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​Helena heard the crash in the front room when her little sister, Mercy, screamed. Then suddenly the footsteps fell. “Fire!” Mother yelled from the front yard. Helena ran to the front window and looked out in time to see a raging inferno in the fields before the home. The wind blew in the direction of the house and the smoke came at that moment and engulfed it.

“Out, out now!” Mother yelled at her four daughters to follow her from the home. Helena raced to the kitchen to find Abigail and Eleanor, who had cowered down behind the cupboards scared. Florence stood in the door holding little Mercy as Helena bent down to her two younger sisters, ages ten and seven. 

“Come, it's okay, go with me we have to get out of here,” Helena urged as her sisters crawled out from underneath the cupboard and followed her out of the house.

The fire came precariously close to the house as Mother screamed for the four girls to follow her away towards the stream flowing down the slight hill in the back. The four girls and their mother took off running trying to get out of the path of the prairie fire. And finally, they reached the small creek that ran through their property and gingerly crossed it as they all turned to look back at the horrible scene before them.

Florence, Helena’s mother, set three-year-old Mercy down and the little girl tottled off to crouch behind her sisters behind Helena while they stood on the creek bank. 

“Lewis! Lewis!” Florence shouted to no avail against the raging wind and the fire that burned before them. The four girls and the woman stood helplessly by as the flames engulfed the house.

“Quick, grab the buckets! Helena and Eleanor let's see if we can save the house,” Florence said as she turned to grab the buckets near the bank on the other side of the creek.

“Mother, it’s no point look, the house is already engulfed,” Helena said as she looked at her home covered in flames.

“We need to try,” Florence yelled as she grabbed the bucket and pitched one to the second oldest daughter. It took ten-year-old Eleanor all of her strength to fill a bucket and carry it across the creek. 

“Abigail, Mercy, you stay put, right here,” Mother said to the two youngest daughters. “Just sit and watch us.” 

Helena raced for the bucket of water knowing it would do no good for the home was almost gone. The fire crept dangerously close to the creek, engulfing every bit of grass along the way.  Helena tripped spilling the bucket of water onto the ground. Eleanor screamed and pitched her water which did no good. Mother had gone ahead and thrown a bucket of water into the home which was already gone. She ran back and motioned for the girls to go back to the creek and cross it.

The three leaped across the river just in the nick of time for the flames had lapped up to the stream edge heating the water momentarily as it fizzled out. In a matter of minutes, the smoldering ruins lay before them and as far as the eye could see nothing but chard earth and the rubble where the house once stood. Florence cried searching for her husband who had been working out in the field.

Mr. Easton, their closest neighbor, rode up the road on his horse having seen the fire from the distance. He pulled to a stop when he saw the five women standing on the edge of the creek. “Whoa Mystery,” Mr. Easton said to the horse and hopped off running to the ladies. 

“It's gone, it's all gone. I looked out just as the flames were coming closer, it must have been the stray lightning that struck earlier when the storm threatened to get through. Then Mercy saw it and knocked over a glass and screamed. I told the girls to run to the creek and cross over for the flames wouldn't get them over here. But Lewis, Lewis is out there somewhere, we have to go find him,” Florence cried as she stepped up to Mr. Easton and grabbed a shirt sleeve yanking on him to follow her across the creek.

Their neighbor gave the group a helpless look as he knew he had to go with Florence to search for her husband. He turned to Helena. “Have your sisters stay here, you come help us. Girls, you must stay here, Eleanor, you have to watch the two little ones, okay?” Mr. Easton said to Helena and the girls. Eleanor bit her lip as she often did when she was very nervous and nodded her head. And Mr. Easton and Florence hopped over the creek to go look for Father.

Helena turned and bent down to look Eleanor in the eye. “You have to stay here and keep them here. If they step on the ashes, they may catch fire. Do you hear me? Wait right here,” Helena said to her little sisters.

“I will just go find Papa, please,” Eleanor said as the tears flowed from her eyes. Helena nodded before turning and hopping over the creek as her feet crunched over the fresh ashes.

Helena worried about her little sister staying behind because Eleanor was so immature for her age and the three little ones were so scared of everything. She joined in the search as Mr. Easton and Mother yelled for Lewis. Helena put her hands to her mouth. “Papa!”

They moved along away from the charred remains of the house and edged to the field where Papa last worked. Helena had gone off in a different direction from that which her mother and Mr. Easton had gone hoping to cover more ground. Suddenly, Mother’s piercing scream caused her to look up in the direction where they stood as Mother looked down with her hand over her mouth and tears streaming down her face.

Helena didn't waste any time as she took off in a run to where Mother and Mr. Easton stood. The neighbor had his arms around Florence trying to calm her down. When Helen approached, she saw the burnt body of her father lying on the ground. Helena felt a cry bubble up in her as she rushed forward to her mother and laid her hand on the distraught woman. 

“Oh, Mama! Papa!” Helena cried as she and her mother clung to one another in a heap.

Mr. Easton insisted the two women come back to the creek with the girls to overcome the shock. He finally stepped up with great sadness and coaxed the women to stand and move. “He didn't stand a chance and it looks like he was engulfed immediately. Hopefully, it happened quick and he wasn't in any pain,” Mr. Easton said as he took his hat off and held it to his chest. 

“God rest his soul,” Mr. Easton looked up towards heaven. Helena and her mother hung on each other as they had suffered a significant loss.

It wasn't an easy thing going back and telling the three little girls that their Papa had died in the fire and all was lost. Mr. Easton brought Florence and her four daughters to his home to stay for a couple of nights. They only had the clothes on their back and nothing else for all else burned in the fire. The other men in the community came by and scooped up Lewis’ remains and they had a proper burial at the little church cemetery right up the road. It was the saddest event that Helena had ever gone through as she stood next to her little sisters holding their hands. Mother fell apart as the dirt hit the coffin and cried making a big scene. Helena ended up having to hold Mercy for the little girl felt so scared and didn't quite understand what was going on. Abigail and Eleanor stood behind her, hiding. It didn't take long for the service to end and the last handful of dirt fell into Papa’s grave and it was over.

The five stayed in the Easton’s home in one room for a couple of nights. Helena looked down at Mother while she rocked aimlessly in the rocker. “Whatever are we going to do? We can't stay here,” Helena said as she tried to make eye contact with Florence.

Mother straightened up and knew the family had to move on. “We're going to have to leave. I figure we'll go on to Brookfield and I'll have to find a way to make a living and see what we can do. Mr. Easton has offered to pay for shelter for a month once we’re there. It's going to be tough,” Florence said as she grabbed her oldest daughter's hand and lifted her eyes as she swallowed hard. “You've gone through so much and you haven't even reached adulthood yet.” 

“I'm almost eighteen, Mama. I'll be able to help out as much as I can. Whatever you need me to do I’ll do,” Helena said. Mother turned and gathered all of her daughters into her arms as they held each other for a long moment and then Mother told the little girls what was going to happen that they were going to have to take a trip and then life would never ever be the same.
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