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			Prologue

			Dahlonega, Georgia
January 10, 1850

			The wagon stopped with a jolt. The two horses that had been pulling the wagon load for days snorted their approval and stood still in their traces. The passengers sitting on the hard pine board seat said not a word.

			The wife of Pastor Patton, Mary, newly married, spoke in slow and even tones, “Robert Edwin Patton, this can’t be true! This, hovel is what was promised to you to live in? For us to start our new life together? Really, this can’t be what the people who have sent for you to become their Pastor expect you to live in? Tell me there is some mistake! Are we really going to live here in this Godforsaken little town? In this apathetic old house? I wish to go back home at once!”

			Pastor Robert’s response was, “The good people of Dahlonega promised us a place to live. That was all the letter said.” He turned to her as he got down from the wagon, “We will make the best of it. Good things will follow. I am sure of it! God will provide!”

			The newlywed couple had said their vows ten days prior and packed what little belongings they were gifted to start their new life together and build a new church. Their church family, where they had been married, had raised a small purse to help them on their way. 

			Pastor Robert (Bob) had been raised to become a pastor and studied under Mary’s father, also a pastor. He had grown up in a small city, never knowing the hardships of rural life. 

			Mary, his wife, had just turned twenty years old. She was in a state of shock, having never been on a long trip or even out of the city she was born in. 

			Nothing in their newlywed minds had prepared them for the realities of traveling across the country in a horse-drawn wagon with all of everything they owned. Sleeping outside at night without a bathroom or even a privy to use. Dipping water out of a stream. And Mary’s biggest complaint was no place to bathe. Both had come from city families. Big houses with hired help to cook, clean, and do the laundry.

			There had been no honeymoon before they left for their adventure, and now Mary said again, “There will be no ‘marital relations until I am able to have a proper bath and a clean place to sleep. None!” 

			The new pastor, Bob, and his new wife, Mary, had much to learn about living together in the backwoods of Georgia. 

			In the days ahead, they would learn how to survive with the help of the ladies in their new congregation. 

			The ladies of the church would be the ones to teach cooking and housekeeping skills to Mary.

			The men of the church would teach them how to raise pigs for food, goats for milk, chickens for eggs, and the skills needed to make a log cabin a place to live comfortably. The couple took time to pray. They prayed hard and long!

			

			Pastor Bob helped Mary from the wagon. She watched as he unhitched the horses and made a quick rope corral to put them in for the night. Mary pulled up her skirts to avoid the mud around the cabin and sauntered to the front and only door of what she called a “poor man’s shack”, not a cabin. Opening the door, she found that the local mice, raccoons, and squirrels had been using the cabin as their home. 

			Mary found a broom in the back of the wagon and marched back into the shack. She carried the broom like a weapon, and she was ready to do battle. 

			As she swung the broom at the enemy while muttering words that Pastor Bob did not know his pristine wife knew, she swept until the sweat dripped from her forehead and her dress was covered in filth. 

			She soon turned the shack into a livable cabin for the night. The inside was ready to set up their wedding night. It was then she wept, realizing that this was to be her life. 

			Pastor Bob unpacked the wagon enough to remove the bed and Mary’s night bag. 

			Thankfully, two neighbor wives watched with the realization that the young couple knew absolutely nothing about what they had signed on for. The ladies came to the rescue and appeared with a basket of cooked food and a water jug of cool, clean water.

			Their husbands came and brought fence posts and rails to make a corral for the horse. They also brought hay and feed for the horse, along with a wooden water trough. 

			The ladies found Mary sitting at the entrance of the cabin and did their best to provide comfort and dry her tears. 

			

			Pastor Bob, with the help of the two husbands, put the bed together. The two old married men made some interesting remarks about the first night in the new bed. Pastor Bob whispered to his two new male friends that nothing was going to happen unless Mary could take a bath.

			The one wife had overheard what was being said and told Mary to get her bag with something clean to wear and to follow her. The kind mother of two took Mary to the stream where she and the other ladies bathed. The water was cold, and Mary hesitated. 

			The mother said that in time they would be able to afford a regular tub that would hold hot water. All that would be needed was hauling the water inside after heating it in a bucket over the fire. That’s the way they did it in the winter. Summer, it’s bathing in the creek.

			After a cold but refreshing bath, clean clothes, and a new attitude, they walked back to where the men were busy putting the final touches on the bed.

			They all ate together, forming a new bond of friendship. The two church couples stayed until after dark, and the newlyweds were settled in for the night in their new home.

			The first night in their new surroundings did not go exactly as Pastor Bob had planned. That story would have to wait for another time in the future.
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			Pastor Bob Patton 1851

			The night was cool and dark as the sin was about to take place. The new moon, hidden behind dark clouds, announced the heavy rain soon to arrive. The only light came from the lightning striking everything in its path. 

			Pastor Bob crawled on his hands and knees as close to the mining camp fence as he felt safe in doing. A huge pile of spent, crushing debris from the pounding machine that reduced the rocks into sand was his destination. It was so close to the fence he did not have far to go. 

			He needed to find a way through the fence that surrounded it. The very thought of gold in the sand kept him moving ahead. At last, he found a hole under the fence. Was it big enough for him to slither under? He had to try.

			He had spent so many nights going over this opportunity in his mind. Is this a broken commandment? He had asked himself in the darkness of the cabin, Thou shall not steal! Was this stealing, or was it using what God has provided? 

			

			The long nights of conflict ended when he justified the plan, saying to himself, “I will only take what I need to build the church. The Lord will provide,” he muttered to himself. 

			“I was called here to build a church by the people of Dahlonega. God is providing the means to do so! It must be the right thing to do,” he kept telling himself over and over. His dream could not be wrong. “The people need a church, and they need me to lead them,” he muttered. 

			His plan included him wearing an old jacket that had been handed down to him from an old preacher friend. The jacket had large pockets sewn on each side, built by hand and big enough to hold a Bible in each of the pockets. 

			This was his first venture to the mine in the dark. He had visited the mine six times to speak to the men and invite them to Sunday worship during daylight hours. In the dark, everything looked different. 

			Having no real clue about what he was looking for in that huge pile, he stuffed his pockets so full of the sand that it sparkled when the lightning flashed and knifed through the darkness of the clouds. 

			Crawling back under the fence with much difficulty, he tried to stand. His coat hung heavily on his thin, bony shoulders, making him walk hunched over like an old man. He pulled his hat down, covering his head. Surely, if seen, no one would recognize him as their pastor.

			Slowly making his way home on a trail that led him through the nighttime storm, he could smell the crisp, sharp odor of the lightning as he stumbled along in the soaking rain. 

			

			Pastor Bob was scared. Would he be hit by lightning for committing a cardinal sin? Would he be seen by someone from town?

			The rain had turned the wandering red clay path into a slippery obstacle to be carefully navigated. He prayed as he made his way home, “Please God, give me a sign that I am doing your will!” At that very moment, his feet slipped, and he found himself face down in the mud. Every step was torture.

			Wiping away the mud from his face and hands, all he could do was turn his face into the rain and wash the mud off.

			His newly wedded wife awaited him at the humble shack. Arriving soaked to the bone, his clothes covered in red clay, he opened the door. The squeak of the rusty hinge was shocking to his ears. He froze at the sight in front of him. 

			Standing there was his bride, and in her hands, the double-barrel shotgun her father had given her for protection when they had left Virginia. She held fast, with the shotgun pointed at his mid-section.

			“Good thing I recognized the way you walk, or you would have received a load of buckshot,” spoke Mary with a hint of distaste. “Where have you been in the depths of the night? Why are the pockets of your old jacket dripping with sand? You are wet and smell of an old dog. The Bible says that nothing good happens in the dark!” 

			Pastor Bob sheepishly stepped close to his bride, removing the shotgun from her fingertips and placing it in the rack over the door.

			He motioned her toward the only piece of furniture in the small cabin, their bed. 

			

			Taking her hands in his, he sheepishly said, “Please sit, and I will tell you about my dream and why I was out in the dark of night in this horrible storm.”

			Pastor Bob, still holding her hands, shared, “Through my many prayers in the evening, a dream was given to me. It was several nights ago, and it was as real as if we were sitting on this bed. In the vivid dream, it showed me a way to build a new church here in this valley. In the dream, I saw myself on my knees in the stream, panning for gold. Yes! Panning for gold!”

			Mary listened closely. She was not happy about her husband’s dream. 

			“Then yesterday, when I was in town, I overheard the locals at the barber shop talking about the mines and how they discard the gravelly leftovers from the pounders that do not have enough gold to be bothered with.”

			Mary folded her hands in her lap as her husband continued. 

			“They said there were large piles of it dumped next to the creek that runs next to the church’s property. I spoke to one of the old prospectors. He told me that there would still be gold flakes to wash out and collect using a gold pan or sluice box. The prospector also told me that the owners of the mine sell that sand to local builders to build houses. That is when the dream made sense, and it flashed into my mind what I needed to do.”

			To Mary, it seemed like the devil himself had gotten ahold of her husband, the Pastor. He reached into his pocket.

			“The sand in my jacket is from one of those mounds at the mine down in the holler. My plan is to sift for gold to build a new church and then a decent house for us and the children we will have someday.”

			

			When Pastor Bob was through with his tale, Mary’s response was quick and direct. 

			“What your dream told you to do is steal the sand? You mean you are going to steal sand that might have gold flakes in it, to build the town a new church and a house for us? Is that what you are saying? What has happened to Thou shall not steal? How do you condone that?”

			“It is not stealing. It is using what God has provided,” answered Pastor Bob. 

			“In the dark of night, taking what is not yours,” Mary demanded, “is not stealing?”

			“We have no money, and the people have no money, isn’t this the best way? The only way?” Bob pleaded.

			Mary turned, pulled back the covers on the small bed, and slid herself underneath, pulling them up tight under her chin. Turning her head, she watched her husband remove his wet jacket, dropping it to the floor. Then, he removed his pants and the rest of what he had on. 

			She could see his silhouette standing with nothing on as he attempted to pull on his nightshirt. As she watched, her mind went to another place. She had only heard the part about a real house and children.

			Pastor Bob pulled on his nightshirt and got under the covers with Mary. “Are you mad?” he asked. 

			She reached out for him, saying, “A house with four bedrooms would work simply fine.” She cuddled closer to Bob. Babies! She thought, as the small bed heated up from the movement of two bodies. 

			So started the long nights of sifting for gold by Pastor Patton.

			

			Pastor Bob had gotten up early to play in the pile of sand, leaving Mary to ponder what had happened during the night.

			Mary spent the whole of the next morning going over the news of what was being called God’s plan. He kept saying that God is providing the way. Her husband’s plan was to take the unused sand from the mill and search for gold within its grains. 

			Her mind kept searching for answers. Was this plan not stealing? Weren’t they breaking the eighth commandment, Thou shall not steal? Am I being bribed by the promise of a house and children, sealing the deal with the encouragement of his carnal desires?

			Should I stop him right now before it goes any further? What if someone finds out? 

		

	
		
			

			2

			[image: A detailed black and white illustration of a tall pine tree with layered branches.]

			Great Grandson 1988

			The long-awaited day finally came to meet with the lawyer to hear the reading of the Last Will and Testament for Thomas Edwin Patton, DW’s father.

			The day was glorious. The mountain air was crisp. The leaves were starting their annual color bonanza, ushering in the cold of winter soon to be upon them. 

			All four surviving children of Thomas Edwin Patton arrived at the lawyer’s office early, a family trait taught them by their mother, who was always early, living by the saying, “If you are not fifteen minutes early, you are fifteen minutes late!” There they sat, not so patiently, in Mr. Applebaum’s waiting room. 

			Like school children, they were all watching the clock on the wall. It finally struck the hour of 10:00 a.m. 

			The secretary, a stately looking woman of fifty or so, rose from her desk and spoke in a most professional way. “Follow me! Mr. Applebaum will see you all now.” 

			

			The group was ushered into the office. Mr. Applebaum stood behind his solid oak desk, welcoming them all in, showing them where to be seated. 

			The chairs were high end, made in Thomasville, GA, of solid oak, polished to a high luster, and made to last for years. When everyone was seated and made comfortable, Mr. Applebaum started the proceedings.

			“You have all come today to hear your father’s Last Will and Testament. These proceedings will not take long. Your father was not one to mince or waste words.” Mr. Applebaum began to read, 

			To my surviving children, being of sound mind and body these are my wishes:

			I leave the family house and the land on which it stands to be divided equally among my living children.

			I leave mother’s jewelry to be equally divided among the three girls, Susan, Elizabeth, and Lynn. 

			To my son I leave all my tools and the machinery in the barn. 

			All debts will be paid if any are outstanding with whatever needs to be sold within the old house. Any left-over monies will be divided amongst the surviving children.
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			August 12, 1988

			It took only moments after the lawyer stopped speaking for the loud, heated discussion to start up amongst the three girls. They were spoiled and rude beyond belief. DW, the only son, sat quietly waiting for them to calm down.

			

			Susan, the oldest, was the loudest. “Who in their right mind would want that old house? The old thing is falling apart board by board and brick by brick. The land! The land is worth money. I say sell the place quickly and be done with it.”

			Elizabeth (Lizzy) was next to spout her venom. “That old skinflint left us with old jewelry to split? You must be kidding. There is nothing in that jewelry box worth anything. It’s all junk. I bet there is money in that old house, and I want my share. Sell the land and hope we never have to come back
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