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Chapter 1—A Basketful of Surprises
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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
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