GRETEL EHRLICH
(NARRATION AND DESCRIPTION)

Gretel Ehrlich was born and raised in California
and was educated at Bennington College, UCLA
Film School, and the New Schoo! for Social
Research. She now lives on a ranch in Wyoming
where she first went as a documentary filmmaker.
A full-dime writer since 1979, she has published
prose picces in the New York Times, the Atlan-
tic, Harper’s, and New Age Jowrnal, She has also
published three books of poetry, a story collec-
tion (with Edward Hoagland) titled ity Twdes/
Wyoming Stovies (1986), and a novel, Heart
Monntain (1987). Her collections of nonfiction
include The Solace of Open Spaces (1985), A Match
to the Henrt (1994), and The Horse Whisperer:
An Ilustrated Companion to the Major Motion
Picture (1998). In “A Match to the Heart,” an
excerpt from the book with the samé title, Ehrlich
describes how she was struck by lightning and sur-
vived to tell the tale,

A Match to the Heart

EFORE ELECTRICITY CARVED its blue path toward me,

before the negative charge shot down from cloud to
ground, before “streamers” jumped the positive charge back
up from ground to cloud, before air expanded and contracted
producing loud pressure pulses I could not hear because I
was already dead, I had been walking.

When T started out on foot that August afternoon, the
thunderstorm was blowing in fast. On the face of the moun-
tain, a mile ahead, hard westerly gusts and sudden updrafts
collided, pulling black clouds apart. Yet the storm looked
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harmless. When a distant thunderclap scared the dogs, I
alled them to my side and rubbed their ears: “Don’t worry,
you’re okay as long as you’re with me.”
+ I'woke in a pool of blood, lying on my stomach some dis- 3
nce from where I should have been, flung at an odd angle
to one side of the dirt path. The whole sky had grown dark,
Was it evening, and if so, which one? How many minutes or
1ours had clapsed since I lost consciousness, and where were
he dogs? 1 tried to call out to them but my voice didn’t work.
he muscles in my throat were paralyzed and I couldn’t swal-
w. Were the dogs dead? Everything was terribly wrong: I
d trouble seeing, talking, breathing, and I couldn’t move
y legs or right arm. Nothing remained in my memory—no
unds, flashes, smells, no warnings of any kind. Had I been
hot in the back? Had I suffered a stroke or heart attack?
hese thoughts were dark pools in sand.

(e

To be struck by lightning: what a way to ger
enlightened.

The sky was black. Was this a storm in the middlc of the 4
y or was it night with a storm traveling through? When
hunder exploded over me, T knew I had been hit by
hghtning.
The pain in my chest intensified and every muscle in my
dy ached. I was quite sure I was dying. What was it one
ould do or think or know? 1 tried to recall the Buddhist
struction regarding dying—which position to lie in, which
irection to face, Did the “Lion’s position” taken by the
Biddha mean lying on the left or the right? And which sutra
sing? Oh yes, the Heart Sutra...gaté, gaté, paragaté...
orm and formlessness. Paradox and cosmic jokes. Surviving
ter trying to die “properly” would be truly funny, but the
chances of that seemed slim, .
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Other words drifted in: how the “gateless barrier” was
the gate through which one passes to reach enlightenment.
Yet if there was no gate, how did one pass through? Above
me, high on the hill, was the gate on the ranch that lead
nowhere, a gate I had mused about often. Now its presence
made me smile. Even when I thought I had no aspirations for
enlightenment, too much effort in that direction was being
expended. How could I learn to slide, yet remain aware?

To be struck by lightning: what a way to get enlightened.
That would be the joke if T survived. It seemed importanit to
remember jokes, My thinking did not seem connected to the
inett body that was in such terrible pain, Sweep the mind of
weeds, I kept telling myself—that’s what years of Buddhist
practice had taught me. ... But where were the dogs, the two
precious ones I had watched being born and had raised in
such intimacy and trust? T wanted them with me. I wanted
them to save me again,

It started to rain. Every time a drop hit bare skin there was
an explosion of pain, Blood ¢rusted my left eye. I touched my
good hand to my heart, which was beating wildly, erratically.
My chest was numb, as if it had been sprayed with novocaine.
No feeling of peace filled me. Death was a bleakness, a gray-
ness about which it was impossible to be curious ot relieved.
I'loved those dogs and hoped they weren’t badly hurt. If T
didn’t die soon, how many days would pass before we were
found, and when would the scavengers come? The sky was
dark, or was that the way life flew out of the body, in a long
tube with no light at the end? T lay on the cold ground wait-
ing. The mountain was purple, and sage stirred against my
face. I knew I had to give up all this, then my own body and
all my thinking. Once more I lifted my head to look for the
dogs but, unable to see them, I twisted myself until I faced
cast and tried to let go of all desire.

When my eyes opened again I knew I wasn’t dead. Images
from World War II movies filled my head: of wounded sol-
diers dragging themselves across a field, and if I could have
laughed—that is, made my face work into a smile and get
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ounds to discharge from my throat—I would have. God,
it would have been good to laugh. Instead, I considered
1y options: either lie there and wait for someone to find
ne—how many days or weeks would that take?—or some-
ow get back to the house. I calmly assessed what might
be wrong with me-—stroke, cerebral hemotrhage, gunshot
ound—Dbut it was bigger than I could understand. The
instinct to survive does not rise from particulars; a deep but
encral misery rollercoasted me into action, I tried to pro-
pel myself on my elbows but my right arm didn’t work, The
ind had swung around and was blowing in from the east.
t was still a dry storm with only sputtering rain, but when I
raised myself up, lightning fingered the entire sky.

is not true that lightiing never strikes the same place twice,
1'had entered a shower of spatks and furious brightness and,
orried that T might be struck again, watched as lightning
touched down all around me. Years before, in the high coun-
.3: I"d been hit by lightning: an electrical charge had rolled
down an open meadow during a fearsome thunderstorm,
surged up the legs of my horse, coursed through me, and
bounced a big spark off the top of my head. To be struck
gain—and this time it was a direct hit—what did it mean?
" The feeling had begun to come back into my legs and after
many awkward attempts, I stood. To walk meant lifting each
leg up by the thigh, moving it forward with my hands, setting
down, The earth felt like a peach that had split open in the
middle; one side moved up while the other side moved down
and my legs were out of rhythm. The ground rolled the way
it does during an earthquake and the sky was tattered book
pages waving in different directions, Was the ground liquify-
ing under me, or had the molecular composition of my body
deliquesced? I struggled to piece together fragments. Then it
occurred to me that my brain was torn and that’s where the
blood had come from.
I walked. Sometimes my limbs held me, sometimes they
didn’t. I don’t know how many times I fell but it didn’t mat-
-ter because I was making slow progress toward home.
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Home—the ranch house—was about a quarter of a mile
away. I don’t remember much about getting there, My concen-
tration went into making my legs work. The storm was strong,
All the way across the basin, lightning lifted parts of mourntains
and sky into yellow refulgence and dropped them again, only
to lift others. The inside of my eyelids turned gold and I could
see the dark outlines of things through them. At the bottom of
the hill T opened the door to my pickup and blew the horn with
the idea that someone might heat me. No one came. My head
had swollen to an indelicate shape. I tried to swallow—1I was so
thirsty—burt the muscles in my throat were still paralyzed and I
wondered when I would no longer be able to breathe,

Inside the house, sounds began to come out of me. I was
doing crazy things, ripping my hiking boots off because the
bottoms of my feet were burning, picking up the phone when
I was finally able to scream. One of those times, someone
happened to be on the line. I was screamin g incoherently for
help. My last conscious act was to dial 911,

Dark again. Pressing against sore ribs, my dogs pulled me out
of the abyss, pulled and pulled. I smelled straw, My face was
on tatami. I opened my eyes, looked up, and saw neighbors.
Had they come for my funeral? The phone rang and T heard
someone give directions to the ambulance driver, who was
lost. A “figst responder,” an EMT from town who has a repu-
tation with the girls, Jeaned down and asked ifhe could “touch
me” to see if there were any broken bones. What the hell, I
thought. T was going to die anyway. Let him have his feel, But
his touch was gentle and professional, and I was grateful.
Lslipped back into unconsciousness and when I woke again
two EMTs were listening to my beart. T asked them to look
for my dogs but they wouldn’t leave me. Someone else in the
room went outside and found Sam and Yaki curled up on the
porch, frightened but alive. Now I could rest, I felt the medics
jabbing needles into the top of my hands, trying unsuccessfully
to get IVs started, then strapping me onto a backboard and
carrying me out the front door of the house, down steps, into
lightning and rain, into what was now a full-blown storm.
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he ambulance rocked and slid, slamming my bruised
dy against the metal rails of the gurney. Every muscle

nst my arms, shoulders, hips, and knees so the jolting of
16 vehicle wouldn’t dislodge me. The ambulance slid down
0 ditches, struggled out, bumped from one deep rut to
other, 1 asked to be taken to the hospital in Cody, but they
d they were aftaid my heart might stop again: As it was, the
al hospital was thirty-five miles away, ten of them dirt, and
¢ trip took more than an hour, .
Our arrival seemed a portent of disaster—and an occasion
or comedy. I had been struck by lightning around five m.s
¢ afternoon, It was now 9:00 p.m, Nothing at the hospi-
al worked. Their one EKG machine was nonfunctional, and
.. kingly the nurses blamed it on me. “Honey, you’ve got too
uch electricity in your body,” one of them told me, Znaw
les were jammed into my hand—no one had gotten an H<.
soing yet—and the doctor on call hadn’t artived, though half
in hour had elapsed. The EMTs kept assuring me: “Don’t
worry, we won’t leave you here.” When another nurse, who
was filling out an admission form, asked me how tall I was, [
nswered: “Too short to be struck by lightning.”

Py

“Electrical injury often vesults in ventvicular fibvillation
and infury vo the medullary centers of the bruin, ~,§§§§§.&\
after clectric shock patients ave usually comatose, npneic, and in
ivculmtory collapse. ...”

2]

‘When the doctor on call—the only doctorin town, waddled
into what they called the .n:.gﬂ.mosg room, my aura, he said,
was yellow and gray—a soul in transition. I knew that :.n
had gone to medical schoo! but had never completed a resi-
dency and had been barred from ER or ICU work in the
hospitals of Florida, where he had lived previously. f.wn I was
lucky. Florida has many lightning victims, and unlike the
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doctors I would see later, he at least recognized the symp-
toms of a lightning strike. The tally sheet read this way: I
had suffered a hit by lightning which cansed ventricular
fibrillation—cardiac arrest—though luckily my heart started
beating again. Violent contractions of muscles when one is
hit often causes the body to fly through the air: I was flung
far and hit hard on my left side, which may have caused
my heart to start again, but along with that fortuitous side
effect, I sustained a concussion, broken ribs, a possible bro-
ken jaw, and lacerations above the eye. The paralysis below
my waist and up through the chest and throat—called
kerauno-paralysis—is common in lightning strikes and
almost always temporary, but my tight arm continued to
be almost useless. Fernlike burns—arborescent erythema—
covered my entire body. These occur when the electrical
charge follows tracings of moisture on the skin—rain or
sweat—thus the spidery red lines.

“Rapid institution of fluid and electrolyte therapy is essen-
tinl with guidelines being the pasient’s urvine output, hemat-
ocrit, osmolality, central venous pressuve, and artervial blood
quses. ., .”

The nurses loaded me onto a gurney. As they wheeled me
down the hall to my room, a front wheel fell off and I was
slammed into the wall. Once I was in bed, the deep muscle
aches continued, as did the chest pains, Later, friends came
to visit. Neither doctor nor nurse had cleaned the cuts on my
head, so Laura, who had herded sheep and cowboyed on all
the ranches where I had lived and whose wounds I had cleaned
when my saddle horse dragged her across a high mountain
pasture, wiped blood and dirt from my face, arms, and hands
with a cool towel and spooned yogurt into my mouth.

I was the only patient in the hospital. During the night,
sheet lightning inlaid the walls with cool gold. I felt like an
ancient, mummified child who had been found on a rock
ledge near our ranch: bound tightly, unable to move, my
dead face tipped backwards toward the moon.
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wseumn of Art/Art Resourvce, NY

Winslow Homer’s Rhg GulpStream (1899) presents the drama of a
man attempting to suryesigh seas in a small, open boat. Research
other examples of pxn’s bartlSw{gh a hostile o:m:.awE:n:.ﬁ such as
Stephen Crane’s/The Open Boat, ov Tec ﬁo_ﬁo: s ﬁ v Build o Five
to explain thgAactors that enable or impede his survival,
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