The Flood

When people pass away, we struggle in vain to hold on to fleeting moments of memory. The sound of their voice, how they looked, perhaps even how they smelled. To our frustration, sometimes it seems that the harder you try to remember, the more the memory slips away. I discovered this phenomenon first hand when my grandmother passed away. I can remember her calling out my name “Robert!”, and her smile. But everything else just slips through my mind like sand through my grasping fingers. 

This led me to think about those dear to me and what I recall of each of them. From my sister’s wicker furniture with her Police records (it was the 80s), to walking barefoot around the neighborhood with my tomboy neighbor Carey, the collection is scattered and random. But when it comes to my mother, one particular memory stands out. When all is said and done, it’s not that bad a memory to have kept. I suppose it was the intensity of the situation that emblazoned it upon my mind.

I was little, perhaps just five or six. I could verify the specifics with my mom or other family members, but I prefer to dredge up this experience how I recall it, regardless of any inaccuracies or exaggerations my young mind imposed upon it. This would have been the early 1980s and my mom and I were driving home along a street in our neighborhood, Galway. It was across the park from our house. I sat on the blue bench front seat of the Ford Torino next to my mom. Rain had been pouring down for hours and still pelted the roof of the car. Our part of town never drained all that well. I can’t count how many times water flooded our patio and crept up to the sill of the back door. Having a towel at that door to soak up water seeping in was not an unusual occurrence. 

Galway had miniature rivers rushing along the curbs on each side, and the car sluiced through several inches of water on the road itself. We came to a stop and I don’t recall exactly why. Perhaps the car had stalled, or my mom had seen higher water ahead in a dip and had known the car wouldn’t make it through. I didn’t quite know what was happening then. Mom seemed calm though, so I wasn’t worried. I usually have a strong knack for reading and empathizing with people, and have even since I was a little kid. So, if she was worried at that point, she hid it well. 

She must have placed the car in park and taken out the keys. By now I knew something a little different was up, and could connect the dots to the heavy rains. The experience is a fairly vague blur of impressions, but one distinct visual remains. I looked down at the blue carpet and saw water running in under the bottom of the car door. At that point the water on the street must have been about a foot deep, possibly higher. I think my mom tried the door, and couldn’t open it due to the pressure of the running water outside it against it. Remember, that car was American built in the 1970s and made of solid steel. Those doors were hard enough to swing open when there was just air on the other side.
So, she rolled down the window. Perhaps she said some comforting words, but those slipped right through my mind. I just trusted her and got more out of her body language and tone than the words she chose. She climbed out through the window and pulled me along after her. 

After that, she must have waded the quarter to half mile home. I have absolutely zero memories from the moment we left the car til when we were inside the house drying off. While the intensity of the experience overall must have been what kept the memories fresh after so many years, it must have been too much out there in the pouring rain coming up somewhere on my mom’s legs or even waist as I clung to her. I apparently just blacked those memories out.

Home, safe, we toweled off and waited out the rain. Probably the towels were placed against the back door to keep water from coming in. 

