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  Foreword



I began writing the Granny Appleton series for a couple of reasons:


	because I enjoy quirky characters and animal sidekicks

	because I am tired of stories that only focus on murder.




I want to read something that lifts my spirits and lets me root for the good guys in a non-death story.




If you feel the same, welcome to the Appleton farm! Here are the books in the series so far:

Duck Down

The Feather Forecast

Robber Ducky

Quacking the Case




And coming soon… Ducks in A Row.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Can’t. What a powerful word. What a powerful motivator. I contemplated the word as I slow-jogged down my long gravel driveway for the umpteenth time, cheered on by my followers: my two farm dogs, Wags and Brock, a domestic white duck named Peeper, and a male mallard named Harvey. Harvey, with his short legs, trailed behind like a little brother, one of his wings dragging the ground. He had been shot with an arrow and couldn’t fly anymore.

Breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth, I questioned my sanity over this cockamamie exercise. Then I pictured myself standing on the podium, receiving the award for winning the old-fogy division of the Founder’s Day 5K race. I was a shoo-in to win, being the only entrant in the 70 and over category. Lucy Cantana, the new director of the Paisley Pointe Recreation Center, had tried to talk me out of it, knowing full well that all she was doing was making me even more determined to do it. Hence, my preoccupation with the word ‘can’t’.

On either side of my long driveway, the apple trees marched in long rows, like good little soldiers. The trees were fairly young and so they looked a little scrawny. I knew every tree in the orchard and spent a lot of time trimming, pruning, fertilizing, and babying them. The leaves were shiny and bright. Small green apples hung from practically every branch. Thanks, in part, to the massive amount of rain that we had received earlier in the summer, this was going to be a bumper crop. I was already making plans for what to do with the bountiful harvest in a few months. It takes careful planning to make sure everything goes smoothly.

As I passed by the neat, orderly rows, I felt a little like that little train in the old children’s story that had to climb the long hill. I started chanting, “I think I can, I think I can,” in time with my footfalls. I don’t think that it impressed the animals, but it did seem to help. A little. Did my driveway suddenly get longer? Every time I glanced up to gauge my progress, it felt like there wasn’t any.

My entourage and I finally made it to the main road, where we stopped to catch our breath and wait for the mail van. Well, I was catching my breath. The animals were lounging in the grass on the side of the road, primed and ready for the return journey. I straightened my stylishly curly brown wig and stood with my hands on my knees, sweat trickling down my face, sucking air like I was returning from a deep sea dive. No way was I going to head back down the long lane only to have to come back later.

Hearing the rumble of a vehicle coming down the dirt road, Brock and Wags stood up and started barking. Not their warning bark, but their ‘here comes a friend’ one. They loved our mail carrier, Fred Powers. He always carried doggy biscuits for his furry friends. And there were a lot of them out where we live.

Out of a cloud of dust came the familiar old beat-up white van with a blue stripe down the side. It was going way too fast for our little country road. I took a step back so I wouldn’t get blasted by gravel as the back end slewed from side to side before skidding to a stop.

Loud rock music thumped from the stereo inside, which was very unusual. The dust continued to swirl around us, causing me to cough. The engine made ticking sounds like it needed to see a good mechanic, and soon. The poor rural carriers put way more miles on their cars than the normal commuter does.

The side door finally squeaked open and the music immediately gained volume. Brock and Wags tilted their heads to the side but they didn’t approach the van like they usually did. They weren’t even wagging their tails. There had been times in the past when the dogs actually climbed inside the van to get their snack. Today, they stood at my side and watched the mail carrier step out. Brock was leaning against my leg. It wasn’t Fred. It was a woman wearing the blue shorts and white shirt with a name tag that said ‘Christina Jenkins’. She had short, shiny brown hair and very tan skin. Her vibrant blue eyes stood out against her flat nose and curved eyebrows.

All of this I took in as she walked toward me and thrust a handful of mail into the box at my side. A low growl came from Brock’s throat. I put a hand on his head to still him.

“Well, hello!” I said.

Without a word, she turned on her heel, climbed into the driver’s seat, and slammed the door. The van jerked as she put it in drive and took off down the road. She accelerated so quickly that the front tires spun and gravel pelted the underside of the van. With a soft “PEEP” and a shake of her big white feathers, Peeper took off after her with her wings spread wide and her tail fanned out. Harvey joined her in the chase.

“Get back here!” I called after them, shaking my head. When they reluctantly returned, I said, “What was that all about? I don’t know what’s gotten into you two.” I chided gently, “You never chased Fred when he delivered the mail. I don’t much care for this new gal, either, but that’s no reason to go after her.”

All I got back was a look from Peeper’s big liquid eyes and a honking sound from Harvey. Having settled that, I pulled the mail from the box and went through it. Flipping from one envelope to the next, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Envelopes addressed to Celeste Foley, Earl Foxman, and Sid Foley. Mail for my neighbors, and even some from a business in town.

Back in the farm yard, the ducks cut across the gravel between the house and the barn for the plastic pool I had set up in the grass while I continued up the steps to the back door. I eyed the water enviously, feeling hot and bothered by both my run and the new mail carrier. I was sorely tempted to join them as they splashed with abandon.

The next day was the same scene on repeat. Me, gasping like a fish out of water, animals lounging, mail carrier non-responsive to my friendly overtures. The ducks again spreading their wings wide, trying to chase her down.

By Thursday, my frustration level was reaching new highs. Who knew where my own mail had ended up? The race was on Friday morning and I had ordered a new pair of running shoes that still hadn’t shown up. My old ones were just about worn out and I wanted to break in the new ones. I heard that was what you were supposed to do with new running gear.

Each time the ducks saw this new woman their feathers would get ruffled, literally. They had never shown that kind of behavior toward anyone before. They were generally very mild-mannered and loved everyone. I took them with me on trips to town and they were well-behaved gentlemen. This was totally out of character for them. I would have understood it better if it were the dogs. Maybe they were picking up on my irritation with the woman.

As I went through the day’s misdelivered mail, I silently cursed Christina Jenkins. I could easily return the mail to the post office, but who knew if the rightful owners would get it even then? I resigned myself to the fact that I was just going to have to deliver it all myself.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




My granddaughter, Quinn, lives on the farm with me. It’s a long story, but the short of it is that she dumped her ex-boyfriend and he slandered her name in the art community in New York City. She came to the farm to recover from her humiliation and has stayed ever since. We take turns with the chores so that neither of us gets stuck with the more arduous ones. Then, she heads to town for her day job as groundskeeper where she maintains the town’s parks and recreation areas and, if I do say so myself, does a bang-up job of it.

I deposited the mail in the kitchen and headed out to the barn with the milk pail. Pearl, our big black and white milk cow, was waiting for me. She can sometimes be a stinker, but today she behaved herself and let me do my job without having to cajole her. I pitched a flake of hay into the rack for her and opened the door so that her black calf, Jelly Bean, could have his breakfast.

Before heading to the house to strain the milk, I went down to another stall on the opposite side of the barn to check on the llama that Doc Worthington, our town vet, had talked me into ‘fostering’ until its owner could be located. Most of the animals on the farm had come to me by way of the good doctor. He’d found Spits stuck in the mud on the bank of the Paisley River during a terrible storm. I had named him Mark Spitz after the famous Olympic swimmer, but he’d earned his nickname ‘Spits’ by helping Quinn rid herself of the slimy ex-boyfriend in a way that only a llama can. Think big globs of stinky green stomach contents.

Spits was standing in the corner of his stall, contentedly chewing his cud, a far cry from when I’d first laid eyes on him. He’d been a sorry muddy mess that could barely stand up on his own. Now he was healthy and clean with a coat that was snowy white. When he saw me, he made some gurgly squeaking sounds in his throat and loped over to the half-door. Bits of half-chewed hay stuck out of his mouth where his top lip had a natural split. He tried to nibble on my arm when I scratched him on the top of his woolly head. I made a mental note to shave his coat. The weather was way too warm for such a thick layer. I pitched him some hay, too, and checked his water supply. He followed me around and kept nosing at my pocket where I normally keep a supply of carrots. I opened the outside door for him so he could go out into the corral and socialize with the sheep.

It made me a little sad that he was the only llama on the farm and didn’t have any llama friends. He got along with most of the other animals, but he seemed to prefer my company to theirs. I was beginning to think that maybe he had been someone’s pet. Doc Worthington said he was still trying to locate the owners, so I had been holding off getting another llama just in case. But I knew in my heart that Spits was on the Appleton farm to stay.

“Sorry, Spits, I’m all out this morning. I’ll bring you a treat later.” What is it about big liquid eyes and long eyelashes that tug at heartstrings? I could no more resist him than a magnet could stay away from metal.

Back at the house, I lugged the heavy bucket over to the sink and poured the still-warm milk through the strainer, watching through the window as Quinn crossed the farm yard. She was wearing tall black rubber boots over her jeans and had on a black sweatshirt. Her long blond hair was pulled through the hole in the back of her ball cap. She was cradling something in her arms and talking to it. I squinted against the morning light, but couldn’t tell what it was. Brock and Wags were jumping around her and trying to get at whatever it was.

She came through the back door and looked at me with her big green eyes and long lashes. Here we go again. “You know that litter of kittens that the barn cat had?”

“You mean Muffy?”

“Yeah. Well, she moved them this morning. All except this little guy.” She opened her hands and showed me the tiniest little morsel of a cat that I’d ever seen. It was only about the size of Quinn’s thumb. It was a soft gray color with blonde stripes running down its back. The ears and eyes were tightly shut. It opened its mouth in a soundless mew.

“Are you sure she wasn’t coming back for it?”

Quinn shook her head. “I watched her and saw where she put the others. She had curled around them and was nursing. I tried to add this little guy to the bunch, but she actually pushed him away.”

I reached out and took the kitten from her. “Well, that’s it, then. She’s abandoned this one. Must think he won’t make it. He isn’t looking too good, is he?” I held him up and looked him over. A small piece of umbilical cord still clung to his belly.

“That’s it?” Quinn said. “You’re going to let it die?” Her eyes went wide and she reached out to take the kitten back from me.

“No, no, no. Not me. The mother cat. She has her hands full with her healthy babies. That doesn’t mean we’re going to abandon it. He’s probably starving. Get me a clean rag.”

Quinn rushed to help and I set about putting a small amount of Pearl’s milk into a bowl.

“I’ll go to the farm store this morning to get some kitten milk replacement. This little bit will help stave off dehydration. I don’t want to upset his tummy by feeding him the wrong food.” Dipping a corner of the rag in the milk, I dripped it into the newborn’s mouth.

Brock, Wags, and Quinn watched in fascination as the baby took in the liquid and gained a milk mustache. Soon, it fell asleep in my hand. “Looks like we’ve got a new project,” Quinn laughed.

“A demanding one at that,” I said. “The best case scenario is if we can get its mother to take it back, or find another nursing mom to adopt it. I’ll check with Doc Worthington to see if he knows anyone. In the meantime, feeding time is every two hours, including burping and stimulating it to relieve itself.”

I glanced at the Founder’s Day flier sitting on the table. Looked like I was going to have to miss most of the festivities in town.
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In a flurry of feathers and water, Harvey and Peeper came running when I opened the squeaky screen door. They hopped up on the front seat of the golf cart, peeping and quacking. Peeper’s voice was super soft and hard to hear over the obnoxiously loud Harvey. I ran a hand down her back and chuckled. “We’re just going to run errands. Calm down.” For the ducks, riding in the golf cart was the best thing in the world. I loved it, too. It was small and quiet. For my birthday one year, Quinn had painted it to look like a waving American flag. I like it better than a car because it can go just about anywhere, including taking shortcuts across the park. I can fit in the tiniest parking space right outside any store I need to visit.

Paisley Pointe is a quaint little town, built on the banks of the Paisley River. The ducks and I bumped over the beautiful stone bridge with its three graceful arches and rolled into town. The town was founded by a man named John Paisley, who came to the area in the early 1800s. This weekend would be the 150th anniversary of his exploration. Its crowning feature is a lake in the middle of Paisley Park. The town center is built around the park, with many of the businesses housed in old-fashioned buildings facing the expanse of green. Rather than having a main street that cuts straight through, it curves gently, hugging the park.

Today my cart was filled with cartons of eggs and containers of milk and cream. I reached up under the edge of my blond page boy wig and pulled out a small piece of paper. Unfolding it, I studied my To Do list. I’ve always subscribed to the view that age is just a number, but my body didn’t seem to get the memo. At 72 years old, my hair is thin and gray. Rather than roll over and accept that fact, I began collecting wigs. I figure that hair is just another accessory and I might as well take advantage of it. Besides, it’s a handy place to keep small items when you are short on pockets.

With my route planned out and a feeding alarm set on my phone, I made the rounds of the neighborhoods, delivering milk, eggs, and butter to my regular customers, now adding mail delivery to my tasks. I saved the downtown businesses for last, knowing that a few of the owners were a little long-winded and liked to chat. They usually had some juicy bits of news to share.

When I parked in front of True Colors, the hair salon where I get my wigs styled, Harvey and Peeper set up quite a racket. Well, Harvey did. He makes up for his small stature with a loud voice. Peeper, ironically, has the quietest little voice and the biggest body. They love going to visit Priscilla. She always keeps a jar of cracked corn for them and Harvey loves exploring nooks and crannies for accessories.

The salon has your typical hair stations and seating area arranged so that waiting clients can sit by the large front window that looks out over the street. Priscilla was cutting a little 6-year-old boy’s hair in the chair closest to the front when we waddled our way in. She wore her bright blond hair in a high ponytail. She loved to dress in a vintage 1950s style. Her pedal pusher pants were a lime green and her twin set was white with blue daisies sprinkled on it.

“Hello, Granny,” she said in her singsong way. “Hello, my precious babies,” she said to the ducks. It was like watching kids with their favorite babysitter. The more Priscilla used baby talk, the more the ducks wagged their tail feathers and smiled. Yes, I know ducks can’t smile, but it sure looked like it as they gazed up at her adoringly. Or maybe it was the fact that she never failed to give them treats when we visited the salon. If they had been dogs, they would have rolled over for belly rubs. They rushed over to her for hugs and treats instead.

I plopped myself down on the couch against the wall and got comfortable. Across from me sat the boy’s mother with her infant. “Betsy!” I said, “How are you?”

Betsy Rollins bounced her baby boy against her shoulder. Her brown hair was in its customary messy bun. I noticed that the dark circles under her eyes were diminishing. “Not too bad, now that the sun is shining again.”

“How’s Alex doing? Did he have any bad effects from his stint in the river?” I glanced anxiously at the tow-headed child getting his hair trimmed. During our historic storm, Alex had fallen into the swollen river and been washed downstream. The entire community had turned out to look for him and help rescue him.

Betsy blew out a big breath. “No, thank goodness! He’s doing great.” Alex hopped down and ran over to her. She stood up and tried unsuccessfully to open her large bag one-handed.

I jumped up and said, “Here, let me help.” I gently took the baby from her arms and cuddled him. Baby Lucas was still in the lump stage of infancy, with his legs tucked up to his body and his neck all wobbly. I kissed his soft cheek and rocked him while Betsy found her wallet and paid for the haircut.

Glancing farther into the salon, I saw a familiar figure sitting under a hair dryer against the opposite wall holding a magazine. “Hello, Vivian!” I waved at my niece as I handed the baby back to his mother. Vivian’s bright green eyes almost disappeared as she smiled. “Happy to have some time off for the summer?” I raised my voice so she could hear me over the dryer’s hum.

“You know it! My students really keep me on my toes,” she said, pushing a strand of wet chestnut hair out of her eyes. “Y’all getting excited for the Founder’s Day activities this weekend?” She glanced at each of us in turn.

“I am,” Betsy said, picking up her diaper bag.  “Are any of you participating in the Founder’s Day events this weekend?” 

Priscilla shook her head. “Not me. I’m not much for sports. I am looking forward to the street dances and the fireworks, though.”

“I tried talking Buck into doing the John Paisley look-alike contest, but he said that he’ll be too busy providing security for the events. I would love to see him dressed up as an 1800s explorer! I think he’d be so sexy!” Vivian giggled.

Picturing our tall, dark, and handsome chief of police in a buckskin coat and coon skin cap brought a grin to my face. “He could totally pull it off. I’ve got myself a new kitten to look after, so I won’t be doing much except the race,” I said, handing Lucas back to his mom.

Priscilla stopped sweeping up bits of hair and all the women looked at me in disbelief.

I guess you could say that I’m not your conventional old lady. I like to try new things. Earlier in the year I had participated in my first archery contest. “Oh, yes. Didn’t I tell you? Lucy Cantana over at the rec center convinced me to sign up for the 5K race.”

Priscilla’s eyes bulged. “The WHAT?”

I shrugged my shoulders and patted my wig. “The 5K. I’m guaranteed to win my age bracket. I can’t see any other old-timers signing up. I’ve been conditioning so much I’ve just about worn out my tennis shoes.” Snapping my fingers, I added, “Speaking of shoes, I was expecting my new running shoes in the mail today, but instead, I got some of your mail.” I scrounged in my bag and came up with some long white envelopes and a catalog for hair dye. “That new mail carrier can’t seem to get things right.”

I stacked it neatly and set the mail on the counter next to the cash register.

“That new mail carrier is sure a pain in the patootie,” Priscilla said, shaking her head. “I’ve been waiting on some new color samples.”

“Chances are, they are somewhere in town,” I said. “Sooner or later, someone will bring them by, I’m sure. I keep hoping that someone has my new running shoes and will get them to me quickly.”

“The 5K?” Betsy looked at me with big eyes. “Granny, you are full of surprises! We’ll be sure to watch for you after the parade. We’re going to check out the museum exhibit the Paisley family is bringing in. It’s supposed to be pretty amazing with all of John Paisley’s personal effects.”

Priscilla popped her gum and added, “I hear they’ve got some fancy jewelry that ol’ John gave to his wife on their wedding day. I’d like to see that.” She handed me a wig that I’d asked her to style.

Gathering up my bag, I called for the ducks. “I have more mail to deliver. I’ll talk to you all later. Maybe I’ll see you at the finish line.”

The ducks had to get some last-minute love from Priscilla. I searched under Harvey’s good wing and found a silver hair clip and a rubber band and handed them back to her.
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The museum wasn’t too far from the salon, but being on a time crunch, I loaded everyone up in the cart and drove down the block. There were three giant black SUVs backed into the spaces in front of our small museum, so I parked by the bank a few doors down. That worked in my favor as I wanted to check out the mural that the town had commissioned Quinn to paint for the Founder’s Day celebration.

Quinn had been so tickled that the town had entrusted this piece of history to her. She had worked for weeks on the design, staying up til all hours of the night to perfect it. I was busting at the seams, I was so proud of my girl.

My plan was thwarted by giant brown tarps that covered the entire side of the two-story bank building. Bulges made by scaffolding under the fabric made it look like there was a monster hiding underneath. Maybe a dragon. I could hear music, but couldn’t see a thing. Quinn had only shown me rough sketches of what she planned for the mural, but no one - not even her favorite grandmother - was allowed to see the final product before the great unveiling on Saturday. I played with the idea of lifting the edge of one of the tarps to take a peek but knew that wouldn’t go over very well with my perfectionist granddaughter. Besides, I respected her creative process

























































