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Good friends are like Quilts. They age with
you, yet never lose their warmth.


Chapter One

No Dogs Allowed in the
Boneyard

 


The first memory Maddy Madison had of her
childhood in Caruthers Corners was her father saying that her dog
Tige (named after Buster Brown’s famous canine) couldn’t go with
them to Aunt Tilly’s funeral. “No dogs allowed in the cemetery,” he
explained. Then jokingly added, “Folks don’t want your puppy
running off with a bone.”

What a silly thought, she’d told herself at
the time. Tige preferred table scraps.

That had been more’n fifty years ago. And
Tige had long since joined Aunt Tilly in Heaven. She was sure that
dogs joined their masters in a joyful afterlife – although Reverend
Copeland was strangely silent on the subject.

Sometimes she and her friends at the Quilters
Club discussed the concept of life after death. It seemed
reassuring to Cookie Brown, whose husband Bob had passed a couple
of years back. A tractor accident.

Vast farmlands surrounded Caruthers Corners,
growing mostly corn and soy, although once the area was known for
its watermelon crops. Each year the townsfolk celebrated Watermelon
Days, a wonderful event marked by bands playing in the town square,
a parade down Main Street, watermelon-eating contests in front of
the courthouse, and the famous watermelon pie-making competition.
Watermelon pie was always a favorite among visitors to the
festival. Most people outside of Caruthers Corners had never even
heard of watermelon pie. In fact, posters advertised: “Never heard
of watermelon pie? Then you need to join the fine folks of
Caruthers Corners for their famous Watermelon Festival!”

Maddy had been born here, met her husband
Beauregard Madison at Watermelon Days, raised three fine children
in the big Victorian house on Melon Pickers Row. The kids (well, if
you could call a trio of thirtysomethings “kids”) were now off
enjoying their own lives in other places:

Bill – the oldest – and his wife Kathy were
running a Youth Center in Chicago.

Freddie – the “baby” of the family before his
sister arrived – and his wife Amanda lived in Atlanta, where he was
a decorated fireman; something that Maddy’s husband Beauregard
loved to brag about every chance he got.

Then came Tilda, the darling little girl who
was adored and spoiled by her brothers and father. Named after her
great aunt, Tilly – despite all the childhood pampering – had
turned out to be just like her aunt. Sensitive, yet stubborn she
lived over two thousand miles from Caruthers Corners (way too far
away in Maddy’s opinion). She’d married her high-school sweetheart
who was now a tax attorney with a big firm in Los Angeles. And
while Maddy never trusted big pretentious law firms, she was still
taken by surprise this spring when Tilly announced that she and
Mark were breaking up!

Now, heartbroken and bitter, Tilly and her
daughter were headed back to tiny Caruthers Corners, back to the
family homeplace with its familiar bedroom, unchanged since her
teenage days, pennants proclaiming Go Caruthers High!, and
cheerleader’s pom-poms still decorating her dressing table.

Oh my. What would it be like, having one of
the children back home? Maddy asked herself. Especially one with a
broken heart and a ten-year-old daughter? She didn’t know what to
expect. And what’s more, she didn’t have the slightest idea how
she’d handle incorporating a grown daughter and a precocious
ten-year-old that she barely knew into the household she and Beau
had had all to themselves for several peaceful years now.

So Maddy posed this very question to the Quilters
Club that Tuesday. The four women always met on Tuesday afternoons
to talk and stitch and swap quilt patterns. Besides their love for
quilting, these four ladies were best friends and confidants.

The Quilters Club meetings were usually the highlight
of the week. Maddy and her quilt-loving friends also gave each
other ideas and suggestions on fabrics and colors for their
selected quilt patterns. They often exchanged fabrics, too, because
everyone had an abundant supply of fat quarters, scraps from other
quilts, and of course a selection of favorite old clothes just
waiting their turn to be “re-born” in a quilted masterpiece! And if
anyone was really in a pinch to finish her quilt (because it’d been
promised to a local charitable auction or planned or a special
birthday), they all chipped in.

The gathering this week was no different, except that
this time Maddy had the sad story of Tilly to relate.

“Disruptive,” snapped Lizzie Ridenour.
Lizzie’s divorced daughter had breezed into town a few years back,
shocked all the members of the Ladies’ Auxiliary with her “big
city” ways, then disappeared with Reverend Copeland’s son for a Las
Vegas wedding. Quite the scandal!

“Takes time,” Cookie Brown offered better
advice. “Wounds have to heal.”

“You’ll enjoy spending time with your
granddaughter,” added Bootsie Purdue. “My son never gets home
anymore. We haven’t seen our grandchildren since Christmas before
last.” She heaved a sad sigh at the complicated lives we live
today.

“I worry about Tilly,” said Maddy Madison.
“She was always such a fragile girl.”

“Children are tougher than we give them
credit for,” observed Lizzie with an aura of hard-gained
wisdom.

“Did you hear about the robbery?” Bootsie
changed the subject before conversation could get too maudlin.

“What robbery?” asked Maddy, looking up from one of
the watermelon appliqués she was carefully stitching to one of the
corner blocks of her stunning watermelon motif wall quilt.

“Why I’d have thought you would be among the
first to hear. After all, it involves your husband’s great-great
grandfather.”

“Beau’s great-great granddad?” Col.
Beauregard Hollingsworth Madison had been one of the town fathers,
establishing the little hamlet back in 1829, when Indiana was still
considered “Indian territory.”

“Yes,” continued Bootsie without looking up
from her sewing, “his bust was stolen from the Town Hall last
night.”

“Do tell,” said Cookie, leaning closer so as
not to miss a word.

“You mean that bronze likeness of the Colonel
that sits outside the meeting room?” Maddy was amazed that anyone
would want that tarnished old replica of a War of 1812 veteran. It
wasn’t a very good likeness when compared to the only known image
of Beauregard Madison, a late-in-life portrait taken by none other
than Matthew Brady himself.

“The very statue,” nodded Bootsie. “Thieves
walked out with it sometime after midnight. The time’s established
because Mayor Caruthers was working late on the town budget. Said
he was there ’til eleven-thirty or so.”

“Did he see anything suspicious?” inquired
Lizzie, always one who enjoyed juicy details.

“Not a thing,” answered Bootsie, pleased to
be the harbinger of fresh gossip. It wasn’t often she delivered a
scoop that other members of the Quilters Club hadn’t already picked
up on.

“Well, the thieves can keep it for all I
care,” said Maddy with a degree of finality. “I always hated that
ugly old statue. Made the Colonel look like a deranged madman.”

“But he’s founder of the Madison line,” said
Cookie, shocked by her friend’s callous admission.

“Oh, I’m sure the Colonel had parents. And
they had parents before them. He wasn’t the first.”

“Oh, you know what I mean. He was a town
founder.”

“Only because his wagon train broke down
here.” Maddy’s husband was technically Beauregard Hollingsworth
Madison IV, but she’d just as soon the lineage start with him and
their three children. Which brought her thoughts back to Tilly and
her granddaughter, arriving tomorrow by bus. There was so much to
do. Clean Tilly’s old bedroom, lay out fresh linens, fix up the
guestroom for her granddaughter, buy a Welcome Home banner down at
the Dollar Store, prepare her famous watermelon pie (her daughter’s
favorite) … yet here she sat chattering on about some stupid old
statue. Probably a high-school prank at that, an initiation into
the Fireball Club. Those silly boys were always up to mischief,
weren’t they? Surely they could find a more interesting prank than
taking that heavy old bust.

“I wonder if the thieves will try to ransom the
Colonel’s statue?” Bootsie nattered on, nearly missing her
stitch.

“They’d get more money melting it down for
the bronze,” opined Lizzie. Now, with her quilt top complete, she
was carefully basting the sandwich together, stopping every couple
of inches to ensure the batting and backing stayed in place under
the quilt top.

“But that’s a town heirloom,” squeaked Cookie. She
was secretary of the local Historical Society.

“Good riddance,” said Maddy as she gathered
up her quilting materials. “I have to run. Too much to do before
Tilly and Agnes arrive.”

“Well, I’d think you would care about the
robbery,” huffed Cookie. “After all, it’s your family.”

“My husband’s family,” she corrected her
friend. “And it’s not like they stole the Colonel’s skeleton from
the cemetery. Right?”


Chapter Two

Clueless in Caruthers Corners

 


Madelyn Agnes Madison (née Taylor) was known
merely as “Maddy” to her friends. And she had no closer pals than
the other three members of the Quilters Club. They had grown up
together, comprised Caruthers High’s chapter of Future Homemakers
of America, married local boys, raised their kids together, even
took occasional vacations to Disney World with all four families
sharing a group tour.

Maddy still had the Mickey Mouse cap with its round
ears that Beau had bought her as a souvenir when the kids were
still in grade school.

She remembered Cookie’s husband Bob – God
rest his soul – jumping off the boat in the Pirates of the
Caribbean Ride, wading in knee-deep water to retrieve the earring
Cookie had dropped overboard. What a gallant act! And his nearly
getting thrown out of the park by the security guards had only
added to the adventure!

It was still hard to believe that Bob was
really gone. The tractor accident was all the more tragic, because
Bob had always been a nut on safety, taking all the precautions
recommended in the tractor’s manual. But no one could have
anticipated him getting a necktie caught in the machinery. Because
Bob never drove the tractor in his church clothes … except that one
time when he wanted to finish the last row of corn before church
that fateful Sunday morning so that he and Cookie could get a head
start on a long overdue vacation to celebrate their
anniversary.

Cookie had let herself go since Bob’s death,
her hair returning to its natural gray, her makeup sparse, and
lipstick non-existence, almost as if she had no reason to ever look
pretty again. Believe it or not, Cookie had reinged as homecoming
queen in high school, with Lizzie her runner up.

Back then Cookie had been a cute pug-nosed
blonde and Lizzie a flaming redhead. Lizzie was still a redhead,
but the henna-based hair coloring she wore now would never be quite
as spectacular as the hair that made everyone’s head turn in the
twelfth grade when she walked down the hall, flouncing her long red
locks over her shoulders.

Bootsie had never been particularly pretty, with her
bulbous nose and extra forty pounds, but her outgoing personality
more than made up for it. Bootsie was the person everyone seemed to
turn to when they wanted to share a secret, celebrate a new love,
or cry on a sympathetic shoulder. No wonder she had been voted Most
Popular in the senior yearbook. Today, the nose was the same and
that forty extra pounds had grown to sixty, but everybody she knew
or met loved her.

Besides, Bootsie always had the inside track on
everything that happened here in Caruthers Corners, her husband Jim
being chief of police. So, of course, she knew all the details
about this “crime of the century” – the disappearance of Colonel
Beauregard Madison’s bronze bust. You’d think it was right
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