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   Peach Bottom Mountain North Carolina,  


   December 1961


    


    Winter mornings in Appalachia are cold and damp. The chill cuts through, clear to the bone. One waits for the sun to move high in the sky, tracking its movements by the beams through the trees, where its faint warmth brings some relief.


     The sunbeams were sharp that morning, in the crisp, clear air, racing to the woodland floor, upon the damp, browned leaves below. Two girls were bundled snugly in their homespun wool sweaters, where underneath, layer upon layer of threadbare cotton kept their sunless skin warm. The young figures were bent on the hillside, in the shadow of the mountain, gathering edibles.


    An old soul peered through the crystalline eyes of twelve-year-old Justine.  Her strawberry-colored hair, long and fine, whisked about gently with every movement of her lithe body. Her plain features almost disappeared against her lightly freckled face.


  Nell, the older girl, was much sturdier and more sure-footed than her sister, her features more distinct, with masses of thick, dirty blonde hair, hazel eyes and high check bones.


   Justine hardly fit into her sister’s hand-me- down skirt. Often tripping on its’ hem, she’d scoot it forward with the tip of her shoe and continue gathering walnuts from the ground. She and Nell worked together, side by side, silently, kneeling almost in rhythm, placing the blackened balls in the cradle of their aprons. Back at the cabin, hulling would be easy, where by the warmth of the woodstove, they would wile away the day.


   Nell heard the footfalls first. She glanced at Justine, and together they ceased gathering to listen. The unspoken dread of an encounter with a bear. It wouldn’t be the first. Many a time in those very woods, they’d stand rigid, waiting for the furry beast to lose interest and go lumbering away. They learned at a young age not to look the animal in the eyes. Not a moment for the fainthearted. 


   A deer would be a welcome sight, but this time something told them it wasn’t a deer, or a bear.


    Down the hill, a man came into view, struggling up the steep narrow path, carefully finding his footing on the splintered logs and mossy outcroppings of rocks. The path smoothed out a little and became clearer where the girls stood.


   Nell gathered the corners of her apron and stood upright. Justine did the same, then took a step back, slightly behind her sister.
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 “Who goes thar?” Nell hollered.


     “I’m lookin’ fer someone,” he called back


When he got closer to the girls, he sat himself on a fallen log to catch his breath. Large, bent, weathered; he wiped his brow with a handkerchief retrieved from his top pocket.  A silver-red beard covered his ruddy face. He wore a red flannel shirt and faded, worn coveralls.


 “Who you be wantin’ way up hea’, anyhows?’ asked Nell. “Ain’t nobody up hea’ but us.”


   He looked up at the girls, and when he saw Nell’s face and the flaming hair of Justine, he knew he had found what he was looking for.


    “Yer ma,” he answered.


    The girls glanced at one another. Nell furrowed her brow, but Justine remained stoic.


   “Ya know our ma?” asked Nell suspiciously.


   “I do.”


   “ What be ‘er name, then?” Nell lifted her chin in defiance.


   “Iona,” he said, almost painfully.


    Nell stepped forward and looked the hapless man over. He looked up at her with sad, icy blue eyes.


   “She about?” he asked.


   Nell nodded.


   “Where?”


   “Yonder.” She pointed up the mountain.


   “Take me to her.”


   “Suit yerself.”  She turned then headed up the hill with Justine in tow.


   He got to his feet and followed the girls, who were already far ahead, clutching their walnut-filled aprons, their hair catching glimpses of the sunlight. He remembered a time when his footsteps were young, and he had followed Iona along this very path.
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