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Chapter Twenty Nine
 
Fireflies
 
 
	 When I was a kid in New York State, we would often go out at night in the 
summer and catch lightning bugs or fireflies as they are sometimes called. We’d be 
amazed when we had a few cupped in our hands, and peeking in through a crack in our 
fingers to watch them light up. Or we’d just hold them out at a distance and they’d look 
like some kind of weird magic lantern with their light sending out sparkling beams from 
the gaps in our fingers. Sometimes we’d put them in a bottle creating a flashing lantern, 
and walk around in the dark or chase each other with them lighting the way. 
	In DesMoines Iowa, circa 1981, we had a neat little house with a small-ish, but 
beautiful back yard, where seven large majestic oak trees grew. They were beautiful to 
see, and be around. I always wanted to build a tree house in those incredible entities. 
They were the perfect shapes for making a house in the trees, strong, tall, with few 
branches down low, or possibly a Wookie village up near the tops of their canopy. 
	I even designed one. It would encompass the entire tree, and would be built on 
the ground, with wheels on its inner circle. We would pull it up through a series of 
pulleys, and tie it to the tree’s branches once it was up high enough.  To get up you’d 
have to be able to climb a rope ladder that I’d arrange to be lowered when we wanted it. 
The structure would be ecologically sound, in that we would not harm the tree. I 
envisioned a meditative, contemplative place to retire to occasionally for myself, and for 
our kids. The hustle and bustle of the city would still be happening, but down there 
below us. The city’s inhabitants would not aware that we were watching. 
	One magic night in July, Matt, number three son and I decided to camp out in the 
back yard together, under those trees, in a small two person tent. He was about three 
years old at the time. No one else wanted to camp out with us. They were all in the 
house watching tv. I set up the tent, and laid out the sleeping bags, and we crawled in 
and chatted for a bit, but my son was tired from the days activities and settled down 
pretty quickly. He was almost asleep, when I decided to get up and take one more pee, 
marking our territory, squirrels, cats and snakes on my mind, before nodding off myself. 		
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	But when I unzipped the front of the tent and￼ 
peeked out I witnessed the most amazing sight. 
Fireflies were starting to sparkle all around us. They 
were lighting up everywhere across our yard. It 
looked so amazing, that I reached over and shook 
Matt, whispering to him, “Sorry to wake you, but you 
gotta see this. It’s incredible.” He sat up and looked 
out of the tent door, eyes a little dazed, and then 
growing larger in realization of what he was seeing. 
He simply uttered, “Wow” in a powerful whisper. I 
opened the door further, so we could see it all, and 
found that the spectacle was growing larger even as 
we watched. 
	Pretty soon, we witnessed one of the most amazing things I have ever seen. A￼ 
swarm, of fireflies were starting to rise up from the 
lawn, in one isolated place, our yard. I read later 
that it was a mating ritual that these unique 
insects do. 
	The night kept darkening subtly, and we 
just sat there and watched, with Matt in my lap. 
These incredible insects would rise from the 
grass, lighting up as they went, like little rockets 
lifting off from their launching pads, leaving 
miniature contrails of glowing light behind them. 
They would rise up maybe two or three feet, 
curving as they lifted off, shining their light as they 
went, and then blink-out as they reached the peak 
of their trajectory and were leveling off. Then another wave would come, and another 
one after that.
	It was happening all over the yard, and since each firefly acted slightly different 
from the other ones it looked as if they were dancing, and then undulating like a wave of 
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phosphorescent light across the yard. We sat at the entrance to the tent mesmerized, 
completely in awe, and could not move for fear that we might interfere with the dance. 
	A quick thought passed through my mind “Get a camera” but there was no quick 
way to grab one, and even if I could, we would need a high speed film to capture this 
phenomenal event. I also innately knew it would be over by the time I got back. We had 
no cel phones with a camera back then. So we just stayed there and observed this 
magical event. 
	After a few minutes I looked around and realized that it was only happening in 
our yard. Is this possible? I thought. Then after a time, I’m not sure how long because 
time seemed to have stood still for us in this incredible moment, very slowly, the firefly 
dance shifted subtly and they started to move like an amoeba. One prong would reach 
out and begin spilling off into our neighbor’s yard. Then another prong moved toward 
the side of our yard, and yet another prong shifted toward the front yard. 
	We watched as they slowly crossed the street a floating river of light. So this is 
how it happens I thought. It had started here this night. It has to start somewhere I 
supposed, and we were witnesses. “Amazing” I uttered out loud. My son looked up at 
me and repeated the exclamation, “Amazing.”
	We watched until our fireflies were but a thin ribbon of undulating light fading 
away into the night. Only a few flashes here and there remained, the ones who stayed 
behind for some reason that only they knew. No one was up inside the house, so we 
couldn't tell our story until the morrow. The magical event drifted in my mind for some 
time as we lay back down to sleep, giving me a strange sense of accomplishment, 
connectedness, having seen something so rare.
	Now, living on the west coast I have almost forgotten that they were a part of my 
summers, for they still haven't passed the Rockies. From the East Coast to the middle 
of Kansas you can find these strange insects. My research found that scientists don't 
know why they stop there, but I’m thinking it has to do with the Rocky Mountains and 
the arid conditions, although there have been some reports of seeing them in the North 
Platte river and Colorado in some places. 
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	Now, when we go back to visit relatives in the Midwest and Eastern Seaboard, 
we always make sure to introduce the kids who have never seen these incredible 
insects, to a memorable night of firefly watching.
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