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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

  
  




Of course, I would pick today to wear my brand-new wig. When you get to be my age, with creaking joints and thinning hair, having something that makes you feel younger and more vibrant is a must.

“AAARRRGGG!” I shouted, shaking my fist at the sky as I picked myself up out of the mud. Wags and Brock, my ever-present farm dogs, licked at my face and wagged their tails. A rumble of thunder answered me. Sighing, I wiped off my derriere and rinsed my hands in the nearest puddle, then slogged the rest of the way to the barn.

A chorus of quacks and peeps greeted me as I slid the large red doors open. A big white streak and a smaller dark one ran past me. “Well, good morning to you, too,” I said, smiling at the two ducks happily splashing in the rain-soaked barnyard. “At least someone is enjoying this weather.”

Peeper, the white domestic duck, lifted her head and looked at me with her shoe-button eyes. The quietest of peeps came out when she opened her bill. She was quite adorable, in a sloppy way. The feathers sticking up on top of her head gave her a perpetual bedhead. If there was such a thing as duck ballet, Peeper would not make the cut. She could trip over air and fall flat on her face. But she was so gentle and had such a motherly nature that you couldn’t help but love her.

She turned and nuzzled the smaller mallard by her side. Harvey gave a loud honk and flapped his wings at her. Or tried to, anyway. His left wing, injured when he was struck by a wayward arrow, drooped in the muddy water. He would never fly again. The blue band of feathers around his neck reminded me of a bow tie and suited his prim and proper personality. Except that he was a kleptomaniac. Every high-brow gentleman has to have some quirk, right? Which reminded me that I needed to check his nest for the brass nozzle I used to clean out the water tanks. It had mysteriously disappeared yesterday.

In the best of conditions, farm chores are a pain in the keister. Add in a sea of mud and you’ve got yourself a disaster. Gus, the donkey, refused to come out of his shelter when I brought him his breakfast. He looked just like Eeyore, only missing the ribbon on his tail. He stood there with his nose down and kept his back to me. The chickens were bedraggled and grumpy. Especially the big Rhode Island Red rooster, Bruce. When I brought the food to their pen, he charged at me, wrapping his legs around one of mine, digging in with his sharp spurs. Before I could get him off me, he began beating me with his wings. “Hey! I’m not in charge of the weather, big guy,” I said, gently extricating myself from his grip.

It’s safe to say that the only happy creatures at Appleton Farm were the ducks. Yes, it was great weather for ducks.

At least the orchards were getting moisture, I told myself, splashing my way back to the house. I looked down the rows of trees. The newest trees were planted closest to the house, while the older ones were further back. Every year, I planted several new varieties and took out any sick or non-producing trees. I had lost count of the number of types of apples I grew, but it was somewhere around thirty. The short trees were covered with dark green leaves. I love the smell of apple blossoms in the springtime, but the time between the flowering and fruit appearing is frustrating for me. I am not, by nature, a very patient person.

Opening the back door, I deposited my muddy gear in the laundry room and walked in my sock feet to the kitchen. Even with the dark clouds blotting out the sun, the kitchen was still the brightest room in the house with its soft yellow walls and creamy white cabinets. I switched on the radio over the refrigerator and washed my hands.

“You’re listening to WPLY, Paisley Pointe’s best radio station.”

You mean Paisley Pointe’s ONLY radio station, I thought wryly, peeking between the blue-checked curtains. Through the rain-streaked window, I glimpsed my granddaughter, Quinn, in her bright pink rain jacket coming from the barn with the milk pail. I set the strainer and cheesecloth in the sink for her and pulled out ingredients to make pancakes.

Like many of the animals that had come to the farm, Quinn had arrived on my doorstep, broken and miserable, six months ago. Her heart had been broken and she needed a safe place to mend it. Her life in New York City as an aspiring artist had come to a screeching halt when her art-critic boyfriend, Ricardo Barbieri, had written a disparaging article about her work and then dumped her. Between helping me on the farm and her job as Paisley Pointe’s groundskeeper, she had more than enough work to keep her busy. I love my granddaughter, but I don’t want her to be lonely. Hanging around with an old lady all the time isn’t healthy for a young woman. There were plenty of activities for her to join, she just needed a little encouragement to help things along. At least that was how I saw it.

The radio broke into my thoughts. “It’s another bonkers kind of day out there, everyone. This is Wally Teller, your weather feller, bringing you the latest update on this storm of Biblical proportions! Get out the wood and start building an ark, folks. This rain won’t be letting up any time soon. I wouldn’t be surprised if we saw animals marching two by two up Main Street!”

Quinn padded into the kitchen with the milk and began straining it. Her blonde hair was pulled up in a high ponytail, accentuating her cheekbones and milky white skin. She lifted the heavy milk pail easily. She had always been strong and athletic, joining in sports since she was little. Her shirt sleeves were pushed up, revealing the edge of a small tattoo on the inside of her left forearm.

Wally continued, “The warm monsoonal moisture coming off the gulf is mixing with the cool air coming down from the north. The rain will keep coming as long as the strong winds aloft keep pushing this air down. Welp, folks, as more developments happen, I’ll be here to inform you. Hey, do you know when it rains money? When there is a change in the weather! Ha ha! This is Wally Teller, your weather feller, signing off.”

I flipped the pancakes onto two plates and set them on the table along with butter and syrup. I added a jar of peanut butter, too. Quinn moved the milk to the counter to cool and separate, covering the containers with a clean cloth.

After offering up our thanks, we dug in. “At least you don’t have to worry about watering the grass at the city park and the golf course,” I said, slathering butter over my breakfast. I knew that some of the sprinkler systems were finicky and caused her all sorts of grief.

Quinn sipped some orange juice and nodded. “True, but the rain creates other issues, like waterlogged flower beds and erosion. Also, the dugouts at the baseball field are full of water. The genius who designed them didn’t create any sort of drainage. I’m going to have to take a pump out there.”

She paused to take her last bite. “Today will be an inside day for me, though, working on some neglected maintenance projects, like sharpening the blades on the big gang mower. When this rain lets up, I’m going to have a big job mowing the grass at the park. It’s starting to look like a jungle already. The disc golf club has started complaining about not being able to find their frisbees. Why they insist on playing in this monsoon, I’ll never understand. I’m not sure even that big riding mower will be able to handle the job. I also need to tinker with the sprinkler pump at the park again. Ever since it was sabotaged, I can’t seem to get the flow rate quite right. What’s on your agenda for today?” She took her plate to the sink and rinsed it off.

I reached my hand up and pulled a folded slip of paper from under my stylish new wig. It had been spared most of the mud bath and was only slightly damp. It was dark brown, short on the sides and back, and slightly longer on top with waves instead of curls. At 67 years old, I was having problems with thinning hair and wigs had seemed the logical solution. I had quite a large collection of them and loved being able to change my look with my moods. It wasn’t a bad place to keep small objects, when short on pockets.

“Well, let’s see. I’ve got several egg deliveries to make today. I need to stop at the feed store as well. We’re low on chicken feed. I think I’ll grab a bag of oyster shells. I’ve noticed that the eggshells are getting a little thin. Time to add a supplement to their feed. Did you need me to pick up anything?” When Quinn shook her head, I folded the list and put it back, patting my hair into place.

Quinn gave me a quick hug. “See you at lunchtime.” Donning her rain gear, she headed back out into the downpour.

Checking the time, I decided to do some baking. The feed store didn’t open until nine, anyway.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The foul weather hadn’t had a negative effect on my flock of laying hens. In fact, they had upped their production. I guess when you can’t go outside and chase grasshoppers, the only thing left to do is lay eggs. Luckily, I had several regular customers in town. I packed a large crate with eggs and hauled them out the back door to my golf cart.

Before Quinn had arrived on the farm, my golf cart had been a plain old white boring thing. For my birthday, she’d given it a custom paint job. Now it looked like the Fourth of July on wheels. Large waving red and white stripes ran down the sides and the roof sported a blue field covered with white stars. It was a zippy little thing, too. It allowed me to take shortcuts across the grass in the city park, which earned me a lot of dirty looks.

The second I opened my squeaky screen door, another item on the long list of repairs the farm needed, Harvey and Peeper came running. (The one thing those two ducks love more than playing in puddles is going for rides to town. I think they are even more social than I am, and I love talking to everyone!) Quacking, peeping, and flapping, they couldn’t wait for me to lift the plastic flap so they could get up on the front seat. They sat there, looking expectantly at me.

“Hold your horses, you two,” I said. “I’ve got to go back in the house for a second load. Be patient, please.” They just stared at me with their dark liquid eyes. I swear they were smiling at me.

Soon we were splashing out of the farm yard and down the long lane that led to the main road. We passed between the rows of fruit trees that my late husband, Chet, had planted. Not a tree trunk was even the slightest bit out of line with the others. Each row was labeled with a metal sign that was marked with a number, which corresponded with the variety of apples that were growing there. I inspected the trees closest to the road as we drove slowly up the dirt track. If this rain didn’t let up soon, there would be root rot to contend with.

Turning right onto a larger dirt road, I headed toward town. The tires slipped and spun in the thick slimy mud. I had to drive slowly and try to keep to the center of the road, otherwise, I was afraid we would end up sliding into the overflowing irrigation ditch that paralleled the road.

The parking lot in front of Paisley Farm and Feed was unusually full for a Monday morning. I drove around a bit before finding a spot. I squeezed my tiny cart in between two trucks right in front of the building, not sure who they belonged to. They were both a muddy mess.

I clomped my way across the old-fashioned wooden porch in front of the store. It reminded me of how cowboy boots sounded on boardwalks in western movies. All that was missing was the jingling noise from a pair of spurs. Of course, the movies didn’t have flapping webbed feet or quacking. A little bell jangled when I pushed open the glass door. I was a little disappointed that it wasn’t one of those swinging saloon doors and that I wasn’t wearing a Stetson I could thumb back on my head as I glanced around the interior.

Modern fluorescent lighting further ruined my mental image, along with metal shelving and industrial linoleum flooring.

Peeper announced our arrival with a soft peep and three shakes of her big white wings. Harvey ducked around her, quacking and snaking his head under the shelves, looking for loot. Heads turned to take in our unusual parade as we made our way past the gardening tools and welding equipment. I approached the feed counter at the back of the store and looked around in surprise. It seemed like everyone I knew was getting orders filled. I nodded to Chris Dodson, the big dairyman from the other side of Paisley Pointe, sitting on one of the stools in front of the counter. On the seat right next to him was Sid Foley, who owned the farm across the road from me. I hire his boys to help me harvest apples in the fall. Nice quiet family. His wife, Celeste, sings in our church choir.

On the opposite end of the counter, dominating the poor clerk’s attention was Wendel Watson. He had opted to lean his big sloppy self on the counter rather than sit, and it looked like he was prepared to stay there all day. I hoped that I wouldn’t have to look at the gap between the bottom of his soiled t-shirt and his sagging pants for too long.

Mentally rolling my eyes, I shifted from one foot to the other. What I had hoped would be a quick stop was obviously going to turn into a test of my patience. In my experience, farmers are professional talkers. My theory is that it is due to those long hours spent cooped up alone in the cab of a tractor. They save up their words and spend them on their trips to town. Kind of like a kid saving up their allowance to buy pop and candy.

Looking around for something to occupy myself, I spotted a brightly decorated box right in the center of the counter. It was covered with yellow paper and had gold metallic streamers trailing off the bottom. In bright red letters were the words: “The sun’ll come out tomorrow.”

Pointing to the box, I asked Chris, “What’s this about?”

He looked at me like I had just crawled out from under a rock. “Don’t you listen to WPLY? There’s a big contest going on. Just started today.”

“I do listen, but with the rain, chores took longer than usual. Must’ve missed the announcement.”

Sid chimed in. “Everyone’s so blasted sick of this rain, someone decided to give people a chance to win a weekend getaway to Florida.”

“All the businesses in town are in on it. A different store every day has the box,” Chris said, pointing a cracked and calloused finger at the container. “Tonight, they’ll announce the winner.”

“The winner of the trip? After only one day?” I asked. I glanced around to check on my two feathered companions. They were camped out under Sid’s stool.

Sid shook his head. “No. Not the whole contest, the winner of today’s prize. Everyone who enters each day gets their name put in the big drawing this weekend.”

I squinted at the box. “What’s today’s prize?”

“A five-pound bag of sunflower seeds,” came a deep voice from behind me. I turned to see Tyler Flanders, the owner of Paisley Farm and Feed, coming up the aisle. He had a 50-pound bag of dog food propped on one shoulder like it was nothing. He was a slender man, average height, with a Fu Manchu mustache, which was very fitting, as he was the chief of Paisley Pointe’s volunteer fire department.

“Are you going to put your name in for it, Granny?” Tyler asked. “Wouldn’t you like to get out from under these gloomy clouds and lay in the sun for a few days? About the only good thing about this weather is that the fire danger is practically non-existent.”

I moved to the counter, picked up a card, and wrote my name on it. Of course, I wanted to win. Who wouldn’t? Dropping my entry into the box, I asked, “What other stores are part of this brilliant plan?” I could feel my spirits lifting just a little.

“That’s the kicker. You have to listen to the radio each morning to find out what store is having a giveaway,” said Tyler. He plopped the dog food down on the floor next to the counter. “So many business owners signed up for this, there are two chances to win every day.”

Wendel, the counter leaner, finally finished his transaction and ambled off to get his truck around back to the loading dock. The clerk moved over to talk to the dairyman.

Harvey and Peeper were still snuggled under Sid’s stool. Little sounds of contentment came from each of them, as if they approved of the contest, too. I noticed something sticking out from under Harvey’s good wing. It was bright silver. Bending down, I pulled out a long screw. I sighed as I set it on the counter.

Sid laughed. “I’ve never seen anything like that. Those ducks are amazing. How’d you train them?”

“I didn’t. They just love to come with me when I have errands to run. Harvey here has a tendency to hoard shiny objects. I have to keep a close eye on him. We don’t want to be accused of theft, now, do we?” I gave him a stern look.

Tyer walked behind the counter. “The other place to enter today is Dusty’s Auto Care. I believe he’s giving away a sunshade for your car. Not sure how much good it’d do you in your snazzy little golf cart.” All the men chuckled.

As Tyler and I were hauling my supplies outside, an old Toyota RAV4 pulled up in the space next to me. Like every other vehicle in the parking lot, it was covered with mud. But this one was by far the worst. It had mud caked in the wheels, over the hood, and on the roof. The windshield was streaked where the driver had obviously made an unsuccessful attempt at cleaning it. I wasn’t confident that they could see much through it. The door opened and a short man wearing a bulky blue windbreaker hopped out. The jacket was at least two sizes too big for Wally Teller. His bare head was receding prematurely. His hazel eyes sparkled and he grinned from ear to ear.

“Tyler Flanders, just the man I was hoping to run into on this dreary day.” Turning to me he said, “Great weather for ducks, though. Right, Granny?” He slammed the door shut and headed toward us.

“Hello, Wally,” I said. “It may be good for the ducks, but not so much for the rest of us. Lately, your forecasts have been lacking in specifics. Do you have any idea when we can expect the sun to make an appearance?”

Wally studied his fingernails, which I noticed were none too clean. “Welp, the weather models don’t seem to agree on when that will be, so I can’t predict that with any sort of confidence. But they do concur on the fact that it won’t be any time soon.”

We moved back onto the porch under the awning as thunder rumbled overhead. “At least the wind isn’t blowing the rain sideways,” I said. I watched Peeper and Harvey checking out the puddles next to Wally’s rig.

Tyler laughed and stroked his mustache. “Way to look on the bright side, Granny. I’m so sick of this weather, but you’re right, it could be worse.” Turning to Wally, he said, “What’d you need to see me about?”

“Dog umbrellas!” Wally said proudly. He unzipped his windbreaker and pulled out a child-sized umbrella sporting yellow ducks on a white background. It was attached to a large brown stuffed animal. “You fit the harness around your dog’s middle and voila! Your pet can go do its business without getting wet.” It didn’t seem possible, but I think his grin had gotten even bigger. He demonstrated by opening the umbrella and setting the toy on the wooden porch.

Taking a step back, Wally put his hands on his hips. “Well, what do you think? Do you love it?” His grin disappeared and he got serious. “I can make several different sizes and colors. I was hoping you’d let me set up a display and sell them here in the feed store. The ladies, expecially, are going to love these, right, Granny?” He turned his 100-watt smile in my direction.

I pressed my lips together to both keep from smiling and from correcting his grammar. I was trying to imagine my two mutts, Wags and Brock, wearing one of Wally’s contraptions as they made their rounds of the farm. Those umbrellas wouldn’t last two minutes before my dogs broke them or had torn them off. Maybe someone’s prissy little designer dog would wear it to go tinkle in the rain, but not working dogs like mine.

Tyler coughed and said, “Well, Wally, these are certainly … unique. I can’t say as my customers are the right … um … demographic … for your product. I’m afraid I’m going to have to pass on this one.” He picked up the last bags of chicken feed and stepped around the dog and umbrella.

Wally’s face fell and he sighed. I patted his arm and said, “They’re really cute, though, Wally.” Calling the ducks, I pulled the hood of my raincoat over my head and stepped off the porch.















