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Lacey Reynolds

Floodwaters and Bulldozers

They are going to tear it down. Again.
    Like adding insult to injury, they will add death to injury, or 

maybe insult to death.
Two summers ago my family's house was destroyed in a record 

flood. Our home was one of three in our town to be condemned by 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). We salvaged 
what we could from the second floor and the top half of the first and 
said good-bye to the only home I had ever known.

*
I had been on vacation when the house filled up with water, trapping 
my mom inside. The water gushed up through the basement, tipping 
over the refrigerator and dining room table as it made its way into the 
house. My mom ran upstairs and tried to dial 9-1-1. 

The phone was dead. She is afraid of water and cannot swim.
She tried to think of ways to escape but could find none. She ran 

to my room, the only room with a window facing the road a hundred 
yards away. She opened the window and screamed at each vehicle that 
drove by. The rain was too loud. No one could hear her through the 
pounding sheets of downpour. 

Finally, a man in a delivery truck pulled over to wait out the 
conditions. He stepped out of the truck to watch the waters at work 
under the bridge by our driveway. Mom saw her chance and took it. 
She screamed as loud as she could and waved her arms. The man saw 
her, but didn't know what to do. He grabbed his truck radio and called 
for help. 

“Then we looked at each other,” Mom explained later, “We just 
stared. I could tell he felt helpless because he couldn’t reach me. There 
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I spotted a cluster of men near the basement door. I recognized one 
man's stance as my father's. As if he felt my eyes on him, my dad 
turned around and met my gaze. I walked toward him, letting the 
sharp slope of the driveway propel me forward. I lost more control 
with each lunging step. Before I could speak, my dad wrapped his 
arms around me and spoke into my hair through tears. "It's gone…the 
whole thing. Gone."

The rest of the family joined us and Dad gave us a tour. The 
smell of damp must and mold was overwhelming. Dad walked us 
through what had happened that day. His voice was laced with a bit-
ter tone so strong it hurt to listen. "Here's where the wall caved in," he 
said as he kicked the bulging wall to our living room. "Here's where 
your mom was when she saw the water rising."  He grabbed the back 
of the only dining chair left standing and threw it to the floor to land 
in shambles with its family. These were his memories of the house 
now. Memories of what the water had done to it, instead of the lives 
we had shared in it.

My brother Matt tried to calm Dad with false hopes of fixing 
the place up. What did he care if the house was gone?  He had only 
lived in this house for a few years before he left for the city. He had 
no memories here like I did. All of my memories were formed here. 
But that was Matt, always the optimist.

I couldn't see anything positive about the scene before me. Then 
again, I wasn't really trying to. I was just observing, like I was looking 
at someone else's muddy toothbrush on the floor. I went upstairs to 
my room to find that everything had already been removed. How sad 
it looked without my posters on the wall and my piles of magazines 
stacked to the windowsill. 

I wondered who had taken everything down. Were they care-
ful not to fold my high school artwork?  Had they made sure not to 
wrinkle the dresses of my porcelain doll collection?  Had they found 
my emergency cash so cleverly hidden in a pair of socks randomly 
tucked in the corner of my underwear drawer?  

Oh no. My underwear drawer!  Who had gone through my 
underwear drawer?  How many people had seen and/or touched my 
underwear!?  

My sister found me upstairs and reassured me that my under-
wear had been packed by a woman who didn't even think twice about 
seeing or touching a young girl's underwear. When I asked her which 
woman packed my things, she didn't know, which meant she didn't 
actually know who packed my things, which meant it was likely some 
creepy boy from my high school class who took pictures of my under-
wear one by one and even kept some for himself. In fact, at this exact 
moment, I knew there was a group of guys laughing hysterically as 
they tossed my flowery drawers around in a circle like a hot potato.

was just too much water. So we just waited.” 
The fire department finally arrived, but the water was already 

receding just as quickly as it had come. Mom was able to walk out of 
the house with assistance from the firemen. 

*
When I returned from my vacation, I entered my uncle's warehouse 
where our belongings were being stored. I walked in silently, scan-
ning the room, trying to find my mom. I saw faces. I recognized some 
of them as aunts and uncles and distant cousins, but I had never seen 
many of them before. Most of them looked up when I walked in. They 
quickly dropped their heads and returned to wiping away slime with 
entirely too much concentration. I didn't care. I didn't want to see 
them either with their sympathetic eyes and mud-streaked cheeks 
staring through me. I wanted my mom's eyes, my mom's cheeks. 

Finally, I found her. She was bustling around, talking to three 
people at once like she always did. You would never know she had 
just lived through her worst nightmare. I watched as she weaved her 
way through garbage bags of clothes and boxes of silverware, telling 
people where to put things and thanking them profusely for all their 
help. My aunt caught her eye and nodded in my direction. She turned 
to me and held me. "Are you okay?" she asked. I was numb and angry. 
They were all looking at me from behind furniture and through piles 
of junk waiting for me to dramatically fall apart. I didn't deliver. "I 
want to see the house," I said. 

*
My brothers drove home from Milwaukee and we all piled into vehi-
cles to go see the destruction like it was a tourist attraction. I fidgeted 
in my seat, leaned forward for a moment, slouched back for another. 
I sat on my hands so they wouldn't shake and then tapped out a song 
on the window, using my index fingers as drum sticks. My stomach 
was empty, but something inside it was turning and turning, trying 
to make me throw up. I was getting claustrophobic when we finally 
reached the house. The highway was lined with cars on each side. 
The people who drove those cars to my home were all down there in 
the valley, swarming my house like ants attacking a fresh apple core. 
They were coming in and out of doors on every side of the house, one 
after another, each removing a mud-coated piece of my life. 

I looked down at my home so neatly placed in the heart of this 
valley as if the valley had formed around it in a protective hug. The 
valley had failed to protect it this time. Its hills had served as concrete 
walls, holding in the dangerous waters that tried to take my mother 
from me. The house itself didn't look damaged at all. It just looked 
dirty and old, like a puppy's teething toy that had been left behind in 
the yard. 

I squinted to find my dad's face among the strangers below me. 
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tiles she had spent hours picking out at the store and even more time 
installing on her hands and knees. As she searched, she cried, “My 
floor!  My kitchen!”  She shook with powerful sobs, but Lynne and I 
could only stare at each other and cry. Mom was the strong one who 
talked too bubbly and smiled too much during a crisis. She simply 
does not fall apart. Not knowing what to do, Lynne found Dad. Mom 
turned her attention to the kitchen drawers. She whipped open the 
drawer beneath the sink and found her mother's scratch pads for 
doing dishes. "They left Mom's scratchers!" she screamed as if some-
one had been murdered. "What's going on?" Dad asked. Mom looked 
embarrassed at the sound of Dad's voice. She tried to pull herself 
together, but then gave up. She turned to Dad and whispered, "They 
forgot Mom's scratchers," as if that explained everything. Dad had 
never had to comfort Mom before. He helplessly looked at her, picked 
up a scratcher, and said, "It's okay."   

But it wasn't okay. It wasn't okay for a long time after the flood 
took our home. For awhile, my parents slept in my sister's basement 
while I stayed at my boyfriend's house. Things got a little tense with 
everyone being under one roof, so Mom and Dad rented a camper to 
put in Lynne's front yard. There was still no room for me, so I stayed 
with my boyfriend. The utilities for the camper became too expensive 
for us, so Mom, Dad, and I moved into the lower level of my aunt's 
garage. We had a bathroom and a TV and even a refrigerator. We 
weren't at home, but we were comfortable and it was just the three of 
us together again. 

We looked into buying land to build a home near our old place, 
but had no luck. We researched prefab housing and toured homes 
around our hometown. We considered renting a home or buying a 
camper. Building would never be finished in time for Christmas and 
short-term alternatives were not a solution. We wanted to feel at 
home for the holidays. 

My parents finally found a house to buy and we moved in in 
October. We painted the walls and redid the floors. We bought ap-
pliances and furniture and food. We replaced our phones, TVs, and 
computer. We hung photos and shelves and clothes. We spent months 
trying to find our old things, unpacking bags and boxes, wiping mud 
off of family photos, replacing what we had lost. Sometimes it felt like 
we would never catch up. Months would go by when we thought our 
lives were back to normal. Then I would decide to make cupcakes and 
discover that we no longer had any cupcake pans, no flour, no sugar, 
no sprinkles on hand. 

*
Now, more than two years later, this house has all the signs of our old 
home.

But the old house still stands in the valley where I once called 

What a small, petty thing to worry about at a time like this, I 
told myself. I should be thinking about the family photos that were 
ruined or how my mother had to escape from her own home or where 
in the world I was going to sleep that night. But those things were 
too painful. Creepy underwear thieves were simple, and simple was 
exactly what I was craving right now.

I followed Lynne downstairs, still stewing over the hot potato 
panty image I had created. But that image was quickly forgotten when 
I heard a crunch beneath my foot. I stepped back to find a plastic little 
girl with brown pigtails and brown skin. She was wearing a yellow 
silk tutu, now spotted with mud. Jennifer. Jennifer was just one of 
my hundreds of pieces for my Fisher-Price Dream Doll House. Santa 
had given me that doll house when I was seven years old and I had 
asked for new accessories to add to it for each holiday since then. I had 
played with that house until I was twelve. At some point, I packed it 
away and decided that I would give it to my daughter some day. 

And now Jennifer was on the floor. 
Only inches away, I could see a piece of baby blue plastic stick-

ing up from the muck that was now my living room floor. I pried it 
out. It was the food dish for the doll house's dogs and cats. Actually 
there were two dogs, two cats, three kittens, and three puppies (pets 
came as bonus pieces with several big doll house purchases). 

I looked again and found a pale yellow laundry basket that came 
with the dryer that had a small knob to spin the clothes inside. 

Soon I had forgotten where I was and what I had come there for. 
I only knew that I was on a hunt for my pieces, like Hansel and Gretel 
in search for bread crumbs. I rescued a plastic picnic table, a broken 
dining room chair, a purple tire from a jeep, and a vacuum before I 
reached the crick. This was the end. The rest had been swept away. I 
looked at the pieces of pastel plastics in my hands. I remembered how 
beautiful the pieces had been only days ago. They were ugly now, like 
everything else the water had touched. 

My sister was calling for me. I dropped the pieces on the 
ground. I didn't want those few pieces if I couldn't have the others. 
They were a set. They belonged together. They were nothing without 
the rest.

*
Everyone had split up around the house, each of us looking at differ-
ent parts. We all ended up outside together where Dad continued his 
tour of the yard. As Lynne and I listened, we noticed that Mom was 
not with us.

We found her in the kitchen, the kitchen she had just remod-
eled on her own a few weeks before. We watched from a distance 
as she scraped away the mud with her feet, slowly at first and then 
wildly as her emotions overcame her. She frantically tried to find the 
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home. The doors have been removed and the windows have been sto-
len. Looters have gutted the walls to collect copper wires and hauled 
away soggy furniture for reasons we are unsure of. All that remains 
now is dried mud, warped floors, and the nauseating odor of black 
mold laced with a hint of nostalgia. 

Empty and foul as it may be, the house still stands. It stands as a 
reminder of what once was and how blessed we are to have survived 
such a tragedy. But it will not stand for much longer. The government 
owns the house now and will have to bulldoze it and bury it in a heap 
on the ground. When the dust has settled, the debris will sink deeper 
into the earth with each new rain and weeds will grow thicker with 
each passing year and soon there will be no trace of it left at all. 

Lisa Gibbs


