
THE LEGACY QUILT


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Legacy Quilt (Country Roads Series, #3)

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

S. K. McClafferty

THE LEGACY QUILT  by S. K. McClafferty

Copyright © 2020 by Susan Kay McClafferty

All Rights Reserved.

For Eileen Hunter, good friend and fellow seeker. When I count my blessings, you are at the top of the list. Thank you for all that you do, and for being there. Love you much!

And... in memory of Thomas Plummer Hilliard (my maternal grandfather), who entered the deep mines at age nine, Asa Wagner (my maternal great-uncle), killed in a roof fall, Merle Wagner, another great uncle and a foul-mouthed muleskinner in the mines, and Hugh Lloyd Bonner (my dad), with twenty years underground and a victim of Black Lung Disease. There is coal dust in my veins.

Author’s Note

The difficult years of the late 19th and early 20th centuries hold stories of personal tragedy, poverty, and hardship too numerous to count. For the sake of this story’s timeline, I have plucked a few from the pages of history and fitted events into the time and place of Lydia McCoy’s life. Though this is a work of fiction, the struggle, the greed, the villainy, and the persistence of the miners and their loved ones were very real, and too often, written in blood.


S. K. McClafferty



ONE

WINTER HAD ALWAYS BEEN MAGGIE’S favorite time of year. She loved that life was slower paced during the colder months, with less to do out of doors, and more time for reading or quiet contemplation. Sunlight was soft and hazy white, with just a hint of egg-yolk yellow, or so diamond-bright it glittered off the freshly fallen snow and hurt the eyes to look upon. 

When the jet stream shifted, sweeping down from Canada, the temps plummeted, and the air stung the nostrils. Sometimes, on nights like this one, she walked out alone and stood at a little distance from the Spring House, drinking in the warm golden light pooling from her windows, the thin plume of smoke curling from the chimney in a graceful, fragrant arc.... On those nights, her thoughts went quiet and a sense of peace and rightness with her tiny piece of the world gradually descended. 

Life was exceptionally good.

She was always surprised by it. She’d had no desire to return to Sutter’s Mountain, the place where she’d been born and raised. Divorce and necessity had carried her home, despite her deeply held and numerous reservations. Most of her objections had been rooted in her contentious relationship with her dad, Jacob Sutter. 

She’d left home just after graduation because of it, and they had been estranged for fifteen long years. A Christmas visit year before last had thawed the frost between them, but Maggie remained wary. She knew her dad inside and out, and he was unlikely to change.

Yet, when recession and the closing of a plant in Akron cost her the job upon which she and her two kids depended, she’d been forced to sell her house. The offer from her father had come out of the blue. If she agreed to come home, she could live in her grandmother’s house rent free. 

And Maggie found herself going home, a scary decision. Attaining peace required compromise, but it was working—most of the time.

On this snowy night in late February, Maggie had just stepped out of her dad’s barn, tipped her head back to marvel at the huge white flakes drifting down from the cold night sky, when a small engine sounded in the distance and a headlight appeared along the lane, and then another. 

Maggie shielded her eyes with a gloved hand. Matt and Jared had gone out earlier to ride in the snow but had been given strict orders to remain on the farm.  As they approached, she noticed an urgency about Matt that sent a jolt through Maggie. She checked her instinctive alarm. They seemed okay. No broken bones, or arterial spurt.

Matt cut the engine and pushed the bike back onto its stand. “Where’s Gramps?”

“He went to Hetrick’s farm, over the hill,” Maggie said. “Why?”

“We need the tractor. Someone ran off the road, and into the field. We’ll need to pull her out.”

“Her? Who is it? Is she hurt?”

“She seemed okay, but she isn’t dressed for the cold and she won’t leave the car.”

“Small wonder,” Jared quipped. “It’s a classic T-Bird. Candy-Apple red and with a white top. Do you have any idea what that baby’s worth?”

Matt laughed. “More than you can afford, that’s for sure.”

Maggie fixed her son with a look. In the four months since they’d moved back to Sutter’s Mountain the previous fall, Matthew had undergone subtle changes. He’d matured physically—he was taller than Maggie now, with broad shoulders and an impressive reach, but he hadn’t begun to fill out yet. Most of the anger he’d displayed after the divorce, made worse by Maggie’s decision to relocate had burned itself out, though he still displayed temper from time to time.  

Maggie’s dad had helped Matt to refocus, and Matt had provided a strong pair of hands to help out around the farm. The move had been good for Matt—good for Abby, too. “I’d call him, but they’re probably in the barn.” She bit her lip, hesitating. Jacob Sutter was notoriously stubborn about his reluctance to carry a cell phone. 

The snow was falling faster, really piling up. They couldn’t afford to wait. “Do you think you can handle the Farmall? The key’s in the ignition.”

Matt’s dark eyes kindled. “Sure can. Gramps taught me. He’s got the chains on and everything.”

“Get it out of the shed but be careful. Jared? You come with me. I’ll get the Blazer and we’ll go on ahead. I’ll need you if I get stuck.”

Matt headed for the tractor shed, and Maggie took her keys from her coat pocket. As they cleared the windows on the SUV, the door to the Spring House opened, and twelve-year-old Abby leaned out. “Is this a junk food run?”

“We’re going to the end of the lane. There’s been an accident.”

“I’ll get my coat!”

“Hurry!”

Abby, dark-haired and dark eyed, popped into the back seat. She was twelve, and rapidly losing the softer, rounded edges of childhood, and had taken on a leggy coltishness that was at the same time endearing and a little scary. “Is anyone hurt?”

“I don’t think so.” Maggie slid into the driver’s seat and hit the ignition. “Seat belts, please.”

Jared Stringer, Matt’s best friend, grumbled, but followed her directive. 

It was a heavy, wet snow, and slick under tires that she’d been hoping would last through the winter. They weren’t quite bologna-skins, but they were close. The snow came down straight, then at an angle, lowering visibility to a few yards.  

Maggie steered into a sharp turn and fishtailed, even in four-wheel high. The hemlock grove’s drooping boughs sagged even further beneath the snow’s weight. Nestled beneath the giants closest to the left side of the lane was the Thunderbird, its front bumper jammed against one gigantic trunk. Huddled against the driver’s door was a woman. Close to Maggie’s height, she wore a taupe felt Fedora and a jean jacket that was totally unsuitable for the wild weather. A wildly colorful scarf was knotted at her throat, its fringes sodden with snow. Jeans and boots and a designer bag shouted that she was sadly out of place. Then, Maggie applied the brakes, and the woman turned, the Blazer’s headlights hitting her full in the face.

Her window whirred down. “Oh, my God,” Maggie said. “Aunt Mim?” 

MIRIAM JEAN FALCON BROKE INTO joyful laughter. Wading through the snow, she embraced Maggie. “Oh, goodness gracious! I was expecting Jacob and his tractor. What are you doing here? Are you visiting? And those handsome young fellas who came to my rescue... are they yours?”

“Partly,” Maggie said. “Matthew is mine. Jared is borrowed—he lives over on Elder Ridge Road.” The lazy chug-chug of the Farmall grew steadily louder. In a few seconds, Matthew and the big red farm machine came into view. It took him several tries, but he finally positioned the tractor and fastened a heavy log chain from the hitch to the sportscar’s bumper.

“Matthew, be careful,” Maggie warned. “Don’t pop the clutch.”

“I know what I’m doin’, Mom,” Matt said, and promptly popped the clutch. The Farmall lurched forward, the chain suddenly tautened, and the T-Bird’s bumper fell off into the snow. 

“Oh! My poor baby!” Mim moaned, breaking away from Maggie and wading back into the snow.

“Oh, my God. It’s okay, Aunt Mim. We’ll fix it.”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Matthew said. “My foot slipped.”

Mim had a hand over her mouth. She looked stricken. Then, the mood passed. She straightened her spine and shook it off. “Oh, it’s all right. It’s just a bumper. I’ll find a body man to fix it, good as new. Better, even! There was a spot of rust under there, after all.”

A glance showed Maggie that there was more than just a “spot.” In fact, the undercarriage was in rough shape. Shiny on the outside, the apple had a rotten core.

“You want me to try again?” Matt wanted to know. “Or maybe Jared and me can maneuver ‘round the front and push it back. It’s gotta be pretty light.”

“Absolutely not,” Maggie said. And almost before the words left her mouth, her dad’s old truck appeared at the beginning of the lane. He stopped to pick up his mail from the box, then drove in with no difficulty and no hesitation. Maggie breathed a sigh of relief. Much like its owner, little fazed the old truck.

“You havin’ some sort of get-together?” he asked. “That’s a weird place to park. Driveway’s that way.”

“Very funny,” Maggie said. “It’s Aunt Mim. She slid off the road, and she wouldn’t leave her ‘baby’, so I sent Matt for the tractor. I thought we could ease it up onto the lane, but the bumper came off.”

He slipped the old truck’s floor shift into NEUTRAL and set the emergency brake.  The driver’s door clanked open and he made his way to the gentle hillside where Mim lamented over the injury to her sportscar. “Miriam Jean what in tarnation do you think you’re doing?”

Aunt Mim frowned at the impertinent question. “What am I doing? What am I doing? Well, Jacob Sutter, what a stupid question! I slid off the road, that’s what.”

“I shouldn’t wonder,” Jacob said. He walked around the sportscar shaking his head and clucking in disapproval. “You been livin’ in California too long, Miriam. It sucked all the common sense out of you. You’re runnin’ bologna-skin tires on a vehicle that weighs less than my new feeder calf—in February. In West Virginia.”

Maggie saw the twinkle in her father’s eyes and groaned. He was just getting started.

He crossed his arms over his chest and cleared his throat. “And without a decent jacket, I might add.” He slid off his red and black checked Woolrich jacket and handed it to her. “Put that on, before you catch pneumonia.”

“I can’t think about something as silly as a coat with my baby in peril!” Mim argued, but she slipped on the proffered coat and hugged it close.

Jacob walked to Mim and took her by the arm. “It’s a car, Mim. Not a child. And I’ll see to it. Now, you go with Maggie and thaw out. The boys and I’ll handle this.”

“But, how—”

“Just you leave it to me. I’ll take care of everything.”

Mim’s face, immaculately powdered, a slim stripe of liner just above her sparse lashes, revealed her conflicting emotions. Hope mingled with doubt, and something else—something that looked like hero-worship in her hazel eyes. “Jacob, do you promise me you’ll be gentle with her?”

“Like she was my own,” he said, giving her what she needed. He gripped her elbow and steered her to the Blazer, where Abby sat, window down so she missed nothing that had transpired.  He opened the rear door and handed Mim into the back seat on the driver’s side. “Get her to the house and get her warmed up,” he told Maggie. “We’ll be along directly.”

“Smooth moves, Dad,” Maggie said. 

“Glad you noticed. She’s all yours now. Give her a cup of that fancy coffee you drink and keep her jabberin’ till I get there. Given that it’s Miriam we’re talkin’ about, it shouldn’t be all that hard.”

THEY ARRIVED AT THE SPRING House without incident, and as Maggie parked and killed the engine, Aunt Mim sat, seemingly enthralled by the sight of the old homestead returned to life. “You live here, Maggie?”

“Yes. We moved in last fall.”

Mim’s blue-veined hand fluttered to her chest. “It touches my heart to see it again. Last time I was here was after Mama passed, and then it felt so lonesome.”

“Dad asked us to come,” Maggie said.

Mim grasped Maggie’s hand, looked intently into her face. “But your life was in Ohio.”

“And now, it’s here,” Maggie replied, but not without a twinge of genuine regret. Her ex-husband Tommy had remarried, and she still had difficulty understanding how he could just put everything behind him and start anew with someone else. All of the memories, the house, the kids. None of it seemed to matter very much to him. It had been more difficult for her, and sometimes she still struggled with sadness over all that she’d lost.

“Oh, honey,” Mim said. “That must have been so hard.”

Maggie bit back the truth. That it had taken a huge measure of desperation and a ton of prayer for her to make the decision, and that the road had been anything but smooth. There had been bumps aplenty, and potholes big enough to swallow her self-confidence whole. Yet, somehow, she had found the strength. 

They all had. Her father included.

It still wasn’t easy. But they were okay.

“It took me a little while to realize it, but it was a good decision.” She squeezed her aunt’s hand, marveling at how frail it felt. Like twigs in a soft skin sack. “Come on, honey. Let’s get you inside. Pumpkin,” she said to Abby. “Turn on the coffeemaker, will you?”

Abby, quiet until now, smiled at their guest. “I’m Abby,” she said. “Welcome to Sutter’s Mountain.”

Aunt Mim beamed. “Oh, my. She looks like Caroline when she was that age. Sweet-natured child. It shines in her eyes.” 

“She does remind me of Mama,” Maggie said. “Sometimes, Miss Abby is the coolest head on the mountain. She helps keep the rest of us from chewing the legs off the furniture.”

“What do you mean ‘sometimes’?” Abby said. “I’m the epitome of cool.”

Maggie smiled. “Sweetie, would you get the company mugs down from the cupboard, please?”

“I’m on it,” Abby said, darting ahead.

A moment later, Aunt Mim was seated comfortably in the warm kitchen, while the Keurig gurgled and sputtered. Maggie set the mug aside, added a swirly cloud of canned whipped topping and set it on the table in front of her. 

Abby, seated on Mim’s left, caught a dollop of sweet cream with a curl of her tongue. “Are you really from California?”

“Sacramento, dear,” Aunt Mim replied. “But I’ve lived in other places.”

That piqued Abby’s interest. “Cool. What kind of places?”

“Alaska... Topeka, New Orleans, and a little town on the edge of the Everglades called Red Bird, to name a few. It was close to an Indian reservation.”

“Which place did you like best of all?”

“Best of all?” Aunt Mim’s hazel eyes grew misty, and her smile was indulgent.  “If I tell you, will you swear not to tell anyone?”

Abby bobbed her head.  

Aunt Mim cupped a hand close to the girl’s ear and whispered something Maggie couldn’t hear.

“Seriously?” Abby said.

Mim drew a cross over her breast with a red lacquered nail. “Cross my heart.”

“We weren’t expecting you, Aunt Mim. What brings you home?”

“Why, the Miner’s Day Celebration, of course. Wanda June Miller and I have been fast friends since the eighth grade, and we still ZOOM at least once a week, just to keep current. I think it’s a terrible shame that close friendships are allowed to fade, don’t you? Life just goes by too fast these days. Anyhow, Wanda June is on the planning committee for Miner’s Holiday, and she just happened to mention that your father was being honored... so of course, I had to come home. I told myself I needed to be there, since our dear Caroline can’t be.”

Abby wrinkled her nose. “What’s Miner’s Holiday?”

“Why, April first, of course,” Aunt Mim replied. “Goodness, Maggie. I hope you haven’t neglected to teach your children about life in Appalachia. After all, it is their heritage.”

“I thought April first was April Fool’s Day?” Abby said, adding a generous amount of milk to her coffee, along with several spoonsful of sugar.

“It is, but it’s also John L. Lewis Day. He was president of the United Mine Workers’ Union a long time ago. Drink your coffee, sweetheart, before it gets cold,” Maggie turned back to her aunt. “What do you mean, Dad’s being honored?”

“He hasn’t told you?”

“Told me what, exactly?”

“Why, they’re placing a monument in the town square to commemorate the Emily Morrison Number 9 mine disaster. As one of the remaining survivors, your father has been asked to dedicate it. It’s a great honor, dear. I’m surprised he hasn’t mentioned it.”

At that moment, the front door opened, and the subject of their discussion stepped in, just in time to hear Mim’s pronouncement. Jacob Sutter had knocked the snow from his work boots before entering the house, but he still had a liberal dusting on the shoulders of his heavy flannel shirt.

“This is news to me—all of it, as a matter of fact.” Maggie looked from her aunt’s meticulously powdered face, to her dad.

He was a good-looking man in his mid-sixties, with features as hard as the land on which he’d lived all of his life. His high cheekbones were ruddy from exposure to the cold, which turned his hard eyes a more vivid shade of blue.

“You worked Emily Morrison Number 9?” Maggie said. “Why do I not know about this?”

“Don’t make a big deal out of it. It’s ancient history, and best forgot.”

“Don’t make it a big deal?” Maggie said. “Are you kidding me? It’s a very big deal! Fifty-two men lost their lives in that explosion. If you were there when it happened, and you made it out, it’s a very big deal. They wouldn’t have chosen you to give the dedication for the monument, otherwise.”

Jacob took on that stony quiet he’d always relied upon to shut everyone out. She’d squared off against it during their many confrontations in the past, and it seemed that she would do so again. His reply was stiff. “I don’t need you—or anyone—to remind me how many men died that day. As for that damned monument, they can put it where the sun don’t shine, for all I care. Already told ‘em I won’t be goin’. Puttin’ up a marker won’t bring any of ‘em back, and I’ll be damned if I’ll glorify any of it”

“Now, Jacob,” Mim said, coming out of her chair. “Of course, you’ll go!”

He walked to the table and slapped down a set of keys. “If you’re here to try and change my mind about this, Miriam, then I’m sorry to say you came all this way for nothing. Your car’s out front, but it won’t be road-worthy ‘till you get someone to look at that frame. I’d suggest you avoid Bob Vernon. He overcharges. Charlie Gents is good, and he’s honest. You’ll find his number in the yellow pages.” He reached up and settled his “SKOAL” cap more securely on his head. “Maggie, the boys’re puttin’ the tractor to bed. They’ll be in directly.”

He went out the way he came in, with a blast of cold air and lingering quiet. “Wo!” Abby muttered. “I think Grandpa’s pissed off.”

Maggie turned a puzzled frown on her daughter. “Excuse me?”

“You know, mad?” She sipped her cooling coffee. “Though I’m fairly sure that he’s good with me, I think you guys are in trouble.”

Aunt Mim laughed at that and, reaching out, squeezed the girl’s hand. “I think I’m gonna like this child.”

d2d_images/cover.jpg
S. K. MCCLAFFE

Not all treasures found are g






