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Preface

Lordy, can you believe it? This is Book Number 16 in the Quilters Club Mysteries series. With more stories to come.

While I’d recommend that readers start with Book Number 1 (The Underhanded Stitch) – or the prequel (A Christmas Quilt) – and follow the stories chronologically, I hope each one stands alone as a good mystery yarn (pun intended) that you will enjoy for itself.

For those new to the series, you are about to meet four sixty-something housewives in a small Indiana town who belong to a quilting bee. In between stitching patchwork quilts they solve crimes – transgressions often involving town history and/or quilts. You will feel quite at home here.

You will also enjoy the chatty company of their husbands, family members, neighbors, and other eccentric inhabitants of Caruthers Corners.

Maddy Madison is our main gal among this quartet of amateur detectives. Her pals Cookie, Lizzie, and Bootsie join her in these adventures. As does her precocious granddaughter Aggie and that brainiac grandson N’yen.

Along with these mind-bending mysteries, we’ve followed Maddy’s life as a small-town housewife who is happily married to a descendant of one of the Town Founders … to discovering that she is the secret love child of one of the famous Hoople Quadruplets, a wealthy family who live in that big stone mansion overlooking the town … to finding out she has a separated-at-birth twin sister … to moving into the Hoople Mansion and suddenly controlling a large trust fund … to being related to that crazy Crackleton clan who live just north of town … to erasing the line between a blue-blood genealogy chart and being adopted into a family that accepts you one of their own.

All that hasn’t really changed Maddy. She’s still the clever do-gooder she always was, surrounded by the warm friendship of her fellow members of the Quilters Club.

Read on. You can be a pretend member too!

Happy stitching, 
[image: images]





Chapter One

New Year’s Eve

Maddy Madison had spent the evening stitching on a Drunkard’s Path quilt. Not that there would be much drinking tonight. Maybe a sip of sherry with the family at the stroke of midnight.

New Year’s Eve was usually a quiet time in Caruthers Corners, Indiana. No mobs gathered in the Town Square. No dropping of a glittery ball. No big parties with noise makers and cardboard hats and confetti fluttering in the frigid air.

While Caruthers Corners didn’t drop a shiny ball like New York City or lower a drag queen in a papier-mâché slipper like Key West or release a giant potato like in Boise, the town did have an unexpected drop of sorts this year. Dr. Henry Pendergast fell to his death from atop the 3-story Perricock Museum of Science & History.

Question is: Did he jump or was he pushed?

Nobody knew for sure. But he made quite a splatter on the cobblestone driveway below. Less than a hundred feet from where Maddy and her family were having a quiet New Year’s dinner.

~ ~ ~

Hoosiers usually follow the tradition of serving black-eyed peas, considered good luck in the coming year. Cabbage is also a popular dish for some reason.

Tonight, the Hoople Mansion’s housekeeper had conjured up a pot of black-eyed peas with cooked pork for dinner. Despite being British-born, Marybelle Olsen could have written a cookbook on American magirology (her word).

“Why black-eyed peas?” complained Aggie, nose wrinkled like a pug’s. Maddy’s granddaughter could be a fussy eater. Teenagers are like that.

“They’re good luck when you eat them on New Year’s,” insisted Sissy Jackson. Aggie’s BFF had been raised in Alabama, so she was steeped in Southern superstitions. “You get a dollar in the coming year for each pea you eat.”

“Really?” Aggie was dubious.

“My mama says they’re lucky. She even carries around a pea in her pocket as a charm to ward off magic spells and the Evil Eye.”

“The Evil Eye?”

“It happens,” shrugged Sissy.

“My dear, I’m so glad you could join us for dinner,” said dotty old Aunt Hilda. “You have such interesting stories.”

“Yes, it’s nice to have some young people here to help us usher in a better year,” nodded Aunt Helga. She and her sister were the last surviving members of the once-famous Hoople Quadruplets. They were both in their late 80s, as old and brittle as bone China.

“Good to have everybody here,” agreed Maddy’s husband. A tall, thin-faced man, Beau reminded you at first glance of that Pig in the City actor. Tonight the entire family was gathered at the Mansion for dinner – The Hoople sisters, Aggie’s Grammy and Grampy, her Mom and Dad, her sisters, her Uncle and Aunt and Cousin – well, everybody except the Uncle and Aunt who lived in Chicago. And their adopted son, N’yen.

Aggie and Sissy and N’yen were fast friends, quite the tightly-knit threesome. That is, before N’yen went off to college this fall as part of an accelerated admissions program. The little Brainiac was only 15, younger than all his classmates, smarter than his professors.

“I don’t know about this cabbage,” Sissy said doubtfully. “Down South, we usually have collard greens.”

“Cecilia LaToya Jackson, mind your manners,” shushed her grandfather. Beau’s old Army buddy Buck had joined them for dinner too.

Sissy glanced up at Mrs. Olsen, embarrassed by her poor choice of words. “Uh, I didn’t mean to be rude. This cabbage is delicious.”

“Liar, liar, pants on fire,” whispered Aggie under her breath.

“No need to apologize,” laughed Mrs. Olsen, definitely a Mary Poppins wannabe. “Collards, turnips, cabbage or kale – either of them will fill the bill. As the old saying goes, ‘Peas for pennies, greens for dollars, and cornbread for gold.’ ”

“Pennies?” said Sissy. “My mama always tosses a dime into the pot. Whoever winds up with the dime in their serving gets extra good luck for the coming year.”

“Ugh,” frowned Aggie. “What if you accidentally swallowed the dime?”

“You’re s’posed to chew your food before you swallow it,” said her cousin Donna Ann. At ten, she was getting to be mouthy.

“I think you just ate a bug in your beans,” retorted Aggie.

“Oooh.”

“Yeah, I saw you swallow a Lady Bug,” Sissy jumped in. “Hope you chewed it up good.”

Donna Ann began to sing:

“Nobody likes me, 
Everybody hates me, 
Guess I’ll go eat worms. 
Big fat juicy ones, 
Long thin slimy ones, 
Itsy bitsy, fuzzy wuzzy worms …”

“Oh gross,” said Sissy.

Aggie rolled her eyes. “Yuck,” she said.

Mrs. Olsen quickly headed off this line of dinner conversation. “Would you like another slice of cornbread?” she passed the pan to Sissy. “It has cracklings in it.”

“Yummy,” Aggie’s friend nodded. “If it’s okay with you, I’ll take a second helping of everything, especially them black-eyed peas. I’m looking to get rich this coming year – just like you guys.”

The Hoople Mansion was indeed fairly ostentatious. The “Hoople Quadruples” (as they were affectionately called) had amassed a sizeable fortune from their years of touring as biological curiosities. Turns out, they were actually a big fraud, four unrelated orphans passed off by their “parents” as sideshow freaks. DNA tests had exposed the P.T. Barnum chicanery behind their fame. Despite being exploited as children, Aunt Hilda and Aunt Helga (the two remaining quads) had turned out to be kindly old ladies – generous with their money. The Hoople Quadruplets Trust Fund was behind the efforts to rebuild the town after that devastating tornado that had breezed through in 2018, leaving a third of the town in ruins. Also the Trust Fund had bankrolled the new Quilting Heritage Museum.

“I’m sure plenty of money is coming your way,” said Tilly Tidemore. Aggie’s mom was an inveterate optimist, just short of believing in unicorns and pots of gold waiting at the end of the rainbow. A pretty blonde, she looked like a picture-book fairy princess. You’d almost expect her to be wearing a tiara and waving a magic wand.

“I’m sure 2021 is going to be a much more prosperous year,” Mark Tidemore assured them all, raising his glass in a salut. Aggie’s dad was the town’s mayor and he knew about these things. People said he was “fiscally responsible.”

Located in northeastern Indiana, the tiny town of Caruthers Corners – pop. 2,912 – is situated on the banks of the Wabash River. Coronavirus had all but passed them over. Everyone in town had received a Covid-19 vaccine, part of a large test program that Modern Times Pharmaceuticals had conducted here. The vaccine had worked like a magic potion. Or a black-eyed pea.

Even the Delta variation couldn’t penetrate the vaccine’s protective shield. As Doc Medford described it, the Mod-Tim vaccine (pronounced “MOD-im”) caused the spiked coronavirus to burst like a soap bubble, rendering it powerless to infect anyone.

Hooray for science!

But tonight superstition was afoot. Aggie said, “C’mon, Mrs. Olsen. Surely you don’t believe food can bring you luck?” Like her grandmother, Agnes Millicent Tidemore was levelheaded and logical. Superstitions were silly, in her estimation … although she knew better than to step on a crack or walk under a ladder.

“Each culture has its lucky food,” the gray-haired housekeeper assured the girls as she passed the cornbread. “For instance, in Spain and Mexico eating twelve grapes at the stroke of midnight is said to bring you luck for the twelve months ahead.”

“No way.”

Mrs. Olsen continued, “Europeans eat cod, herring, and carp. That’s because the silvery scales stand for an abundance of coinage coming your way. And in many countries, eating pork is said to usher in progress for the coming year.”

“For the Jewish New Year, Rosh Hashanah, people dip apples into honey to symbolize the hopes of a sweet year to come,” offered Maddy.

“And never hand a hot pepper to a friend,” said Mrs. Olsen. “That will bring discord to the friendship. So you should place the jalapeño on a table and let them pick it up.”

“Really?” Aggie glanced at her friend Sissy.

The cheery-dispositioned British housekeeper nodded in that supercalifragilisticexpialidocious way. “Also, in Greece, pomegranate seeds are associated with fertility.”

Aggie and Sissy giggled at the remark about pomegranate seeds. Teenage girls being that way.

“So eat your black-eyed peas,” Tilly coaxed the girls. “They are high in nutrition – calcium, folic acid, and vitamin A.” She was a bit of a health nut. A strict vegetarian these days.

“In Alabama, we call them Hoppin’ John,” said Sissy. “We like to eat them mixed with rice and fatback.”

“Technically, they’re cowpeas,” laughed Mrs. Olsen. “Vigna unguiculate, to be exact.”

“And cowpeas are actually beans, not peas,” added Maddy with a knowing smile. Aggie’s Grammy was very well read.

“I’m confused,” said Sissy.

“Me too,” said Aggie, but she was likely just supporting her friend. Agnes Tidemore had the steel-trap mind of a youthful Agatha Christie. Like her grandmother, she had a knack for solving puzzles.

Aggie’s dad glanced at his watch. Close to midnight. “Want to turn on the TV and watch the ball drop in Times Square?” he suggested. “Anderson Cooper and Andy Cohen are doing a socially distanced countdown this year. Lots of great guest appearances – Gloria Gaynor, John Meyer, Snoop Dogg, Kylie Minogue, Jimmy Buffett, and Stephen Colbert. I want to see Mariah Carey – she’s one of my favorites!”

“What are other towns doing for New Year’s?” asked Maddy, eager to get back to her patchwork quilt. She was using stab stitching on the Drunkard’s Path. A stab stitch is a very small tack used to hold fabric layers together without lines of stitching showing. The quilt blocks were coming together with precision.

“Here in Indiana it’s festivities as usual – with masks,” said Mark. He ticked them off on his fingers:


	Down in Vincennes (the first capital of the Indiana Territory), there’s the annual New Year’s Eve Watermelon Drop. When the clock strikes midnight, an 18-foot, 500-pound steel-and-foam watermelon plunges 100 feet onto the “splatform” to kick off the New Year. Like Caruthers Corners, Vincennes is watermelon country, that being the main agricultural crop of both counties.

	Indianapolis (the current state capital) celebrates New Year in a much larger fashion. The Indiana State Museum hosts a Family New Year’s Eve party, a carnival with face painting, stilt walkers, and clowns that takes place early for the kids. After that, the grownups head to Downtown Indy’s New Year’s Eve Bash, where they can dance to live music, have a midnight snack at one of the food trucks, and watch – yes! – the famous IndyCar Drop.

	In the nearby suburb of Carmel, it’s a choice between the Glitterati New Year’s Eve Formal Dinner Dance at the Ballare, or a band playing smooth jazz music at the Palladium at the Center for the Performing Arts.

	Fort Wayne looks forward to its Annual Masquerade Ball at the Philmore on Broadway, a renovated building that reflects the 1920s. And another Masquerade Ball takes place at Parkview Field, concluding with a spectacular fireworks display. Other hardy-partiers like to mingle with the crowds at the NYE Ball on Main Street.

	Up in Gary (made famous by that song in The Music Man), the annual Steel City Celebration straddles two whole days. Many like to go to the Majestic Star Casino for its official New Year’s Eve Masquerade Cigar Party with live music (House, Hip Hop, Soul, and Throwbacks), fancy food, a champagne toast, and Balloon Drop. And even more: the casino’s $1,000,000 Countdown to Cash grand prize drawing.



“You don’t have to eat black-eyed peas to get rich in Gary,” Mark quipped, giving his daughter’s friend a wink. “Just enter the big cash drawing.”





Chapter Two

New Year’s Mourning

That next morning Maribelle Olsen was the first person up, getting breakfast started for the household. Everybody had slept late, but there would still be a full complement for Mrs. Olsen’s typical English breakfast – or “fry-up” as she called it. Today, the menu consisted of fried eggs, sausages, back bacon, tomatoes, mushrooms, fried bread, and black pudding, all this accompanied by tea or coffee, along with hot buttered toast.

The tea was an excellent Twining’s English Breakfast blend, but the coffee was Nescafé. For some unaccounted-for reason, British people prefer to drink instant coffee.

Following British tradition, Mrs. Olsen began New Year’s Day with the superstition of the “first-footer.”

As explained in A Guide to British Folklore, “The first person to set foot over the threshold on New Year’s morning must in most districts be dark-haired or dark-complexioned; he or she is then a bringer of good luck. Sometimes the first-footer brings a present of coal and bread, symbolizing a wish that the house shall never be short of fuel or food in the coming year.”

Reinforcing this was the belief that whatever happened on that first day — whether good or bad — would replicate itself for the rest of the year.

African Americans had reinterpreted the European belief, replacing the requirement of having a dark-eyed stranger knocking at one’s door on January 1 with eating black-eyed peas.

No problem. The family that lived in the Hoople mansion didn’t have to worry about that superstition. Despite having stayed up past midnight, Sissy Jackson was the first to knock on the door the next morning. Her dark brown eyes matched her dark-brown skin. In keeping with the tradition, she carried a lump of coal and a cellophane-wrapped loaf of Wonder Bread.

“Did I get it right?” she asked when the housekeeper opened the oaken front door.

“You’re perfect,” Mrs. Olsen smiled. The woman had explained the British custom to the girls, but she’d had a different kind of bread in mind.

Nonetheless, there was a certain appropriateness in Sissy’s choice. Wonder Bread made its debut on May 21, 1921, in nearby Indianapolis, Indiana. The name came from Taggart Baking Company’s vice president for merchandising development, who was filled with “wonder” while watching the International Balloon Race at the Indianapolis Motor Speedway. This kaleidoscope of color inspired the iconic red, yellow, and blue balloons that are still featured on the Wonder Bread logo.

“I hope you had an enjoyable time last night,” said Mrs. Olsen, ushering Aggie’s friend inside. “You girls were up quite late.”

“Looks like lots of people partied too hard last night,” the girl said. “There’s a man passed out in the driveway of the museum next door.”

“Beg pardon?”

“Somebody next door is sleeping it off in the driveway,” repeated Sissy as she shrugged out of her thick cotton-padded coat. The temperature outside was 35º, just above freezing.

“I’d better check on him,” sighed Mrs. Olsen. “Wouldn’t want anybody dying of hypothermia in this wintry weather.”

Maribelle Olsen pulled on a thick down-stuffed parka and stepped outside. The museum wasn’t exactly next door. It was perched on a twin hillock barely a stone’s throw from the Hoople Mansion. A deep gulch separated the two buildings. From the front steps of the Mansion, Mrs. Olsen could see a body sprawled on the cobblestone driveway that circled the front of the Perricock Museum of Science & History.

“Hullo!” she called toward the prone man.

No response.

Everything at the museum was as motionless as a scene on one of those 2-for-$1 color postcards that were sold in the museum’s gift shop. The inebriated man showed no sign of rising.

Maddy stepped outside, wrapped in her red Land’s End Maxi Down Coat with a faux fur hood. Her husband said it made her look like Mrs. Santa Claus. “What’s going on?” she asked. “Sissy said there’s a tipsy man lying out here.”

“Over there at the museum,” Mrs. Olsen pointed. “I suppose I’d best drive over and check on him. It’s too cold to be sleeping one off outside.”

“I’ll do it,” volunteered Maddy. “You go back and finish with breakfast. I’m sure Sissy will want to try that black pudding.”

“Aggie turned up her nose at it,” sighed the housekeeper. “I never should have described it as blood sausage.”

“Yes, I heard. Aggie refused to eat it, saying she wasn’t a vampire.”

Mrs. Olsen sighed. “That girl would live on hot dogs and DQ Blizzards if allowed.”

“She’ll probably join Sissy for more eggs and bacon,” replied Maddy. “You go take care of them and I’ll drive over to the museum to check on that sleeping man.”





Chapter Three

Body of Evidence

“You found him like this?” asked Police Chief Jim Purdue. He looked down at the dead body of Dr. Henry Pendergast, shaking his head sadly. “Heck of a way to greet the New Year.”

“I only touched his neck, feeling for a pulse. But he was clearly dead, rigor mortis already set in,” said Maddy. “As stiff as an icicle.”

“Wonder what he was doing here at the museum? It’s closed for holiday.”

“Beats me,” she replied. “The Oakmans are out of town on a dino dig in South Dakota.” Dr. Howard Oakman and his wife Dr. Amy Smithsonian Oakman were the co-curators of the august institution. Dr. Pendergast – Henny Penny, as they fondly called him – had been their old college professor. He had recruited them when Capt. Percival Perricock appointed him to be executive director of the new museum.

“How about Cookie?”

Their friend Cookie Bentley headed up the local Historical Society, which occupied one wing of the Perricock Museum of Science & History. Cookie, Maddy, Jim’s wife Bootsie, and Lizzie Ridenour were all members of the so-called Quilters Club, a local sewing bee they had founded some two decades ago.

Cookie and Ben had celebrated New Year’s with Lizzie and Edgar, a private dinner at Cozy Café. Maisie closed it down for them. Despite the town being mostly Covid-free, Maddy’s twin sister Maisie still wasn’t comfortable catering to the public. The diner was operating on limited hours.

“Bootsie and I were invited, but she’s under the weather.” Recently, Barbara Jo Purdue had been diagnosed with Lupus. A real bummer. Systemic Lupus Erythematosus (SLE) is an autoimmune disease in which the body’s immune mistakenly attacks healthy tissue in many parts of the body. Common symptoms include “painful and swollen joints, fever, chest pain, mouth ulcers, swollen lymph nodes, feeling tired, and a red rash which is most commonly on the face.”

Ironically, Bootsie’s treatment was a steady dose of hydroxychloroquine (HCQ), the same drug that former President Donald Trump had touted as a cure for Covid-19. With her regular doses of HCQ and her Mod-Tim vaccine, she wasn’t likely to get coronavirus.

“How’s she doing?”

“Mostly tired. But the big problem is the rash on her face. Who woulda thought my wife would be so sensitive about her looks?” Bootsie was maybe 40 pounds overweight, and far from being a beauty. But her personality exuded a happy-go-lucky looks-don’t-matter attitude. It was easy to see why Jim had been caught off guard by this new reaction.

“We didn’t make the dinner either. Had our own gathering at the Mansion.”

“You and Beau have a bigger family than any of us,” acceded Jim Purdue.

“Seems to get bigger every year,” nodded Maddy. It wasn’t that long ago that Maddy had discovered she had been adopted. Turned out, she was actually a Hoople – complete with aunts and a huge inheritance and a family mansion that could have passed for a castle. She and Beau had moved in with Aunt Hilda and Aunt Helga, enjoying her “inheritance in advance.”

“We’ll have to get together soon.”

“In a few days,” Maddy reminded him. “We’re throwing a Twelfth Night Party this year – January 5th at the Town Hall. Kind of a masquerade event, but with fancy masks covering mouth and nose rather than eyes!”

“Yeah, we got the invitation. Bootsie’s been working on our masks. You’ll get a kick out of them.”

“Oh? Give me a hint.”

“No way. You’ll have to wait and see.”

“Okay,” Maddy acquiesced. “In the meantime, what do we do about this dead body?”

“We? Nothing. This is a police matter. The Quilters Club can leave it to the Boys in Blue.”

“Your uniforms are tan,” Maddy pointed out.

“Never mind that. I’ll give Cookie a call, get a list of all employees. My deputy Tommy Truehart can interview them, try to find out what Pendergast was doing here at the museum on New Year’s Eve. Doc Medford’s on the way over. As coroner, he’ll give me the official pronouncement, but looking at the body it’s pretty clear he came off the roof. And being that rigor’s already set in, it likely happened sometime last night.”

“You think he fell off the roof?” asked Maddy.

“That – or jumped.”

“Or was pushed,” she added. Always suspicious.

~ ~ ~

“Raccoons again,” said Marybelle Olsen. She was picking up the scattered trash from the overturned 20-gallon plastic cans behind Hoople Mansion.

“They’ve been doing their mischief lately,” Aunt Hilda agreed. “Worse than they’ve been in years.”

“Should we put out traps – you know, the Hav-a-Heart kind that doesn’t hurt them? We could resettle them to Never-Ending Swamp.”

“No,” said Maddy. “Let them enjoy their feast.” She was soft-hearted to a fault. Always rooting for the underdog. Or under-coon in this case.

“They had a very nice feast indeed. I put the garbage out just after midnight, scraps from our New Year’s Eve dinner,” smiled the housekeeper. “They must have helped themselves to our leftovers right after that.”

“Hope they like black-eyed peas,” said Aggie, helping pick up the detritus from their celebration of the incoming year. Everybody was glad to see 2020 go.

The coronavirus pandemic, hurricanes, tornadoes, wildfires, protests in the streets, economic woes across the country, food lines, political rivalries, contested elections, even murder hornets – had Ancient Egypt seen as many plagues as 2020 had delivered?

“Where’s Aunt Helga?” asked Maddy, noticing her absence.

“She’s taken to her bed,” said Hilda Hoople. “Mourning the loss of Henry Pendergast. I think she had a crush on him.”

“A crush?” Aggie made a face. “At her age? She must be four-hundred-years-old!”

“Watch what you say, missy,” scolded Aunt Hilda. “She and I are the same age. After all we were part of the Hoople Quadruples. Even had our picture on the cover of Time Magazine.”

“Pretend sisters,” Maddy reminded the old woman.

“And that makes me your pretend aunt.”

Maddy had been the secret love child of Herbert Hoople, the supposed sibling of Hilda, Helga, and Helena. But there was no genetic connection between her and these ersatz “aunts.”

Nevertheless, they had come to realize that a family does not depend on biology. The Hoople Quadruples had been adopted, Maddy had been adopted, her twin sister had been adopted (to another set of parents), her grandson N’yen had been adopted, even her granddaughter Donna Ann had been adopted. Not to mention Aggie’s dog Tige.

In this sprawling family, no one ever used the phrase, “I’ll be a monkey’s uncle.”

After all, who knew?

~ ~ ~

The death of Dr. Henry Algernon Pendergast was the hot topic of the day. You’d think the Hoople Mansion was still on a party line, with Maddy conferenced in with her pals Cookie, Bootsie, and Lizzie.

“You found him?” asked Lizzie. “That must have been icky.” The redhead wasn’t the type to get her polished nails dirty by feeling for a pulse on a possibly dead body.

“I wouldn’t call it icky,” replied Maddy. “But it was certainly odd. We don’t get too many dead bodies practically in our front yard.”

Bootsie spoke up. “Jim thinks he jumped. But he says you suggested he might’ve been pushed.’

“Well, it’s a possibility. At the moment, nobody has the slightest inkling what happened
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