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Lightning, the
great divider.
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Seeing the Lightning
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Special to The Washington Post

he summer afternoon I

saw my grandmother—a

large woman who filled

the room with her blus-
tery spirit—shake and moan when
a vociferous thunderstorm rolled
over our house, I divided the
world into two camps: people who
were afraid of thunderstorms and
those who were thrilled by them.
Barefoot, [ watched the storm
from our front porch, and in all the
wisdom of my nine years, judged
my grandmother to be silly and su-
perstitious and, worst of all, a
coward.

I was drawn to bad weather;
thunderstorms stirred my pas-
sions and cleared the tension in
the air. Thunderstorms fed and
gave legitimacy to my mercurial
inner life. “See,” I would imagine
saying to my well-mannered and
even-tempered father, “I'm not the
only one who has outbursts!”

As an adult, I held to my theory
about people and thunderstorms. I
speculated that those who were
afraid of thunderstorms might be
people whose fortunes had sud-
denly been reversed by things out-
side their control, like losing a
parent or having their house
swept away in a mudslide.

Those who were thrilled by
thunderstorms might be people
who, like me, had the good fortune
of fairly predictable lives, one in
which there was a clear and un-
broken connection between what
you did and what you got; a life
where you could watch the storm
from your safe house in the har-
hor.

The early spring day my theory
was tested began with a blank,
blue sky and a long bike ride with
my husband and children. By the
time we returned, the luminous
shiny-edged clouds that had gath-
ered and floated noiselessly above
us had begun to fill with a deep ce-
ment gray and hover ominously in
a spooky green sky.

Once the rain began, I took my
spectator’s position on our win-
dowed summer porch and was
soon joined by my family. There,
the four of us stood mesmerized
by the spring-green trees set
against the witch’s brew above,
the flashes of lightning in the dis-
tance followed by deep, staccato
thunder.

Great gushes of rain blew hard
against the windows where we
stood. When the rain slowed, I
fixed on a large oak tree across the
street, its top thin branches blow-
ing horizontally—too close to the
house of our elderly neighbors,
the Fenwicks. In the next moment,
a silver zigzag of lightning split
and blew the bark off the tree,
sending up a cloud of steam like a
smoke signal from God.

Before I could close my mouth,
a thunder clap rocked the porch
and I grabbed my husband and
screamed. Pulled into my tail
wind, my children howled like
dogs at a siren.

The Fenwicks were both frail
and had more and more often been
comforted by our relative youth. It
was still raining when I ran across
the street to check on them, my
children's Barney the dinosaur
umbrella overhead. When I no-
ticed the handle I held was metal, I
decided I would rather get wet

than electrocuted and so pitched
Barney into the Fenwicks' box-
woods.

I rang the doorbell, but all I
could hear was their dog Shadow
barking at the door. I walked into
their dense side yard where I
found them standing silently, their
two gray heads staring up into
what was once their sturdy oak
tree. Mrs. Fenwick grabbed my
arm. When I noticed she was shak-
ing, a flicker of embarrassment
moved, almost imperceptibly,
across her old Yankee face.

I led her slowly to a seat in her
kitchen, where she told me that
she had been alone in her bed-
room when a lightning bolt had
entered through the window, siz-
zled and left a ball of gray smoke
that, for a few terrifying moments,
hung in the center of her room like
a ghost.

The tree crew came early the
next day, and with their ropes and
ladders and shrieking saws took
the old oak down and away, leav-
ing a wound in the Fenwicks’ ma-
ture garden. A month later [ was
witness again, this time from my
bedroom window in the middle of
a windy night, to Mr. Fenwick be-
ing taken away in an ambulance.

These days, I delight in the
morning sound of woodpeckers
who have made their home in our
front-yard maple and in dusk’s
pink-gold light slowly melting
down the shutters of a neighbor's
house. I like the small surprise of
fireflies. And while I occasionally
thrill at the power of a thunder-
storm, I've mostly lost my taste for
bad weather now that my own ca-
lamity ever more clearly a fore-
gone conclusion.



