Glint of Sport—31 August 2025 version


Calvin has been copying my footsteps in the unit above mine. His studio and my studio share the same layout, which is the same layout as every studio in the complex. When I walk from the kitchen to the bathroom and then back to the kitchen, Calvin pads along above me, following me. The sound trickles down from the laminated wood.
I have been living in this apartment for seven years now. Calvin, for longer. I know the sound of his voice like I know my own, though we’ve only spoken to each other a few times, the obligatory wave and some missives about the weather. I know his weekend rituals, how he goes to church on Sunday mornings and then he comes home, orders takeout, and plays Call of Duty Black Ops on oxycodone. He slurps spicy ramen broth and yells profanities into his headset, the screen’s white light illuminating the Sriracha bottle’s crimson husk. 
Calvin is not the only neighbor whose routine I am aware of. As I walk up the stairs to my studio, I see Mrs. Momo practicing the piano with her meaty braid dangling down her spine. On the second floor, Bernadette’s baby gurgles and spits into the latex hair of her Barbie doll. On the third floor, Maria slices a grapefruit into cubes, gutting the seeds inside a porcelain bowl and spoon-feeding it to her toddler, Kristeva. Kristeva likes to open the refrigerator door quickly, surprising the light so it doesn’t have a chance to turn on, and then shrieking when it does.
Before I unlock my door, I look at my reflection in my darkened window, a woman with black hair and black eyes, a blackness that defies the years I’ve been living in this converted motel in the shadow of a desalination plant. Seeing my neighbors in their domestic tranquility makes me wish I could access whatever they had, the concise yet alien grammars of interdependence. I am far past the age for having a child, but I’ve always liked the name Persephone for a girl. I wouldn’t shorten it to Percy or Seph. I would have to say every syllable every time, even when I am busy. 

When it rains, I can’t see the desert, but I can listen to the sounds it makes. I ride my shiny red fixie to campus and let go of the handlebars when I go down the hill. It’s more fun this way, when I close my eyes and cruise past the strip malls, subtopian estates, and swamps lined with emerald chlorophyll. My students are usually late because the bus doesn’t come when it says it will. They smile at me apologetically when they open the door, their books and faces slicked in rain.
Public speaking still flusters me, even after all these years. I stand at the lectern and look at the audience, my eyes blank and lidless as the eyes of a goldfish. It takes me a long time to come up with something to say, especially about poetry. It’s not like history or science where I can look up the answers on my phone. Sometimes I struggle for so long that my students start to blow spit-wads and chat amongst themselves. 
No matter what the writing prompt is, the male students in my class find a way to write about their violent ideations. They outline apocalyptic scenarios about nuclear fallouts, alien invasions, gamma ray bursts, ecological collapse, and cybergeddon. It always ends with a description of someone dying. I learn that when the eyes are still connected to the brain, before the sediment of oblivion settles in, there is a cold spark, a decibel louder than the rest.
It is hard to contain my dissatisfaction with them. Sometimes I even roll my eyes. 
It’s not our fault that we know such violent things, one student says. If anything, it’s the fault of the media.
They others nod.
Maybe you could just be less explicit, I say. You don’t need to describe every arc of blood that sprays from every exit wound.
But they have to describe every arc of blood that sprays from every exit wound so there is no ambiguity. 
Even if you kill everyone in the world, I say, I still think you can do it with some subtlety.
They like to play dumb with me because they know I’m out of touch with the times. They seem to think aging makes you dull and unimaginative, as if your experiences slowly whittle you away. I want to tell them my experiences have whittled me away to reveal my true form. They disappear in a flash as soon as the bell rings, leaving me with an absence that echoes through the auditorium.

Calvin once fought Viet Cong soldiers in the jungles of Yunnan, the southernmost province of China bordering Vietnam. The villages were sparsely populated and isolated from one another, loosely sutured by the Tropic of Cancer. On the wall of the bar where my friend Winona works is a placard printed with the names of the regulars who served in the armed forces. It says, thank you for your service, which is also what Winona says to me when I dip into my life savings to override Metallica on the jukebox. 
Calvin’s name is printed next to his testimony. He bled out for two hours after barefoot Yunannese woman shot him with a gun made of galvanized pipes. After the medics dragged Calvin under the canopy of a lush banyan tree, they said they couldn’t spare the light to clean him, so they bound his wounds with tourniquets and gave him a shot of morphine. He woke up in Saigon with seven stitches where the bullet had grazed his arm. 
I don’t know if this story is true. You can’t tell the difference between truth and kitsch in this place, but now I picture Calvin bleeding on the jungle floor whenever I see him around town. I see him at the Grocery Outlet trying to win the lottery, at the drive-in burger shack wielding a stack of expired coupons, at the YMCA getting his flirt on. 
What does that word mean, kitsch? Winona asks, puckering her lips around the vowel.
I guzzle my shot of tequila before answering. I love when Winona asks me for the meaning of a word.
It’s when something is overdetermined in a way that’s, like, cheap and gaudy.
She looks confused. I don’t know how else to explain it. Winona wears Hot Topic body chains and cuts out the obituaries from the newspaper if they died in special ways. I think that’s kind of kitsch. 
Her new boyfriend revs the engine as he pulls into the alleyway on his Suzuki. 
Last call! she yells, even though I am the only one there. 

There are no sidewalks near me, so I take my morning walk around the fenced periphery of a CubeSmart storage compound. I pass by a crystal shop that sends out a weekly e-newsletter with new age advice such as ‘police your thoughts’ and ‘eliminate white foods,’ and then I walk past the pawn shop where I got my initials engraved on a Zippo. A Dial-A-Devotion billboard informs me that life is short, but eternity isn’t, and a neon motel sign advertises adult movies, AM/FM, color television, and waterbeds. When I leave my house, I am in California, but when I reach the edge of the storage compound, I am in Nevada. 
I take a different route back that takes me through a highway underpass and a vacant lot overgrown with wildflowers. There are fuchsias, poppies, sky lupines, and marigolds iced over in the early morning frost. Sometimes feral horses graze in the meadow, and I climb through a hole in the concertina wire fence to get a closer look at their pink tongues slipping from their obsidian bodies. The color is striking, especially when everything else is cement and tranquilized pastel. 
I once saw a beautiful wine-colored mare give birth here. Her foals emerged fully formed, ready to run east over the Sierra Nevada Mountains, where vegetation is more verdant. I am glad that the mustangs are protected by the law so I can admire them without being worried they will get mashed into dog food or glue. A group of real estate tycoons used to lobby against them year after year, citing low market appraisals because of the infestation, but that’s all over now.
At my writing desk, I try to emulate a pregnant horse roaming the desert, hoping a poem will tumble out of me when I least expect it.

I have to wear noise-canceling headphones at home if I want to ignore the sound of Calvin stomping around. The floorboards press against each other like tectonic plates, the loose sheet of timber beneath him synthesizing with the one beneath me. The complex was gut-renovated not that long ago, but it was done by people on a rushed deadline who didn’t care how it turned out. 
Winona says I should just go live alone in the woods if I’m so bothered by him. It’s easy for her to say. When the campaign ends and I can finally drift off to sleep, a lone semi-truck comes barreling down the freeway, the headlights shining directly into my unit. Only when I leave the house can I leave Calvin behind, but my body pauses in the doorway like I’ve forgotten my wallet or keys.
You look tired, Winona says. But in a Gia Carangi, heroin-chic way.
Why do you think he is doing this to me? I ask.
She shines the silverware with a towel before pouring some whiskey into it.
Based on your descriptions, she says, it’s not clear if he’s copying your movements, or if you’re copying his.
Then she blows a big pink bubble with her gum and pops it in my face. I smile because I love Winona. Even though she is not smart, she is always truthful with me.

The voice in his video game announces that they’ve just landed in a jungle outside of Ho Chi Minh City. Calvin has eight minutes and forty-seven seconds to blow up the secret hideout before Viet Cong soldiers intercept their convoy, capturing his comrades and taking them hostage. His controller recoils to mimic the gun, smooth and black, glinting of sport. 
Sometimes I realize I have done nothing all evening except lay in bed and imagine the visual field of the video game. The armored vehicles spinning with chrome calipers, the helicopters spraying bright orange mist over the crops, the jungle fatigues blending with the banyan trees.
I close my eyes, trying to come up with a poetic feeling so I can transcribe it on the page. I practice by journaling about a rose bush by the freeway. I order a burrito and eat it in the dark. I act like I don’t even care about the feeling, practicing restraint when I sense it coming near. 

During lecture, I talk and talk until even I stop listening to what I’m saying. My students usually look out the window instead of at me. The only time I can tell they are listening is when they point out a discrepancy between something I just said and something I said earlier. 
A poem is also like a window, I say one day. It’s a glimpse into an expanse. You want the reader to believe the world of the poem is larger than the space that is captured by the poem. 
Some of them write this down in their notes. 
The view from the window gets clearer as you approach it, I say. But somewhere, in the periphery of the window, there is something that can’t be captured by language, and the poem is a gesture towards that.  
A boy raises his hand. Can you give an example of something that can’t be captured by language?
Certain emotions, I say. Colors. Things of that nature.
Things of what nature?
The problem with students these days is that think too literally. Anytime I use figurative language, they start looking at their phones or at the door. 
In the afternoon, the door to my shared office space opens and in tumbles the boys who sit together in the front row. I forgot about my office hour because nobody comes unless there is something due. I was standing in the walkway outside of my cubicle, eating clementines and thinking about what I should write. 
There are not enough chairs to seat them, so they lean against the wall. It’s my first time seeing them as distinct people. One of them has a beanie embroidered with blue flames. Another one is taller, with a Monster Energy hat. The student who never speaks in class isn’t wearing a hat. His head looks smooth and auspicious like an egg. One of them has a hand wrapped in gauze, and I wonder if it’s from scraping it on concrete while skateboarding or from punching holes in drywall. 
	We came to ask you a question, the Monster Energy hat says. We were wondering what you meant when you said poetry should be a window into something. 
	What are your names? I ask. 
	That’s Mikey, Jordan, he says, tilting his hat back, revealing how pale his forehead is compared to the rest of his face. My name on the registrar is Daniel, but I go by Luca.
	Luca, I repeat. Mikey, Jordan.
	I give them each a clementine, which they accept out of politeness. As they peel the piths and separate the wedges, I notice they keep glancing at my notebook, which is splayed open on the table on a page with my line drawings of blood bay horses. I close the notebook and clear my throat, embarrassed. I don’t want them to think I am a horse girl, or worse, a horse old woman. 
What do you think the poem should be a window into? I ask, trying out the pedagogical strategy where I flip the question on them. 
Mikey and Luca give vague answers—my life and the world, respectively—and Jordan thinks I was asking them to write poems about the views outside their windows. I tell them I was just using the window as a metaphor, but if it’s more obfuscating than it is illuminating, they should feel free to forget about it. I don’t tell them that my strategy in lecture is to say things experimentally and hope that something sticks. 
But what’s the point of having the poem be a window into something? Jordan asks. 
I don’t know if there’s a point, I say, or if poetry has a telos at all.
He scratches his chin, the stubble that’s barely there. What does that word mean, telos?
I’m probably using the word wrong, so I try to explain through example. The telos of a knife is to cut, the telos of cooking is to eat, the telos of a chair is to sit, the telos of childbirth is to have a baby, the telos of the ozone layer is to protect life on Earth. This last example is a bit controversial depending on your political orientation, but the point is that it’s a kind of subjective reasoning where the ends justify the means.
Mikey looks up the definition on his phone. The explanation of phenomena in terms of the purpose they serve rather than the cause by which they arise, he says. 
We spend the rest of the office hour eating clementines and naming the telos of things. Things that lack teleology: birds, communism, time, diamonds. Things that are autotelic, where the telos is contained in the object with signifying power: tombstones, traffic cones, baseball. Luca says baseball is so boring that it could never have a meaning outside itself. 
The conversation takes a messianic turn when Luca asks, but what if nothing ends? We think that the telos of the chair was to sit, but if we change the frame of duration, the telos of the chair becomes its decay back into dirt. Maybe there is only one telos, which is to die and transform into something else. I look at the clementine peels on the desk. Mine are tattered and covered in fingernail marks, but his are graceful, continuous coils. 
I feel like I am finally getting somewhere with them, maybe because I’m not obstructed by the lectern anymore. I can even read the words on their graphic t-shirts. Live trash, eat fast. We talk until we run out of words to say, until I look around and realize we are the last cubicle with the lights on. 
 
The next morning, I make a point to show up to class a few minutes late. I want them to think I have somewhere else to be, that my life isn’t just school home school home. I peer through the glass panel on the door to see if they are all in their seats, waiting for me, and then I smooth the wrinkles on my blazer before walking in. 
I’ve had a change of heart, I say. I think it’s fine if we all kill each other, but I want you to write a poem about what you will do once you are the last person on earth.
The male students in the front row look confused. Maybe they’ve been too focused on survival to realize they would be completely alone. 
But I won’t be the last person on earth, Luca says. I’ll still have my boys.
	Luca, Mikey, and Jordan slap each other on the back like they are burping a baby. 
	Fine, I say. You can write about what you will do as a collective.
	But all they can talk about is not having to do certain things. They won’t have to work the night shift at 7-Eleven or shovel the Nissan Quest out of a flooded prairie. There will be no more wildfires when lightning singes through the hills, no more evacuations to the Motel 6 in Sonora Junction with all those neo-Nazis from San Bernadino Valley. 
	But what will you do? I say. You’re only telling me about the negation, I am asking you about the negation of the negation.
	When they draw a blank, I realize this is my opportunity to give them homework for the first time. 
	Tomorrow you will come to class and tell me about the conditions of your new world, I say, even though I’m met with a wave of groaning. 
	When the bell rings, my students disperse like usual. I imagine them huddled together in the Safeway parking lot, hotboxing their minivan while discussing the conditions of their new world. They could cultivate a peach orchard or form a nomadic empire like the Scythians. They could learn how to play the lute or resuscitate a dead language. I can’t remember the last time I felt this way, warmed by the radiation of an alternate future. I usually bike home in the cold, filled with tequila and my misgivings, envying the sun as it drips its last yolk over this unit of time, but tonight, even the stars disclose themselves to me. I see Orion’s Belt, Betelgeuse, Gemini, Ursa Minor, the North Star which I could follow home in theory. I go inside the bar for a nightcap instead. 

As I fall into the imprint of my ass in the bar stool’s cheap green plaster, Winona brings me my regular with a glass of sparkling water. I make the slurping sound of a cartoon character being refreshed by the first sip of a drink, waiting for her to ask what I’m so smiley about. She ignores me, brooding and absorbed in cutting out an obituary from today’s paper. 
Did any angels leave us yesterday?
I always say this when she’s cutting out the obits, it’s our thing. 
Actually, she says, her voice slipping. Someone I knew. I’m very sad, he just came in to say hi last week.
Who was he?
He lived around the corner, a regular until he quit drinking a few years back, something about a divorce or kidney failure. He used to come here to play cards, even after he quit. A good man, you would recognize him.
I lean over the counter to see the newspaper. It’s rare to find a good man in this world. I recognize the camouflage uniform, the blunt jawline—it’s the same portrait as the one that’s already pasted on the wall, under the placard that honors the town’s veterans. My first instinct is to laugh, but Winona silences me with her glare. 
I did know him, I explain. He lived in the unit above mine, he’s the one that’s been mirroring my movements.
Oh my god, she says, throwing her hands up at me. Can you please stop with that thing about other people copying you? The man is dead. 
She shakes her head, her silver choker clinking against her throat. Only now can I see that this person who orbited her life meant something to her. I make my face droop a bit to demonstrate my sadness, but it’s hard not to feel like I won.
I wonder what will happen to you now, she says in a mocking tone. 
She rotates the newspaper around his arm as she cuts out the obituary, even getting the frizz on the top of his otherwise bald head. She lets me hold the slip of paper once she’s done, but I can barely conceal my smile. I have to cover my face with the newspaper cut-out, holding it close until the image of Calvin becomes granular, oblique. 

That night, I email my class to inform them that we will go on a field trip tomorrow morning. I say I will give them extra credit for it, which is a partial truth. I don’t keep track of grades for the class. Only Luca emails me back. We meet in front of the Extra Space storage complex just as the sun is rising. He looks the same as always, in his ripped jeans and Monster Energy hat, tired from being up all night. The solstice is here, the winter sun rising with muted deliberation. It casts a long shadow over the frozen cacti, petrified slabs of wood, the first snowflakes falling over us like angora rabbits.
	Thank you for coming, I say, meaning it. 
Yeah, Luca shrugs. It’s cool.
I roll my eyes. I wish he did not care so much about being cool. I want him to have this experience with me. We climb through a hole in the fence and walk under the highway overpass into the protected zone. This desert is cold in the dark, and even colder in the light. I want to show him the bloodstains the horses leave in the grass. 
This is where a horse gave birth, I tell him, pointing at a dried halo of red under a sheet of ice.
Yes, I can see that, thank you.
The horses are long gone now, migrating east along the freeway to what I imagine are sunnier places. Calvin is gone too. Last night I heard people inside his empty apartment conversing in muted tones, touching his things and packing them into cardboard boxes, while I touched my things below them, with them.
I don’t think we should go much further, Luca says. The sign says no trespassing.
Oh, I say, feigning interest in the sign.
I feel my body becoming faint, fainter, faintest like the halos circumscribed in each other that bleed slowly outward.
We are entering the space of the poem now, I say. 
Luca looks confused, trudging through the dirt in his combat boots. 
It’s something I discussed in the beginning of the class.
I don’t think I was there that day, he says, even though he was. 
We keep walking into the twilight, towards the mutant sky turning cobalt by the minute. Icicles drip from the ponderosa trees. The moon, once bulbous, grows slivered as it is displaced by the pale disk of the sun. I feel soft in my surrender to the future paleness of our days. Luca says we should turn back soon, we are going somewhere we don’t belong, like when you fall off the edges of the playable map and are sentenced to respawn at the last checkpoint, but that’s not what I believe. Look at how the desert unfolds beneath us, how the grid doesn’t end. With each step we take, our feet mold slightly over the curvature of the earth. 
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