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  After the Solstice

	My family spends the first week of every summer in the coastal metropolis of Santa Barbara, part of the territories once known as the United States. In our world without borders, we’re free to vacation anywhere we dare explore. The Great Pyramid, the Great Wall, the whole great, big, beautiful planet.

	But tradition is tradition.

	Come June 21 of any year, the Soleil family can be found in room 207 of the historic Motel 6 California. You can set your calendars by us. My parents come for the virtual galleries and high-fusion dining—and, of course, to celebrate their storybook love in the city where it all began. Me, I spend my overheated days alone on a crowded public beach, aching for excitement, chasing those elusive heartbeat moments, dying to see Him again. My mystery man. My parents say every moonstruck romantic needs one.

	And indeed, our gravitational pull rivals the moon and the tides, the ebb and flow of a cosmic dance, two celestial bodies forever reaching for sweet, elusive embrace. I don’t know his name or where he’s from, only that fate aligns for us every summer solstice, the longest day of the year. Though, our close encounters have always felt surreal and fleeting.

	Almost mythical.

	•          •          •

	I first met Him the year I turned fifteen.

	The day was every other day I’d ever spent on that depressingly familiar beach. I kept to the popular dress code: designer bikini, SPF 50, the latest generation of holo-glasses. Buttery sunshine melted into my skin—though, naturally, I ignored sand and surf in favor of the social and news feeds sliding across my holo. The first juicy ripples of a scandal were stirring around the New World Commissioners that day. I can’t say what inspired me to hit pause and peer beyond my holo.

	Maybe because he looked so inevitable, so riveted.

	A thrill of déjà vu trembled through me—which was ridiculous because the young man standing in the sand beside me was unlike anyone I’d ever seen.

	He was wearing simple gray-blue clothing too bulky for beach wear. Olive skin with an odd ashy translucency. Pale hair shaved in patterns close to the skull. I couldn’t place him. Not his heritage. Not even his age. His face appeared sharp-edged, oddly sage but youthful. Sloe eyes concealed a hardened gleam. And he held a journal. An actual leather and paper journal.

	He stared reverently at the ocean as if witnessing it for both the first and billionth time. His fascination had me pulling off my holo. I blinked, dazzled by sunlight on water, wondering what he saw.

	The ocean looked the same as always.

	This stranger was the anomaly. The only person on the beach—probably in all of Santa Barbara—without a holo at the ready.

	But there was something else: the light struck Him differently. While everyone around us shone in sunshine, he shone in … I didn’t know what. I must’ve gasped or choked on a hello, because he startled and turned my way.

	And we stumbled into each other’s eyes, lost and found, quick as that.

	A heartbeat moment.

	I had no other words to describe it. At fifteen, my only close encounters came in the serial romance holos I devoured. Wistful, eternal, fated. It didn’t feel real. He sank to his knees and reached out as if to caress my face.

	“I found you,” he whispered, his accent a mystery.

	“You certainly did.” I giggled, young, awkward, already falling.

	A breath shy of my lips, he jerked his hand away, perhaps realizing how inappropriate he was acting.

	We were strangers, after all.

	The steel returned to his expression, bright and jagged. Except it wasn’t steel, not exactly. I’d seen eyes like his before. Took a second, but I placed that haunted look from the history holos. He reminded me of uniformed soldiers. The ones from bygone photographs, back before the Universal Peacetime Accord was signed into existence. Brave but heart torn, noble heroes after they kissed their true loves farewell. Would they survive? Would war murder the romance?

	“Forgive me.” He stood and backed away. He watched me, pained, studying me as he had the sea—as if witnessing me for the first and billionth time. Were those tears? “Look at you, how truly alive you are, how lovely …”

	Then he turned and ran.

	I watched Him go, mystified and pleasantly flustered.

	“He mistook me for someone else,” I told the puzzled beachgoers who glanced up from their holos. I didn’t think to chase Him.

	Only inside did an echo stir, a near-silent voice calling to me from later years, suggesting this was the start of something transcendent.

	He disappeared around the far cliffs and the day continued almost as if he had never been. A most vivid daydream.

	I wondered if I would ever see Him again.

	•          •          •

	Naturally, I did. Exactly one year later.

	Sixteen and sunbathing on the same beach, under the same sky. Designer bikini, SPF 50. My holo-glasses sat in the sand, happily forgotten. My attention felt sharper that year, sly to the world’s many layers—even if I hadn’t yet found a way to peel them back.

	I watched the tide just as my mystery man had, waiting to see something remarkable. But for all I imagined I saw, the ocean churned as it always did. Frothy waves lapping the sand, pulling back again.

	When he appeared around the far cliffs, it felt as if a year had never passed.

	A thrill ignited inside me. Time turned our fairytale pages backward. He looked exactly the same, right down to his simple blue-gray clothing and leather journal. As if he’d run away a heartbeat earlier, made it to the other side of those rocks, then decided to come right back to me.

	Ridiculous, of course.

	I’d spent an entire year wondering about Him.

	He stepped into the sunshine. Didn’t bother shading his eyes as he scanned the beach. Our gazes locked—at least, I thought so. My pulse skyrocketed. I sat up straighter. Had the strangest feeling, like we should be running toward each other. But he turned away—the ocean stole his attention, or maybe the sky beyond. He fell into another watchful trance.

	At sixteen, I wasn’t bold. Wistful, hopeful, and naïve, yes. Not bold. Still, I’d spent an entire year wondering … 

	I crossed into the shadow of the cliffs and marched right up to Him. Up close, he shone in his own light, breathtaking, unusual, unearthly. Completely out of place, even as he fit perfectly into my memory of Him.

	“What do you see out there?” I tried to sound casual, though I’d spent countless sleepless nights rehearsing this moment.

	He startled at my voice.

	This time, when our eyes locked, I felt certain.

	We were meant to be. I don’t think either of us could breathe under the crushing force of our magnetism. Transcendent, mystifying, terrifyingly impossible.

	We’ve been here before, I thought. And of course, I was right. On this beach, just last year.

	“You again,” he said, breaking the spell. “Forgive me, what did you ask?”

	I blinked, blushing. Took a mortifying eternity to remember my question. “What do you see? Out there, I mean?”

	“It’s extraordinary.” His earnest slanting smile clashed with something hidden. “I see the moon and the tide, locked forever together. Ancient waters bowing and ebbing in a timeless gravity dance with a celestial body. It’s bigger than all of us, but standing here, right now, we witness each splash, each tiny miraculous moment.”

	“Heartbeat moments,” I said.

	He chuckled. “What?”

	“Heartbeat moments.” Nervous blood burned through me, but I’d waited a year to say this. “It’s stupid, something I believed as a kid. You know, those moments that are huge but quick? The moments that make your heart pump faster. Moments you remember forever.”

	“Oh, I know.” His gaze burned into me. “It’s actually kind of perfect.”

	Perfect, yes. So stupid me, I broke eye contact.

	At sixteen, everything about us felt charged with possibility, intimidating and overwhelming. And perfect, yes. But I didn’t know what more to add to that particular heartbeat moment.

	Instead, I bit my lip and pondered the pale daytime moon and the wave-crested horizon. A lovely view, certainly more magical than the one I saw before he arrived.

	Problem was, nothing seemed as lovely as the deep brown eyes I was suddenly too anxious to meet. His nearness turned me hyperaware. We never touched, not that day, but my skin tingled, phantom electricity, daydreams terrifyingly close to coming alive. My heartbeat flew. Not sure how much time passed. Ten seconds, ten hours. I felt entranced.

	When, at last, I found the courage to look at him, he was already gone.

	My breath caught. Had he disappeared around the cliffs, like last year?

	This time, I chased after Him.

	But when I rounded the rocks, he was nowhere to be seen.

	•          •          •

	I’ve encountered Him many times over the years. Always in Santa Barbara, always on the summer solstice, always here upon our beach.

	This place, this moment, somehow, they belonged to us.

	Two strangers locked beside the tides, walking side by side in the sand. Most years we spoke in coded poetries, nothing of importance—yet speaking with importance, every word a vivid daydream coming wildly alive. Like old friends, like old lovers, though silent of names and aching to touch.

	Like the ocean and its moon, we perfected our celestial dance.

	Our intimate distance. The gravity of one tugging on the other, the other bowing and answering the call. But who’s the moon and who’s the water?

	Perhaps we are both.

	Over time, my questions about Him bloomed and turned Him mythical. I never spoke of Him, not even to my parents who understood deeply the intoxicating ambrosia of romance. He was my secret, my mystery, mine alone. So much wonder in wondering, in waiting to see.

	One summer solstice, he knelt and brought his hand up as he had that first day, his fingertips almost a whisper against my lips. He smelled of sea breeze and ozone, of heartbeats thrumming the air. I started to ask who he was—who we were—but His secrets over-pained Him. Hushing them with a trembling smile, he led me beneath the cliffs, along a shadow-kissed path of hibiscus flowers. But when I rounded the final rocks, he was gone. Vanished.

	Where he should’ve stood, I found a word scrawled in the wet sand.

	Heartbeat … 

	And so, our moments together passed.

	•          •          •

	The last time I saw Him was a year ago today.

	The solstice sun dazzled near the horizon, animated and golden. He sat by the waterside and rose at the sight of me. He’d never looked so ragged.

	“Afraid I’d missed you.” His voice gave me a delicious shiver. The years between moments stretched ever longer, echoing with ever evolving desperation. His words trembled. “Today is too short.”

	“The longest day is short?” I laughed.

	“Forgive me.” He shook his head. “We’ve had so little time together.”

	Forgive Him? Our solstices have been a waking dream.

	He hesitated. “When I close my eyes, you’ll be gone.”

	“No. I’m always here, same beach, same solstice.” I smiled despite a sudden unease.

	He squared himself, took a step toward me. “You’re not afraid?”

	Such an odd question. I blushed at his closeness. “What do I have to fear?”

	I wanted to say more. Ours had been the most extraordinary romance of my young life. But standing so near to Him, lost in his otherworldly slant of light, poetry began to fail me.

	He frowned, always fighting some beautiful inner battle. “I have to go soon.”

	“Go? Go where?” A chilling idea overtook me.

	Lately
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