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Chasing the Solar Eclipse

We talk about movies. We talk about musical theatre. We talk about gossip. I drive him to 

a movie, and to a musical, and to the mall, and to a park. We meet through mutual friends, 

through the other theatre kids. I’m two grades above him, but two and a half years older than him. 

He’s Hispanic. His mother comes from Bolivia, and his white father comes from somewhere in 

Illinois, but not Chicago. His hair, long and curly. His teeth are a little crooked, but it’s not bad. 

He has a certain smell to him, a smell that’s inexplicably adolescent and comforting. His feet are 

completely flat on the bottom. He’s one of the funniest, wittiest people I’ve ever met. He has a 

twinkle in his eyes.

The school musical introduces us to each other. Hair. I’m Berger, and he’s Woof. I have 

the second largest male role, and he has a slightly less prominent role. I’m a junior, and he’s a 

first year. We start sitting near each other by default when our friend groups start meshing. I don’t 

know much about him. He makes me chuckle occasionally, and he chooses the seat next to me at 

cast parties continuously, but I don’t try, or hope, to become his best friend, or anything like that.

I drive Lyla, my girlfriend, to her coffee shop performance. She plays the acoustic guitar 

while Amelia–a fellow teenager whose raspy belt and feathered fringes seem to come straight 

from the 80’s rock scene–croons and blasts the lyrics to Heartbreaker and Pumped Up Kicks and 

Time After Time and Somebody That I Used to Know. The crowd, packed to the door with
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teenagers, cheers each time Amelia breaks out into a chorus. Lyla plays the guitar off to the side,

just out of the limelight. She and I make eye contact once in a while, the purple and green and

yellow lights dancing around her face. We smile.

He asks if I want to watch a movie with him. We meet at the theater, and his

mother–Valeria–embarrasses him with an abundance of affection for her only child. She forces a

genuine smile out of me. I forget what movie he and I watch, but it’s nice to see a movie with

someone who appreciates the characters and the music and the writing and the cinematography

and even the sound mixing. After I get back home, I notice a text from him; he tells me that he’s

looking forward to watching more movies together. He ends the text with a smiley face.

Lyla and I meet at a local diner. It’s nearly 9:00 p.m., and other than us and an older

couple that doesn’t realize how loudly they’re speaking, the dining room is barren. Regardless,

just as Lyla puts a spoon full of chicken noodle soup to her lips, the old man blurts out a

shockingly raunchy joke to his wife, and she slaps a fork out of his hand. Lyla and I look at each

other, soup in her mouth and iced tea in mine, and our shocked laughter from this salacious

couple sends our soup and iced tea onto the table. We fail to hold our laughter in, but we manage

to wipe up the soup and tea while trying to silence ourselves. We smile at each other. I look at

her lips, she looks at mine; I want to lean in, but I don’t.

He falls asleep next to me. It’s a group sleepover, with guys and girls, straight and gay

and bi, an abundance of theatre kids singing and laughing into the morning. Lyla doesn’t attend

because she doesn’t know this friend group, and I’m afraid that she’ll be skeptical about me

sleeping in the same room as other girls, but none of this bothers Lyla–at least, that’s what she

says. I grab a spot on an air mattress next to another friend once we start winding down, but he

moves to use the bathroom. I look over when I feel the air mattress decompressing and I see
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him–him–lying next to me. We talk about something, but I don’t process it, the night taking its

toll on my eyes and my mind. Without realizing that I had fallen asleep, I wake up a few hours

later. The room is silent, dark. He’s sleeping next to me, on his side, facing me. His lips parted

slightly, his right hand between us. My right hand under his. Too tired to move my hand, I fall

back asleep.

He invites me to his house for the first time. It’s the evening. His parents are elsewhere;

he, an only child, is alone with me. We hang out on the couch after sharing some ice cream. I’m

laying down awkwardly, my feet on the couch but my knees bent. He leans against me slightly. I

don’t stop him. As we talk, I find his upper body leaning into mine. I don’t stop him, and he

notes how our torsos and chests are touching. I make a comment about how I would feel

comfortable cuddling with anyone in our sleepover friend group. He doesn’t move, doesn’t stand

up. Intrigued, I think about the sleepover and the movies and the musicals and the laughs and the

sleepover and his age and his gender and his sex and his gender and his sex. I gently remind him

that I’m straight. A question lingers on my tongue, but I choose to ignore it. He moves his body

from mine; he leaves to use the bathroom.

Lyla types something on her phone as we sit in the bustling, rowdy diner. She didn’t pull

her phone out until I pulled mine out to text my friend Megan, and my friend Matt, and my

friend Georgia, and him. Not much later, Amelia texts me: Get off your phone. I look up, and

Lyla is in the messages app. I shake my head, apologizing, acknowledging that I was being rude.

She shrugs, purses her lips. I get up to use the restroom, accidentally knocking my iced tea onto

the table. I wipe it up as Lyla watches, arms crossed, lips still and silent.

He and I continue seeing each other. In between classes, Primanti Bros after the last day

of school, more group hangouts. We go to cafes together, we walk to parks together, we watch
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more movies together, on his couch and in the theater–always near the front. He tells me that his

mom asks if I’m trying to conquistar him, if I’m trying to win him over. I laugh it off.

We swim together. I’m annoyed with him for arriving 45 minutes after we agreed to meet,

55 minutes after I arrived, but he makes me forget about the vexation just by being himself. It’s

the day of the full solar eclipse. While awaiting the once-in-a-lifetime natural phenomenon, we

swim. We take our shirts off, and I keep my focus on his face. He can’t say the same. We wade

into the lake, both wearing expensive sunglasses–well, expensive by our standards. He says he

doesn’t want his sunglasses to get wet because they’re his nicest pair, and I say the same. A few

minutes later, we’re roughhousing in the water, splashing each other’s upper torsos and trying to

hold each other in place. At some point, he pushes me too hard and my head falls into the water,

sunglasses and all. Without hesitation, he dunks his head, long hair and sunglasses and all, into

the water. He smiles. We smile.

The solar eclipse hangs over us. This phenomenon has drawn in the fascination of so

many members of the human race throughout history. This phenomenon is temporary and

perhaps once-in-a-lifetime, but we get to witness it together, experience it together. We know not

to look at it directly, but we take the chance together, hoping the clouds will spare our vision. At

the moment, we take the eclipse for granted, assuming it will always be there for the feasting of

our eyes. Deep down, we know that the moment is fleeting.

We return to my house, pond water still tickling our pores. During the drive, our hands

graze. I make up some excuse, and we play some game, and I tell him that I need to hold his

hand down or else he’ll win or something. We hold hands during the drive. I use both hands to

turn, then our hands return where they were, fingers stationary and interlocked. They remain like

this for the majority of the twenty-minute drive.
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When we return to my house and he heads to the bathroom to change, I hear him say, oh

shit. I ask if I can come in, and he says I can, but he’s only in his underwear. Walking in, I learn

he wasn’t lying, and I let myself glance down once to see him in his lake-soaked underwear. He

says that he left his dry underwear at home, and he asks if he can use mine. I show him the

drawer, and he picks his favorite pair. After some hesitation, he goes back to the bathroom to

change. I hear him close the door slowly.

Lyla and I go for a hike the next day. My phone is never pulled out of my pocket, and

some jokes are cracked throughout the walk. She smiles, but she never laughs. She asks for a

break towards the top. I grab her hand, and I pull her close, her lips inches from mine. She

smiles, and I close my eyes, but I don’t do anything. I can’t do anything. I open them, sit down

on a log, and ask her to let me know when she’s ready to get back into it.

Another month and a half creeps by.

Lyla asks if she can call me. Once our phones hover next to our ears, she says that she

hasn’t felt anything in a while. She says that I don’t text or call or ask her to hang out nearly as

often anymore. She says that I’ve felt distant. She says that she sometimes forgets she’s even in a

relationship. She says that she’s breaking up with me. My tone stays light and pleasant without

any coercion or suppression of emotion. I apologize, and I mean it. After she hangs up, I stare at

the wall before me, but no tears come. Thinking about how Amelia told me that Lyla and I would

be perfect for each other, thinking about whether I wasted something that could’ve been special,

asking myself why I didn’t put in more effort or break up with her when I realized I didn’t feel

anything for her either, I can’t avoid feeling disappointed in myself. But I’m not nearly as upset

as I feel I should be. If anything, I feel ten pounds lighter. I feel excited.
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It’s Halloween night. He hosts a party during the day, and I tell him I’ll come after a

family reunion picnic. It’s Saturday. While making my rounds at this family event, I’m talking to

cousins and great aunts and distant relatives, but I can’t stop thinking about him. I ask him if I

can sleep over because it’ll be late even by the time I arrive. He says he’s fine with it, his parents

are fine with it. Some other friend is supposed to stay too, but he decides to drive back home

because he remembered that he needs to drive to a cross country practice early in the morning.

As the night winds down, he and I head to the guest room together since his grandparents

are visiting and staying in his room. A small bed laid out for me, a cot laid out for him. We jump

in the guest bed and watch Jimmy Fallon videos together. At some point, my head ends up on his

shoulder. He asks me what this is. I tell him I don’t know, I’m just comfortable with him. He says

he doesn’t believe me. He asks what I think of him. Some words come out, some words that

mean next to nothing, that dodge the question. He tells me that he wants us to be together. There

are no lights, except the full moon that sneaks in through the blinds. I tell him that I think I’m

straight. He kisses me. He kisses me on the lips. His lips touch mine, and we kiss. He says that

our kiss was something to think about. I think. I don’t think for long. I tell him I want to try it

out. He kisses me again. The moonlight watches us kiss and unbury the great things that had

been hidden for several months. The moonlight gives us another chance at a full solar eclipse.

Our relationship is defined by secrecy, by lies. I tell my mother that I’m going to a

musical rehearsal; I actually meet him for coffee. I tell my mother that I wasn’t checking my

phone because it was in my backpack; it’s really because we were making out in the back seat of

my car. I don’t know what he tells his mother, his father. We keep watching movies, keep getting

into the back of my car, keep struggling to keep our lies straight.
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He asks if we can each tell one friend. He chooses his best friend, a girl whom he’s

known since elementary school and the only person who has known about his crush on me. He

tells me that tears come to her eyes out of excitement for her friend. I choose a mutual friend, a

girl who knows us both equally well. She’s excited for me, but it’s not overabundant. I ask if she

had any idea; she says that she wasn’t positive, and we’re not a big topic of conversation, but if I

were into guys, he would be the one for me.

He says the “L” word to me, much too early. I say it back, not wanting to hurt his

feelings, not wanting to throw the first wrench in our relationship. He says it for the first time

while we’re kissing, and after I say it back, we keep kissing. Later, I tell him Te amo. He’s

startled. I ask what I said. He says that amar carries much more weight than our conception of

“loving,” and I apologize for overstepping. He says he likes it and kisses me again.

He leaves for Bolivia. He’s gone for nearly a month, leaving for the majority of

December and coming back early January. He admits he’s nervous about us before he leaves, and

I tell him we’ll be fine, we were friends for so long before and this won’t change anything. I take

that back once he takes at least half a day to reply to each message. I reply right away, hoping to

catch him before he steps away from his phone, but he still takes several hours to reply. There’s

no substance to our texts. I ask for updates, he gives the bare minimum. He asks nothing about

me, I give him nothing more. I remain infatuated with our memories, with what we did those first

several weeks.

The first time we see each other after his return is on the bus for a speech and debate

tournament. He steps in and barely acknowledges me. I wave to him; he waves back timidly. I try

talking to him, try expressing how much I missed him, and he defaults to talking with a nearby

group. From there, we see each other fairly often. We watch movies, and we touch each other.
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There’s no passion behind the movements, each of us acting more like robots who wish to relive

some past sensation, desperate to find what we felt before, desperate but barely even trying. He

tells me that he loves me only after I touch him. His voice conveys a pained pleasure without

affection.

The last time we kiss is in the third floor bathroom in our high school. I ask him for a

quick peck, and he initially says no because someone could walk in. Come on, I whisper.

Nobody will. We kiss, and we smile a little. Something feels different about this kiss, but neither

of us acknowledge it.

He breaks up with me over Snapchat messages. He messages me first, which never

happens. He asks how we’re doing. He asks if I’m happy. I convince myself to keep trying, to

keep chasing the ecstasy of our first night together. He doesn’t convince himself likewise; he

says it’s time to end things. I lie down, wanting to tell somebody what’s going on, realizing that

nobody knows, nobody can know. The exciting and scandalous has evolved into the tiresome and

gut wrenching. And I am alone.

Several months inch by. Lyla and I see each other at a restaurant once, and we smile and

wave. I ask how she is, and she says good, and she asks how I am, and I say good. We talk about

how I’m leaving for college in a couple weeks, and how she’s still figuring out where she wants

to apply. We each say it was good to see the other. No hugs, no physical contact, nothing other

than empty waves.

I move to the other side of the state and make friends immediately. I start sleeping with a

few girls just a few months into the semester; sometimes I just kiss someone at a party, other

times we head back to my room, still others we see each other again and again and again.

Sometimes I ghost them, other times they ghost me, but regardless, none of us last too long with
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each other, each possible reality fading away in painful silence. I kiss one guy, but it’s at a party,

in some back room, away from everyone, and I gently apologize and walk away, something

holding me back. I head back to my room. After spending a few minutes staring at the ceiling

rather than answering the constant vibrations on my phone one night, I send him–him–a

message.

I just ask what’s up and how junior year is going. He replies quickly, too quickly. He says

that he’s busier than ever and that things are good. He asks about college. I tell the truth, I say

that I’m enjoying it. He asks if I’ve been with anyone. I pause, I stare at my screen, then I say,

Sort of. I ask him the same question. He says he has a new boyfriend, someone named Louis. I

tell him congratulations and that’s great and I’m so happy to hear that.

We text once in a while. We text about superhero movies. He asks how I’m doing once

the pandemic starts. I ask him how the school musical is going and whether I should study

abroad in Bolivia and where he’s going to college. I start dating a girl named Tonya, and one

night, we go outside to watch a lunar eclipse together. I’ve seen a few lunar eclipses before, and I

smile at the sight, but they fail to draw me in with wonder and amazement. I think about the solar

eclipse and wonder whether I’ll see another one someday. Later that night, once Tonya is asleep

and I’m lying beside her, each of us on opposite sides of the bed, my hands on my stomach, I

swear that I can feel him, that I smell him.

The next morning, as soon as I leave Tonya’s room, I text him to ask if he’s told anyone

about us. I’m just curious, I say. Almost immediately, he says he hasn’t. He asks the same

question, and I mirror his answer.

We’re silent for a couple months, then, just as it begins to feel like the dust is settling on

the pandemic as lockdowns ease for the first time, he texts me that he and Louis broke up, and, in
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the same text, he asks if I want to meet for coffee. I think about how often and how passionately

and how regretfully he must have been thinking about me these past several months. I build up a

fantasy in my head, a fantasy of repeating our prior euphoria, but then I remember how lost I felt

because of him, how invalidated I felt because of him, how tossed aside and burdensome he

made me feel. I say that we should meet in a little over a week. He proposes a day, an evening,

and I say yes to meeting at 8 p.m. on Wednesday.

Wednesday arrives, and at 8:05, a couple minutes after he tells me that he got us a table, I

say that I can’t make it after all, sorry. I don’t wait for a response. I set my phone down, turn my

lights off, and lower my blinds so that a sliver of the moonlight sneaks into my room.


