the fête is over, it will be good for both of your businesses and the town.”

Although he knew Velveteen had already agreed by the look in her eye, her finger was still thumping on the head of the teetering silver rabbit.

Thankfully, the crowd helped him out, as a woman pulled her husband over to the Cute ‘n’ Cuddly table, exclaiming, “Granny would love these!” just as a little girl pointed at Di’s stuffed creation, saying, “Look, Daddy! Bunny!”

As Nora was already in her Oh, yes, I’m just the sweetest little crafter you can find persona—which entirely covered up the sign she had over her bed, which said, “Religion is the opiate of the masses. Give me money, instead”—there was only another moment where Velveteen gave him her, Okay, fine. But I’m discounting your latest quilt by 15% look. Then, she smiled at the little girl and agreed to sell her father the bunny.

Di let out a quiet breath and walked away as stealthily as possible, messaging one of his Facebook buddies on his phone: Crafters’ showdown at hour zero of fête. Why did I become a cop again?

About twenty seconds later, Boomer messaged back, Because we crafting men have to keep up our cover. Sadly.

Smiling and putting away the phone, Di was grateful for the internet. If he’d had to go through life without the support of his Men Who Stitch group, he’d probably have gone mad.

Thankfully, the rest of the fête was going pretty well so far. Kids were jumping around but mostly staying near their parents. Parents didn’t yet have the If I have to see ONE MORE CRAFT . . . look to them. None of the food stalls had started to run out of food, and the other town crafters weren’t involved in quite such an I’ll see you rotting in Hell after I stick a knitting needle in your heart feud as Velveteen and Nora.

Wandering back to the Sheriff’s Department booth/Lost Kids Roundup—thankfully kid-free at this early point in the festivities—Di saw the always-annoying grin of Sgt. Spencer. The once-celebrated quarterback of their high school, Spencer still had a blond crewcut, slightly cruel blue eyes, and fairly pumped-up arms. He was also a good eight inches shorter than Di, which Di knew he hated.

Proving it again, the man chuckled, “How’d it go with the Crone and the Hottie, Diana?”

Di merely sighed. He’d grown used to the nickname years ago.

While Miles Spencer thought that Di’s quiet acceptance of such nonsense was a sign of weakness, Di understood that there was simply no changing idiot, in-bred hickness as terminal as Spencer’s, so he didn’t try and answered the question for the others there.

“I think they’re going to try to get through it, if only for the profit.”

Sheriff Pommelroy punched him playfully on the arm.

“Good job, Goode.”

Then he chuckled like he always did. Di would have objected, but he suspected letting the man make the joke was the main reason he’d gotten hired. He was the only African-American on their small force and only one of two non-white officers, along with Alex Martinez. Every time they needed to prove how “integrated” the small town was, it was the two of them standing front and center. The rest of the time, they were mostly relegated to 419s (Crafters’ Showdown) and 220s (Black Bear in town).

Still, a moment later, sauntering toward them through the crowd came Mac, and Di remembered why he’d become an officer in the first place.

Of course, MacBeth Welles did not hold a particularly honored place on the force, either. She was somewhat akin to the department mascot.

The daughter of the last sheriff, she’d been taken on as the secretary out of pity
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