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“Then Chrétien will not have wasted

His effort, for he’ll have aimed and striven

By command of the count

To put into rhyme the best story

That’s ever been told in royal court:

It is the Story of the Grail ...”

- Introduction to Perceval, le Conte du Graal
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The Brontosaurus
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“For a noble beginning

A romance can begin worthily

With the most enjoyable tale there is ...”

- Introduction to Perceval, le Conte du Graal
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Chapter One
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Boning Up
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Maddy Madison’s granddaughter Aggie found a dinosaur bone. Thing was, no dinosaur fossils had ever been discovered in Indiana before. There was a good geological reason for that.

Nevertheless, here it was, a three-foot-long, 200-pound femur from a Brontosaurus (Eobrontosaurus yahnahpin), the tip sticking out of the sand at an odd angle down there in the bottom of Gruesome Gorge. This species of sauropod grew to 69 feet long. Most lizards hereabouts only made it to about six inches.

This femur was thought to have come from a junior Brontosaurus, in that the thighbone on a fully-grown “thunder lizard” could reach a length of more than six feet. Had it fallen into the gorge during some earlier epoch and starved to death? Or was it the victim of a death struggle during a long-ago reptilian age?

Agnes Tidemore – or Aggie, as everyone called her – was puzzled by her discovery, not knowing exactly what it was. At first she thought it was simply an oblong rock formation or some large clay artifact left over from the Potawatomi Indians who once lived along the Wabash River.

But Dr. Howard Carvel Oakman, a respected paleontologist from Chicago’s Field Museum of Natural History, identified it as part of a dinosaur skeleton. At the same time he called it “an impossible find.” No dinosaurs have ever been discovered in the Hoosier State for the simple reason that it bears no trace of geologic formations dating to the Mesozoic Era.

~ ~ ~
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AGGIE HAD BEEN ON A Sunday picnic with her Grammy and Grampy – that is, Maddy and Beau Madison, prominent residents of Caruthers Corners, the town nearest to Gruesome Gorge State Park. 

One of Beauregard Hollingsworth Madison IV’s forbearers had been a town founder, due to a wagon train that broke down on this site in 1829. Beau was a former mayor. What’s more, Aggie’s dad – Mark Tidemore, a retired lawyer known as “Mark the Shark” – served as the town’s current mayor. So no one was going to challenge the girl’s veracity no matter how implausible her story sounded.

“Honest,” she said. “I was just kicking at the sand down near the geyser when I stubbed my toe on a rock. But it wasn’t really a rock.”

As she brushed away the sand, she’d uncovered the shape of a giant thighbone. “When I got enough sand off to tell it was a big bone, I thought it might belong to a giant. You know, like Goliath in the Bible. The one David killed with a slingshot. That’s why my mother won’t let me have a slingshot, because they’re dangerous.”

It was Maddy who proposed they call the Field Museum.

She also alerted her fellow members of the Quilters Club. They were very good at solving mysteries.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]


Meet the Quilters Club
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The Quilters Club was an informal group that met once a week at the Hoosier State Senior Recreational Center to work on patchwork quilts. Now down to four members – five if you counted Aggie – Maddy Madison was the de facto leader. She’d always been a take-charge kind of gal.

The others in the quilting bee included Bootsie Purdue, wife of the local police chief; Cookie Bentley, head of the local Historical Society, her hubby a well-to-do farmer; and Lizzie Ridenour, married to a retired bank president. The gals had something of a reputation as amateur sleuths. Even so, Bootsie’s husband called them “nosy Parkers,” always butting into police business.

None of the four knew very much about dinosaurs, other than seeing Fred Flintstone’s pet in TV cartoons or being frightened by the ferocious ‘raptors in all those Jurassic Park movies. But they agreed there was a conundrum here to be explained, a dino bone found in the middle of Gruesome Gorge despite strong geological odds against it being there in the first place.

~ ~ ~
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FOURTEEN-YEAR-OLD AGNES Millicent Tidemore was a freshman at Caruthers High School – but she hadn’t yet discovered boys. Although precocious in some ways, she was a late bloomer in others. 

An example: Scott Mossberg had invited her to the Freshman Mixer, but she had pleaded a toothache to get out of the “date.” She liked Scottie, but not in that way.

Also: George Densler had offered to walk her home after school one day, but she told him her grandmother was picking her up. Then she had to phone her Grammy and ask for a ride. Thank goodness for her new iPhone!

There was one sophomore she kinda had a crush on, but he didn’t know she was alive. Tim Wilder could play the guitar and wrote his own songs. He sounded a bit like that Australian singer Keith Urban when accompanying himself on his Suzuki ¾ acoustic guitar. Sometimes after school she stopped by the bandstand in the town square to listen to Tim and his friends jam.

One day Tim asked her if she wanted to walk down to the DQ for an Oreo blizzard, but she said she had to get home and help her mother in the garden. Truth is, the Tidemores had a gardener who came weekly, Tito Ramirez. He was one of those illegal immigrants you hear about in the news. But he wasn’t taking anybody’s job. Nobody else wanted to pick weeds and plant flowers for $15 an hour.

Aggie had really wanted that Oreo blizzard. And had wanted to walk down to the DQ with Tim. But she’d rather die than say yes.

The teens are such an awkward age.

~ ~ ~
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MOST DAYS AGGIE ATE lunch with Pricilla Moretz and Joanie McPhee, the three of them taking the table in a back corner of the school cafeteria. They always had a great time together. Giggling and swapping food and talking about boys.

However, Aggie’s No. 1 best friend remained her cousin N’yen. He lived in Chicago with Uncle Bill and Aunt Kathy. Adopted, N’yen’s ethnicity was Vietnamese. But other than an olive hue and epicanthic folds over his eyes, he was a perfectly normal American boy who loved football, superhero movies, and Nintendo. Although two years younger than Aggie, he made up for it with gifted intelligence. He was turning into a real Brainiac.

When N’yen visited Caruthers Corners, he got to be an honorary member of the Quilters Club, even though he had no interest in sewing patchwork quilts.

Aggie now considered herself a full-time member. And while she enjoyed quiltmaking, what she liked most was being an amateur sleuth. 

She thought of the Quilters Club as an unofficial detective agency. After all, hadn’t they solved crimes involving circus boys who got lost in the Never Ending Swamp, witches, ghosts, and a mad scientist who had tried to poison the town’s water supply? Not bad for a peaceful little town like Caruthers Corners, tucked away in a northeastern edge of Indiana. Population was just a tad over 3,000 these days, thanks to the economic growth under Aggie’s dad. He’d been successful in luring new businesses to the area. The industrial park was gaining new companies. Mark the Shark was a “go-getter,” his constituents declared. He was a shoo-in for a second term.

Of course, the Quilters Club had encountered a few failures along the way. Turned out, Margie Yost’s cousin hadn’t been kidnapped; she had eloped with a vacuum cleaner salesman. And Denny Duncan’s grandfather was not murdered by knife-wielding home invaders; forensic evidence and the coroner’s findings conclusively proved he’d fallen on his whittlin’ knife after suffering a stroke. And certainly they had been wrong about the Andrews sisters (twins Mary and Catherine); the girls had not been stealing military secrets, but were simply pen pals with ol’ Mr. Yokovich’s son and his Army buddy.

Jeez, anybody could make a mistake. Analyzing clues was tricky.
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Chapter Three
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Missing Person
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Police Chief Jim Purdue was happy to have his wife distracted by an old bone. He had a missing person situation to deal with and didn’t need the Quilters Club meddling in his investigation.

Jason Perricock had reported his missing father only this morning. Capt. Perceval Augustus Perricock was an elderly man who lived in a Victorian mansion atop the highest point in Caruthers Corners. Maybe that’s why some said he “looked down on the local townsfolk.” His reclusive nature was seen as snobbish.

In his younger days, Capt. Perricock had traveled the world as a Merchant Marine. He claimed that he had set foot on every continent, met 12 heads of state, and circumnavigated the earth 17 times. He waxed on about dining with cannibals in New Guinea, arm-wrestling with Hemingway in Cuba, swimming with blacktip reef sharks in Bora Bora, and climbing Mt. Everest with Mallory.

Not everyone believed his stories.

After retiring, Capt. Perricock became a regular at the VFW over on Fifth Avenue. As a merchant mariner he’d been granted membership, for in accordance with the Merchant Marine Act of 1936 these sailors are considered military personnel. Almost any night you could find him there, spinning his tales and drinking pints of Guinness. VFW Post 379 ordered the Irish brew just for him.

Some folks referred to him as Commander McBragg, a reference to a boastful character on that “Rocky and Bullwinkle” TV show. (“Did I ever tell you about the time I ...?”)

Then, about a dozen years ago, Capt. Perricock abruptly quit showing up at VFW Post 379. In fact, he rarely left his big mansion on High Jinks Hill, having his groceries delivered, a yard service mow his lawn, and Kitchener Fuels drop coal down the chute to his basement furnace room in the winter. He was never spotted on the street; didn’t own a car. Locals started referring to him as “our own Howard Hughes,” seeing similar eccentricities in both men. Most folks thought him to be quite wealthy.

Out of sight, eventually out of mind. People more or less forgot about Capt. Perceval Perricock. His only visitors were the son by his long-ago wife and an occasional homecare nurse.

Today when Jason Perricock dropped by for his monthly visit (the son lived in Indianapolis, where he managed a popular department store), he was surprised when no one answered his knock. Fortunately, he had his own key. Knowing the old man never left the house, Jason searched it from top to bottom but with no success.

At that point he drove down to the Caruthers Corner Police Station and asked to see Chief Purdue. He figured he’d better ask the cops to put out a Silver Alert. No telling where the senile old coot might be.

“Are you sure you’re not jumping the gun,” cautioned Jim Purdue. “He’s only been missing since this morning, far as you know.”

“I’m pretty sure he’s been gone since last Sunday,” replied Jason Perricock. He was a thin, nervous-looking man with slicked-back hair and a pencil moustache. He wore an expensive suit from the George Clooney line his store carried.

“How so?”

“Sunday was the last day showing on his Reader’s Digest Word-A-Day calendar,” explained Jason. “My dad’s got an OCD personality, so he would’ve been compelled to change the date if he humanly could.”

“When did you last see or hear from him?”

“Last month on my usual visit.”

Chief Purdue tried to phrase his next question carefully. “Other than this obsessiveness, was your dad of sound mind?”

“Ha!” laughed the son. “I’m not sure Perceval Perricock has ever been of sound mind. He was always given to bloviation and confabulation. I just hope there’s nothing to genetics. Or better still, that I’m adopted.”

“D’you mind if my deputy and I go up to the house and take a look around? Maybe we’ll spot a clue as to where he might be.”

“Here’s my key. Help yourself.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much. He probably just wandered off. Happens all the time with older folks.”

“Whatever. Do I need to sign a Missing Person’s Report? I’ve got to get back to Indy. I’m manager of Thule’s, a big responsibility.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four

[image: ]


Forever Family’s Founder
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Viewers in northern Indiana often saw Rev. David Dimpledorf’s face on late-night TV. An octogenarian with slicked-back white hair and bushy eyebrows, his green eyes blurry with tears, Rev. Dimple (as people called him) offered a kind of roly-poly Col. Saunders look. He headed up a charity known as the Forever Family Foundation. This paid television programming was designed to pluck at your heartstrings ... and pick your pocket. 

The infomercials always started off showing the image of a dirty-faced child with eyes bigger than a Keane painting, a plaintive song playing in the background, while Rev. Dimple’s baritone voice intoned: “This forlorn orphan might never know a loving family without your pledge of only 83¢ a day ...”

Few people stopped to calculate that this small donation rounded out to about $25 a month – most of it going for “administrative expenses.” Rev. Dimple lived quite well, occupying a large mansion in Golden Hills, a wealthy 40-home enclave in the heart of Indianapolis.

For nearly 60 years the Forever Family Foundation had specialized in placing the children of unwed mothers in adoptive homes. The organization used to work out of a one-room office off Monument Circle in downtown Indianapolis; but now most of the matchmaking between unwanted child and new parents takes place online – similar to a dating website.

Technically, the Forever Family Foundation was a 501(c)3 non-profit. But a goodly portion of its $11-million-a-year revenue went into Rev. Dimple’s coffers.

That’s why it turned into a public scandal when a resentful woman who had been one of Dimple’s Darlings (as his orphans were called) shot him straight between the eyes with a .22 Röhm RG-14 Saturday Night Special, the same model handgun John Hinckley Jr. had used in his attempt to assassinate President Ronald Reagan. 

The shooter – a Burpyville woman named Betty Binkweather –- said she killed Rev. Dimple because he had browbeaten her real mother into giving her up for adoption.

When interviewed, Eunice Louise Stolz (Betty’s birth mother) responded, “That’s simply not true. I was young, unmarried, and didn’t have a job. No way I coulda raised a brat on my own. Rev. Dimpledorf was nothing short of a Godsend to me.”

Betty Binkweather unwisely stuck to her defense (“My life had been stolen by that wicked man!”), ultimately drawing a thirty-year sentence for First Degree Murder. And northern Indiana spent three whole days mourning the loss of kindly ol’ Rev. Dimple.

Channel 4 Action News reported: “Nobody is quite sure how many children Rev. David “Dimple” Dimpledorf helped find a forever family during his sixty-plus years of operating a placement service for abandoned babies in Indiana and neighboring Ohio. Estimates range as high as 45,000 – although some critics say 4,500 is closer to the mark. Adoption records are sealed, making the true numbers impossible to know.”

The Indianapolis Star’s headline simply proclaimed: 

REV. DIMPLE DEAD

The Burpyville Gazette was a bit more lurid:

DIMPLE’S DARLING MURDERS

FOREVER FAMILY MILLIONAIRE

Executive Excesses Revealed

Some people said there was more to the story than reported in the news. A scandal involving charitable skimming.

~ ~ ~
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MADDY DIDN’T SEE ANY mystery in Rev. Dimple’s death. A troubled woman who couldn’t accept her mother’s rejection had blamed her unhappiness on the head of the Forever Family Foundation.

It was sad, a great minister killed by a deranged follower. Why did the news media have to look for dirt where none existed?
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