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“I would rather be a superb meteor, every atom of me in magnificent glow, than a sleepy and permanent planet.”

- Jack London
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Part One
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The Meteorite

––––––––
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“MY DAD TOOK ME OUT to see a meteor shower when I was a little kid, and it was scary for me because he woke me up in the middle of the night. My heart was beating; I didn't know what he wanted to do. He wouldn't tell me, and he put me in the car and we went off, and I saw all these people lying on blankets, looking up at the sky.”

- Steven Spielberg
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Chapter One
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The Fireball

––––––––
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In the Fall of 1896 a meteorite landed in a field ten miles outside of Caruthers Corners, Indiana. It was discovered by a farm boy named Beauregard Madison. He had seen it streak across the sky, a fireball that made an odd hissing sound. At the time he’d been about a quarter-mile away, looking for a stray cow named Blue Belle. He swore that the ground shook from the meteorite’s impact.

Beau located the small crater without much effort, for it landed near his father’s grain silo. The stone structure had been damaged by the space object’s downward trajectory. Knocked it right over. The darkened round object he found was no bigger than a Chicago-style softball. There it lay, at the center of a deep impression in the ground, like an egg in a nest.

To young Beau Madison’s amazement, the meteorite wasn’t hot to the touch, even though he’d witnessed its fiery descent. A simple country boy, he knew nothing about astrophysics: Meteoroids enter the earth’s atmosphere at very high speeds (25,000 to 160,000 MPH), but similar to firing a bullet into water a meteoroid rapidly decelerates as it penetrates the atmosphere. This drag causes the meteoroid to lose much of its velocity while still several miles up. At this retardation point, it begins to accelerate again at 32 feet per second squared due to the pull of gravity. The meteorite quickly reaches a terminal velocity of 200 to 400 MPH before impacting the ground. During this final free-fall, the meteorite experiences very little frictional heating and often reaches the ground at a temperature only slightly above the ambient atmosphere.

Beau Madison picked up the rock with its blackened crust and hefted it in his hand. Not heavy, about ten pounds at most. He carried it home and set it on the dresser next to his bed.

~ ~ ~
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IN 2017 THE SO-CALLED Madison Meteorite would be a prime attraction at the Caruthers Corners Historical Society, placed on display in the Society’s wing of the Perricock Museum of Science & History. The new museum can be found up there on High Jinks Hill, overlooking the patchwork pattern of the small Indiana town.

The meteorite had been donated to the Society by Beauregard Hollingsworth Madison IV, the now 60-year-old son of that 14-year-old boy who’d discovered the space rock.

Legend had it the meteorite killed a man when it landed, but the current Beau Madison refused to talk about that. What actually took place remains a family secret.

That was about to change. But it would take a murder to make it happen.
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Chapter Two
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Family Heirloom

––––––––
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Maddy Madison had encouraged her husband to turn the meteorite over to the Historical Society. For as long as she could remember it had gathered dust on the bookshelf in their den, a curiosity piece that simply took up space.

“But it’s a family heirloom,” Beau protested. “A genuine falling star.”

“So make a wish on it ... then kiss that grimy old rock goodbye, dear.”

“But it’s been in the family for years. Beau Three found this piece of space rubble after it shot like a bullet through the roof of the farm’s silo.” He was referring to his father, but in the Madison family, patriarchs were tracked by number. 

“Yes, I’ve heard the story a thousand times,” Maddy waved his words away. 

“You don’t understand,” he argued. “In all the world there exist fewer than 1,200 specimens of witnessed meteorite falls. I looked it up.”

“That’s why people would want to see it on display at the Historical Society. It’s your duty to share this rare treasure with the public.”

“But –”

“You’d have naming rights. You could name it after your father.”

“Well, that’s a thought,” he’d acquiesced.

~ ~ ~
[image: ]


METEORITES ARE USUALLY named for the place they’re found. The Meteoritical Society – made up of over 1,000 scientists and amateur enthusiasts from more than 40 countries – publishes “Guidelines For Meteorite Nomenclature.” It suggests, “A new meteorite shall be named after a geographical locality near to the location of its initial recovery.”

However, as owner of the meteorite that landed near Caruthers Corners, Beau Madison had insisted it be named after his father rather than the town. That was a condition of his donating it to the Historical Society. And that’s how you’ll find it listed in the “Catalogue of Meteorites,” a registry for all known meteorites and their various pieces.

~ ~ ~
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FOR THE PAST DECADE Cookie Bentley had served as executive director of the Caruthers Corners Historical Society. She was one of Maddy’s best friends. Cookie had been after the meteorite for years. Beau’s donation was a great coup, the perfect opening exhibit for the organization’s new home in a wing of the Perricock Museum of Science & History. No doubt people would come from as far as Indianapolis to see this historic artifact.

Beau’s meteorite was unique in several ways. First, it had been sighted and found – what’s called a “meteorite fall.” That’s rare. Second, it was a fireball.

According to the American Meteor Society, “Most of our current knowledge about the origin of meteoroids comes from photographic fireball studies (meteors > magnitude -4) done over the last 50 years or so. This may sound like a long time, but good data has been collected on only about 800 fireballs so far. Of these, only 4 have been recovered on the ground as meteorites. A meteorite-causing fireball is very rare and must be at least magnitude -8 to have sufficient mass to survive the trip. Even with an accurate photographic or video trajectory, it is still a matter of finding a needle in a haystack once the meteorite is on the ground.”

Cookie was well aware of this uniqueness. She had been talking with Dr. Archimedes L. Claypool in the Astronomy Department at the University of Indiana Bloomington. Home of the historic Kirkwood Observatory and its 12-inch refracting telescope, the university offered a doctoral program that has produced over 100 Ph.D. astronomers now engaged in teaching and research worldwide. Dr. Claypool had agreed to be guest speaker for the opening of an exhibit of the famed Madison Meteorite.

Obtaining good information about meteorites is difficult, due to the limited number of professional texts in this field. Fortunately, Dr. Claypool was author of Meteor Science and Celestial Observations, a respected study used in many college classrooms.

In fact, his textbook had devoted an entire paragraph to this particular meteorite:


In 1896 during a November meteor shower, a chondrite meteorite weighing 10- or 11-lb. landed near Caruthers Corners, a small town in northeastern Indiana. Not much is known about this specimen, for it has been closely held by the family of the young farm boy who found it. The meteorite reportedly measures about 5 inches in diameter and has a blackish-brown appearance. Aerolites (i.e. stony meteorites composed mainly of silicates) comprise about 69 per cent of all known specimens.



Yes, Dr. Claypool would be the perfect lecturer to introduce the first public appearance of the Madison Meteorite.
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Chapter Three
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Meet the Quilters Club

––––––––
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Madelyn Madison headed a group of local women who called themselves the Quilters Club. They met each Tuesday at the Hoosier State Senior Recreational Center to work on patchwork quilts. They had won a number of prizes in the quilting competition at the annual Watermelon Days festival.

There were only five members – Maddy, Cookie, Bootsie, Lizzie, and young Aggie. Six, if you counted Aggie’s cousin N’yen, a prepubescent whiz kid who had no interest in quiltmaking ... but liked to help them solve mysteries.

The Quilters Club had earned the reputation of being amateur detectives. The women had solved several local mysteries – ranging from circus boys who got lost in Never Ending Swamp to a mad scientist who tried to poison the town’s water supply, from unmasking the “ghost” of Beasley Manor to catching the thieves who tried to steal Capt. Perceval Perricock’s antediluvian fossil collection.

Fourteen-year-old Aggie and twelve-year-old N’yen were eldest among Beau and Maddy’s five grandchildren. Hard to believe the family had expanded so fast. Of them, N’yen and his little cousin Donna Ann were adopted. But so was Maddy. 

After recently discovering she was the secret love child of one of the town’s famous Hoople Quadruplets, Maddy had come into a fat trust fund. That windfall allowed her to buy a new pumper truck for the Caruthers Corners Fire Department (where her son Freddie was Fire Chief); give a large donation to a non-profit children’s service in Chicago (that her son Bill ran); and put a new roof on the town hall (where her son-in-law Mark served as Mayor). Also, she established a college fund for each of her five grandchildren. Plus: Aggie and N’yen got new GT Grade Carbon Ultegra 11-Speed road bikes. 

Everybody won!

Even Aggie’s dog Tige got a new supply of soup bones. His favorite.

Beauregard Madison paid little attention to the fact that his wife was now wealthy. They still lived in their modest Victorian home on Melon Pickers Row. Still drove the 2015 Toyota Sequoia with 80,000 miles on it. Still made do with that old Weber gas grill on the back patio. Still used cents-off coupons when shopping at Food Lion.

And Beau still went fishing on weekends with his grandson N’yen and Lizzie’s husband Edgar Ridenour – relentlessly pursuing their quest to hook an elusive catfish known as Big Calvin. The chucklehead was said to lurk near the bridge where Highway 101 crosses over the Wabash River. 

~ ~ ~
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ALTHOUGH BEAU MADISON remained mum on the subject, Cookie Bentley was determined to chase down the truth behind that legend about the Madison Meteorite killing a bystander when it crashed to earth in 1896. 

A History of Caruthers Corners and Surrounding Environs by Martin J. Caruthers had stated only this:


“In 1896 a fiery celestial missile struck the ground outside of town, reportedly killing a local farm boy. No more is known of the story.”



If true, there must some sort of death certificate ... or record of a missing person.

The idea fascinated Cookie. After all, someone being killed by a meteorite is all but unheard of. Even though thousands of meteors pass through the earth’s atmosphere every single day, the vast majority burn up before landing. Of those that actually make it to earth, most come down over oceans or uninhabited regions. Many end up falling into the sea, unnoticed. The chances of one striking someone is ... well, astronomical.

Last year marked “the first time in recorded history a meteorite is reported to have killed a person,” claimed a news report Cookie found on Google. Crashing onto a college campus in southern India, it supposedly killed a bus driver and injured three others. However, NASA scientists issued a public statement saying that photographs of the event were more consistent with “a land based explosion” than something from space.

The most famous case in the US occurred in 1954, when Ann Hodges of Sylacauga, Alabama, was hit by a space rock while napping on her couch. She wasn’t seriously injured. Photographs show a large bruise covering the left side of her body.

In 2003 a huge comet exploded above central Russia, injuring 1,200 people. Exhibiting a force 30 times that of the Hiroshima bomb, it caused $33 million in property damage. But no deaths.

A Tulane University professor calculated the odds of dying by the impact of a meteorite as 1 in 1,600,000. Compare that with 1 in 90 for a car accident, 1 in 250 for a fire, 1 in 60,000 for a tornado, and 1 in 135,000 for lightning. Not a likely occurrence.

“You have a better chance of getting hit by a tornado and a bolt of lightning and a hurricane all at the same time,” noted one wry astronomer.

Still, the rumor about a man being killed by the Madison Meteorite was persistent. Granny Crackleton swore Beau Madison III told her about it. 

~ ~ ~
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MADDY MADISON HAD TRIED to worm the truth out of her husband, but he refused to talk about the meteorite. “Leave the past undisturbed,” he offered his polite refusal. 

Nonetheless, she conspired with her pal Cookie to get to the bottom of this long-ago meteorite business. Their fellow Quilters Clubbers agreed to help. After all, wasn’t this a mystery to be solved?

Besides, there happened to be a quilting tie-in. Inside the Indiana State Museum hangs a patchwork quilt depicting the 1896 landing of the meteorite. The quilt had been handsewn by Beau’s grandmother, Mary Louise Madison. Based on her son’s eyewitness description, it is the only “contemporaneous record” of this important astrological event. Everything else is solely hearsay, aside from the prima facie evidence of the meteorite itself.

Known as a Pictorial Quilt, the design shows a shooting star, a tall farm silo, and a boy on the ground staring upward at the approach meteorite. It’s quite colorful, as unfaded as the day Mary Louise stitched the bright fabric swatches together in 1898, two years after the event. 

Beau Four traced his lineage back to the town’s founders – Col. Beauregard Hollingsworth Madison, Jacob Abernathy Caruthers, and Ferdinand Aloysius Jinks. The trio had been leading a wagon train west in 1829 when a broken wheel encouraged them to settle here on the banks of the Wabash River. To the chagrin of Beau Madison and Ferdie Jinks, the outpost got named after that self-aggrandizing rapscallion, Jacob Caruthers. Their descendants had quarreled over this inequity for years.

By insisting that the meteorite be named after its discoverer, Beau felt that he was preserving the family’s name in local history. To heck with the Caruthers and Jinks lineages.

~ ~ ~
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THE QUILTERS CLUB GALS were all prominent citizens of Caruthers Corners. Maddy’s hubby was a former mayor and namesake of one of the town founders; Cookie, the historian married to a successful farmer named Ben Bentley; Bootsie, wife of Police Chief Jim Purdue; and Lizzie, spouse of retired bank president Edgar Ridenour.

Aggie and N’yen rounded out the quilting bee’s numbers. After the split of his adoptive parents, N’yen now lived with his grandparents. His cousin Aggie resided only a few streets away in a big house on the town square. The two were inseparable.

Currently, the Quilters Club was working on a group project, a Community Quilt for Willamina Haney, a local lady suffering from Stage IV cancer. Her death had been long expected, but she managed to linger on like a guest not quite ready to leave the party. It was felt a quilt from her friends might ease the transition.

The idea of the Community Quilt Project began four years ago with Natalie Zonker, lead singer in the choir at First Presbyterian. Natalie was gravely ill and scheduled for a surgery everyone feared she might not survive. The Quilters Club had an inspiration to make a quilt for Natalie bearing messages of love and support from the local community, encouraging words written in archival ink on muslin. 

These messages were in Natalie’s mind when she went into surgery. It had been successful. Thereafter, she would not enter a hospital without the quilt firmly in her arms. Last year Natalie finally succumbed to a virulent respiratory infection. Her Community Quilt commanded a place of honor at the memorial service and is now a treasured memento for her family.

Thus began a series of quilts, all based on the friendship and support of the community. The Quilters Club has made quilts for people with cancer, life-threatening infections, AIDS, kidney failure, traumatic injury, and heart problems. As Maddy put it, “These quilts are a tangible reminder that our friendship has greater power than we realize.”

~ ~ ~
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“ARE YOU STILL TRYING to trace down the truth behind that old space rock?” asked Bootsie. As a policeman’s wife, she didn’t like the idea of a murder going unsolved – even if the culprit had been an object falling from the sky over 100 years ago.

“Yes, I am,” nodded Cookie, looking up from her stitching. “Maddy’s been trying to get her hubby to talk, but you know how closed-mouth Beau Madison can be.”

“Like the Sphinx,” nodded Lizzie, her red hair bobbing. She was the best quiltmaker among them, and had taken on the task of tutoring Aggie.

Aggie was stitching in place a muslin square that displayed the words: LIFE IS A CIRCUS, a proper sentiment for Willamina Haney who had spent her life with a traveling road show billed as Haney Bros. Circus and Petting Zoo. Willamina had been the “Brother” in the joint ownership with her husband, Big Bill Haney.

N’yen was sitting in a corner of the room, furiously playing GeoDefense on his iPhone. This highly tactical tower defense game is tough to beat, but the little Brainiac was working his way through the multiple levels like an electronic Sherman’s March to the Sea. Without looking up or stopping his play, he said, “What’s Grampy refusing to talk about? Bet I can get him to spill the beans when we go fishing on Saturday.”

Aggie challenged him, “I’ll bet a DQ Blizzard you can’t. He’s awfully tight-lipped when it comes to this particular family secret.”

“But we’re part of the family,” argued N’yen. “He shouldn’t be keeping secrets from us.” Although Vietnamese by birth, the boy was fully integrated into the Madison dynasty. He’d been adopted by Maddy’s son Bill and wife Kathy, but when they divorced he’d been sent to live with Grampy and Grammy. Aggie was a bit jealous.

“We may have to do our own homework on this one,” counseled Maddy. “If Beauregard Madison doesn’t want to talk, even an hour in an Iron Maiden wouldn’t make him crack.”

“What’s an Iron Maiden?” asked Aggie.

“It’s a Chinese torture device, first used in the Ming Dynasty,” answered Cookie. She had an eidetic memory for tidbits of history. “It was like an upright coffin, filed with sharp spikes that stuck you when the door closed.”

Aggie made a face. “Ugh.”

“See? We Asians have our ways of making people talk,” said N’yen with a sly smile. He liked playing the race card with his cousin.

“What’s the story on this new mystery?” Aggie changed the topic, having had enough of torture devices and N’yen’s teasing.

“Actually it’s an old mystery,” said Bootsie. “Goes back to your grandfather’s day.”

“A meteorite killed someone,” explained Lizzie, pausing to check her lipstick. She was trying out a new shade called Italiano Rose. Lizzie’s maiden name was Bergamachi, a remnant of her Italian heritage. Her grandfather came from Italy to start a bank in Caruthers Corners shortly after the little town sprang up in northeastern Indiana.

“That’s the mystery,” Maddy corrected her redheaded friend. “Whether someone was killed ... or not.”

“When did you say this supposedly happened?” asked Aggie, eyes squinted dubiously.

“In 1896,” answered Cookie, quick with the facts. “Your grandfather Beauregard Madison III was a witness to a meteorite crashing into a field outside of town. He recovered the 11.6-pound chunk of space debris. It is the very same meteorite we’re putting on exhibit at the Historical Society next month.”

“Who cares about something that happened that long ago,” yawned N’yen, showing his lack of interest. He was approaching 15 million points on GeoDefense.

“Why, young man, I’m shocked,” responded Cookie. “History is the bedrock of society. Without understanding the past we’re due to misjudge the future.”

“What’s this about someone getting killed?” interjected Aggie, trying to take the heat off her cousin. She always had his back. The pair might squabble among themselves, but they were united against the rest of the world.

Maddy put down her needle. “There’s an old story that the meteorite hit and killed somebody, but there’s no proof of that. And your Grampy’s not talking.”

“How would he know?” responded N’yen. “He wasn’t there in 1896.”

“He has his father’s diary.”
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