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Afternoon Jocks (Miami, West of the Bay)

The bell rings and the afternoon tilts,

a saucer of heat poured over concrete,

palms rattling like pom-poms in a breeze that never cools.

Lockers cough up cleats and tape and dreams.

A line of white buses blinks at the curb,

but nobody’s going anywhere yet;

this is the hour that matters—

the hour the sun takes its gloves off.

They spill from classrooms like a tide,

names stitched in thread,

numbers blooming on mesh,

salt rings on their collars,

backpacks somersaulting down spines.

Someone thumps a beat on a locker,

somebody mutters “dale,”

a voice, a laugh, a whistle cut from steel.

They are the afternoon jocks,

west of the bay where the city thins into sawgrass,

where the streets point toward a flat green silence

and the sky is a shoulder pad of thunder.

On the field the lines are chalked precise as prayers.

Helmets lean against the bench, gazing at the grass.

The quarterback palms a football like a planet.

Linemen squat like small buildings,

their shadows thick as lockers,

their breath sweet with cafecito.

A coach with a visor and a mouth like a factory

winds up the day with a string of verbs:

explode, plant, cut, listen.

The snap is a camera flash; the drill repeats,

repeat, repeat—the gospel of sweat.

Over by the baseball diamond the clay is a fresh bruise.

Foul poles reach for clouds shaped like belts and trophies.

A catcher’s mask hangs from a chain-link fence

like a saint’s portrait in a tin frame.

Someone spits sunflower hulls into the ancient dust,

taps the plate twice, draws a breath that belongs to July.

The pitch leaves the hand with a little hiss,

a ribbon of time unspooling between two futures:

contact, or the soft pouf of a mitt clasping nothing.

They write small novels with their wrists and hips;

they revise with tape on finger joints.

Across the track, the sprinters stand as if invented for the straightaway.

Blocks set, laces knotted, numbers shining like postage stamps.

The starter raises a pistol that holds no bullets,

only lightning in an aluminum tube.

On your marks is a quiet everyone knows by heart.

Set is a narrower world.

The gun is a door unlatched.

They run until their legs are nouns,

until the curve hammers breath into music.

A baton changes hands and the day changes hands with it—

four lives stitched into a minute.

In the gym, air trembles with squeak and echo,

the nets like upturned throats begging for orange moons.

A forward gathers and rises,

gravity delayed by the sheer audacity of calves.

Backboards carry the city in their square reflections:

blue strip-mall neon, a barber pole’s tired spin,

this year’s cheer banners doing their best to stay new.

A misfired pass skitters into the bleachers,

and someone dives like a promise to keep it alive.

The ball, the ball, the one round fact of the afternoon—

the way a bounce can rewrite a story.

Tape snaps off rolls with a sound like torn lightning.

Water bottles gossip in cold syllables.

The trainer’s room smells of wintergreen and hope.

“Breathe,” says the kid with the tweaked ankle.

“Breathe,” says the boy with the bruised rib,

his laugh buckling but still coming.

A shoulder is retold beneath a palm.

An ice bag learns the geography of pain.

Outside, the Miami sun throws its elbows.

The Palmetto hums beyond the fence.

The Tamiami points west like a dare,

gliding toward panthers and cattails,

toward alligators ancient as helmets left out in the rain.

But here we’re in the between—

between the bay’s glitter and the glades’ hush,

in neighborhoods named after birds and saints,

strip malls selling croquetas and rims,

cafecito windows where the barista knows your number:

uno cortadito, dos pastelitos, y pa’lante.

They eat on the hood of a car painted the color of ambition.

Salt dries on their forearms in delicate maps.

Music thumps through their sternums—

reggaeton kickdrum like a second heart,

a little trap snare making the air subdivide,

a chorus that promises a night still decades away.

They talk scholarships like distant islands,

Gulf breezes nobody here has met.

Their hands make diagrams of elsewhere.

They talk the way boys talk when the future is a whiteboard:

streaks, arrows, circles around a date they can’t stop saying.

And still the afternoon does what afternoons do:

it leans, it lengthens, it sands the edge off voices.

A storm swells to the west,

helmets of cloud stacked in the sky’s locker.

Lightning practices form in the distance.

First drop, then fifty, then a curtain you can taste.

The field is suddenly a river wearing stripes.

They play until the whistle makes sense,

until coaches shout the rarest word—inside—

and the locker room takes them back

the way an old song takes you back,

unwinding the tape of sweat and grass into steam.

Steam blooms off shoulders like unspoken sentences.

T-shirts darken; laughter echoes with tile-room bravado.

Water turns every body into a silhouette.

In the fogged mirror, a name smears into myth.

They are big with now, with now, with now—

no better measure for a life than the foam on a forearm,

the sharp mint of soap, the way a bruise

looks like a planet sinking.

Out on the covered walkway, the rain slows enough

to print the concrete with the day’s fingerprints.

A girl in practice gear jogs past,

ponytail describing a cursive no teacher would mark down.

She has taped two fingers together,

and she never says what it cost to win last week.

The boys shoulder their bags as if they were carrying houses.

Someone quotes a line from a coach like scripture;

someone else mutters, “my abuela says rest is holy.”

Both are true, but not yet.

There’s the pressure of fathers who fix ACs that fail the hottest hour,

mothers who keep two uniforms clean without asking how,

cousins stretching dollars like elastic,

grandparents who crossed water like the throw from deep right.

The afternoon jocks stand where lines intersect:

weight room lint in their hair,

old world salt in their blood,

teachers’ ink on their wrists reminding them to try.

Some are shy enough to turn sideways in doorways,

as if to present less of their heart to the world.

Some are loud because a voice can be armor.

Some can juggle a ball on the laces for whole minutes,

eyes drifting toward a sky that consumes gestures and returns thunder.

Time is a slow bus that always stops too soon.

Here come the headlights, the dripping trees,

the pool of night collecting beneath each palm.

A kicker practices by knocking bottle caps into the dark.

A catcher flexes his hand and hears a door unlock.

The hurdlers talk about rhythm, which is another word for faith.

The point guard studies his phone for an offer shaped like a window.

And the linemen, God love the linemen,

measure their days in invisible yardage:

the inches the world yields when you move it with your body.

West of the bay the city becomes rumor.

Krome Avenue is a straight sentence.

The Everglades breathe, flat and infinite,

like a weight room full of lungs.

You can stand out there and hear what the sky is thinking.

But they are not out there; they are here,

under fluorescents that make sweat into jewelry,

under banners that list last year’s miracles,

in a fresco of effort and noise.

Every team is a language;

they conjugate in sprints and sets,

in pick-and-rolls and option reads,

in chalk dust and resin bags.

A whistle is a grammar rule.

A cadence is a proverb.

A huddle is a pocket of air on a drowning day.

They learn each other’s futures by the way they tie their shoes.

They learn each other’s pasts by the jokes they repeat

when the lactic acid makes jokers of all of us.

The afternoon bends again—

a spoon pressed to the lip of evening.

Steam rises off the turf as if the field were thinking.

This is the hour their shadows go long and thin

like fishing line cast toward tomorrow.

A coach stands alone at the fifty

and looks smaller than he sounded an hour ago.

A parent idles in the circular drive,

AC struggling, dashboard icons glowing like tiny saints.

Someone checks the sky and swears he can see Saturday.

What is glory in a place like this?

Not the newspaper photo, not the rumor of banners;

glory is a girl carrying cones in a rain that needles her calves,

is a kid with a mop swabbing the rectangle where a dream skid out,

is a hand on a shoulder in the trainer’s room saying go easy now,

is a shared Gatorade, a split pastelito, a “you good?”

Glory is the tape peeled slow from skin,

and nobody flinches, because pain belongs here

and so does the soft laugh that follows it away.

They are not only biceps and box scores.

They are the trembling before the snap,

the vowel that turns a name into a chant,

the silence while a free throw traces a long parabola of maybe,

the whoosh of a discus learning to be brief.

They are the bruise a little brother presses,

saying does it hurt, and the yes that becomes a story.

They are homework splayed like a defense,

engines that stutter then catch,

a fat moon looking like an old coach’s bald head,

a wristband that reads faith because that’s cheaper than fear.

Someone will leave this zip code like a ball leaving a hand.

Someone will stay and coach the next kids through Augusts.

Someone will open a shop that sells coffee stronger than luck.

Someone will wear a badge or a name tag that wins coupons.

The afternoon jocks don’t know which,

and the not knowing is its own medal, raw and real.

The world is a line of defenders and a gap you have to trust.

The world is chalk that rain can remove,

until you draw it again in brighter powder.

In the last light, the field gleams like the inside of an orange.

The bleachers hold warmth as if memory were metal.

Steam threads the air from bodies cooling into boys again.

They shoulder packs that have learned their contours.

The gate squeals a little hymn as it opens.

A flock of ibises picks at the wet edge of the parking lot—
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