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  Chapter 1

  
  




Hopping onto the driver’s seat of the golf cart, I looked in the mirror and adjusted my wig. I thought the short, blond spikes made me look ten years younger than my 67 years. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, I released the brake and headed away from the farm. I loved the paint job that my artistic granddaughter, Quinn, had put on it for my birthday. The red and white stripes along the front and sides looked like they were waving in the wind, and the blue roof with its white stars made me feel so patriotic. Much better than the plain white it had been, that’s for sure. It was such a nice day, I had rolled the clear plastic sides up and secured them to the roof. Reaching the dirt road that led to town, I paused and admired the lush green rows of corn that were in front of me. A slight breeze blew and I breathed in the scent of the flowering trees of my orchards.

Bumping over the wooden bridge, I glimpsed the sparkling water of the Paisley River. It was a medium-sized river, just wide and deep enough to provide me and my fellow farmers with irrigation water and the townspeople with a recreation area. In fact, I was convinced that the clear water from our river was the secret to my sweet apples.

I turned left onto Main Street and headed towards Something Nice, the local coffee shop. At this early hour, there was very little traffic. My sleepy little town was just beginning to wake up. I could have made my own coffee at home, but I was craving one of Nora’s pastries. She is a truly gifted baker. It was going to be a busy day and her food was just the ticket for giving me the energy I needed. Plus, the added benefit of catching up on a little of the town gossip, of course.

The street curved around Paisley Point’s crowning feature, its graceful park. It reminded me of a jewel set in the center of a ring. The beautiful old stone business buildings faced toward the park across a street that was paved with red bricks. Offset to one side of the park was a large lake with a heart-shaped island that functioned as a sanctuary for a flock of wild birds.

I left the golf cart near the park’s pavilion, in front of the statue of the town’s founder, John Paisley, and crossed the street. The bell over the door jangled as I pushed it open. The heavenly scents of freshly brewed coffee and cinnamon buns rushed at me.

“Good morning, Granny!” Nora smiled from behind the counter and held up a large white mug. “Want a cup of Joe?” Nora was middle-aged, slim, and had rosy cheeks from her hot ovens. Her auburn hair was tied up in a bun at the base of her neck. Her shop was filled with eclectic odds and ends for decorations. A shelf filled with old watering cans, tin signs advertising baking powder, a flower wreath on the door. I think I read in a magazine somewhere that it was shabby chic. I called it homey.

I nodded and perused the glass-fronted case of pastries that Nora had freshly baked. “I think I’ll have a bear claw, too.”

“Good choice,” came a deep raspy voice behind me.

Turning around, I looked at the man wearing dirty blue coveralls and a stained green ball cap sitting in the corner. He was holding up his own bear claw in a large, weathered hand. Earl Foxman owned the farm next to mine and had been coming to town for his breakfast every morning since his wife had passed away several years ago. I smiled and nodded, wanting to be friendly, but not wanting to encourage conversation. Talking to Earl could be a challenge.

When Nora had filled my cup, I picked up my food and walked towards a seat by the front window, overlooking the park. “Here, come sit with me,” came Earl’s voice, followed by the sound of a chair moving across the tile floor. “No sense in us both sittin’ alone this mornin’.”

Not able to think of a plausible excuse not to, I changed directions and sat at Earl’s table in the proffered chair. He cleared his throat and started in. “You notice all them washboards on the road by your place? The county’s not doin’ their job of maintainin’ the roads. Those things are getting mighty deep. They’s caused by folks driving way too fast. If the dang law enforcement don’t start settin’ speed traps out our way, they may as well just turn it into a drag strip.” He paused to take a loud slurp of his coffee.

I nibbled on my pastry, suddenly losing my appetite. It was too early for this nonsense. If I had heard this speech once, I had heard it a thousand times. Earl had a very short list of topics of conversation. This particular gem was number three. I glanced at my watch and mentally set a ten-minute timer. I could endure this monologue for that long. I think.

The bell jangled and Corrie Wagner, the town’s recreation director, walked in. Dressed in her customary pink polo shirt and white shorts, it wasn’t hard to see why she won the town’s Cross Fit competition every year. She was wearing a golf visor and had her dark brown hair pulled up into a short ponytail. Her two children were with her, a boy who looked to be about eight, and a girl no older than 6. Both were sporting backpacks and school uniforms.

Corrie marched up to the counter and said, “Two milks, a vente coffee with non-fat milk, and three sausage pockets to go.” She waved her hand in a dismissive motion and reached into her back pocket for her phone.

“There’s trouble,” Earl muttered to me in his deep gravelly voice.

I nearly choked on my breakfast and shifted uncomfortably in my seat. True, Corrie wasn’t the most tactful person, but I didn’t appreciate being the recipient of Earl’s kind of gossip. I was more the ‘guess who’s having a baby’ kind of gossiper. I really didn’t enjoy being caught in the middle of one of his famous spats. He would probably pick a fight with a porcupine over who had the right of way.

Corrie directed the two children to a table across the room. Then she strode over to our table, her neck muscles bulging. “I heard that. Just what were you referring to?” She jutted out her pointy chin and glared at him. I could see a vein on her forehead throbbing.

Earl slowly took another slurp from his mug. “Oh, nothin’. Just don’t see how puttin’ that much money into a competition’s gonna benefit this town any.” He gave her a stony glare and wiped his mouth with a napkin.

Corrie clenched her teeth. “We went over this at the board meeting the other night, Earl. I thought you had all your questions and concerns addressed there. When the vote came through, all but one director thought this was a great idea. I wonder where the dissenting vote came from? If you want to bring more business to this little backwater town, you’ve got to make it worth people’s while. You are just too tight-fisted to realize that you are hurting this community.” Corrie had been hired a few years ago from out of state. I didn’t know much about her, but sometimes new blood can be good for a place to keep bringing in fresh ideas. I knew that if Earl had his way, Paisley Pointe would have been turned into a time capsule.

Earl turned his attention to me. Great. So much for staying out of things. “What do you think, Granny Appleton? Do you think this little shootin’ match is worth the $25,000 this gal’s costin’ the town?”

I glanced at Corrie and noticed another vein standing out on her forehead. I hate it when Earl makes people uncomfortable. I sat up straighter and said, “I happen to think it’s a wonderful idea! I’ve even entered myself in the competition.” I patted my hair and looked at my watch. Two minutes to go. I could feel my blood pressure rising. “I don’t think there’s any harm in a little competition, to be honest.”

“We’ll see,” Earl said, narrowing his eyes. “You better watch yourself, Corrie. As I recall, your evaluation’s comin’ up before too long. I don’t like your attitude.” He looked at her over the edge of his coffee mug. I could feel the tension rising as they stared at each other.

Corrie opened her mouth, then shut it into a tight line. She turned on her heel and walked back to the counter. She paid for her food, gathered her children, and headed for the door. The kids walked outside and she paused. “Don’t light the match if you don’t have the fuel for the fire, Earl,” she said, shooting daggers with her eyes. Flipping her ponytail over her shoulder, she marched out the door.

“If that woman has her way, this town’s gonna be overrun with tourists traipsin’ through, makin’ a mess, ruinin’ our quiet little town,” Earl said, swallowing the last bite of his bear claw. He draped his arm over the back of his chair. I recognized the position. He was getting ready to launch into another lecture.

I set my mug down and before my brain had time to stop me, I said, “Seems to me, Earl, that she’s trying to make this town better. These businesses need customers. Where do you suppose the money’s going to come from for your speed traps and road graders? How deep are your pockets? Are you going to fund it all?” Out of breath, I stood up and took my mug back to the counter. I don’t know if my two minutes were up, but I couldn’t take anymore.

Before Earl could reply, I headed for the door. Once on the sidewalk, I paused to compose myself. That man could push my buttons faster than I could dial a telephone. I felt a little bit ashamed at how I’d spoken my mind but figured he needed to hear it from someone.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Sitting in my golf cart, I tried to collect my thoughts. That interaction between Earl and Corrie had rattled me. Not the way I wanted to start my day. I reached under the edge of my wig and pulled out a slip of paper. Opening it, I ran down my list of errands. First off was a visit to the beauty salon, True Colors. I needed Priscilla to do a refresh on my white-blond movie star wig. I figured it would give me a boost of confidence on Friday for the archery competition. Tucking the paper under my wig, I drove down the block.

On my way around the circle, I passed a white truck with the Paisley Pointe logo on the door. The driver waved as she passed. I waved back and smiled. It was my granddaughter, Quinn. She had moved in with me over the winter when Ricardo, her ex-boyfriend and NYC art critic, had published a very unfavorable review of Quinn’s work. She was shunned out of galleries and had lost all confidence in herself. She had landed the job of groundskeeper for the town and was thriving in our little community. I just wished she would get herself out on the dating scene again.

Priscilla’s shop was in one of the oldest buildings in town. It had a stone façade and large windows facing the street. As I walked in, six pairs of eyes turned to greet me. One pair belonged to Priscilla herself, who smiled and said, “Be with you in just a minute, Granny.” She stood at one of the three hairdressing stations, painting color onto her customer’s hair and covering it with strips of foil. Her own blonde hair was piled high on her head in a beehive, held in place with sparkly pink combs. She was wearing a pink tank top that accentuated her large chest. Her flip-flops showed off hot pink toenails.

I nodded and waved as I walked over to the small seating area and sat on one of the comfortable chairs around a low coffee table. The shop definitely matched Priscilla’s colorful personality. The walls were painted a vibrant shade of yellow and were covered with posters advertising outlandish hairstyles.

Peeking out from under the foil was one of my good friends, Divina Bloom, who happened to own the flower shop in town. She waggled her fingers in my direction. “Good morning, Granny. What are you up to today?”

I held up my market bag. “Just dropping off a wig for a wash and fluff,” I said. “I want to look my best on Friday for the archery competition. I have a feeling I’ll need the confidence boost. I’m on my way to my first practice session after this. You are never too old to start a new hobby, I say.”

Divina gasped. “I didn’t know you were competing! How exciting! I’m creating a lovely bouquet for the winner. I hope it’s you.” She clapped her hands and set her foils moving.

The other two stylists added their well-wishes, too. They were busy with clients, who had their backs to me. I glanced in the mirror to see if they were anyone I knew. One of them was a stranger to me, but the other one looked very familiar. It was a young woman in her twenties with a petite face and long neck. She was thin and had large, doe-like eyes framed in dishwater blonde hair.

I stared at her reflection for a moment, then exclaimed, “Judy Foxman, is that you?”

The woman stepped down from the chair as the stylist finished her haircut. “Hello, Granny. It’s been a while.” She smiled shyly. Her pale skin was set off by the royal blue top she was wearing.

I crossed the room and enveloped her in a big hug. She was at least a head taller than me. “I just came from the café, and your father didn’t say a word about you being back in town. It’s so good to see you. You haven’t been home in what, two… three… years?”

“I just got here and haven’t been out to the farm, yet. I wanted to look my best before I go and face the old codger.” She smiled and opened her wallet to pay her bill. “You mean three years since he kicked me out. He didn’t like the fact that I wanted to pursue dance as a career and told me not to come home until I’d found a real job.” Little spots of pink appeared on her cheeks. She swallowed and said, “I’ve come home to show him how wrong he was.” There was a glint in her eye that told me that she was done being pushed around by her father. Oh, to be a fly on the wall for that conversation.

“How long are you in town? My granddaughter is living with me now. Do you remember Quinn? We’d love to have you and your dad over for dinner sometime.”

Judy shrugged and tucked her wallet back into her designer bag. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be here. Depends on how long it takes to knock some sense into his thick skull. We’ve got some old business to take care of and I’m not leaving until he hears me out. Wish me luck.” With that, she kissed me on the cheek and walked out, waggling her fingers to Priscilla.

I turned to Priscilla, who shrugged her shoulders. “That one has a lot of pain in her life, I’d venture to guess.” She held out her hand and gestured for my bag. After getting confirmation that the wig would indeed be competition-ready before Friday, I left the shop.

I made my way back to the great expanse of lawn that made up the majority of Paisley Park. A group of people was setting up easels with targets on them and marking off lines for distances. I spotted Corrie lugging a large trashcan one-handed across the grass. The can was full of arrows with feathers in a rainbow of colors. One of her assistants was wheeling a rack of bows right behind her. I felt my hands start to tingle. This was going to be fun. I had never been into archery but was willing to try anything once.

I joined a group of bystanders and said hi to a few of them. When everything was set up, Corrie called us together. She unwrapped a mint and popped it into her mouth, tucking the wrapper into her pocket. “OK. Let’s get started.” Her nasal voice sounded like a bullhorn. “Since all of you are new to this, let me explain what we have here.” She pointed towards a group of targets. “The three smaller targets are 80 centimeters across. We call them faces. They are for the two closer ranges we are going to shoot: 30 and 50 meters.” She gestured to another set of targets. “The three larger targets have 122-centimeter faces. They are for shooting the longer distances of 70 and 90 meters.”

A shadow crossed the grass. Corrie scanned the sky, muttering, “Stupid birds,” under her breath, then continued. “The object is, of course, to hit the bullseye in the center. That will get you ten points. But you get points for hitting the other rings as well. For today, I’ll just be happy if you hit the face.” We all laughed. She didn’t.

“I have a whistle,” Corrie said, holding it up. “This is important. When you hear two whistles, that’s your signal to approach the line.” She blew twice and we watched her assistant walk up to the white chalk line in the grass holding a bow. The quiver was slung over her shoulder and hung low behind her back. “When you hear one whistle, you may shoot.” She blew the whistle and we watched the assistant nock an arrow, aim, and let go. A loud thunk indicated she’d hit the target.

She turned back to us. “You’ll shoot six arrows at a time. That’s called an ‘end’. When you hear three whistles, you may walk downrange and collect your arrows. During the competition on Friday, you’ll have an official who scores your points, then you’ll mark your arrow holes with your initials before returning to the staging area behind the line.” We heard two more thunks as the assistant fired more arrows at the target.

Corrie raised her voice another notch. “If at ANY point you hear FOUR whistle blasts, that means there is imminent danger and everyone should stop what they are doing. It could mean anything from a timing error to a person crossing the field of fire.” By now, Corrie was pacing back and forth in front of us with her hands clasped behind her back. She reminded me of a drill sergeant. All she needed was the hat and boots. “Are there any questions?”

She paused and gave us each the evil eye. I shook my head and so did everyone else. Even if I had a question, I didn’t want to be singled out. She might make me drop and give her twenty!

Next, Corrie counted us off into three groups. Each member of the group chose six arrows from the trashcan, making sure that no one in the group had the same color of feathers – er, fletching, I learned they are called. We picked out a bow from the rack and had a lesson on how to stand with our feet apart, how to nock the arrow onto the bowstring and aim down the arrow shaft at the target. I felt like I was back in junior high school, which was probably the last time I ever shot an arrow, to be honest. And I’m not going to tell you how long ago that was. Corrie used her own custom set of arrows and bow for the demonstration.

When it was time for my group to step up to the line, I tried my best to remember all the directions. I managed to hit the target with two of my six arrows, but the other four fell pathetically short of the mark. I was waiting for the all-clear whistle to sound when the woman next to me started walking down the grass towards the targets. Four loud whistle blasts sounded right behind me, causing me to drop my bow.

“Stop where you are!” Corrie bellowed. “Isla Marsh, what do you think you are doing?”

The woman turned around and looked at Corrie in alarm. “I was just going to get my arrows,” she said, meekly. She pointed at the target. Like we didn’t know where the arrows would be.

Corrie stomped over to her and took her by the arm. She led her back across the line and scolded her. “You HAVE to wait for the signal! You could have been struck by an arrow. Don’t do that again.” She dropped Isla’s arm and walked away, muttering under her breath. I watched as she popped another mint into her mouth.

Poor Isla was shaking. I put my arm around her shoulders and said, “No harm, no foul. You’re fine. Just wait for the rest of us next time. We’ll go together, OK?” She nodded her head and brushed the tears off her face.

Hearing three whistles, we all walked down toward the targets, picking arrows from the field as we went. I giggled to myself. I’m glad I wasn’t the only one who missed their target. I had been worried that I would be the only one not experienced in archery.

Back at the line for my next try, I nocked my arrow, aimed, and let go. Thwack! I was as giddy as a schoolgirl. This was so much fun. I was concentrating so much on repeating my success, that I didn’t notice the flock of ducks flying over us toward the lake.

Suddenly, in the midst of the familiar sound of arrows striking targets, came a new sound. A high-pitched quacking, followed by a loud thump. Four whistle blows sounded and everyone froze. Something caught my eye. Something was moving in the grass next to one of the targets.
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Two seconds after the all-stop whistle sounded, everyone dropped their equipment and ran downfield. Corrie, with her unnecessarily muscular legs, was the first to reach the target. She stopped suddenly and spread out her arms. The crowd reached her position and stopped.

My short, stubby legs just couldn’t keep up. By the time I made my way to where everyone was standing, I was huffing and puffing like a dragon with COPD. Pushing my way to the front, I saw Corrie and her assistant standing in the grass next to a beautiful male mallard duck, who was alternately struggling to flap his wings and pulling at its feathers, sending the soft down feathers floating everywhere. I noticed a bright blue band around one of his legs. A long, black arrow with bright yellow fletching protruded from one of its wings.

“What do we do?” someone in the crowd asked.

Another person piped up, “Do we call 911?”

“Who’s arrow is that?”

If there’s one thing that I cannot stand, it’s an animal in pain. I looked around the group. No one seemed to know what to do. Well, I did. Spotting a young woman with a light jacket tied around her waist, I walked over and said, “May I please borrow your jacket?” The girl quickly untied it and handed it to me.

Holding the pink jacket in front of me, I approached the duck from behind and gently laid the coat over its body and head

















