WHISPER #1:  Near Death on an Arizona Mountainside

I’m floating!  Where am I?  What’s happening?  Why can’t I feel anything.  From over my right shoulder, I hear:  “Move your legs NOW!  Move them back and forth to keep the ‘fire’ from moving up into your belly and your heart. You cannot leave now.  You must go back to the children.”  Where was that voice coming from?  Where was I?

It is 1972 and I am hiking up to Indian caves in the Huachuca Mountains in southern Arizona with my husband, Jim.  We had ridden our motorcycle up the twisting, turning mountain roads and parked it at the base of the small mountain where the caves were located.  We struggled to get a foothold on the steep hillside and then, as we finally got inside the cave entrance, a major thunderstorm came out of nowhere.  Over the claps of thunder, Jim yelled over the claps of thunder that he was going back down to start the bike up before the rain drenched the starter.  He ran out but was slipping and sliding down the hill.  These torrential rains came often in August, it was rainy season.  But the parched Arizona desert couldn’t absorb such a deluge, so the rain just ran like a river down the hillside.  Jim turned around after reaching the bottom and frantically motioned for me to come down as quickly as possible.  I ran out of the entrance of the cave into rain coming down in sideway sheets.  Then, I began slipping and losing my footing.  All of a sudden, out of my right eye, I could see a fence (separating Arizona from the military base, Ft. Huachuca) with a metal post and I thought maybe I could use it to stabilize myself as I fought my way down the steep incline. 

Mud.  So much mud.  It’s in my nose, my mouth, my eyes.  How did I get on my stomach?  I was standing up before.  Why don’t I have any feeling in my legs?  Back and forth, back and forth - didn’t someone just tell me to move my legs.  I struggled so hard to inch my legs along but they were like a dead weight.  I could feel heat coming into my pelvic area, then into my stomach.  I had to move, and, now.  I finally realized that some serious accident had happened, but there was no pain. I couldn’t feel anything.  Not even the cold rain.  Then, suddenly, I started to sob.  Was I going to be OK?  Could I get back to my children?  The voice, whose was it?  It was a soft, but urgent voice telling me to move.  I remember now.  In the fog of whatever this accident was, I remember my children’s faces.  Chris on the left (6 years old) and Cathy on the right (4 years old).  I knew I couldn’t leave them.  Not now, not ever.  Then, suddenly, Jim was there lifting me up and carrying me down the hill on his back.  I couldn’t walk but was getting feeling back in my body - I was freezing in the pouring rain.  My body was shaking so hard.  I was going into shock.  I yelled into Jim’s ear, “What happened?”  He yelled back because of the thunder, “You got struck by lightning.  Most of your clothes have melted off your body.  We have to get you dry and warm before your heart goes into greater shock. (Jim was a major in Special Forces and knew battlefield first aid.)

Jim got us both on the bike, and held onto my arms around his neck, because I couldn’t hold on to him on my own.  He had seen an old hunter’s cabin on our way up the mountain and headed there.  We finally got to the cabin.  There were two other bikers there trying to get out of the storm as well.  They took one look at me and helped Jim carry me inside.  Then, the three guys emptied some gas from each bike into an old pot from the cabin and used that to start a fire.  I had to strip down to my underwear because the polyester clothes had melted into tattered rags.  I had to get warm.  The other two bikers were on a weekend trip, so they had additional clothes.  They got Jim to change me into a dry pair of jeans and a shirt.  I will be forever grateful to those two guys.  How wonderful they were!  Then, someone found a wall telephone and Jim called the operator and got connected to the military hospital at Ft. Huachuca.  The ambulance started the trip up the mountainside to the hunter’s cabin but then, called back into the cabin phone to tell Jim that with the rain, the steep incline was almost impossible to climb.  My husband told them that I was in serious shock and that he thought my heart was really compromised.  Within 15 to 20 minutes, I could hear the siren.  I was so very thankful because I was going in and out of consciousness.  I just wanted to sleep.  Jim and the other two bikers just kept me talking.  The medics got me on a stretcher with many heated blankets which I can still feel to this day.  How safe to feel that warmth!  I just remember them telling me over and over again how lucky I was.  Then, on to the ER where all types of tests were run to see what physical damage I sustained.  Again, the doctors kept reiterating how lucky I was to be alive.  They had lost two hikers the week before, both conducting lightning strikes through the roots of large trees up through their feet.  

After two days in the hospital, I was released.  I was 28 years old and my life had been saved by a voice.  Who’s voice?  Where had it come from?  And, why the words “fire” and “belly”?  I was so naive and so incredibly busy raising my two children that I didn’t even try to find out who or what had spoken to me.  I just thought it was so weird that I had better keep it to myself.  Jim didn’t believe me when I told him.  He said I was hallucinating, trying to save myself.  Maybe he was right.  I was 28 and so naive.  It would be years before I put together a pattern that was emerging in my life.  Looking back on that lightning strike many years later, I have come realize that I am SO very grateful for this wake-up call.  I was just beginning to believe in myself as a woman.  One who could be responsible for her own destiny.  This life altering event was leading me onto a fearless path of self-discovery.  I was so blessed!

Do not go where the path may lead, go instead where there is no path and leave a trail.




Ralph Waldo Emerson






