Bolt of out the Blue 

by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA   -   We have frequent thunderstorms here in Virginia during the summer.  A “Bermuda High” sets up in the Atlantic sending hot, moist air in a clockwise pattern from the Caribbean to the East Coast.  By late afternoon, the air simply can no longer hold the moisture, and thunderstorms, some violent, develop randomly, dumping large quantities of rain in very discrete locations.

I had been complaining to my wife that each of the recent storms had missed our neighborhood, such that our lawns were drying up, while, less than a mile in each direction, there had been numerous cloudbursts.  One day we were on our way home from the movies in the late afternoon in a torrential downpour that ended suddenly four blocks from our house. 

Then it happened.  We were sitting in our screened-in porch two hours later when the sky suddenly turned black, the wind started to howl, and rain started to come suddenly in buckets.  Our “drought” was over.  But with the rain came the inevitable lightning strikes.  

As a Physics teacher, I have always taught my students to use their knowledge of the difference between the speed of light (essentially infinite) and the speed of sound (very slow) to make a quick mental calculation of the distance to a lightning strike.  You simply start counting at the flash of lightning until you hear the associated thunder, “One thousand one, one thousand two, etc.)  To obtain the distance to the lightning in miles, divide your count by 5.  For example, 10 seconds equates to 2 miles away.

Well, as this particular round of lightning engulfed us, I had a series of three strikes in rapid succession which were uncountable, that is, I never got past one thousand one.  It did not take rocket science to understand that the lightning had hit, literally, close to home, because the ground shook at each strike.

Within five minutes, we heard a string of sirens, followed by numerous fire trucks racing north on the street outside.  Being very typical ambulance chaser individuals, we waited a few minutes until the rain stopped, and then ran up the street to see what had happened.  Less than 200 yards away, we saw the source of the commotion.  A house had been hit by lightning and the top left side of the house was still on fire.

Fortunately no one was hurt by the lightning, nor its associated fire.  The damage to the home was considerable, and several days later the house is still covered in plastic.

This incident was not the proverbial “bolt out of the blue” because the sky was not blue, (but was extremely threatening) at the time of the strike.  However, to the persons inside the house, it was indeed terribly bad luck.  And that is, unfortunately, the nature of our human existence.  When I first moved here 20 years ago, a woman in our neighborhood was killed when a small plane crashed into her townhouse.  Now that was a bolt out of the blue. 

The riders on the subway in London, or on the bus where the bombers struck, were here one moment, and blown to bits the next.  Life is a crapshoot, so enjoy every minute of your run.  You just don’t know when those dice are going to come up craps.  Ask my neighbors up the street.

I thought you might like to know.
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