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We were a couple of miles from home when James Cornells stopped us. Our forward 

progress halted at the edge of the pecan orchard; just a half hour to forty-five minutes longer and 

we’d have made it home. The shade of the towering trees of the thicket blocked a clear view of 

the sun’s position. The haze of the morning had burned off a long time ago, and the whitish-blue 

sky almost appeared to blend in with the few wispy clouds still in the heavens. The length of the 

shadows cast by the pines and oaks in the thicket indicated that it was late morning. The quiet 

still of the lovely day had lulled me into a false sense of security, but all at once the morning’s 

tranquility had been shattered. 

I stood alongside the wagon beside the road with my face buried in my mother’s chest. 

Scared and sobbing uncontrollably, my body trembled as Mama and I tried to comfort each 

other. In no time at all our world had begun crumbling around us, and the day we’d been 

dreading since we’d gotten home from Mobile had become a reality. I didn’t know what to do. 

“Hush, Prudence. We’re safe for now,” my mother attempted to soothe me. Mama 

wrapped her arms around me and rocked back and forth. “We just need to figure out a way out of 

this mess.” 

“Your Mama’s right,” Cornells whispered, pulling the four of them off the road into the 

cover of the underbrush. “You cannot go back to the fort.” 

“But what about Papa?” I asked again. 

“I rode into the fort to warn everyone, and Beasley tried to have me arrested.” Frustrated, 

Mr. Cornells attempted to explain. 



“If a huge war party surrounded the fort, then why didn’t everyone flee with you?” 

Joseph quizzed the horseman in an agitated tenor. 

“Your Papa had a chance to leave, but I guess he’s hoping that he can talk the leaders of 

the war party into sparing the innocents at the fort.” Cornells poked his head out of the bushes 

and looked both ways down the road. “I guess the rest of them didn’t believe me.” 

“How do you know for sure they’re out there?” David quizzed the man impatiently. 

“I saw their signs yesterday. They’re out there, for certain,” James Cornells confidently 

assured the young man as he pulled his dismounted animal off the road with them. “They’ve 

been camping in the woods about six miles north of here, and best I can tell, there’s upward of 

eight hundred warriors—maybe more than that. When I was coming back to warn everyone, I 

saw the same bunch of yahoos that burned my place to the ground and then some, and I asked 

them what their intentions were. William Weatherford warned me to get as many out as I could; 

he didn’t want to hurt the innocent ones, but there are many of the Red Sticks who want blood no 

matter the cost.” 

“This can’t be happening. What are we going to do?” David blurted out as he nervously 

paced back and forth. 

“Shhhh,” Joseph insisted. “Keep your voice down. We’re close enough to home that 

anyone can hear us, and I don’t want you drawing any unwanted attention to us.” 

“They’re hell-bent on revenge for the ambush at Burnt Corn Creek. They’ve been 

watching and biding their time until the militia let their guard down.” Cornells strode over to 

David, putting his hands on his shoulders as if he wanted to shake some sense into him. Looking 

at Joseph and Alex, he added, “You’d better get your mother and sister out of here. If he doesn’t 

kill all of you, High-Head Jim will sell them into slavery the same way they sold my wife, Betsy. 



The Red Sticks are determined to wipe out anyone who speaks with an English tongue from 

Creek lands.” 

Silently, Alex stood as if he was trying to process the sad news. Taking his hat off his 

head, he wiped the sweat from his brow with his forearm. “What do you suggest we do? This 

team can’t pull that wagon fast enough to get us out of danger. We can’t just leave the horses 

here. The Red Sticks will know we’re nearby and come looking for us.” 

“I’m headed to Fort Pierce for help.” Cornells looked around to make sure no one 

followed him. “I’ll help you unhitch them and take them with me. You need to leave the wagon 

here and head through the woods to Boathouse Lake. There’s a boat with provisions tied up at 

the dock.” 

Pausing as he gathered his thoughts, Cornells kneeled down and began to speak to Joseph 

directly. “You, Alex, and David need to take your mother and sister to the lake. Your Papa has 

been keeping the boat provisioned there in case we needed to escape. Whatever you do, stay off 

the road. Once you’re there, take that boat and head for Mobile,” he commanded urgently as they 

intently listened. “You need to hurry and get there before someone else does because once the 

attack starts, you’ll be cut off.” 

By then I’d stopped crying and listened attentively. “You need to get that boat before 

someone else does,” Cornells added grimly, stopping short of finishing. Nevertheless, I 

understood what he was implying as well as everyone. If we didn’t get to the boat before 

someone else did, our chances of making it to Mobile and safety would be none. 

Motioning to his younger brothers, Joseph and the other men unhooked the horses and 

pushed the wagon into the ditch beside the road where it rolled to a halt against a sweet gum tree 

with a hard thud. Joseph pulled three rifles from under the seat and handed his younger brothers 



each a gun. I anxiously stood nearby as my brothers hurried back to where Mama and I hid in the 

brush beside the road with Cornells. 

“Do your best to keep quiet, and try not to draw attention to yourselves,” Cornells 

advised as he climbed back onto his horse and took the reins to Jumper and the brown mare from 

Alex, adding, “Take care of your family, and good luck.” 

With a nod, Cornells tipped his hat and spurred his horse south down the road to Pine 

Mill Creek and Fort Pierce. Feeling as if we were trapped in a horrible dream, I watched Mr. 

Cornells silently ride away, leading our horses behind him. Impetuously, I ran to the wagon, 

pulling two deerskin bags out of the bed before moving back into the underbrush. 

“Chloe filled these up with water for us before we left,” I huffed as I darted back behind 

the bush. 

“Are you daft?” David scolded in a whisper as I returned with the water. “Cornells says 

the boats are already provisioned, and the Red Sticks could have seen you.” 

“That’s enough,” Joseph cautioned his brother. “This is no time to fight with Prue. 

Nobody saw her, and we have a long walk. We’ll need the water.” 

Both Joseph and Alex stood at the same time and scanned the area. “I’ll take the lead, and 

you take up the rear. Keep your eyes peeled.” Joseph leaned in closed to Alex and instructed. 

“And if you see any Red Sticks, blast them to smithereens and run like hell for the boat.” 

Propping his gun into the crux of his elbow Joseph nodded to his brother, acknowledging 

that he understood, and they all held their weapons at the ready. The five of us headed into the 

woods with Joseph in the lead and Alex in the rear. As we headed out, a rush of emotions hit me, 

and my mind reeled as I became overwhelmed. I tried to stay alert, but it seemed as though I 

couldn’t control anything, much less my thoughts. 



It finally occurred to me that Papa knew all along what was in store and had been 

preparing for the inevitable. Mr. Cornells said that he’d kept a boat provisioned at Boathouse 

Lake so that we could make our escape if need be. 

Who else knew about this, and why didn’t someone tell me? I wondered. 

If I asked my brothers or mother, they’d probably say it was for my protection; they’d say 

they didn’t want me to worry. Nevertheless, a thought occurred to me as we walked along. What 

if no one was around me when the Red Sticks attacked? How would I know to make my way to 

Boathouse Lake because there were boats waiting for us there? 

I understand they probably kept this a secret to make sure the provisioned boats were 

protected, but I could have very easily been left behind because no one told me about their 

escape plans. 

The Alabama River was a couple of miles to the east, and best I could tell the lake was a 

couple of miles to the north. Slowly, deliberately, we started through the dry underbrush. Soon 

the rains that came every year when the cool fall weather broke the oppressive summer heat 

would turn the bottom land into a muddy mess. However, for now our family crept through the 

parched bottom land on our way to Boathouse Lake and safety and tried not to make noise as we 

stepped. I couldn’t see any signs of wildlife, as if even the animals sensed the danger around 

them and left. 

Holding my mother’s arm tightly, I followed Joseph as he tracked his way between the 

pines, yaupons, brambles, and palmettos, looking for human signs as we maneuvered through the 

woods. The tall trees along the river blocked out almost all signs of the sun, as well as what little 

breeze that stirred in the midmorning heat. Devoured by mosquitos and biting flies, I dared not 

complain. The farther we went into the woods, the more the darkness seemed to swallow us. The 



eerie silence unnerved me; the only sound that I heard as we walked was the crunching of the 

pine straw and dried twigs under our feet. Sometimes, just the sound of the snap of a twig made 

my heart skip a beat. 

I carefully took slow and deliberate strides, calculating the placement of each step to 

minimize the noise I made as I moved along. My blue gingham dress already snagged on a 

thorny bramble and ripped when I pulled it free. Afterward, I kept it wrapped tightly around my 

legs; luckily, I’d dressed appropriately that morning, wearing a cotton frock with my most 

comfortable pair of black, lace-up boots. Mindfully, I watched for snakes as I stepped over limbs 

and dead logs in the thick undergrowth along the river, and I fought back my fear when one of 

my brothers signaled for us to stop and get down until they were certain it was safe to move on. 

As we crept along, I did my best ignore the danger around us, doing what I could to focus 

on getting to the lake and the boat. I was glad my brothers knew the forest like the backs of their 

hands, and I tried not to think about the idea of getting lost in the woods. Every noise made me 

jump as if a Red Stick warrior could be hiding behind any tree. I knew in my heart that none of 

us would be safe until we reached the river. 

After what seemed like an eternity, I realized the trees were beginning to thin out while 

more light filtered through the forest canopy around us. “Did you hear that?” I whispered, “We 

must be close because I think I just heard the noon bell ringing.” 

“I heard it, too.” David crept behind everyone. “Listen. I hear the drum cadence calling 

the soldiers in for mess. I don’t hear any sounds of an attack. Do you think the Red Sticks 

changed their minds?” 

“Don’t be so naïve,” Alex softly retorted as he crouched behind a blackberry bush. “The 

Red Sticks are probably waiting for everyone to be inside eating.” 



Ahead, Joseph leaned on a nearby magnolia and signaled to the rest of us to join him 

there. The long lower branches of the tree stretched to the ground, providing a canopy for us to 

hide under. Mama and I sat on one of the branches and drank from the water pouch while I 

marveled at the enormous white blooms that covered the tree. The magnolia blossoms filled the 

air with an intoxicating fragrance. It was mind boggling to think that we could be surrounded 

with the beauties of nature yet be in such danger for our lives. 

“The lake is just a hundred yards ahead,” Joseph said after his turn drinking some water. 

“David, I need you and Alex to sneak over to the right to check if any Red Sticks are guarding 

the channel out to the river. I’ll go left to see if anyone is defending the boats. We’ll meet back 

here, and if the coast is clear, we’ll make our way to the skiff and head downriver.” 

Both Alex and David nodded in accord as Joseph knelt down beside Mama. “What 

happens if someone is guarding the river?” Anxiously I put the cap back on the deerskin pouch, 

draping it over my shoulder. “We’re too close to home to shoot someone.” 

“We’ll bring the whole Red Stick war party down on top of us,” David added as he 

checked his gun. Alex hit him on the shoulder with a doubled-up fist. 

“We’ll cross that bridge if we need to, but for now, it looks like we can sneak out to the 

river unnoticed if we hurry. So get a move on and stay out of sight,” Joseph snapped in a raspy 

voice as he spun to the right and ran off, stooped over, darting between bushes and trees for 

cover. 

After they left, I watched as my brothers performed their reconnaissance until they 

disappeared from sight. The area around the Boathouse Lake docks was hauntingly still. For the 

first time since we’d abandoned the wagon, Mama and I were alone. I patted my mother on the 

hand as we sat on the branch waiting for my brothers to return. Mama’s face was pale and her 



dress was rumpled, the hem covered in dirt. Her usually coiffed hair was disheveled, and her 

eyes were puffy and red, while wet, dirty lines streaked her face as the tears rolled down her 

dusty cheeks. 

“I hope they come back soon,” I said quietly to break the unnerving silence as we waited. 

“They’ll be back.” Mama rubbed her eyes. 

“Would you like some water?” I awkwardly offered as I took the cask of water I’d been 

carrying over my shoulder and handed it to her. 

Without a word, Mama shook her head and looked down at her feet. I was at a loss for 

words. I could tell how worried she was; I was worried, too. Realizing there was nothing I could 

say to make her feel better, I began to feel helpless and despondent. 

“I wonder how Henrietta is doing. It will be good to check on her.” I desperately wanted 

to change the subject to distract her from the impending doom while we waited. “When do think 

the baby is coming?” 

Without answering, Mama looked into my eyes and tried to force a pathetic smile. I 

witnessed a side of my mother I’d never beheld before that moment. Putting my head on her, I 

wondered if she had given up hope. 

We’re so close to the fort, our home. Maybe Joseph could rescue Papa if the coast is 

clear, I hoped as I looked around for my brother’s return. Maybe Papa changed his mind and is 

waiting for someone to help him escape. 

It was impossible for me to accept the idea that Papa chose to stay behind, sending his 

wife, children, and slaves away to safety. I couldn’t imagine how terribly hard it was for Mama. 

I closed my eyes. If we were going to die, I didn’t want to remember my mother like this. 

At that moment, Mama seemed so frail and delicate. She had always been a rock of strength all 



my life, and somehow I knew that it was time for me to grow up and to take care of her for a 

change. 

As I attempted to comfort my poor mother, I had an epiphany. Papa stayed behind to 

confront the devil. Which side the devil was on was yet to be seen. 

***** 

David was the first one to return from his scouting mission, and I offered my younger 

brother a drink of water as soon as he sat down. “I sure wasn’t too happy when you went after 

this water, but now I’m sure glad you did,” he said as he lowered the pouch from his lips. 

“Well,” I prodded, “I assume since you came back in one piece that you didn’t see 

anything.” 

“Nope,” he proclaimed as he put the cap back on the deerskin pouch. “Not a thing.” He 

propped the barrel of the gun on a tree limb next to him and stretched his legs out in front of him. 

David settled in and pulled his hat down over his eyes. 

“Are you sure? You weren’t gone very long,” I complained. “How well did you search?” 

“I searched well enough. Alex went farther down the channel, but I suspect when he 

reports back soon enough, he’ll say the same,” David declared from under his hat. “I’m hoping 

that all of this isn’t some hoax meant to scare the bejeebers out of us all. Because if it is, it 

stopped being funny about an hour ago.” 

“Thank you for your honest assessment of the situation,” Mother chimed in, much to my 

surprise. “We’re all anxious, so let’s relax until Joseph and Alex get back, then we can make a 

plan forward.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” both David and I replied in unison. Mama was right. It wasn’t the time to 

fuss, and I began to worry about my older brothers. I suspected that a Creek warrior could sneak 



up on someone and slice them through without making a sound. I thought that a terribly long 

time had passed since they left. Of course, both Alex and Joseph probably scouted the area more 

thoroughly than David did, but every minute they were gone, the more I worried about my older 

brothers’ safety. 

Trying not to seem frantic, I scanned the area for any signs of Joseph and Alex from 

underneath the branches of the tree. “Do you think we hid well enough?” I poked David in the 

side. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that my mother was holding her rosary beads. Her 

eyes closed, Mama’s lips mouthed the words as if she were praying. As I watched her, I hoped 

that she found some comfort in her prayers. I was grateful that she was praying and figured if 

any time was appropriate for praying, this was it; the idea of Mama calling on a higher power 

was incredibly soothing to my rattled nerves. 

“I could see you, but I knew where you were.” David peevishly fidgeted with a stick as 

he answered, adding, “We’re far enough from the lake that you’d have to be looking for us. So as 

long as we’re quiet, no one will ever know we’re here.” 

Satisfied, at least for the time being, that we were safe, I began to say a few prayers of my 

own. It seemed that for the first time since we’d abandoned the wagon by the roadside and took 

off on foot through the woods, I began to relax. I even felt a little hopeful, thinking like David 

that this had been a false alarm. 

We’d been on edge for so many weeks; maybe we were overreacting and we’ll all have a 

good laugh about it in a day or two. 

A few moments later, Alex quietly emerged from behind a tree, startling David. “Hey! 

Give a guy some warning,” he huffed. “I didn’t even hear you, and I could have shot you.” 



“I wanted to see if you were paying attention,” Alex teased, knocking his hat off as he 

joked. 

Trying not to laugh out loud, for a moment, I forgot the dire circumstances that had 

brought us to the edge of the lake. No sooner had we begun to let our guard down than an 

earsplitting cacophony of screeching and howling pierced the quiet stillness of the midday heat, 

followed by a volley of gunfire. 

“This is it!” Springing to his feet, David shouted as he grabbed his rifle and whirled 

around in a circle, looking for any Creeks who’d discovered our whereabouts. “Where the hell is 

Joseph?” 

I jumped nervously when I heard a loud crash coming through the trees as David and 

Alex pointed their guns in the direction of the ruckus. Relief sweep over me as Joseph came 

thundering in a full sprint through the bushes a few yards away, waving his arms frantically. 

“Hurry, follow me!” Out of breath, he shouted over the screams. 

David and I snatched our mother by the arms and pulled her to her feet. Holding on to 

her, we ran toward Joseph with Alex close behind. I was out of breath and terrified out of my 

mind when we reached the tree line, where we cautiously stopped to survey the boats. 

“Did you see any signs of Creeks?” Joseph quizzed Alex and David. Both shook their 

heads. “I’ve been all around here and haven’t seen any hostiles, either. The lake is just a few 

yards beyond the break in the trees.” 

Joseph pointed at the water’s edge. “Come on. We’ve got to get to the boat while we still 

have a chance.” 

Two flat-bottomed boats sat at the water’s edge tied up to an empty wooden dock above 

the water line. The dock was typically stacked with wooden crates and barrels and filled with 



goods for shipment to the port of Mobile, but now it was empty and would not afford us much 

cover as we lowered ourselves into the boat. 

“Which boat are we taking?” David asked in the confusion. 

The smaller of the two boats sat in front. It was tied off at both ends beneath the shade of 

a towering bald cypress tree that stood mostly in the murky water. 

“Let’s take the front boat,” Alex pointed, looking at Joseph. “I figure at least the cypress 

would allow us a little extra cover.” 

Alex intently assessed the area and turned to Joseph, saying, “I’ll take Mama and Prue 

and get them in the boat. You hang back and give us some cover in case we’re spotted. Once 

we’re in the skiff, I’ll signal for you to skedaddle over and get in. What do you think?” 

“Ok,” Joseph agreed. “Are you in, David?” 

Squatting behind the base of a water oak, David spat on the ground next to his foot and 

looked around gravely as the gunshots and the cries of the dying echoed through the trees. “Well, 

I don’t think we have any other choice.” 

“Ok,” Alex looked at Mama and me. “Do you understand? We don’t have room for any 

mistakes. Prue, once we get on the boat, we’re going to need your help paddling through the 

canal and out into the river. The neck of the channel is where we’ll be most vulnerable. If we 

missed any Red Sticks who are over there we’ll be easy targets because they can get almost on 

top of us to shoot. They could even swing out into the water and capsize us. So, you’re going to 

have to pitch in to get us to the safety of the open water of the Alabama. Do you understand?” 

“I can do it.” Nodding, I felt my mouth go dry as I answered. 

The smaller of the two boats seemed, to me, the easiest to steal away in unseen. The 

sounds of a battle filled the air of the cloudless August afternoon, and I trembled, too terrified to 



think. It was only about fifty feet from the trees to edge of the water where the boats were tied 

up, but it may as well have been a mile. 

“Ok,” Joseph said, glancing around one last time. “On the count of three, let’s go!” 

Listening to my brother’s count, I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. Hiking my 

skirt up above my knees, I jumped into a sprint as soon as I heard the number three come out of 

Joseph’s mouth. I ran with all my might, holding Mama’s hand as I ran. I could feel my heart 

pounding in my chest as I ran like a field mouse being chased by a barn owl. Within moments I’d 

cleared the fifty feet of open grasses on the sloping bank, only to slip and fall onto my knees as I 

jumped on the wooden decking of the dock. Briefly, I agonized as I struggled to regain my 

footing. Out of nowhere, I felt one of my big brothers slide his arm around my waist and, 

scooping me up in a single motion, he tossed me into the boat. Landing with a thud, I looked up 

to see Alex helping our mother into the vessel behind me.  I saw Joseph and David running out 

of the trees toward us and realized that I was shaking uncontrollably. 

“Prue, get to the front and untie the line!” Alex shouted as he jumped in behind us. 

Scrambling to the front, I began to untie the rope just as Joseph and David jumped into 

the skiff, almost knocking me off my feet. Quickly, I untied the knot just as David took a seat in 

the middle next to Mama and Joseph untied the rope in the back. Clutching an oar, I took my 

place on a splintered wooden bench and began to paddle. 

“Paddle, Prudence, paddle!” I heard one of my brothers shout as the battle raged on in the 

distance. 

It wasn’t long before the small skiff cleared the pier and the cypress trees that protruded 

from the top of the water. Heading toward the neck of the canal leading to the river, without 



thinking, I paddled as hard as I could. The canal was the only thing standing between the five of 

us and our escape. 

The narrow man-made channel that allowed access to the Alabama River from Boathouse 

Lake wasn’t at all deep and was only about twenty-five-feet wide—and a very scary half a mile 

long. It was lined with trees that hung over the water and stumps where nutria rats had gnawed 

trees down along the banks. From the front of the boat I could see it up ahead and thought of 

nothing else but getting out to the open water. 

As we entered the canal, my heart was in my throat. We were in the narrowest part of the 

waterway, and we were sitting ducks. If we could make it through the canal, the Alabama was 

less than a half mile away, but if any Creek warriors were guarding our escape route, we’d all 

soon be dead. My arms began to ache, and my knees began to throb, but I didn’t stop, I couldn’t 

stop. Our lives depended on it. 

We were leaving so many people behind to a terrible fate, and I’d probably spend the rest 

of my life making amends for leaving them behind. But at that moment the only thing that 

mattered was helping my brothers get us to the safety. 

I paddled with all my might as the boat steered toward the canal outflow. 

All I could think about with each stroke of the oar was “Don’t drop the paddle!” 

***** 

The pandemonium of the fierce battle was no longer audible in the distance. As best I 

could tell, we were about two to three miles upstream from the confluence of the Alabama and 

Tombigbee when my brothers steered our boat over to the eastern bank to rest. I was still shaking 

when Alex threw me the rope, and I tied off to a branch of a willow tree that hung far over the 

water. 



The willow looked like it could fall at any moment, but I didn’t care. We were out of the 

sun, and we were undercover and out of sight and danger. Exhausted, I slumped down on the 

bench where I’d been paddling for dear life just minutes before and turned to face the back of the 

skiff and the rest of my family. 

Mama was white as a sheet and looked as though she could throw up at any moment. 

Pulling the deerskin pouch draped across my shoulders over my head, I offered my mother a 

drink. “I’ll get some in a minute,” Mama said, holding her head in her hands. 

I unscrewed the top and greedily began to drink the last of the water inside. 

“Hey, don’t be stingy!” David squawked as he lunged forward to seize the water from 

me. 

“Get your own water.” I pointed at the small wooden keg on the bottom of the skiff next 

to Alex’s feet. “There’s a keg in the back by Alex. Besides, this one is empty.” I held the oilskin 

upside down and let the last few dribbles of water trickle out. 

Hearing his youngest brother’s complaining, Joseph put his hand considerately on 

David’s shoulder. “Come help me open this keg, and you can have all the water you want.” 

Joseph calmly pulled his buck knife out of the sheath on his belt and started to pry it open. 

“Stop telling me what to do. Just because you’re the oldest doesn’t make you the boss!” 

David’s face turned red as he shouted. “I’m getting tired of your know-it-all attitude.” His voice 

cracked as he continued. “If Papa were here, you wouldn’t be talking to me like this.” 

Shocked, I glanced at Mama to see her reaction and saw tears running down her face just 

before she wiped them away. David was upset; we all were, but until that moment no one dared 

mention Papa’s absence. 



As he stood up and stormed over the seat toward the back, rocking the boat, I clutched 

the side to keep from falling out. “Settle down, David,” I snapped. “He didn’t mean anything. 

You’re not the only one worried about Papa.” 

I stared across at my mother. Papa’s safety had been the elephant in the room since we’d 

left home that morning. “Maybe after the attack dies down we can go back and check on him. 

Surely, he’ll worry about us when we don’t come back.” 

Mama drew in a deep breath and started to sob. Swiftly I moved to her side and wrapped 

my arms around her. “I’m sorry,” I lamented as Mama buried her face into my shoulder and 

moaned. “Papa is going to be all right.” 

Mama pulled away from me, tearfully crying, “No, he’s not! I begged him to come with 

us last night, but the old fool was determined to try to negotiate peace with the leaders of the 

Creek Red Sticks. He convinced himself that since he’d been friends with Chief Alexander 

McGillivray, that warriors would listen to him, and he could protect the innocent people who’d 

taken refuge at our home.” 

She buried her face in her hands, mumbling, “I tried to persuade him to come with us. I 

told him that we needed him more than they did, but he wouldn’t listen.” 

Stunned, I sat powerless to comfort her as my mother broke down, collapsing into my lap 

face first. Mama wept violently with great heaving sobs. I stroked her hair, and without a word, 

looked around to see my brother’s heartbroken expressions. I could tell by the looks on their 

faces that all three of them felt just as helpless as me. 

No one spoke for what seemed like forever, and the only sound we heard was the water 

lapping against the wooden sides and Mama’s mournful whimpering. I was in shock. I didn’t 

want to think about it. It was impossible to fathom that Papa was sacrificing himself to save so 



many, to save us. The idea of Papa murdered by Indians was paralyzing. Until that moment, I 

believed my father was invincible; I’d never considered Papa’s vulnerability before and didn’t 

know what to do. 

As best I could tell, it was midafternoon, and an unnatural silence enveloped the boat. 

After what seemed like forever, Alex broke the silence and spoke up. “Where do we go from 

here?” he asked Joseph as his voice cracked. Joseph shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. 

“Well, we’re not that far from Pine Mill Creek and Fort Pierce, but who’s to say we’d be 

safe there?” Alex continued as he looked around at the others in the boat. 

“I’m so tired I can barely think,” Joseph cautiously replied in a weary voice. “I think we 

need to stick with our original plan.” He looked over at where I took care of our grieving mother. 

“I don’t know how much longer our luck will hold out, and I believe that it’s best for Mama and 

Prudence to get them out of harm’s way.” 

Standing up and carefully stepping past me and our mother, Joseph untied the rope that 

kept us from floating out of our hiding place and sat down where I’d been paddling on the first 

part of our escape. He picked up the oar and turned the boat out of the shade and into the current. 

“How long do you think it will take us to get to Mobile?” Alex asked over his shoulder as 

he dug the oar into the water. 

“Sometime after dark,” Joseph responded, ducking his head under a tree branch. 

***** 

Our family floated down the Tombigbee for an hour before I slowly realized that my fair 

skin was beginning to sting from the intense afternoon sunshine. Even though I’d worn my 

bonnet, the sun’s rays reflected off the water and burned my face. Painfully aware of how tired I 



was, my arms felt like they were as heavy as lead. My dress was stained with blood from falling 

on the dock and my knees throbbed. 

I pulled the hem of my skirt up, checking to find both knees scraped and bloody. I 

instinctively winced; wishing I could wash my wounded knees, I decided there wasn’t much I 

could do to relieve the pain until we reached Mobile. I faced forward, downriver with the sun 

beating on my right side. I sat as still as I could and tried not to fidget since mother’s head was 

still in my lap. She needed her rest, and I didn’t want to disturb her. 

Quietly I watched the opposite side of the bank go by, deciding that once my mother 

stirred, I’d ask Joseph to steer closer to the west bank of the Bigbee to take advantage of the 

shade. But for now, I figured that Joseph was hugging the eastern bank until he determined it 

was safe enough to venture out into midstream. 

I felt a shudder—as if a cold wind blew right through me, as if we were in the dead of 

winter instead of the dog days of summer. Papa was my hero, and I wanted to believe that if 

anyone could survive a Creek Indian raid, it was Papa. I couldn’t give up hope, not yet; I 

couldn’t imagine that he was dead. I stared off into the distance and imagined how wonderful it 

would be when Papa joined us at Aunt Trudy’s house in a week or two. Taking a deep breath, I 

stretched my arms toward the sky. 

As I did, Mama began to stir. Sitting up on one arm, Mama rubbed her neck with the 

other hand. “How long was I asleep?” she asked as she oriented herself. 

“You’ve only been asleep for an hour,” I attempted to smile reassuringly. “Would you 

like some water? I’m sure you must be parched.” 

“Thank you,” Mama responded cordially. “That would be wonderful. I seemed to have 

developed a headache while I slept.” 



Mama sat up straight and rolled her shoulders, pushing her chin toward the sky. Slowly, I 

rose and carefully pivoted on my back heel while holding on to the side of the boat. I was stiff, 

and my right leg had gone to sleep from sitting on the hard, wooden bench while Mama slept. 

As I turned toward the back of the skiff, I let out a suffocating gasp. 

“What is it Prudence, dear?” Mama asked curiously. 

I couldn’t answer. I could only point toward the sky behind us where a large, dark plume 

of black smoke rose to the heavens above the trees. 

 


