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The Murder


Don’t ever laugh

As a hearse goes by,

For you may be the next to die.






- The Hearse Song
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Magic Act

––––––––
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MADDY MADISON DIDN’T BELIEVE IN MAGIC. She knew Harry Potter was just a fantasy, that those movies relied on Hollywood special effects to make broomsticks fly and holly wands spark. She knew that the Wizard of Oz turned out to be an old humbug, a hawker with a traveling medicine show. And that stage magicians use trickery and slight-of-hand to dazzle their gullible audiences.

You can see why she wasn’t particularly impressed when she heard that The Great Wizardini was coming to Caruthers Corners, the little northeastern Indiana town where she and her family lived. The elderly magician wasn’t here to put on a performance. Rather, he was visiting his baby sister – local librarian, Mary Hegler. The Great Wizardini’s birth name happened to be Ernst Friedrich Hegler. Ernie to his friends.

Even The Great Wizardini’s fans would admit he wasn’t in the same league as magicians like David Copperfield or David Blaine. Or even that funny Fool Me! duo Penn and Teller. He didn’t make elephants disappear or bury himself in ice or catch a bullet between his teeth.

The Great Wizardini was more akin to old-timers like Howard Thurston, Harry Blackstone, and the Amazing Dunninger. His act was a mixture of card tricks, mentalist feats, and sawing ladies in half.

Rumor had it that Ernst had been an apprentice to Harry Houdini. But there was no truth in that. Fact was, Erik Weisz (Houdini) died ten years before Ernst was even born.

“He’s an old fake,” said Maddy’s granddaughter. At 15, Aggie Tidemore was a natural-born skeptic, a trait she’d likely inherited from her Grammy.

Aggie’s cousin N’yen also agreed with this harsh assessment. Being a 13-year-old Brainiac, the Asian boy embraced hard science. Magic was simply as-yet unexplained phenomena. Well, that and deliberate chicanery.

Nonetheless, Maddy and her grandchildren had to think twice about it when The Great Wizardini promised to bring Beau Madison back from the dead.

~ ~ ~
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BEAUREGARD HOLLINGSWORTH Madison IV – Maddy’s husband of nearly 40 years – died two days after Thanksgiving.

The holiday had been a big celebration this year. Three turkeys. Bowls of dirty mashed potatoes. Candied sweet potatoes simmering in melted brown sugar. Roasted ears of corn slathered with butter. Ruby-red slices of jellied cranberry. And a dozen freshly-baked watermelon pies lining the dessert table.

Everybody came. Well, everybody vaguely related to Beau and Maddy. The entire town wanted to see the inside of the Hoople Mansion, that big stone edifice overlooking Caruthers Corners. After losing their home in the 2018 Northeastern Indiana Tornado, Maddy and her family had come to live in this spooky ol’ 52-room manse with her Aunt Hilda and Aunt Helga.

Hilda and Helga were the last surviving members of the Hoople Quadruplets. The famous foursome had lived a somewhat reclusive lifestyle. Few townspeople had ever seen the inside of the big stone monolith. 

The Hoople Mansion rivaled the Asherwood estate near Carmel or the ostentatious Durham home on Geist Reservoir as one of the largest private homes in Indiana. It easily housed the two Hoople sisters, as well as Maddy and Beau, and also their daughter Tilly’s family. With plenty of room to spare. Even their adopted grandson N’yen had a separate suite for when he visited from Chicago.

Beau made the Thanksgiving toast this year. That was followed by a few words from his son-in-law Mark Tidemore. Mark was the town’s mayor, credited with his strong leadership when Caruthers Corners had been devastated by an EF3-level tornado a couple of months ago. Recovery was well underway, giving everybody much to be thankful for.

Hilda and Helga were giddy on hard cider. They led a tour through the Mansion, getting lost in their own house. Aggie and N’yen rescued them, the two youngsters having mapped out the confusing labyrinth that passed as a floor plan. To them, it was like a treasure hunt. Six paces north, ten paces east, turn right at the study.

Beau took great pride in showing off his paintings. He’d recently taken up the hobby, assiduously copying – stroke-for-stroke – many of the originals hanging on the Mansion’s walls. Mary Hegler recognized one of the paintings he’d done as an exact replica of a Theodore Clement Steele. T.C. Steele was an American Impressionist known for his landscapes. He’s been acknowledged as the most famous of the Hoosier Group, five Indiana painters.

Mary Hegler had been invited as Aggie’s special guest. The town librarian was one of Aggie’s role models, having encouraged the girl’s love of books and tutored her on the side in Literature. Being that the tornado had blown away the Caruthers Corners Library brick-for-brick, Miss Hegler was now like royalty without a kingdom.

The librarian had brought along her visiting brother. He was a rotund man with round wire-framed glasses and snowy white hair that curled across his forehead. He wore a shiny blue suit with wide lapels and a red bowtie. Some of the guests remembered the 82-year-old magician from his long-ago appearances on The Ed Sullivan Show. He’d been a regular on The Tonight Show too. Johnny Carson had started off his career as a magician, so he had a soft spot in his heart for the old-timers who had inspired his earlier foray into the world of illusion, back before he started making $25 million a year as a TV late-show host.

Turns out, Ernie Hegler was the hit of the party. When prevailed upon, The Great Wizardini agreed to perform a few feats of legerdemain. Producing a deck of playing cards from thin air, he ran through such routines as the Rising Card Trick, Mystical Card Warp, Rub A Dub Vanish, Crazy Head Banger, and Card Bounce. The audience was thrilled. Despite undergoing the early stages of arthritis, the old man proved quite nimble with his fingers.

N’yen didn’t speak up, but he spotted Wizardini palming cards. Aggie rolled her eyes, recognizing a trick deck in one of the sequences. All the cards in the deck were the two of hearts. Wasn’t that cheating?

The onlookers didn’t mind the deception. They knew magic tricks involved pettifoggery. People love being fooled – skillfully.

The Great Wizardini topped off his impromptu performance by making Aggie’s mother disappear. There she was, then – poof! – she was gone in a puff of smoke. Tilly turned up later, but refused to explain what happened. Nonetheless, this participation in the magic act got her out of helping clean up after the sprawling Tom Jonesian dinner.

House manager Marybelle Olsen had hired two assistants to help her with the holiday event, so cleaning up afterwards was no biggie. British-born Marybelle was like a supercalifragilisticexpialidocious Mary Poppins.

Following the dinner, everybody gathered by the big fireplace in the study and Beau read ‘Twas the Night Before Christmas to welcome the Yuletide season. It was a family tradition with him and the grandchildren.

Everybody agreed, it was a great Thanksgiving.

~ ~ ~
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MADDY’S PALS – COOKIE Bentley, Bootsie Purdue, and Lizzie Ridenour, along with their spouses – had been there at the Mansion to partake of the turkey. Best friends, the four women belonged to a small sewing bee. The Quilters Club, they called themselves.

The gals were into quiltmaking big time, usually taking top prizes in the annual Watermelon Days competition. Aggie considered herself a junior member of the Quilters Club, honing her quilting skills under Lizzie’s tutelage. N’yen was a hanger-on, not even pretending to be interested in quilts, but he counted himself as the sixth member of the group when he was in town.

The Quilters Club met every Tuesday in the sewing room at the new Hoople Quilting Heritage Museum. They liked this location much better than the previous one, the hobby room at the Hoosier State Senior Recreation Center. At the quilting museum they didn’t have to pick up all their spools of thread and fabric scraps to accommodate that stupid macramé club that shared the hobby room at the Rec Center.

In their opinion macramé was more akin to calf-roping than handicrafts. Knots and strings and stuff like that. “Maybe it could earn someone a knot-tying Merit Badge,” Lizzie opined with a disapproving sniff. “Hardly a pastime that requires any talent.”

Lizzie was by far the most talented among them when it came to designing patchwork quilts. No surprise that she had been appointed executive director of the quilting museum, a non-profit funded by the Hoople Quadruplets Trust Fund.

In a similar position, Cookie served as head of the Caruthers Corners Historical Society. The Historical Society took up an entire wing of the Perricock Museum of Science and History, that mammoth granite structure which sat on a hillock adjacent to the Hoople Mansion. It was an impressive facility for a town with a headcount of less than 3,000 people.

As for Bootsie, she ran the no-kill Strays & Rescues Animal Shelter, taking more dogs home with her than the shelter adopted out. She and her husband Jim – the town’s police chief – now had six mutts sharing their tiny two-bedroom bungalow. “This is what happens when you never have kids,” Bootsie excused her growing canine family.

Maddy Madison was content with simply being a homemaker. She had the most children of the Quilters Club coterie – all grown now. Bill and his wife ran an NGO children’s service in Chicago. Tilly was married to the mayor. And Freddie with his burn-scarred face was the town’s fire chief. The three siblings had half a dozen children between them.

Bill’s N’yen and Freddie’s little Donna Ann were adopted, great additions to the family. Aggie and her three sisters arrived the normal way, growing in Tilly’s belly like watermelons.

Cookie and her hubby were in the process of adopting a boy named Gus, a real hellion who required lots of parenting. He was a throwaway kid from that crazy clan who lived at Crackleton Crossing, a wide place in the road just north of town. Everybody said the Crackletons were all “cuckoo for Cocoa-Puffs.”

Lizzie’s grown daughter was back at home, having divorced her slacker husband. Lizzie and Edgar had brought her along to the Thanksgiving dinner. Unlike her mother – a fiery redhead as thin as a fashion model – Darlene was a pudgy dishwater blonde with very little to say. But everybody was polite to her. That’s the kind of town this was.

The Madison children gathered around their dad to sing “Over the River and Through the Woods” and “Turkey in the Straw.” Until then, nobody knew Beau could play the piano.

N’yen did a solo of Mary Chapin Carpenter’s “Thanksgiving Song,” a paean to the quiet beauty found in a family gathering together for a meal. The young Vietnamese boy’s alto voice was high and clear, not yet reflecting his approaching puberty. Bill and Kathy had adopted him about five years ago, giving Aggie her “very favorite-est cousin ever.”

Aggie looked all grown up for a fifteen-year-old, having dressed up because her boyfriend had been invited to join them for Thanksgiving. Yellow-blonde curls, Clara Bow heart-shaped lips, eyes the color of a Topaz gemstone. Bobby Elwood seemed pretty struck on her, a fact that worried her parents. Like all Maddy’s grandchildren, she had a generous college fund. There wasn’t any allowance for becoming a teenage bride.

Aggie found her mom hiding out in the Tidemore wing of the Mansion, where The Great Wizardini had stashed her following the impressive disappearing act. Tilly was all giggly for a grown woman with four kids, not used to being tapped to be a stage magician’s assistant.

“So it is fake,” Aggie stated, her suspicions proven true.

“Agnes, dear, it depends on how you look at it,” responded her flighty mother. “Magic is a state of mind.”
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Chapter Two
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Death Watch

––––––––
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BEAU MADISON WAS MURDERED two nights later. Shot straight through the heart, according to the county coroner.

Apparently, a burglar was trying to steal some of the paintings in the Hoople family’s private collection – works by John Singer Sargent, Edward Hopper, Thomas Cole, Edward Hicks,  George Caleb Bingham, T.C. Steele, even a modern Robert Indiana – when Beau surprised him. According to Doc Medford, the intruder plugged Beau with a .38 hollow point at close range. Death was said to be instantaneous.

In an interview with WZUR, Caruthers Corners Police Chief Jim Purdue vowed that he would “catch the dirty bastard who murdered my best friend if it’s the last thing I ever d0.” No listener doubted the seriousness of his words.

The report said that Beauregard Hollingsworth Madison IV – a direct descendant of one of the Founding Fathers of Caruthers Corners – had gotten out of bed around 2 a.m. to get a glass of milk when he encountered a thief stealing artwork off the walls. A scuffle ensued, but the 60-year-old Vietnam vet was no match for an armed thug. The shot woke up the entire family; however by the time people shuffled from their bedrooms to see what was going on, the killer was gone.

“Well, that’s that,” said Aunt Helga as she turned off the radio.

“At least the burglar didn’t get the real paintings,” Aunt Hilda blurted in her unthinking way. 

“He didn’t?”

“No, he took Beau’s bad copies by mistake.”

~ ~ ~
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DR. FRANKLIN DELANO Medford maintained a small-town medical practice, but also he served as county coroner on the side. The sign outside his office identified him as a General Practitioner, but listed such sub specialties as oncology, radiology, podiatry, and reflexology. 

Sometimes he offered dermatological advice, but that was only with Claude Crackleton, a local man who suffered from extreme psoriasis. He had tried treating Claude with corticosteroids, coal tar, ultraviolet B light treatment, Cosentyx, Tremfya, Cimzia, and Humira – but nothing seemed to work. Doc Medford suspected that Claude’s condition was genetic. The Crackleton clan was noted for its consanguinity.

Doc Medford phoned over to the police department and the dispatcher put him straight through to Chief Purdue. “Jim,” he said, “how long do I have to wait?”

“Stall another day or two if you can. We’re working on it.”

“All right. But I hate to leave the family hanging.”

“Me too. But we gotta do it. Everybody agreed.”

“Okay, but keep me in the loop.”

“Doc, you are the loop.”

“Loopy is more like it. I’ll probably lose my license over this.”

~ ~ ~
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IT FELL TO MADDY TO make the funeral arrangements. She and Beau had always agreed they wanted to be cremated, but apparently he had recently changed his will to request a more traditional burial. So she needed to go down to Yost & Yost and pick out a casket. Maybe something with dark wood and bronze fixtures. He’d like that, she thought. Fixtures reminiscent of a gentleman’s club.

She had been putting this off, as if the trip to the funeral home made Beau’s death “official.” She didn’t want that. But everybody was pressuring her to set a date for the burial.

The Yost brothers met Maddy and her daughter Tilly at the mortuary door. The receiving room was cloaked with red velvet curtains and tall ceramic vases and plush rounded-back sofas. Fake Greek statues decorated the room – athletic men throwing discs, comely women pouring water from vases. Organ music wafted throughout the one-story brick building like a somber version of Muzak.

Despite having known the Yost brothers all her life, Maddy had never quite figured them out. Their appearance was like two peas in a pod, but their personalities were mirror images of each other. Ezra Yost came across as solemn and silent, while his younger brother Elias was very outgoing and loquacious. They always dressed in matching black suits, even when attending the colorful Watermelon Days festival. People joked that they probably slept in black pajamas. The Yost family had been in the funeral business since 1898.

“We are so sorry for your loss,” Elias exuded sympathy like a cheap cologne. Ezra nodded, his countenance as unsmiling as Buster Keaton in a silent movie.

“Thank you, gentlemen,” replied Maddy. Despite their somber façade, she knew the Yosts viewed each obituary like the ka-ching! of a cash register. Even back in grade school, the boys displayed an avaricious streak, exuding glee every time their father booked a new funeral. More dollars in their college fund. One year apart, they had graduated from Vincennes University with associate degrees in Mortuary Science.

“We’ve completed the paperwork for you to sign,” replied Ezra. “There are only a few details that you need to decide on.”

“Like choosing an eternal resting pod,” said Elias. Rubbing his hands together.

“Resting pod?” The phrase gave Maddy pause. “Do you mean a casket?”

“Well, yes. But we find ‘resting pod’ to be a more soothing description.”

The words to that old children’s ditty – “The Hearse Song” – came to Maddy’s mind: 


It all goes well

For about a week,

And then your coffin begins to leak.

The worms crawl in, the worms crawl out,

They’ll eat your guts and then spit them out.

And when your bones begin to rot,

The worms remain, but you do not.






No question about it. She would take cremation over burial, she told herself.

Tilly ignored Elias Yost’s commercial message. “Before picking out a casket, could we first set the date for the funeral?”

“Oh, we won’t be able to that ‘til the coroner releases the body,” said Elias. 

That confused Tilly. “Why the delay?” 

“It’s an ongoing investigation. Apparently the coroner hasn’t finished his examination yet,” said Ezra. His voice deeply apologetic.

“There shouldn’t be any question about how my poor Daddy died. Shot straight through the heart, according to Chief Purdue.”

“All I know is, we haven’t received the body yet.” Elias Yost looked embarrassed. “Until we do, it’s impossible to set a funeral date.”

“Why’s that? Doc Medford’s office is right next door. He uses your facilities for autopsies. Can’t you simply go over and tell him to hurry it up?”

“I’m afraid not. Doc works at his own speed.”

Tilly sighed. “Can we see the body – say our goodbyes?”

“Unfortunately, no,” Ezra shook his head. “Doc keeps the autopsy room locked off. Even we don’t have a key.”

“Locked off?”

“That’s for legal reasons,” Elias hastened to explain. “Maintaining a chain of custody when there’s been a homicide.”

“Oh well. Let us know when we can set the date for the funeral,” Maddy shrugged. “Bill and his wife will be coming down from Chicago. And Beau’s nephew is flying in from California. That requires planning. Tickets have to be purchased, bags have to be packed.”

“California? That’s pretty far afield for a Madison – being descendants of a Town Founder and all.”

“One of Mycroft’s boys. He moved out there recently.” Mycroft was Beau’s older brother, himself the victim of murder a few years back.

“As soon as Doc Medford finishes his work, we’ll suggest some appropriate dates,” Ezra Yost assured her. “We have plenty of flexibility in that there are no bookings at Pleasant Glade in the foreseeable future.”

“Yes, business has been slow,” admitted Elias. “Good to see it picking back up.”

Ezra hastened to cover up his brother’s faux pas. “We’ll just need to notify Jasper Beanie to dig the grave.”

Maddy rolled her eyes. “You mean to make sure he’s sober.” Not only was ol’ Jasper the caretaker for the local cemetery, he was also the town drunk. He’d barely experienced a sober day since his wife ran off with the former mayor. 

Elias smiled weakly. “I hear Jasper’s been doing better since his wife and Henry Caruthers went to jail.” The two were now serving prison sentences, thanks to an FBI sting. The former mayor’s embezzlement schemes had finally caught up with him.

“Lately Jasper has been sleeping more nights at home than in his regular jail cell,” added Ezra. The words intended as a testament to the man’s sobriety.

Jasper Beanie was such a regular visitor, Chief Purdue had designated one of the station’s holding cells as “Jasper’s Second Home.” The police didn’t even bother to lock the door anymore, letting him come and go as he pleased.

“Jasper won’t have to do any digging,” Maddy reminded them. “Beau will be going in the Madison Family Mausoleum.” A small cluster of vaults and tombs in the Old Section of Pleasant Glade were reserved for deceased with direct lineage to the town’s early homesteaders. Beauregard Madison One, Two, Three, and now Four would be interred under one roof. The Madison Family Mausoleum was the largest granite structure in the entire cemetery.

“Yes, of course, Beau will be interred in the Old Section,” confirmed Ezra. “What was I thinking?”

“Your husband and you are on the Founders’ List,” confirmed Elias. “No question about that.”

Hard to believe there was a waiting list, but Caruthers Corners took its heritage very seriously. The Town Founders and their progeny were all but revered – Beau included in that number.

Ezra opened a door into the funeral home’s inner sanctum. “Step in here,” invited the older brother, “and we’ll show you our fine selection of eternal resting pods – uh, caskets, that is.”

“We have several handsome models for you to choose from,” Elias added smoothly. A salesman at heart. “Either metal – stainless steel, copper, and bronze – or hardwood – mahogany, walnut, cherry, maple, oak, pecan, poplar and pine.”

“Mahogany, didn’t we settle on that, mom?”

“That sounds fine.”

“Perhaps you’d be interested in our Memory Model. It comes with a hidden compartment for mementoes.”

“I’m not sure about that,” said Tilly. Glancing questioningly at her mother.

“We’ll pass on the hidden compartment,” confirmed Maddy.

“You will undoubtedly like our Heavenly Chariot model,” said Ezra. “As it happens, that model is on sale. Twenty percent off this month only.”

“Money is not an issue,” replied Maddy. She wondered why they bothered to offer a discount. Marketing ploys wouldn’t draw in more business, death having its own timetable. And besides, Yost & Yost was the only funeral home in town.

“Of course it’s not,” replied Elias, almost bowing with obsequiousness. “We sometimes forget that you are now a Hoople heir.”

A couple of years ago, Maddy had found out that she was adopted. Being the biological daughter of the late Herbert Hoople – one of the famous quadruplets – she and her separated-at-birth twin sister Maisie had come into a large amount of money. That’s why she and Beau had been living in the Hoople Mansion, sort of like enjoying her inheritance in advance.

“Will Reverend Kilroy be officiating your husband’s service?” asked Ezra.

“Yes, I expect so,” shrugged Maddy. “But I haven’t asked him yet.”

“Mom,” said Tilly, “we need to do that.”

“No hurry. We don’t have a funeral date yet.”

“But Mom –”

“Now, now, dear. Doc Medford can’t be rushed.”

The Yost brothers found it odd that Maddy Madison was so blasé about her husband’s funeral.
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Chapter Three
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The Great Quad Con

––––––––
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A FEW WEEKS EARLIER Aunts Hilda and Helga had hired Winston Gaylord Lockwood to ghostwrite a book tentatively titled The Great Quad Con, the true story how the Hoople Quadruples (as they had been called by adoring fans the world over) were fakes, four adopted children passed off as brother and sisters. Their parents had amassed a fortune exhibiting them and licensing endorsement deals. 

Hilda and Helga were now the only living quads, Helena and Herbert having gone before them. The ladies were now willing to tell their story. Shameful to be sure, but the public enjoyed a good scandal.

A while back Lockwood had been contracted by Fatty Johnson to write a book glorifying one of the Town Founders – Ferdinand Aloysius Jinks – but the project came to a halt when Fatty got killed by the recent tornado. This book about the fake Hoople Quadruplets fell into his lap at just the right time. The old biddies already had cut a publishing deal with Random House. 

Sweet!

Random House was big time for Lockwood. His previous books ranged from vanity projects like The Thurston Family History to self-published efforts like Play Five Card Stud like a Pro. He’d also won a prize for writing a guidebook called How to Pick the Right Shoe Size, a work-for-hire assignment for J. D. Fielderman Footwear, a well-known shoe company located in Muncie, Indiana. All of it penny ante stuff.

Hilda and Helga Hoople had decided to “go public” with the story of the Hoople Quadruplets. A blatant con job by Henry and Henrietta Hoople, the couple amassed a fortune parading the fake quads around the world and signing endorsement deals for everything from children’s clothing to automobiles. 

You may remember the year that DeSoto brought out a limited edition 4-cylendar Hoople Coup – or Hoople Coople, as people called it. For a time, Sears carried a line of Hoople children’s clothing. Timex released a Hoople wristwatch, their four smiling faces under every oval watch crystal. The Quadruples even endorsed a Bendix washing machine (“Four times the cleaning power!”).

Today, a Hoople Quadruple lunch box is a collectible item that sells on eBay for $125. An HQ belt buckle goes for $85. And an autographed photograph still brings in $15. Although largely forgotten today, they were once a part of the fabric of popular culture.

Winston Lockwood had been meeting with the Hoople sisters for several weeks now, gathering stories from their childhood and anecdotes about the people they met – Winston Churchill, Ernest Hemingway, Dr. Benjamin Spock, Charles DeGaulle, Albert Einstein, King George VI, even child star George “Spanky” McFarland.

~ ~ ~
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WHILE DOING BACKGROUND research for The Great Quad Con, Lockwood had come across an interesting manuscript tucked away on a high shelf in the Hoople Mansion’s book-strewn library. Saying he wasn’t sure what to make of it, he’d turned the sheaf of papers over to Maddy Madison. After all, it had nothing to do with the quadruplets.

Maddy examined this document that purported to be “The Most Secrete Notes of One Ferdinand Aloysius Jinks, Formerly of Boston, Commonwealth of Massachusetts.” Quite a mouthful, but the early settlers tended to be verbose. This was not a bound volume like a book, but more a makeshift folder crammed with loose sheets of paper.

If authentic, this was an important find. 

Ferdinand Jinks was one of the Town Founders – along with Jacob Caruthers and Beauregard Madison’s same-named great-grandfather. But there had always been controversy over the various roles they played when their wagon train broke down on this idyllic spot near the Wabash in 1829. Jacob Caruthers had grabbed all the glory, naming the fledgling settlement after himself. Jinks’s ancestors felt he’d been robbed of his proper acclaim.

Everybody knew that Ferdinand Jinks had kept a journal that told his side of the founding of Caruthers Corners. The document had been published in book form in 1958 by IHS Press. Its pages had been scoured by historians and relatives and treasure hunters alike, searching for clues to the town’s true history – and to the wagon-load of gold bullion Ol’ Ferdy was said to have brought west with him. That part proved to be accurate, for Maddy and her Quilters Club pals had found the hidden gold just last year. 

By mutual acclaim, the proceeds from the gold find went into a college fund for Aggie and N’yen. The youngsters would be able to afford a very good school. And Maddy had matched this amount out of her trust fund for the other grandkids. College money for them all. 

There was a benefit to having been declared the illegitimate daughter of Herbert Hoople, one of the quads. With their inheritances, she and her sister Maisie had become angels to several local charities, their generosity only exceeded by the Hoople Trust Fund itself. And donations made by Bobby Ray Purdue, the second richest person in Caruthers Corners. Yes, philanthropy abounded in this part of Indiana.

These newly discovered papers told a story never hinted at in the original Jinks Journal, or mentioned in A History of Caruthers Corners and Surrounding Environs, the popular tome written by Martin J. Caruthers. Being that Martin was a direct descendant of Jacob Caruthers, everybody accepted that the “facts” in his book were a bit one-sided. “Alternate facts,” Kellyanne Conway would have called them.

What startling information was found in Ferdinand Jinks’s Most Secrete Notes?

This: The new documents asserted that the Potawatomi Indians owned the town of Caruthers Corners.
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Chapter Four
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Crazy Claude

––––––––
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MOST PEOPLE HEREABOUT said Claude Crackleton wasn’t “quite right in the head.” Dr. Emanuel Gottlieb, the psychiatric resident in Burpyville Memorial’s psych ward, had diagnosed him as a paranoid schizophrenic. That explained the voices in his head.

Claude was convinced that the internal communications came from an alien who had invaded his body while he was sleeping. That’s when they did it, those little green men. At 410 pounds, ol’ Claude had plenty of room to accommodate a visitor from outer space. 

Doc Medford had been treating Claude Crackleton for a skin condition that could have passed as a map of the red planet, blotchy patterns that looked a bit like port wine stains. But unlike nevus flammeu, Claude’s red patches shifted locations and changed shape. It was as if something were crawling about beneath his skin.

Doc Medford diagnosed it as some rare form of psoriasis, but none of the usual treatments had worked. Claude complained that the red patches itched, but he thought it was probably the alien scratching to get out. He’d once slashed his body with a butcher knife, trying to give the alien an opening from which to escape. He still had a white scar across his whale-sized abdomen.

Currently, Claude was living with his sister Faith Ann. All her children were grown or in foster homes. Gus was up for adoption with the Bentleys. Cookie and Ben had been fostering him for much of the past year. That opened up a spare bedroom for Claude. He liked his sister’s little white clapboard house much better than the psych ward. He hated those electroshock treatments he got at the hospital. They made his head hurt. Worse than an Excedrin headache, he complained. The alien didn’t like them either.

Claude heard about Beau Madison getting killed by a burglar. Faith Ann had assured him the murderer had not been a Crackleton. She’d asked Granny. Their 95-year-old mother acted as matriarch for the clan of miscreants that lived in shacks and trailers scattered around the Crossing. Granny would know because she got a cut of anything her grandchildren, cousins, and neighbors stole. A matter of tribute.

Rumor had it the burglar has snatched some oil paintings. Not typical Crackleton loot. Television sets, jewelry, silverware – those were much easier to fence in Indianapolis. Paintings were hard to sale, and difficult for a buyer to conceal. 

Nobody ever reported stealing actual cash to Granny; that went into the individual’s own pocket. Pickpockets got to keep what they stole too. A thief’s prerogative.

But recently Claude had heard somebody talking about paintings. People tended to speak freely in front of a dummy like Claude. He might not be paying attention, but his internal alien resident was always listening, always alert. Maybe this person he heard had killed Mr. Madison? Claude had liked the former mayor. The man had always been kind to him. He oughta turn in that guy who killed him to the police. 

If he could only remember who it was.

~ ~ ~
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FAITH ANN RAN THE CONVENIENCE store at the crossroads while her brother Jeb was doing time in prison. She didn’t like the work, for it put her at the beck and call of Granny Crackleton. Her elderly mother lived in that sagging shack across the street. Every time the old woman rang a bell, Faith Ann was expected to drop everything and rush over with a chilled bottle of Big Red soda for the old witch. Granny had a sweet tooth, not that she had any teeth left.

Faith Ann didn’t recognize the man who came into the store to buy a lottery ticket. State lottery tickets were one of their bestselling items. Local folks living on welfare had rather spend their dollars on a chance to win $350 million than food. Last week Three-Eyes Johnson won $20 on a scratch-off card.

As his nickname implied, Randolph Everett Johnson had three eyes, one a vestigial orb staring out from the right-side of his forehead. It looked pretty weird, but doctors had determined it was part of a parasitic twin. 

The Vanishing Twin Syndrome was first recognized by researchers in 1945. This phenomenon occurs when a twin disappears in the uterus during pregnancy as a result of a miscarriage. The fetal tissue is absorbed by the other twin, the placenta, or the mother. Sometimes body parts of the missing twin turn up in the surviving sibling.

It’s estimated that the Vanishing Twin Syndrome occurs in 30% of all multifetal pregnancies. This sometimes results in a condition known as festus in fetu. This occurs 1 in 500,000 births.

The undeveloped twin is known as “parasitic.” That’s because it is wholly dependent on the body functions of the occupied fetus. The condition is sometimes called an asymmetrical or unequal conjoined twin.

So Three-Eyes Johnson’s third eye was a remnant of a parasitic twin. He referred to this unborn brother as “Rex.”

Faith Ann’s brother Claude wished he had an unequal conjoined twin inside him instead of that alien intruder. At least a parasitic twin would not talk to him. The constant chatter of the alien kept him awake at night. The visitor never shut up!

“I’ll take a $2 Powerball,” said the stranger at the counter.

Faith Ann looked up. The man had a long horse-face. Shaggy brown hair stuck out from under a rolled-up toboggan cap. His thick fur coat covered him like an Eskimo’s parka. It was a chilly 38º outside. “Do you want to add the Power Play?” she asked.

“How much does that cost?”

“One dollar more.”

“Sure, I’ll take it.”

“Starting Jackpot’s $40,000. You got a 1 in 25 chance.”

“That’s pretty good odds,” he observed.

Funny, Faith Ann told herself. This guy had a better chance of winning the Hoosier Lottery than Three-Eyes Johnson had of hosting a parasitic twin.

Launched in May 1989 the Hoosier Lottery is the only US lottery that uses a state's nickname as its official title. Its draw games include Hoosier Lotto, Mega Millions, Powerball, Cash 5, and Poker Lotto. Last year $30 million of the lottery’s surplus funds was directed to local police and firefighters’ pensions.

“You’re not from around here, are you?” she asked her customer.

“No. I come from over in Illinois.”

She didn’t believe him, for he pronounced the name of the state as “El-e-noise.” Certainly not a native of the Midwest. “What part?” she asked. Just to egg him on.

The stranger seemed to have to think about that. “Bloomington,” he said at last.

“It’s sure nice there on the banks of the Illi-noise River,” she offered.

“Yeah, I lived near the river. I liked being on the water.”

Liar, liar, pants on fire, thought Faith Ann. Bloomington wasn’t anywhere near the Illinois River. This yahoo wasn’t who he claimed to be.

~ ~ ~
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ROBBIE STUTZ WAS KEEPING out of sight. That’s why he chose this out-of-the-way convenience store to buy his lotto ticket. He was a gambler at heart, couldn’t help betting on horse races, poker hands, whether the sun would set tonight. The prison doctors called it a gambling addiction. There, he’d bet cigarettes against coin tosses. He was pretty adept at putting a nickel near a line with a flick of the wrist.

He had been out six months now. His ex-wife had persuaded him to join her here in this quiet little section of northeast Indiana. He had been renting a room from an Amish family.

Robbie had been supporting himself with occasional burglaries. He’d connected with a pawnbroker over in Burpyville who would buy jewelry and silver teapots and flatscreen TV sets for 10¢ on the dollar. Sure, the guy was ripping him off, but he didn’t have any other outlet for his stolen loot.

He wasn’t a career thief, but he had a bad record. He’d gone to jail for forging checks. If that bank would have cashed a $200,000 check from “Bill Gates,” he would have been set for life.

~ ~ ~
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RANDOLPH “THREE-EYES” Johnson was disconcerting to look at. Each of his three eyes seemed to be looking in different directions. Like a gecko, but a gecko with an extra eyeball. Because of this, people usually avoided him.

Back in the mid-90s the Baltimore Geographical Society did a study of the residents of Crackleton Crossing. They were looking into congenital birth defects within a well-defined group. The Crackleton community was known for its interbreeding, cousins cohabitating with cousins, taboo stuff like that. The result seemed to be just what your mother warned you about – physical abnormalities. The Baltimore researchers catalogued 39 different deformities among the close-knit community. These ranged from extra digits to myotonic dystrophy to holoprosencephaly (HPE) to Noonan Syndrome to hypertrichosis to at least three or four conjoined twins. 

Granny Crackleton’s son Jeb was an example of gigantism, caused by an over-productive growth hormone. His son Dub suffered from dwarfism, the result of achondroplasia. Freida Johnson’s daughter Babs suffered from microcephaly, a medical condition in which the brain does not develop properly, resulting in a smaller than normal head – a “pinhead” in carnival freakshow parlance. Phil Jinks had phocomelia, giving him flippers instead of arms. Gus Crackleton displayed webbed toes.

And Randy Johnson had three eyes.

This tiny community just north of Caruthers Corners was a cornucopia for freak show recruiters. It was unusual for such variety of physical deformities to be found in one finite locale.

Hence, the Baltimore Geographical Society study.

~ ~ ~
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THE CARUTHERS CORNERS Historical Society had the only copy hereabouts of the Baltimore Geographic Society’s Study of Physical Deformities in Crackleton Crossing, Indiana, 1994. Not surprisingly, there had been a big book burning up at Crackleton Crossing, but Cookie Bentley managed to salvage a copy for the Historical Society’s library.

There on page 378 was a photograph of Randolph “Three-Eyes” Johnson staring at the camera (more or less) with all three eyes. His mother had bought 400 copies to burn. Granny Crackleton had marshalled the community to buy out the entire 2,000-copy print run, a hundred copies at a time. Having collected and analyzed the data, the Baltimore Geographical Society did not choose to reprint the thick tome.
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Chapter Five
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The Jinks Manuscript

––––––––
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WHEN THAT EF-3 TORNADO RIPPED through Caruthers Corners in September, it totally destroyed the town library, putting Mary Alice Hegler out of a job. A shame – she’d been head librarian for close to 40 years. Fortunately, Cookie Bentley snapped her up right away, hiring Mary to be chief archivist for the Historical Society. Although it was an unbudgeted position, Maddy Madison’s trust fund put up the money for her salary.
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