 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Avalon



“It’s me.”


“Where?” she asks.


“In D.C. Trying to catch fireflies,” I respond.


There is a pause as a pair of hazelnut eyes wander over the pictures on my walls. The eyes pause on pictures of me in front of monuments, leaning against statues, or sitting back at a table, all with a smiling girl with blue eyes by my side. The smiling girl sits there grinning like a magician about to make the world disappear.


“So she took that picture?” the hazelnut eyes ask.


“Yes. I felt like a kid, trying to catch fireflies, something I had not done in a long time. I guess I looked silly, or childish, so she pulled out her camera and took a picture of me. She laughed at me, but damned if I brought a firefly back with me.”


The picture showed me in flip-flops, shorts and a t-shirt, at a half-crouch, my hands cupped around an escaping firefly. In the picture, the flash bounced off what could have been fireflies, leaving

only a profile shot of a half-smiling, half-crouched man groping at little flares of light, probably just dust on the lens of her camera. I swore there were fireflies there though, fading in and out of the night like a hesitant sunrise. And I picked them like flowers, as if I was nine-years-old again and not the serious teenager I had become, catching his breath in the summer before college.


Hazelnut eyes flicker over a picture outside of a large marble sculpture, where the smiling girl with blue eyes stands by my side, one hand slyly slipped behind my back. In the picture we stand like

a loving couple, our eyes trained on the same spot and our smiles as wide as a monument.


“I remember wondering how she really felt, so at one of the Smithsonian exhibits, I purposely separated myself from her. I moved ahead at a good pace, and out of the corner of my eye I could see her casually doing the same. She was looking at exhibits, but she was never out of my sight. I had never been good at impressing girls, or even making overtures to them, or even making it clear that I liked them.” 


We were dressed well, having just come from a dress rehearsal. She shone in a black half-glittering dress that looked like an extension of her hair, falling in brown curls straight down her figure, flowing from eyes of blue so deep they exhausted you to stare at them. She crept behind me in half-heels, exchanging half-glances and half-smiles through half-reflections in exhibition glass, and I would slow down just enough so that she wouldn’t lose me. I sped up to see what she would do, and she sped up too, ignoring the writing on the walls and the history inside the cases. I felt a creeping inside of me, like ice melting, as warmth spread throughout my body and my pulse sped like an out-of-control pianist until I burst outside, into the breezy summer day where the girl with blue eyes was nowhere to be found.

Then she appeared by my side, one hand touching me halfway down my back, her fingers smoothing out the back of my shirt.


She had me on a string, and someone snapped a picture. For all my bravado, confidence, an invincibility, I suddenly felt comfortably vulnerable.


The next picture hanging on my wall that my girlfriend sees is me and the girl with blue eyes standing on top of a fountain at night, water dripping from our feet under the scrutiny of a flashbulb.

We aren’t looking at the camera, we’re looking away, perhaps at another camera positioned somewhere else. Happiness is splashed all over our faces.


“We had jumped across one of the stone lakes at the FDR memorial, which I guess is actually illegal. No one stopped us then, so she carefully picked her way through the wet stones with her bare

feet. I followed in my sneakers until I stood by her side, barely balanced, and her hand was on my shoulder keeping me steady.


Me! She didn’t even have shoes on, and I was waving my arms around trying not to fall into the water. I kept thinking how terrible I would look if I had fallen. Someone would have taken a picture, and

I would have been embarrassed for the rest of my life.”


I stare at myself in the picture, my slightly wet t-shirt hanging off of me. I remember being naive, and mostly unaware of my own self-centeredness. My awkwardness with women, I thought, could be attributed to my looks, which weren’t good, my wit, which didn’t charm, and my style, which didn’t fit. Only now did I realize that awkwardness was just an excuse for ambivalence, or more likely, fear.


“So she was beautiful,” a pair of eyes interrupts from the edge of my vision. I can’t tell if it’s meant to be a question or a statement, so I don’t say anything.


A girl with hazelnut eyes lies reclined on my bed, her figure arched in classic Roman sculpted fashion, with one knee in the air and a graceful curving arm reaching up, ending in a single digit that

carefully fingers the bent corner of a photograph. The girl in the photograph is not the girl on the bed, who recognizes me as the epicenter of affection in the photograph. The girl in the picture has an arm clasped around my waist, her head slightly tilted towards mine, eyes slightly cast downward, shoulders swept towards me, every part of her body a quivering magnet searching for north in me.

“Where was she from?” the girl in recline asks.


“She is from Seattle. She has one younger brother. Her father is retired, her mother is an ad executive, so I guess they get along well enough. She seems to have had a good life, but it never got to her head. She was smart enough to be quiet.”


“What was she like?” she says, fingers testing the edge of the photograph.


“Beautiful, very beautiful. Funny, or at least very receptive to my kind of jokes. Kind of a dork, I guess, nerdy if you will. But we found a lot we could talk about, a lot we could smile about. Uh, well, she had hair that defied the laws of physics—curly hair that fell straight down from her head. And her eyes were just amazing. Her eyes were like being deprived of oxygen. Her eyes were like starving, like drowning. I could tell when people looked at her eyes, because they suddenly looked like the living dead, they looked like they were just barely breathing. Ha, I swear, when she entered a room everyone held their breath.”


“And?”


“And, I don’t know, she was just really nice. Really kind to everyone, never stopped smiling. She was—nice. Everyone liked her, every sane guy had to have had a crush on her. She wasn’t a flirt, or a girl who teased everyone. She was down-to-earth and that made me happy.”

“Did you like her?”


I look at the picture and realize for the first time that both of us are half-blinking, giving us a comical expression. The camera caught us both in mid-tumble.


“Yes, I liked her. A lot.”


A pause slithers through the room, winding its way between our words.


“Did you love her?”


“I don’t know. Maybe.”


“You’ve changed since then.”


“Yes. Back then I was just more of a kid than anything else. I thought I was above everything else, I thought being careless could get me through the world. Turns out that good looks and wit and

charm and all the money in the world can’t overcome apathy, at least when it comes to love.”


“You’re not apathetic now? That’s good to know for the future. That’s good to know that there is a future,” she says.


The girl in recline makes a little satisfactory noise and, with deliberateness replaces the picture on the wall. She smooths back her hair and puts her head down on my pillow with a smile and a wink. I lie next to her in bed, my right hand on her tummy making slow rings around her belly button. Her head is wreathed in a haystack of curls, and I lovingly put my hand on her hip.


“Tell me about the next one,” she says.


“The next one is a picture of us at Six Flags, the amusement park with all the really big rides. She wasn’t afraid of the rides, thankfully, since I love them.”


The girl in recline frowns at me; she hates roller coasters.


“So this is a picture of us riding Superman, one of those roller coasters where they just take you up to the top and drop you straight down. No twists or rolls or anything fancy, just speed. And you can’t see when they bring you up, so you’re just pee-your-pants scared, and then suddenly, for just a brief moment, all you see is sweet blue sky and then, wham! You’re going so fast that your kidneys are at your ears and all you can do is scream—”


“She’s holding your hand,” the girl with hazelnut eyes interrupts. I look at her, but her eyes are fixed on the point of contact where two hands were cemented, stacked like a finger sandwich—


“Yes. It was the first time we had held hands. We didn’t even say anything. I just had my hand palm-up, in a half-conscious effort to signal that it was okay to hold my hand. And she did. And every ride we went on from thereon, we held hands. Not while walking around, not after the rides, not ever again. Just while we were scared. Her ring made an impression in my hand, which became a joke for us. We imagined the deep rut it left in my hand was some sort of superpower. Once, you had to have shoes to go on one of the rides, and she was barefoot, so I gave her my flip-flops and stood on that baking asphalt waiting for her, and trust me, it was a hot day. It was worth it though.”


“Why?” asks Roman marble coolly resting next to me.


“There was a water-park section, so the first thing we did after it got hot out was go to the water-slides and pools. And I still remember the smell of suntan lotion on her back, and the way our legs slipped together when we rode down those tube rides together.


I remember how we stood in line together without saying a word about it. Like we were together and it was a fact that didn’t need acknowledging. I mean, it wasn’t really true, but I guess we both thought that it was really nice to pretend, if only for a week, if only for a few rides. I remember waiting in line together and just feeling the sun dry my back. It’s a great feeling.”


“But, I remember we didn’t ride the same bus back to the hotel. It was the worst feeling ever. All wanted to do was sit next to her on the bus, and maybe lean on her seat and tell jokes, or ask her to remember how much fun we just had. I wanted us to tease those who were too afraid to go on the rides, or those who had missed one ride or another, because we certainly had been on them all. I didn’t want to have her. Just sit next to her, maybe because it looked so cool to be next to her.”


I pause for a breath of air.


“And so there we are,” I nod, pointing to the picture.


“Everyone is screaming, with their hands up in the air. If anyone noticed that our hands were joined together in the air, they never said anything.”


I smile and my fingers unconsciously flex, somehow feeling sore as if my roller-coaster girl had just held them seconds ago, clinging for dear life against the speed, the screaming, the g’s, and all the while the weight of week-ness against our backs. 


We met at the introductory barbeque. Our meeting must have been a miracle, or at worst the most incredible dice-roll of all time. I sat at a table, telling jokes about how much I loved pineapples and jokingly asking for pineapples from anyone who sat down. As the table filled up around me, a beautiful girl with long brown hair and blue eyes sat down right across from me and introduced herself to me. I wasn’t the person next to her, but she introduced herself to me first. I just sat there, feeling the pineapple

slice under my fork slip away and my heart slip just one beat before I recovered long enough to take a picture. In it, about a dozen people sat around the table, talking amongst themselves. Everyone’s eyes

were directed elsewhere, not knowing that I had opened my shutter on them; only her eyes stared into the lens of the camera. If cameras could gasp, I’m sure mine would have.


“The last night before we had to go, we took pictures on the rooftop of the Kennedy Center, where we could stand and eat our ice cream and look out onto the city. The city was always busy, even

late at night, with cars and trucks and noise, but even with all that and a hundred people milling around us—well yeah, it could have been hell and I would have felt like heaven. She and I were inseparable by that point. All I remember leaning against the railings and being so nervous that I felt like I could throw up into the bushes at any time. But she leaned up, and even in her dress, put her foot up on the first rung of the railing and leaned back and beamed away.”


“But I was too scared. I didn’t kiss her on that rooftop because I was scared, and there were people and I felt sick and had bad breath and a million other reasons, but I know I didn’t kiss her. I lost my cell phone, I lost more, and I thought I lost her. I had never kissed anyone before. I didn’t know how; I imagined a million ways I would screw up, kiss her eye or miss her completely and fall off that rooftop. She looked so distant at times, I thought I had lost her by being a fool, by not kissing her, but not being brave. And I wasn’t brave. I was stupid. I was scared, really scared. Everyone talks about kisses casually, but what if you’ve never kissed anyone? I mean, now kisses mean something but back then, to that other me, kisses were this abstract mountain you had to climb. And climbing it would have a ten percent chance of killing you. Even thinking about a first kiss felt too dangerous.”


The girl lying next to me in bed turns her head and looks at me with hazelnut eyes, her smooth-as-marble face radiating warmth like a fading fireplace.


“So that was it?”


“Well, no. We went back to the hotel room and stayed up all night with our friend playing board games. We were good at the games, me and her. We had some psychic connection, probably forged somewhere along the way with hands slipped behind backs, or shared tiramisu or an imprint of a ring on my hand. We just slaughtered everyone else; we were unstoppable. We played for hours, but people were nodding off. And then everyone started to go to sleep, and I grabbed a pillow and lay down. No one had really slept that much in several days, so we were all very tired, and she managed to take a picture of me,” I say, gesturing towards the picture above my desk of me, staring sleepily into the camera.

But, she and I didn’t go to sleep. Everyone else around us did, nodding off slowly to the drone of the air conditioning and the warmth of makeshift blankets. She lay down though and whispered memories of the last eight days into my ear, and I lay down behind her as she lay on her side and cradled her body into mine, and our bodies became hands intertwined together against the cold. And, with my hand over her body but carefully not touching her body, we lay there.


We lay there and watched our last hours disappearing like tiramisu, with the speed of a roller coaster, and not until 3AM could I gather the strength to kiss her on her back. Her pajamas were slim

and exposed most of her back, and I just reached up and planted the softest kiss I could imagine on her shoulder blade, and she shook every-so-slightly. I felt a wave of goose bumps, a field of grass disturbed by a passing breeze, and I paused to make sure she wasn’t mad at me, and then kissed her on her shoulder. Not until four in the morning could I hold her body with my other arm and press it into mine, and not until four-thirty could I part the curly brown river of hair in front of me to kiss the washed and bleached white stone of neck beneath. My lips move and murmur against her back like fireflies in the wet grass of a summer night, grazing the tips of leaves of grass and groping in the night for lovers.


At five, she turned her head towards me, and I kissed her cheek then, her ear, her chin, her nose, and as the morning snuck into that hotel room, she reached up with her hand and found my cheek and strained towards me and pulled me in until her lips touched mine; and we kissed, and kissed and kissed with our tongues moving like the arms of colliding galaxies—titans wrapped in a slow-dance of sensuous circles—and my hands found hers, and found her cheek, her neck, her chest as she and I kiss and press against each other and feel not the bundles of clothes we’re wearing but our bodies just as warm as a summer day. I smell suntan lotion on her neck and feel her legs slip easily against mine as our bodies mix blindly with the rhythm of the crashing waves, and I kiss her, kiss her hard and soft and fast and slow and slower and slower until the sun comes up. Until her eyes open, until she smiles at me and kisses me again, until the sun becomes too bright to bear.


“And that’s it?” the girl on my bed asks, somewhat nervously, a lip suspended delicately.


“That was it. My first kiss.” 


“That was certainly dramatic. Well, it’s very well recorded, and very well documented,” she says with a laugh, pointing at the time line of memories taped to my wall.


“They’re just pictures,” I say, smiling. I reach down and kiss her on the cheek and help her sit up. She kisses me on the lips and with a yawn says goodnight. She puts on gloves as I hug her and I quietly say “I love you” as I watch her leave the room. She waves back with the only smile I’ve cared about for two years and disappears out the door.


Slowly, I take down the pictures from my wall, carefully removing the tape from the back so that they do not rip. I neatly stack them in my drawer with all my other pictures, and before I leave to go to sleep I take out a picture of that girl with blue eyes, a picture no one has ever seen nor will ever see, of us lying on a hotel floor at five-thirty in the morning, with my nose touching her cheek and a tired smile on our lips. I hold that picture up to the night sky and sit there for the longest time, looking like a fool with my arm outstretched and her picture up against the stars, framed by galaxies colliding with tongues madly tying and cotton candy nebulas in the sky. Then I sling the picture onto my desk, and with a whirlwind of coats and scarves, gloves and hats, I run out into the frigid night to follow my girlfriend home.

