[bookmark: _GoBack]	The morning sun promised to warm the chilly air on Tuesday when Barney arrived first at Frog Hollow Church. “Guess we coulda jest met down to my house,” he said as Billy arrived and got out of the Wrangler. “But then, you don’t know where I live yet.”
They shook hands. “Maybe we can fix that today.”
“’Spect we can.” Barney seemed ill at ease. “Maybe we oughta talk about this pipeline.”
“Okay.”
Barney seemed to be searching for words. “That thing’s kinda like a dose of poison here in the hollow. Some folks are losin’ property that’s been in their family for generations…and for what? To make some rich guys a lot more money than they already have.” He kicked his foot in the gravel as he talked.
“I hear you,” said Billy, wondering where this conversation was headed. “So, are you losing property?”
“No, unlike some of my neighbors, my place ain’t settin’ right in its path. Eminent domain.” He spat out the words. “That’s jest some fancy law them lawyers cooked up to push folks around.”
Billy could feel his pain and anger. “Yeah…tell me, how does that work?”
Barney looked at him questioningly. “You tellin’ me you worked for EverMore and you don’t know how it works?” he scoffed. “Get outa here.”
Billy sensed he could lose some ground if he wasn’t careful. “Like I’ve said, I was just a clerk in the office. I only know how it works in theory. The company shows cause why it’s in the public interest to do their project. They get approval to have the land they need condemned and then offer a fair market price.  At least I always heard it was fair. I guess they assume money will heal the loss…if they even think that deeply about it.”
“Well, it don’t. It don’t heal nothin’.”
Barney’s expression tightened, and he clenched his fists as he spoke. Just then Cindy drove up in her bright blue Chevy Colorado. She tapped the horn as she opened the door and stepped out. “Sorry I’m late.  Thought y’all might have gone on without me.”
“We wouldn’t go without ‘ya,” said Barney in a brighter mood. He gave her a friendly hug.
She looked at Billy. “So, where are we goin’ first.”
“I guess all this started because I want to get to know the Frog Hollow Boys, see if we can get past the stuff that happened when I first got here. Plus, bein’ the new pastor in the hollow, I’m sure some of these folks are church members I need to meet.”
Cindy pulled back with a concerned expression. “Now, let me get this straight. You’re not talkin’ about visiting Gus and his buddies today are you?”
Billy recoiled.  “Well, maybe not….”
“Good, because that’ll never work. I grew up here and still live up on Josef Lane.” She looked both men in their eyes. “My idea would be to take a soft approach. Let’s visit a few of the older folks today, let them start spreadin’ the word that you’re not such a bad guy after all.”  She smiled toward Billy. “A few people have already figured that out.”
“That’s why we need you with us,” said Billy. “I didn’t mean I want to visit the Frog Hollow Boys today. I know it takes time to build up trust.” He glanced toward each of them, satisfied that the issue was settled. “I’m relyin’ on y’all to tell me where we should we go first. One of y’all drive and I’ll sit in the back seat and take some notes.”
They piled into Barney’s four-door Silverado, Cindy in the front passenger seat. “Let’s go see Miz Plunket first, and we can decide who else after that.”
Barney nodded in agreement.
Cindy turned to Billy. “She’s a widow who lives on what’s left of her family farm. She’s got a lotta pride but can’t afford to keep the place up anymore. Things are falling apart.”
Billy nodded. “How old is she?”
Cindy and Barney shared a glance. “Don’t reckon’ anybody knows,” said Barney. “She was born in the same house she lives in now. They didn’t keep no records back then. If you ask her she’ll say she’s ‘older’n spit.’” He chuckled. “I believe it.”
They had turned down the unpaved, rutty road into the ravine.  Barney eased across a dry creek bed.  “When it rains this creek floods and folks up this way don’t get out.”
“I can understand that…and nobody gets in, I expect,” said Billy.  They passed several houses nestled in groves of trees, then came to a fork in the road where Barney turned left.  Billy’s attention was caught by a split rail fence.
“Well look at that…I’ll bet that fence has been here forever.”
Barney nodded. “Long as I can remember. ‘Course, it’s kinda fallin’ apart now. Nobody left to split new rails when the old ones rot out.”
The road bordered a stand of woods on the left with an open field to their right. He could see an aging frame house a quarter-of-a-mile ahead with several sheds leading out from it.  When they pulled up to the house he took in a scene that seemed frozen in time. Electric wires strung on poles told him the house had electricity, but it needed some roof repair and a paint job.
“I’ll bet this was quite a place in its day.”
“Sure was,” said Barney.
An old rusty car with broken tail lights and no tires was up on cinder blocks with weeds grown up around it next to a shed near the house. Barney saw him looking at it.
“That’s a 1958 Ford Fairlane. Ain’t got no motor…and probably not much of anything else.  Miz Plunket’s oldest boy, Catfish, started workin’ on it when he was a teenager, but he got drafted during the Vietnam War. He never come back.”
“You mean he was killed?” asked Billy.
“Afraid so. Her youngest boy wasn’t interested in the car. He went off to Richmond lookin’ for work. He jest stayed there. Came home sometimes fer a while, but not so much nowadays.”
“She had a daughter who got married and moved to California,” said Cindy.
“Yeah… got herself killed out there in an accident on the freeway. Lots of sadness at this house.”
Billy felt overwhelmed and he hadn’t even met Mrs. Plunket yet. They all got out of the truck and started toward the front porch. “So, this lady lives here alone?” He just couldn’t imagine how she managed.
Putting his weight onto the first creaking step, Barney said, “She’s got a niece livin’ with ‘er.  Woman’s retarded or somethin’, but she cooks and keeps the place up.”
The porch floorboards creaked even louder than the steps as they stepped to the door.  “Everybody calls her Miz Plunket but her name’s Mazzie,” said Cindy. “Barney’s talking about Flo, who lives with her. I’ll fill you in on her later.”
Barney knocked on the door which was partially open. “Miz Plunket?  You okay today?”
There was no immediate reply. He pushed the door open and motioned for Billy and Cindy to step in with him.
“Who’s that?” Mrs. Plunket’s voice was stronger than Billy had expected. He took in the modest sized room with worn draperies, well-worn stuffed sofa and chairs, and a nearly threadbare oriental rug. The room was clean yet held a musty odor. The old woman was sitting in a goose neck rocker in the center of the room. She sat erect with a shotgun aimed right at them.
“It’s jest Barney, Miz Plunket…I got Cindy with me, and the new preacher.”
Mrs. Plunket started at the word preacher. She squinted then her right eye popped into a hard stare. She tossed her head and lowered the gun. “Can’t be too careful these days. Too many strangers walkin’ around.” She nodded toward Cindy then gave Billy a long stare. “So, you be the new preacher, eh. Heared ‘bout ya…heared ya done a good job on Teachie’s fun’ral.”  A tear moistened the corner of her eye. “Guess she was ‘bout the oldest person still here in the hollow, ‘cept for Mama Jean…an’ me.”
Cindy stepped over and offered Mazzie a tissue, then rubbed her back while her emotions subsided. “We all miss Teachie,” she said.
Billy extended his hand to Mazzie who reached to accept it. “Heared ya come from Richmond.” She looked him up and down while muttering, “Never did see much o’ that last preacher.”
Billy guessed he had passed inspection as the old woman turned toward the kitchen, slapped her knee and bellowed, “Flo, git y’self in here.”
A shy middle-aged woman with unkempt hair wearing a nondescript housedress and dirty apron that had once been white stepped through the door from the kitchen. She quickly took in the mood of the room and squeaked, “Y’all need somethin’ Mazzie?”
“This here’s the new preacher…the one who done Teachie’s fun’ral.”
Flo nodded with downcast eyes. “Pleased t’ meet’cha.”
Billy decided she was an emotionally fragile woman, so he smiled politely without stepping toward her. “Glad to meet you.”
Mazzie looked toward Cindy. “Y’all want somethin’ to drink? And, please, find yourselves a seat. I didn’t mean to be impolite.”
Cindy looked at Billy and Barney with a glance that said, “I’ve got this.” She turned to Mazzie. “You always have the best apple cider, Miz Plunket. If you happen to have some handy, we’d be pleased to have a glass.”
The semblance of formality seemed to please Mazzie. “Flo, go get our guests some of that apple cider we made last fall.”
“Yes Ma’am.” Flo disappeared into the kitchen.
One of the arm chairs had clothing piled on it. “Excuse us,” said Mazzie. “Flo was fixin’ to do some ironin’ today.”
“That’s okay,” said Barney as he sat in the other arm chair. The couch was more of a love seat than a full sofa, and Billy felt self-conscious when he and Cindy sat on it together. Flo brought out the cider and then disappeared again.
Billy took a sip of the bittersweet liquid. “This is very good.  You and Flo made this yourselves?”
Mazzie smiled. “With a little help from some neighbors. Got an old fruit press out in one of the sheds but can’t do it all that by myself nowadays.”
“I expect you’ve lived here a long time,” said Billy, not acknowledging that he already knew the answer.
“I was born right through that door over there,” said Mazzie, pointing toward what was obviously a bedroom. She talked about growing up in the house, then cut herself short. “That’s ‘nuff about me. I heared some more things about you,” she said, looking at Billy. “Heared somethin’ ‘bout you ambushin’ some of our men here a few weeks back.”
Billy shifted his weight, feeling apprehensive at the direction the conversation was suddenly taking. “Well, that’s not exactly what happened….”
Mazzie interrupted. “Lookin’ at ya I can tell what I heared ain’t true. People’s real upset about that pipeline comin’ through here, and they like to say most anythin’ when they feel afraid.”
Barney said to Billy, “This here’s one o’ them houses they takin’.” He glanced at Mazzie, whose expression indicated it was okay to talk about it. “Y’see the way it’s laid out, they comin’ down through them woods up behind the house, then right through this very room where we’re settin’.”
Billy was shocked. “Have they settled with you for the house?”
Mazzie’s face turned pale and drawn. “It ain’t ‘bout money. It’s ‘bout invadin’ the only place I’ve ever lived.”
Billy wanted to console her but wasn’t sure how. “Are they paying enough to build you another house…right here on your property? Surely once the pipeline’s in and buried underground you’ll still have room for that.” He glanced around the room, feeling extremely uncomfortable.
“Problem is, they gotta have a seventy-five-foot wide right-of-way, plus another fifty feet for their equipment ‘n stuff durin’ construction. Can’t build nothin’ on it. It’s goin’ right down the field ya saw when we was drivin’ in, goin’ under that ole dry creek bed, and through another woods. Ya might say Mazzie’s losin’ everthin’ she has.”
Shocked, Billy stumbled for words. “Wow. I’ve heard lots of stuff about the pipeline being built to provide energy for people over a wide area, but this is the first time I’ve seen it from this perspective. I can understand why y’all feel like you’re being assaulted.”
Cindy put her hand on Billy’s knee as though to comfort him, then pulled it away self-consciously. She looked into his eyes. “You’re just finding out how things that sound so great can sometimes have a costly effect on people.”
She looked back at Mazzie. “I’ve been prayin’ for you, Miz Plunket, and so has my aunt and other folks in the hollow.”
Mazzie looked away. “Prayer’s okay, but it don’t fix nothin’.”
Cindy got up and knelt next to Mazzie’s chair, putting her arm around her shoulder. “I know God hears our prayers. You can’t see it now, but I know he’s got an answer for you.”
Mazzie leaned forward. “Get me my jacket and cane. I need to walk around.”
Flo had apparently been listening to the conversation and suddenly appeared with the requested items. Mazzie put on the jacket and stood up, wobbly at first, then moved toward the front door tapping the floor with her cane. “Y’all come along.”
She took them onto the porch where she pointed off toward the field Billy had seen driving in. “I told ‘em I wouldn’t object if they run their pipes back behind the sheds and through that empty pastureland. We ain’t got no cows grazin’ there no more. But they said thar’s a lotta limestone back there and it’d cost ‘em too much money and be too much trouble to do that.  I’m jest sick o’ the whole mess. I’m an old woman and I’ve prayed that God would take me home before all this gets tore down.”
Mazzie sat down on a wooden chair. Barney was enraged. “Y’see, that’s what we’re all mad about here in the hollow. They got no respect for nobody but themselves.” He paused a moment, studying Billy, then went on. “Preacher, I done some checkin’ on this here pipeline.  You know how long that thing’s gonna actually be used once they git it built?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Probably less than ten years. That’s right. Them suits from Richmond think we too dumb to know what’s going on. Well, we ain’t. They’s beatin’ that gas outa rocks up someplace in Pennsylvania. How long ya think that’ll go on? Some people sayin’ it ain’t worth all this trouble. They’s jest after the money they can make in the short-term. Don’t care a whit ‘bout who they hurtin’.”
Having spoken his mind, Barney left the porch and walked out toward the shed where they’d seen the old car. Cindy sensed how hard this was for Billy to suddenly run into so much emotion. She walked over and touched his arm. “Are you okay?”
Billy swallowed his shock with an inner prayer. Lord, forgive us for the way we treat your creation. Heal these people. Show me how to be here for you. Billy closed his eyes a moment, breathed deeply, then put his hand on Cindy’s. “Thanks.”
She squeezed his arm and stepped aside. Billy turned to Mazzie. “We probably need to go, but I want you to know I’ll be back. It sounds shallow to say “trust God” in the midst of all this, but that is the answer. I know God is greater than even this burden.” He looked up at Cindy, and then Flo, who had been standing in the background. “You’re all in my prayers.”
Turning to Mazzie he said, “Can I help you go back into the house?”
She had been staring blankly out across the landscape. When she turned to look at him her gaze softened. “I know you speak the truth. Trusting God is the way we’ve gotten this far. We ain’t gonna stop now. The Good Book says today’s trouble is enough for today…to cast our burdens on the Lord.”
Billy was moved. He saw into her soul where, instead of a beaten down old woman, he saw a strong person who found her help in her Lord. He offered a prayer, then asked her again if she needed help getting back inside.
“No,” she said with a smile. “I’m just gonna sit out her for a while…just me ‘n God.”
Barney came back to the house, then the three of them got back into his truck and drove away. As they crossed the dry creek Billy said, “I want to thank y’all for bringing me here. I’d love to visit some more, but this is about all I can handle for one day. Just take me back up to the church and we can visit some more another time.”
Back at the church Barney excused himself and drove off to run an errand in town. Before Cindy left she stood beside her truck with Billy for a few minutes. “I’m so glad we did this,” she said. “We probably can’t change the pipeline now, but I think God sent you here to help heal the wounds…and I believe you’re up to it. Please, include me when you want to visit some more, okay?”
Billy felt an inner warmth. He and Cindy were connecting at a spiritual level he hadn’t anticipated. He smiled, “Sure, wouldn’t want it any other way.”
They embraced briefly, then Cindy popped back into her blue truck and waved as she drove away. Billy went into the church and knelt at the altar. He felt God’s presence as he put his face into his hands and throbbed with sobs of grief. Clearing his eyes and blowing his nose, he looked up at the bronze cross on the altar. “Lord Jesus, you died for the Mazzie’s and Flo’s of this world…and for the pipeline exploiters, too. Show me how to be your servant here.”
Closing his eyes, he remained at the altar for a time, then got up, walked out of the church and drove home. He felt like a new person.


