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Because these things happened in life, your ma had been shaving carrots in the kitchen one minute and was gone the next, and there was no bronze shoe, no silver spoon, not even a stained and sagging plush toy left behind, to prove that she had been your mother from the very start.
Because the moment for truth telling, mostly, was not when a person was about to die but after they were already gone, your stepdad finally felt free to sink into an armchair and tell you what he knew about where you had come from. And proceed to dismantle your life.
The truth was rarely told in its entirety. The full story of your origins did not spring up clean and cool out of the ground, but gurgled and spat and had to be picked clear of the mud like a stranded crayfish, its legs flailing in slow, spindly motion.
But you knew it was springing up, all right, the moment your stepfather, the only parent you had left, jutted his chin toward the sofa and waited for you to sit down before he took a long, slow breath.
About the flood, he said, nodding slowly. The flood was one of those things that defined you. There was life before the flood and life after, Ma always used to say. At any mention of the disaster, she would pull you into her arms and hug you in that rocking way that she did.
Then she would release you and touch the heart-shaped pendant hanging from a gold chain around your neck, your name engraved in script. Not Dina, the nickname everyone used, but Dinara.
My little Dinara, your ma would say. My little treasure.
But now, nearly forty years later, there was Steppie, telling you the truth about the time before.
By then, your ma had been gone nearly a year. She had died the same month some rescuers out West found a woman floating down a swollen river with her toddler clinging to her body. The child survived, the woman did not. That was the month you began to smell the mud. Smell the gaping earth, and torn trees, and writhing life, and gas lines. It was the year you began to dream about that other flood, the one from your childhood.
Then you found the photographs. Your stepdad had asked for your help upstairs more than once. Because when a person was gone, there was housecleaning to be done. The toughest kind. The sorting through of a life. The time that a daughter might dedicate to her parents, after all they had given to her.
Here’s the key to the trunk, Steppie said. Up in the attic. I can deal with the stuff down here, but I have my back, you know? It’s no longer fit for the task.
The attic was like something out of a movie. It was piled with things that had been padlocked and shielded against trash bins, and thrift store pickups, and idle children. You would need to keep your sentiments in check as you looked for things worth holding on to and forced yourself to set aside the rest. So, there you were, a cushion under your knees, digging under ancient jeans, their odor faintly sweet with mold. There you were, running your fingers across pictures of your mother as a schoolgirl, of your mother marrying your father, of your mother with her parents, the grandparents you’d never known. There were a few photos of children, carefully posed, studio shots of other people’s kids, but nothing of you.
There was nothing of you, at all, from before the flood. No baby photos, no bronze shoe, no silver spoon, no stained and sagging plush toy, no yellowed, milk-smelling onesies, no tiny hair clips, no broken mobile with dolphins or butterflies, no brittle pacifier. Which was what you’d come to expect. You’d always been told that nothing had survived the calamity. But if nothing had survived, then where had all those photos come from? All those pictures of your parents with no sign of you among them?
You stood up, shaking. Left the trunk half-emptied, open like a mouth in mid-shout. You scrambled downstairs, waving the photos at your stepfather.
What are these, Steppie?
You dropped the photos on the dining table and fanned them out with your hands. Your stepfather said nothing, only shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Beneath him, a floorboard creaked.
What are these? you said. Aren’t these from before the flood? I thought there was nothing left from before.
The family lore surrounding the flood felt as though it had been built right into the thick, tapered columns that held up the front porch of the Craftsman-style house. Never mind that the building dated back to the 1920s and the flood would occur nearly sixty years later. Never mind that this was Steppie’s house and he hadn’t even met your mother at the time of the flood. This was how a story could seep into the bones of your identity and into the foundation of your home.
Every once in a while, you’d get a flash from the day of the disaster. Like when your daughter splashed the water in the kitchen sink and suddenly, you felt your little-girl legs, wet from muddy water, and your arms, wrapped around Ma’s neck. The ground, slipping, slipping, slipping away. You were getting those flashbacks more often since your ma’s passing. Your safe terrain had always been Ma, and your dad, and Steppie. Now Steppie was all you had left, and you could feel something giving way between the two of you.
You looked down again at the oak flooring. Oak was an excellent choice for structures that needed to withstand the forces of nature. Like ships heading out to sea. Like homes being buffeted by the elements.
Steppie had left the floors in their original state, but he’d changed the walls. There were folks who wouldn’t dream of painting over the dark-stained wood in a Craftsman home, but Steppie had never claimed to be a purist. It was his house, he said one spring, as he covered half the interior walls in an eggshell white.
It’s perfect, your ma said, then turned to you. Do you like it?
You nodded in agreement, but you didn’t care. You were getting ready to graduate from high school. It was the year of your first kiss, a damp, noncommittal affair that left you energized all the same. That kiss made you feel as if a door had creaked open in your adolescent life, and you were more interested in what was beyond that door than what you could find at home.
Steppie said that what counted in a home was how you felt, being there. He said he wanted a central room that was filled with sunlight. He wanted a place that would be like an anchor for the family. A place you would always want to come back to. After the fever of your teen years, after the college year abroad, and after you’d had your own children, you would once again feel the pull of the old Craftsman. You would choose to settle your growing family near your parents. But as you stood across from Steppie now, you wondered what, exactly, had you come back to?
The floorboard under Steppie creaked again. You both looked down.
When was the last time you had a termite inspection? you asked Steppie.
Well, he said, it’s time, anyhow. I’ll make an appointment.
You were still small when the house had a termite emergency. The whole building had to be cloaked in an enormous tent, and you, Ma, and Steppie left to stay in a motel. You sat in your parents’ car, looking back at the house, its dormers and gables and broad, yellow-walled porch gone, eclipsed by the bright-blue tarp. The thought of how quickly your home could disappear from view gave you nightmares for months afterward. And now, a termite-emergency kind of feeling was creeping into your chest as you pointed at the photos.
Can we talk about this, Steppie? Look at this photo of Ma and Dad. Someone has written the date, see? That’s the year before the flood. And what about this one? The year before that. How come I’ve never seen these? Where did they come from? And where was I? I would have been two or three years old. Where was I?
Steppie drew in a breath, deep and slow, the way he always did when he had something uncomfortable to say.
About the flood, he said.
About your mother. About your father.
Before the flood, you weren’t theirs.
Steppie lowered his tall frame into the recliner that he had owned since before he met your mother. You can call me Steppie, he’d told you on the day he married your ma. And it had made you smile. Steppie had always been that kind of man, a person who could read between the lines. A father who could spot a child’s confusion, then ease it. You waited for him to work his magic now, to slow the deluge you felt moving toward you.
Your ma and dad, Steppie said. They weren’t your first parents. They took you in because your original family had been washed down the river.
As you listened to your stepfather, you thought of the times the day of the flood had appeared in your dreams. You saw Ma taking your small hand in her own, and saying, Let’s go, honey, we need to get you out of here.
But sometimes, you dreamed further back in time. You saw another house, with another mother, and another child. A boy who was bigger than you. And you saw yourself on a hot, dry day, dragging your toy lion through the front door of that other house, out into the outside. You crossed the large, sandy field that stretched from the blue house all the way to the parking lot on the other side, the toy lion’s pink face and purple mane trailing beside you in the dust as you walked.
Only now, as Steppie began to talk, did you realize that the huge field in your mind was an old riverbed. An old riverwash that was always dry, until the day of the flood.
The flash flood, Steppie said. Your ma saw it happen. She cried when she first told me. Pastel-colored walls, breaking free of their moorings. Crumbling like wafers into the sluice of a raging gully. Houses, and people, swept away. But not you, Dina. You had wandered across the large riverbed and up onto the far bank before the mud came through. You survived, but your original mother did not.
So, Ma and Dad adopted me?
The home your ma and dad lived in—your second parents—had been spared, Steppie said. They believed they could keep you safe. So, yes, they sort of adopted you.
Sort of?
It was not a formal arrangement.
Silence.
What do you mean, it was not a formal arrangement?
They did not officially adopt you. They simply took you into their home.
What about my other relatives?
They didn’t know if there were any.
You feel your mouth going slack, falling open.
You mean Ma and Dad didn’t ask?
Not exactly.
They just kept me? Without checking?
There was no way to know. The town was devastated. All those people, dead. Records gone. Your mother’s parents, too.
There was no way to know? I’m forty years old, Steppie. In nearly forty years, there was no way to know?
Your stepfather lowered his eyes. Scratched at his beard. You felt a hint of bile under your tongue as the memories flowed now. A wall of brown water coming down the hill into the riverbed. Across the field, a row of houses, falling apart. Tumbling into the mud. Your ma, lifting you out of the back seat of her car and running with you in her arms. The two of you, surrounded by water.
There was life before the flood and life after. You understood, now, that when your ma used to tell you this, she wasn’t talking about the flood so much as you.
You stood up, now, calling your stepfather names, using words you never would have uttered while growing up in this house. His house, their house, but never your house, apparently. You started to wail like a child, weeping for your lion, the fringy toy you used to ask for when you were little, the spongy object you used to feel in the memory of your left hand, but which your parents, not your real parents, kept telling you had never existed. Even now, Steppie continued to deny it.
You never had a lion.
But I remember, you said, aware that your voice had become high and watery, like when you used to scrape a knee, or bang an elbow, and your ma would hug you and say, It’ll be all right, it’ll be all right.
No, no lion. Nothing but the clothes on your back. Steppie hesitated. At least, that’s what your mother told me.
In your current home, the one you’d made with your husband and daughters, there was a filing cabinet with school records, a vaccination card, university degrees, all evidence of your healthy and comfortable upbringing. There was a birth certificate, drawn up before your fourth birthday to replace the one that had been sucked down the river with the town archives. But like your ma’s trunk, up in her attic, your files held nothing of you from those first three years.
There was life before the flood and life after.
You’d grown up in a household where almost every horizontal surface was studded with class photos, and holiday dinner photos, and wedding photos, and Communion and track meet and summer vacation snapshots, in every silver-plated, gilded, wooden, textile-covered, digital frame that had been given to your family over the years.
Your parents had gone through life secure in knowing that the years would bring a succession of gift-giving occasions and one or two new frames each time, helping to construct a narrative of your lives that would carry more weight than fifty thousand gallons of water per second.
Your history was constructed on gap-toothed and squinting and stand-up-straight photos of you at five and twelve and fourteen. Pictures of you on the family fridge with Steppie, your legs at seventeen almost as long as his. Your life came to be marked by more photos of you with your stepfather than with anyone else. Like peas in a pod, Ma used to say.
As you looked at your stepfather, you thought of your ma, your not-mother, looking at you in that way that she used to. A look that became mildly embarrassing with the onset of your teen years. A look that you would have given anything to have back, after she’d died. A look that now felt like a betrayal.
The narrative of your life as a beloved only child, ultimately, took precedence over your memories of a pink-and-purple lion, until your ma passed on. Then the dreams came back. Ma, finding you in the old riverwash and taking your small, sweaty hand in her own dry palm. Ma saying, Let’s go, honey, we need to get you out of here. You, feeling that stuffed and sagging lion, gripped in your other hand.
You saw your toy lion and your bare feet in the dust. You saw the sky over the hills turning black. Smelled the rain gathering in the air, sweet and rank at the same time, though the ground was still dry. Your ma was pulling you up the bank of the riverbed. Walking you onto the parking lot toward her car. Putting you in the back seat as the first raindrops fell. But before the rain could soak the ground, before the car reached the far edge of the parking lot, you heard that rumbling sound. The hillside to the left was moving, the riverbed behind you was roaring with water, the parking lot was filling up with mud.
Oh no, oh no, oh no, said your ma. She was having trouble with the car. She turned it off, jumped out, lifted you out of the back seat, and started moving away from the car. Before breaking into a run, she turned to look back at the houses on the far side of the riverwash.
Oh my God, said Ma.
But before the world came roaring down the hill, the riverbed was dry. When Ma took your hand, the riverbed was still dry. When Ma put you in the car, the ground was still, mostly, dry.
You look at Steppie, now. His shoulders look drooped.
Ma took me before the flood, didn’t she?
It’s not the way you think, Steppie said.
She and Dad took me, and kept me, and never told.
They saved you, Dina. They had the same skin, so they knew what could happen to you. They knew a poor, motherless child was always going to be at risk, especially if she was a brown-skinned orphan from a flood-ravaged, poor-folks town in America. Because even white men from that kind of town, men who tumbled into bed at the end of the day with their backs burning and oil under their fingernails, were never going to have anybody looking out for them.
But she took my hand before the flood, Steppie. I remember, now. I’ve always remembered. I just didn’t understand. She wasn’t saving me from the flood. She had already taken me.
And if she hadn’t, said Steppie, where would you be now? Someone must have known what they were doing when they let folks build houses so close to the old riverwash. Someone must have known what your family life had been like, the problems you’d been having in your first home. Your ma knew, just from going shopping every week across the riverbed from your house. She would see you out there, on your own, covered in all that sandy dust. You were skinny and barefoot, with matted hair and bruised arms.
Someone must have known and looked the other way. There aren’t many secrets in this world, just people who choose to look the other way.
Let’s go, honey, we need to get you out of here.
After the flood, your ma decided you’d be safer with her and your dad agreed. After the flood, they waited for someone to come forward, some relative from another town to come looking, but no one did. They moved across the state to follow the good housing, to follow the jobs. So they said. Then, one day, they crossed five state lines and never went back. Too much time had passed for them to say anything. Too much time had passed for them to want to.
Then she and your dad broke up, Steppie said, with a shy-looking smile. And I came along.
You smile at this. You remembered your daddy. How he had a soccer ball and he’d show you how to kick it, and sometimes you would fall over and he’d pick you up and plop you on your feet, grab the ball and kick it toward you again. And every time you visited him and his new wife, you were bigger and stronger, and he’d take the soccer ball out of his garage and the two of you would run around the yard and laugh. You remembered that new feeling, the lonely feeling, when Ma and Steppie told you your father had gone to heaven and you wouldn’t be seeing him again, at least not for a long time.
Now you were raising your voice at Steppie. Shouting, really. Ma would have disapproved. There had been no shouting allowed inside the home. But this really hadn’t been your home, had it? And she hadn’t really been your mother, had she? So you would shout if you damn well felt like it.
You demanded more answers from Steppie. Exact locations, timelines, names. Because, as it turned out, the true flood of your childhood had been a different event, not the one they’d told you about. Your ma had changed the location. She had changed the year. She had changed your name. She had ordered a gold necklace inscribed with your new name.
She had invented a daughter. Dinara, my little treasure.
You decided to do the research. You would find your real people. You would find out who you were meant to be. Your stepdad could only tell you so much. He hadn’t been there at the beginning. But he knew where the flood had occurred, and that was a start. He said he only knew what your mother had told him, only knew that you had almost always lived with her. Only knew that you had almost always been his, too.
His little girl.
You looked around at the room where your ma had helped you with your homework, so many times. Math had never been your thing, and it had always been hers. You looked at the walls that you had helped Steppie to paint. You looked at the framed photographs, perched on bookshelves and side tables, from which peered the faces of the people you had come to love most. Your parents, your husband, your daughters. You lifted a frame from the wall, looked at the photo of you at five years of age with Ma, the oldest picture of the two of you together, and flung it to the floor.
Your heart was pounding so hard right then that you couldn’t even hear what Steppie was saying. Ma once told you the heart beats one hundred thousand times a day. How many heartbeats had you spent with her and Steppie? More than with anyone else in your life. And now, in just a few heartbeats, it had all come undone.
Even as Steppie called to you, you stomped across the room, yanked at the creaky front door, and slammed it on your way out.
That day had begun so well. You’d been planning your birthday party for weeks. The big four-oh. You had taken the key to the attic from Steppie, thinking it might not be so bad to start sorting through things. That you might find something new from your childhood, or something else of your ma’s to hold on to for the next forty years. A keepsake. Maybe then you’d find the courage you needed to throw away the rest. You touched the pendant resting on your collarbone.
Oh, look! Ma had said the last time she saw you wearing the necklace.
Yeah, I got a new chain, you told her.
Your ma had replaced the chain once before, after it had grown too tight for your teenage neck. Then it had broken, and the pendant had ended up sitting in an old wooden box for years, along with other treasured but unused things. A marble from when you were ten. A ring, fashioned from the stem of a flower by one of your daughters. A single earring that belonged to your other girl. In case we find the other, you had told her for two years, until she was able to fully grasp the significance of the word lost.
My little treasure, your ma said then, and hugged you. And you both laughed, because you had grown to be a full head and shoulders taller than she was.
You were still smiling at the memory, kneeling before the trunk, when you found the photographs of your ma and dad when they were first together, before you. Before the flood. Wedding photos, school photos, family photos. As you came down from the attic that day, you weren’t sure what the whole story was, only that you’d been lied to and that this knowledge was making your legs tremble.
By the time Steppie had explained and you left him, slamming the front door, you no longer knew if your birthday was even your birthday, or if you were turning forty, or forty-one, or thirty-nine. You only knew you no longer felt like having a party.
You researched the flood in that long-ago town, scoured the internet, went to the library, started to read everything you could find about floods. You read that floods were the most common natural disaster in the country. You read that flooding would affect twice the number of people in another ten years. You read that climate change and overbuilding and drawing too much water from the ground were adding to the problem.
You read that four people who went missing in your hometown flood had never been found. Presumed dead, like all those others who had perished. You must have been one of those lost souls. Only, you were still alive.
It was too late to stop the tide that was pulling you in that direction. You put in for a few vacation days at the job. Told your husband you were going on a retreat. Said whatever you needed to, to get what you wanted. Packed a bag and your laptop. Got in the car and drove. Interstate, gas stations, mini-marts, and main streets. Diners and dime stores. Billboards and two-lane highways. Miles and miles and miles of agitation.
Let’s have a car party, Ma used to say. You’d get in the car, just the two of you, and drive, turning the radio way up. I love this place, she would say, pointing to the view beyond the windshield. Don’t you love this place? The car would slip along the parkway, the asphalt flanked by cedar and birch and dogwood trees. You would take a turnoff and leave the car at the head of a trail, or drive out to the beach, and walk for a bit.
Years later, you and your ma would take your own daughters along, the four of you steaming up the car with full-throated singing and car-dancing. I love this place, you would say, turning your head to look back at your girls, while your mother drove. Don’t you love this place?
Neither you nor your ma had been born in New England, but this was home for the two of you. This was where you had spent most of your life together, and it was filled with maple leaves and coarse, loamy soil, and school days, and measles, and love. What you remembered of the time before was, mostly, plenty of dust, until the day it turned to mud and sorrow.
But finally, you were there, in your true hometown. You were going back to your past, where your old life had died. The town had changed its name since the deluge, and only a memorial stood in the center to recall the disaster.
Standing near the old riverwash, its sides now raised and walled with cement, you thought back to your ma saying, Let’s go, honey, we need to get you out of here. Then the rain, snapping against the car like firecrackers. Then the hillside, trees and all, moving toward you. The car getting stuck. Your ma, shouting. And Ma, picking you up, your legs wrapped around her torso, your arms clinging to her neck, your fingers clamped to the mane of your pink-and-purple plush toy.
Tops of cars, tops of houses, heads and roots of trees poking out of the water. Yellow mud, flowing with chemicals and livestock. Entire streets, entire families, disappearing. Your dad, running toward you. Your ma, holding you close. You, crying out for your mother. Not Ma, but the other one.
Mommy! Mommy!
These are not dreams. These are memories.
When an entire town is devastated, things slip between the bureaucratic cracks. When a mountainside gives way and the water carves a new canyon, entire histories dissolve. There is the moment before and the moment after. In the moment before, the ground is dry. In the moment after, you become someone else. Standing in front of the memorial, now, you step in close to read the inscription dedicated to the flood victims. It says, They are lost but not forgotten.
And you?
You read the list of the people whose bodies were never recovered. Each has a birth date next to their name, then a dash. No date of death. You find a date that looks right. You see a name that is nothing like the one you have used for as long as you can remember, but you know. You know.
There are two other people listed with the same surname. One of them a boy, a few years older. The other, old enough to be your mother. Your first mother and big brother. Did you ever know your real father? You don’t remember. You feel the blood rushing up from your shins to your armpits, to your ears.
Some years back, you read a story in the news about a man who, faced with a nagging doubt about his family, began to do research. He came across one of those simulations of what a missing child might look like as an adult. He was in his thirties when he saw his own face on the computer screen looking back at him. You thought of that man now, and how only someone like him might understand what it felt like to be you. What it felt like to discover yourself to be missing from the world.
Or was it different for him, you wonder, knowing that someone had been searching for him all those years? As far as you could tell, no one had ever looked for you.
Your research takes a new turn. You read that a child between one and four years of age can receive a birth certificate on presentation of certain documents. A notarized affidavit. Two or more papers showing evidence of a pregnancy, plus a birth on the specified date. In your case, it took a woman like your ma being married to an accomplished forger to get the thing done. An accomplished forger who could invent an entire pregnancy. A husband who later moved on to another woman, but who still kept his mouth shut, who went to an early grave still wrapped in a shroud of loyalty.
Because a person can fail another person and still do right by them. It happens all the time. This is the way of relationships. This is the way of family.
What you know of family is your ma meeting your stepdad, and Steppie taking you to the beach and teaching you to fly a kite. And picking you up from music lessons. And driving you six hours to the dorms that first day at the university. And trying to hide his wet eyes as he turned away, leaning the side of his face against the top of your ma’s hair as he put one ropy, brown arm around her and led her back to the car.
What you know of family is that on your wedding day, Ma said, Look at you, so beautiful, and Steppie said, Look at my little girl, all grown up.
But what you know of family isn’t enough. Not anymore.
After the falling-out with Steppie, you decide to let your girls go see him without you. You don’t want to upset them. You make excuses, you have other things to do. When they come back home, they are holding a box. We found this in Grandma’s trunk, they say. Grandpa says this used to be yours.
Inside the box is a wad of tissue paper and under that is the toy lion, the one from your dreams. Pink and purple, dirt-stained and sagging, with fringes around the face. No whiskers, no nose, just a little wedge of a mouth, a tiny smile, and the oddest shape, with a long, narrow rear rather than a proper tail. You hold it to your chest. The feel of its eccentric little body fills you with joy. And then rage.
You lied, Steppie, you say, under your breath. You want to call him and shout into the phone, but you will not call him. You refuse to see him. You pick up the phone and call the police.
The decisions you make when you feel terrible rarely are the wisest ones. By the time you realize what you’ve done, it’s too late. The police are at Steppie’s house when you get there. It’s all right, Steppie tells them, she can stay, she’s my daughter. The word daughter flips a switch in your head. The rage comes flowing back and you think, Fine, fine, fine. Let’s hear him explain this one.
Steppie is telling the cops about the lion. Your childhood toy. It’s not a lion, he says. It’s a kind of salamander. A fishy thing. Has those hairy-looking gills, you know, all around its face? Steppie waves his hands around his head. The officers look at him, blank-faced. That’s why she thought it was a lion, Steppie says, looking over at you. You are sitting at the other end of the room, glaring.
They did a documentary, Steppie says. Have you seen it? This kind of salamander can grow back its own limbs and organs, after a trauma. It can become whole again. Wild stuff. But it’s on the brink of extinction. Even with all those things it can do.
Steppie tips his head in your direction, his face softening.
When she was little, and still back in her hometown, she used to carry that thing everywhere. But it didn’t come from her first mother, it was a gift from my wife. She wasn’t my wife then. I didn’t know her, but she told me. Back in those days, she had a son, with her ex. A friend of hers made the salamander doll for the boy, but the boy died.
You sit there in shock. Ma and Dad used to have a boy. Ma and Dad had lost a child.
Steppie tells the police about the day of the flood. Tells them it wasn’t the first time your ma had found you wandering in the old riverwash, all on your own. Said it wasn’t the first time she’d taken you home, either. The first time, she had given you something to eat and wiped off your face and given you her son’s toy. She had taken you all the way to her home and back, and no one had even noticed that you’d been gone.
Steppie turns his body to face you directly, now, but keeps talking to the police. My wife, he says, took the girl back to the door of the old blue house. What are you doing out here? the girl’s mother said, when she saw her standing there. She didn’t even ask my wife anything. Just took the little girl’s arm and pulled her inside. Now, what kind of family wouldn’t even notice? Steppie says. What kind of child, at that age, disappears for hours without being looked for? What if someone else had taken her? What then?
I’m not saying her first mother didn’t love her, Steppie says. I’m just saying this little girl—well, she’s all grown up now—wasn’t getting the care she needed, for whatever reason. And my wife was just trying to get her some help when the flood came.
The way Steppie tells it, Ma put you in her car on the day of the flood with the intention to help you. She had this idea she could drive you over to the town hall and demand the authorities do something. Enough, she would have said. Enough. But the rain started banging on the roof of the car and somewhere behind the hills, it had already been raining for hours, the soil was already moving toward you.
As Steppie talks, you think back to that day. The rain starting up. Your ma, not your mother, pulling you out of the car. The rumbling and snapping sounds, as the town washed away. A dusty blue house, breaking into pieces as it tumbled into a river of mud. You knew those blue walls. People in the water, everywhere, yelling. Your ma, your not-mother, holding you tight, even as she slipped and fell.
Now, as your stepdad tells the story to the police, the rest comes back. Water, up to your waist. Your ma, blubbering about snakes. Then the two of you, covered in mud and shivering. Your dad, your not-father, running to meet you. And you, calling for your mother, the real one, who would have been gone by then. The mother whose name sits on the memorial in your hometown, along with your own. Lost, but not forgotten.
It turns out your ma lived on the other side of town from your birth family. When she got home, the house was still there, the floor was dry, the plumbing intact. Everything was still where it had always been, only Ma’s life had been changed forever. She had already lost her son and was struggling to live with that. She couldn’t reach her parents and was fearing the worst. But her husband was alive and they had that little girl, that skinny, little you, safe in their house. And on that day, as Ma watched you doze off in her arms, she must have held on to you for a minute too long.
So, no, Ma did not report the child she’d found to anyone at the town hall, which had been washed away, anyway. Nor to the police or firefighters, who were busy with rescue and recovery. Nor to the state authorities, who had an emergency to declare and grant money to mobilize. Instead, she gave you a bath and pulled one of her sweaters over your head. She cut the knots out of your hair, and fed you, and tried to fight the love that was already springing up, that had already started to gurgle and spit.
Steppie tells the officers he didn’t know anything until he and Ma were about to get married.
She told me, if it came down to me or her little girl, she’d choose the girl, Steppie says. After the two of them moved in with me, I saw the way that child would watch her dad whenever he drove away after a visit. I didn’t have the heart to make her call me Daddy. I told her that she could call me Steppie, and that made her smile. True, none of us were her real parents, but we were what she had. We were her family, now. And she became my daughter.
Steppie is all talked out. When the detective makes him stand up, you jab your finger in his direction. You stole my life. You knew, and you said nothing. How could you?
Sometimes people do the wrong things for the right reasons, Steppie says.
Oh, spare me, you say, turning to leave.
But you don’t expect the handcuffs. The cold click of metal around Steppie’s wrists pulls at something in your chest and flips your certainty on its head. Handcuffs? The man is old enough to be your grandfather, can’t they see that? He wasn’t even there when your ma took you in. He only kept silent out of love. Your real parents were gone. Who knows where you would have ended up if your ma hadn’t taken you with her? Steppie! you call out, as an officer walks away with him.
You are not able to sleep that night. You weep into your husband’s neck. You resolve to hire a lawyer to defend your stepfather from your own accusations. You will help Steppie, but you tell your husband you’ll never speak to Steppie again. Because as much as your heart is breaking, you are so filled with anger that it feels like a bank of mud about to crest a hill.
Steppie will go to jail, but for less time than you feared. Much of the law is about intent. There will be questions in court, about your upbringing. Questions about care, feeding, and education. Whether there was abuse. Whether you were threatened, constrained, or coerced. No one will ask you what you want. You will write it out in a personal statement. You will say that Steppie is the only father you have. That if they take Steppie away, you truly will be an orphan.
You will shed tears in court. But you will come to realize, on the day that you beg for leniency on your stepfather’s behalf, that you had been an orphan all along. You were never legally adopted. You were never safe from losing your new family. And your fury will grow, despite your desperation to save Steppie, and despite your grief for your ma.
Dinara, my little treasure.
On the day that your stepfather is released from jail, you will scowl as you wait for him in the parking lot. You will not acknowledge his apology. Eight months will not be enough time for you to forgive him. You will leave him at the curb when you reach the house. You will stare at his back as he walks up the driveway. You will shift the car into drive as he drops his bag on the ground, strides along the side of the house, and pokes at the plants.
You will pull away as he inspects the begonia, the forsythia, the maple he planted when you turned ten. The corn he used to roast on the barbecue. The zucchini your ma used to slice into omelets. The tomatoes you liked to sprinkle with salt before biting down, eyes closed.
Steppie’s garden. His house. Their house.
Not your house.
You will drive to the bungalow where you have made a family for yourself and cluttered a side table with baby pictures. You will sink into the sofa and lean against the warmth of your husband’s softish middle. You will pretend to be entertained by the yammering of your teenage girls. You will plan a party to mark your true birthday, the one you must now commit to memory.
The following year, on your real birthday, you will drive home with new paint on your nails and sit unnoticed in your car. You will hold your fingers up to your nose. Breathe in the scent of chemical pampering. You will watch from down the block as your party guests arrive. You will watch as they finger their hairdos and tug at their clothes. You will see them push their way through the half-open door, these people you have known for most of your not-real life. These people who have loved you without ever really knowing you. You will feel the pinprick of salt under your lashes.
You will feel yourself floating away. Unmoored. Carried along by a current that will lead you to lower the hand brake, turn the steering wheel, and drive away.
As more people arrive for your birthday celebration, you will find yourself five miles away, standing before your mother’s tomb, which sits at eye level in a wall of loved ones. Your ma. Steppie’s parents. Your aunt, Steppie’s baby sister. You will think about all the people in the world who have never received a proper farewell at the end of their lives. People engulfed by natural or human-made disasters. You will wonder if, someday, the changing climate, the drying riverbeds, and the cracked soils will spit up the past in some other disaster, and bring your birth mother back to you.
Your mommy and brother are down there, somewhere. Was she thinking of you when that wall of mud hit the old blue house?
In between your two daughters, you had another pregnancy. Your middle was getting puffy when you miscarried. But you never really lost that child. Over the years, you would see him, playing in the grass with your girls, shrieking from the seat of a carnival ride, clomping out of the house toward the school bus in chunky sneakers, a knapsack strapped to his shoulders. You will feel him next to you, now, as you stand before the mausoleum, one arm around your waist, his head bowed in sorrow over your ma. His grandma.
Your thoughts will flash back to the mother of the news reports, the one who had drowned while keeping her toddler safe from the river. And you will wonder, did that woman, wherever she was, know that her child had survived? Was there some part of her that would be conscious, still, of her child’s welfare? That would be at peace, knowing that her sacrifice had given her little girl another chance at life? Could a person still feel worry after they had passed on to that other dimension? Could a person still feel love?
What would the great books of faith say about these things? Your parents never had been much for churchgoing. Had they been, would they have done what they did? Would they have felt too guilty to keep their mouths shut all those years? Or would they have been convinced, all the same, of their actions? Their omissions? Their deceit? And what would the great books of faith say about the conflict burning under your rib cage now, between resentment and attachment? Between resentment and longing?
Will you belong in heaven or hell, for missing the woman who had broken all the rules to mother you?
The groundskeeper at the cemetery will ask you if you’re going to be all right. Do you want to call someone? he will ask. He will seem sorry but not shocked. He must have seen other people leaning their foreheads against the wall of tombs, chests heaving, feet kicking at its base. He must have been witness to so much grief, working in a place like this. He must have been witness to so much love.
You will get back behind the wheel of your car and drive too fast. Steppie always said that you drove too fast. You will leave the motor idling as you jump out of the car. Steppie used to warn you never to do that. Always turn off the motor before you leave your vehicle. You and your ma used to chuckle at the word vehicle and tease him for sounding like a driver’s manual.
You will curse as your shoe lands in a puddle of mud. Ma would have liked your new party shoes. You’ve inherited her mania for footwear. As you pull your foot out of the wet earth and shake it, you will get a flash of yourself with muddy water up to your waist. You will feel your arms around your ma’s waist. You will feel yourself in a little girl’s body, at that point in your life where the moment before meets the moment after.
You will stop, close your eyes, and pull air into your lungs. You will tell yourself that you know who you are, now. Your original name, your original relatives. You will have emailed a distant cousin, three time zones away. You will have talked on the phone for two hours. You will have agreed to meet the following year. But on your real birthday, as the party you should be hosting gets underway, you will find yourself standing here, at the edge of your falsified life.
You will stop at the end of the driveway to wipe your muddy shoe on the grass. You will stand there, staring up at the house that you have known for almost as long as you can remember. You will take in the sunflower-colored walls, the white, tapered columns on their brick supports, the gray-painted steps, the bursts of pinks and reds from Steppie’s flower beds.
Steppie’s house. Ma’s house. Your house.
You will walk up the pathway. You will hear the front door creak open. While Steppie was in jail, you will have had the termite inspection done. Had the floorboards checked and cleaned and oiled. Painted the walls of the living room eggshell white. But you will have forgotten to grease the hinges on that door.
You will stop to poke at Steppie’s begonias and forsythia, and look under the leaves, the way Steppie always does. You will jut your chin toward the porch steps. Go on, you’ll say to your son. Do you want to see your grandpa? Go on. And you will watch your unborn son walk up the porch steps and slip through the front door. Then you will turn away.
You will come back someday. But on that particular afternoon, it will be enough to see the sunny facade of your childhood home. It will be enough to smell the grass and newly fallen leaves and hear the autumn wind murmuring over the roof shingles. It will be enough to hear the creak of that front door, to know that Steppie is still in there. To know that this is a place to which you can always come back.
As you walk to your car, you will hear the sound of Steppie’s boots on the front porch, but you will not turn to look. You will need time, still, to accept that you cannot undo the past. You will need time to admit that, try as you might, you cannot un-love your ma. You will need time to believe that the mother who gave birth to you and lost you in the deluge would have understood this, somehow. That so often in life, there is no either-or. That as much as the mind might fight the idea, the heart makes room for opposing truths.
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