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The summertime dusk summoned everyone closer to home. Fireflies dotted the
darker corners of yards in little bursts of light, and moms stood on their front porches
trilling like roosters at the wrong end of the day, threatening groundings if names were
called one more time. But not our moms. Our moms were busy with babies, or TV, or
alcoholic husbands. We were the kids who stayed out after dark. The air was hot, sticky
and full of bugs, our skin was dirty, our hair was tangled, and we never felt so alive.

Patty put a soda can on the black pavement where we still had enough light to see.
Johnny, David, and Lisa debated who would be chosen to be It to start things off, and the
counting began. I kept to the edge of the court, out of the lamp post light, until the kids
singled out the starting /¢. No sense in giving them any ideas about picking me.

We wanted a good hiding place within sight and calling distance of the can; but

not foo good--half the fun was the chase back to home base. I made it a point to hide
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near, or if [ was lucky, with Johnny Woodruff. Johnny was about to go into the sixth
grade and he knew all the best places. Besides, he was fast enough to smash that can clear
out of the court and keep /¢ the /¢ for at least several rounds.

“Ollie-ollie-in-come-free!” Johnny yelled as his dirty basketball shoes dented the
RC Cola can with one swift punt. A big lock of gray-blond hair fell forever in his eyes
and he put his hand up to push it away from his forehead, squinting as if he was watching
a home run zoom out of the ball field. Johnny Woodruff was the most handsome boy I’d
ever seen.

The Woodruffs moved into the old farmhouse in my summer before third grade,
just around the time that all the grownups began speculating about the place being
demolished. Surrounded by spacious, modern 1970s homes, it was hard to decide if the
farm was charming, or an eyesore. In any case, Johnny’s parents, his big brother Bobby,
big sister Michelle, little sisters Patty and Lisa, and a genuine Navaho Indian everyone
called ‘Joe,” appeared one day, and it was like they’d been there forever. Patty, nine years
old like me, was enrolled for fall in my third grade class at Lakewood Elementary, and
Lisa was put in my sister Amy’s class. It was a perfect match, as far as us girls were
concerned.

Patty was skinny, with a smattering of freckles across her sunburned nose and
long, dirty-blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. She’d inherited her big sister’s Barbie
stuff so she had everything, she knew all the best swear words, and she even knew about
sex.

“I have a secret,” she said, pulling me into the bathroom with her over at my

house. “Stand in the shower, lock the door, and pull closed the curtain...”
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We huddled together in the dry bathtub behind the green plastic sheet, giggling.

Of course, there was nothing about sex I didn’t already know. I’d read 4 Doctor
Talks To Five-To-Eight Year-Olds, cover-to-cover, many times. I’d educated all my
friends on the whole dirty business: egg, sperm, vagina, penis. You name it. [ knew
everything.

“Ever heard of French kissing?” Patty asked, the Devil in her eyes.

“Is that what they do in France?” I asked.

“No, dummy! It’s when a guy sticks his tongue in your mouth and rubs it around
on all of your teeth!”

“Eeeeceeecewwwww!” we both said, laughing until we collapsed in a heap in the

tub, holding our bellies from the pain of the hilarity.

From on top of its hill, the Woodruff’s farmhouse overlooked my cul-de-sac, once
part of its domain in the form of acres and acres of pastureland. Their house was big and
white-washed, with broken shutters peeling flakes of forest green. Amy and I were
convinced it was haunted. The farmhouse was still surrounded by a significantly-reduced
plot of cow pasture which included a rickety old barn, silo, and outbuildings all at least a
hundred years old.

At the end of the cow pasture was woods that lead up to The Rocks: large
boulders of quartz stacked two stories high. No one was exactly sure how or why they
were there, but they made for great climbing and picnics at the top. Looking out of
Patty’s bedroom window, we could see the light catch on their sparkles when the sun was

just right.
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The five of us hung out all the time: me, Patty and Johnny, and Amy and Lisa. We
gave Amy and Lisa the slip whenever we could-- nobody liked first-graders. Sometimes
we invited along David Weiler, the paperboy, and Margo Morford, the little Barbie-Doll
gymnast who lived next door to me.

Margo was pretty, but she was so spoiled that it was hard for me to like her much.
Besides, she listened to dumb music: her Dad’s 45s of ‘Hot diggitty, dog ziggitty, boom,
what ya do to me,” while 1 preferred cool teenager music like “Brother Louie” and
“Crocodile Rock.” But Margo could turn a perfect cartwheel when I could only do a
round-off, and she even rode a unicycle. She had waist-long blonde hair and pale, curled
eyelashes that were always full of little bits of sleep.

“Want to play spin the bottle?”” Johnny asked, tossing a green glass soda bottle
from one hand to the other that he’d picked up on the side of the road. “Two guys, two
girls...”

“It’s three girls!” Patty yelled, hitting her brother.

“Oh, you don’t count. I’'m not gonna kiss you. Two girls that matter, Patty.”

Boy! I mattered to Johnny Woodruff! It was a great day.

“Johnny’s my boyfriend,” Margo pronounced as we lagged behind the boys,
walking into the woods, up to The Rocks, to spin the bottle.

“Well, he’s mine too,” I said back, even though no words about the subject had
ever crossed between Johnny and me. The next day, I stole Margo’s nail clippers out of
her bedroom, just for spite.

“I hate Margo,” I told Patty. “So you should hate her too. But don’t tell anyone.”

“Okay,” Patty agreed. “She thinks she’s so great, but she’s not.”
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The Woodruff’s house was always dirty, but I figured maybe all old farm houses
were that way. Dirty dishes were stacked high in the sink, dirty underwear littered the
hallways, and the house was filled with smoke. Their big sister Michelle, who’d just
decided she wanted to be called ‘Mickey,” was twelve but she looked seventeen. Because
Mickey was so grown up, she was allowed to smoke cigarettes.

Their Dad smoked something else. He liked to sit in the living room in his
underwear, puffing out of a big yellow plastic tube with Indian Joe. Maybe it was a
Peace Pipe? Sometimes we’d watch him pull Mickey over and he’d blow smoke right
into her mouth from his, like a movie kiss on fire. That seemed kind of gross to me, and
Patty agreed. That smoking tube was weird; it looked like my Kerplunk! game, without
the sticks and marbles. Then, Mickey and Mr. Woodruff would sit and giggle even
though nothing was all that funny.

We stayed away from their big brother, Bobby. Everyone who was smart did. He
looked like a bigger, taller version of Johnny, except that he was mean. Once, when we
were up on The Rocks, Bobby snuck up on us and dangled Johnny off the highest side,
hanging my poor Johnny by his feet. He did it for so long that he made Johnny cry.

“He’s crazy,” was all anyone ever said about Bobby.

“Julie!” Mr. Woodruff said, patting his thigh. “Come here and sit down on my

lap.” Mr. Woodruff had curly, long, graying brown hair and ruddy skin with silvery

bristles on his chin. He looked nothing like my fair-haired friends. Patty said that was
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because he was really a step-dad, not her real one. Her real dad was a king in some far
away country.

I obeyed, feeling uncomfortable as Mr. Woodruff smoothed down my long brown
hair with his hand and jiggled me on his knee.

“She’s a pretty girl, ain’t she, Joe?”

Indian Joe nodded once, because he had to—everyone had to do what Mr.
Woodruff said, or he’d start yelling. I felt my face get hot.

Patty saved the day.

“There are snake skins in the basement. Wanna see, Julie?”

“Yeah!” I hopped off in a hurry and Mr. Woodruff smacked my butt playfully.

“You girls keep outta trouble!”

“We will!”

The farmhouse basement didn’t have stairs inside, like regular basements. To get
inside you had to go around the side of the house, pull open two flat wooden doors, and
climb down a ladder into the dirt cellar. The walls and ceiling had big, fat wooden beams
up and across the small room. Everything smelled like wet newspapers.

“Boo!” Johnny yelled, leaping out at us from a dark corner with a long snake skin
in his hand.

I squealed, delighted by his effort to make me notice him.

“Johnny, get your flashlight. It’s too dark down here!” I said, giving him a chance
to be even more important than he already was to me. With the flashlight, I knew he’d

show off and give me the grand tour, maybe even tell some scary stories.
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When Patty and I stretched up on our tippie-toes, we could reach as high as the
low beams overhead and pull away handfuls of what looked like corn silk from the wood.
It was a mystery as to what that stuff was or why it was there, but it was beautiful, soft
and shiny.

“That’s angel hair,” said Patty. “You’re right that ghosts and snakes live in this

house, Julie. But there are also angels.”

“We’ll probably get married one day or something,” Johnny told me as the two of
us walked through the crumbling outbuildings of the farm. That day he had shown me
how to scare out big clouds of pigeons out of nowhere, and we had fun making our voices
echo up the steel-walled silos. He held my fingers in an easy, comfortable way. I watched
him step carefully with bruised, scabby knees in cut-off jean shorts through the high
pasture grass, guiding me away from the cow pies like a true gentleman. I’d found the
man for me. If I could just get rid of that Margo Morford!

“Maybe we can fix up the barn and live in there,” he said.

“I don’t want to live in that old barn, Johnny! I’ll live with you anywhere but
there. Let’s live in your tree fort until we get a good place.”

The neighborhood was expanding beyond the little world of the kids in our court.
Construction was going on everywhere. The fields around us were bulldozed for more
and more new houses. Cars were lined up and down the streets as visitors toured the
model homes. Sometimes, the prospective buyers looked at us kids and remarked,

favorably or un, about all the local children.
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Michelle-turned-Mickey Woodruff was now calling herself “Angel.” She was
dating one of the construction workers, and on his lunch breaks she liked to bring him
back to her house where they kissed in her room. Meanwhile, Johnny and I ran through
the model homes that Angel’s boyfriend built, pretending they were ours.

“Someone’s coming! Hide in the pantry!” Johnny said as we heard a family enter
to tour the home. The two of us scrambled inside the kitchen cupboard. We climbed to
the top shelf; still both small enough that we could sit upright with enough clearance for
our heads. Our bare legs dangled down in pairs, kicking gently at the shelves below.
Johnny held my hand in the dark, and it was electric.

“Can I kiss you?” he whispered to me. We heard the family walking around,
expressing approval of the wide-open, contemporary floor plan, and disapproval over the
suction of the central vac system.

“Uh-huh,” I nodded. His lips touched mine and stayed there, for just a second.

I was gonna marry Johnny Woodruff. No doubt about it.

It was around 9:00 in the evening, and the sky was turning a deep purple-black. I
helped Patty clean up the Barbie stuff before getting ready to go home and see if anyone
missed me. We crawled all over the floor of her room, looking for tiny plastic shoes and
misplaced accessories, when Mr. Woodruff strolled in the room in his boxer shorts. He
was always in his boxer shorts, but this time, they gaped open in front, beneath his round,
hairy belly. He sat on the broad window sill with his legs spread open, grinning at us.

I tried not to look, but outside of baby boy’s, I’d never seen a penis, up close. |

wasn’t even sure if what [ was looking at was what I thought it was. Weren’t they
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supposed to hang down? It didn’t look like this in 4 Doctor Talks To 5-to-8 Year-Olds.
That book had only shown a black and white photograph of Michelangelo’s Statue of
David.

I looked at Patty and she looked at me. The two of us started giggling.

“Daddy! I can see your weenie!” she howled.

He looked down, pretending to be surprised. “Well, I guess you can!” he said.

“You two can come over and touch it, if you want.”

We sat, stunned in silence, and then at the same time said, “No, thanks!” and
continued giggling. He shrugged with a guilty smile, pulled himself back into his boxers
and left the room. We rolled on her bed and laughed and laughed, not knowing what else

to do.

Summer was over, and Johnny had to take a different bus to his new middle
school. I saw him less and less. He was thirteen, a teenager now. I wanted to be with him
more than ever, but teenagers didn’t hang around with the kids in elementary school.
Patty kept reassuring me that he was just the same old Johnny, nothing special. She just
couldn’t see him the same way I did.

At Christmas time, a box appeared on my front porch with my name on it.

“Julie, it looks like someone’s left you a present,” my mom said, bringing it in.

The present was wrapped in the comics section with a stick-on red bow. A piece
of white paper had been folded over and taped into a square, with my name written on the
outside. I broke the tape and read, Merry Christmas, Love Johnny.

“Who’s it from?” my mom inquired.
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“I don’t know,” I lied, and rushed to my room to open it in secret.

The box held a bank to put my coins in. It was a sad-faced teddy bear and the
words, ‘Tell me you love me’ beneath it. I held it to my chest and kissed it and wrote on
the bottom with my invisible ink pen, ‘I love you Johnny.’

I found out later that Margo got one too, but I didn’t even care. I knew mine
meant more than hers. Margo or I never really saw Johnny much after that. That bank sat
on a shelf in my room forever, looking at me with those sad eyes, asking me to tell him I
loved him. I never did get to say it. The Woodruff’s moved away before the next
summer. Patty had said they moved a lot.

In three years, I was at the same junior high school where Johnny had been.
Things had changed. Instead of kick the can, I’d started smoking pot and drinking to
spend my time. The cow pasture was now built up with new homes, the barn and silos
where we used to play were long gone, and, perhaps most unbelievably, the Woodruft’s
old farmhouse was not demolished, but completely rehabbed into a place so fancy it
could have made Better Homes and Gardens.

I hardly ever thought about Johnny and his family anymore, until one day when I
heard some teachers talking. Really, I didn’t make it a habit to listen in on teachers. In
fact, the last people on Earth 1 wanted to listen to were teachers. With homework,
detentions and exams, they had nothing to say to interest me. But every kid’s ears strain
to hear what they can about the most unbelievable subject:

“Yes, he was my student too,” Mrs. Hannah, an English teacher, told Mr.
Giovanetti, from Math, in the hallway. “Everyone knew he’d be trouble, of course. But

it’s terrible. Johnny Woodruff. Dead on a motorcycle. Just sixteen!”
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It had been so long since I’d heard his name that, at first, I almost didn’t realize
who they were talking about. I didn’t want to realize who they were talking about. I
stared out the window, thinking and not thinking about it.

Winter was coming. It was cold outside and with the on and off-again rain and all
the clouds we’d had, dark was approaching even before the end of the school day. I
wondered where the fireflies went in the cold. Could God just let them die, that easily,
after their beautiful summer? I wondered about that angel hair, and if I’d ever see the
stuff again. Maybe it really was angel’s hair. The angelic Margo Morford had moved
away and I didn’t miss her a bit. I hadn’t seen a penis since Mr. Woodruff showed his to
me and Patty--and that was fine with me. Would Patty have touched it if I wasn’t there?
Maybe she did touch it later. Maybe she had to. I’d never even considered Johnny
Woodruff’s penis, but if I had, I probably would have imagined him like Michelangelo’s
David. Seventh grade was the first year I’d ever French-kissed a boy, Ronnie Moore, and
that was more out of curiosity than actually liking him. It wasn’t as gross as Patty and I
had once speculated, but it wasn’t as special as that day I sat on the top shelf in that closet
with Johnny.

I didn’t cry when I heard the news about him. I just skipped the last class with a
friend who never knew him, and got really high.

I stayed that way for the next ten years.
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