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      January 3rd

      GABE

      

      The rink in Baton Rouge is cold enough to turn my breath into a ghost.

      I like the cold.

      Outside, the air sticks to you—river-thick, roux-thick, like the city is trying to braise you alive. Too warm for January. Too warm for a boy from Québec who still thinks winter is a reasonable personality trait.

      In here, the ice cuts clean. I can breathe.

      First day back from holiday break, and it’s official—we’ve got an outside shot at the playoffs. The kind of shot that makes the whole second half of the season feel like a held breath.

      I want to be the one who lets it out.

      We’re dressed for cameras and kids more than for real practice. Still—skates on, helmet on, I’m home. I tape my stick heel-to-toe in five neat turns. Always five. Like the number can keep my life from sliding sideways.

      I try not to watch the camera crew setting up in the penalty box like they pay rent.

      “Destry,” Dom calls from the circle. “You flirting with that tape or coming to work?”

      Since he got bumped into assistant coach, Dom’s gotten a little big for his britches, as folks say down here.

      “I can multitask,” I call back and toss the tape roll once in my palm before I hit the ice.

      The blades hum. The first glide is a reset button. Edge, cut, stop. Simple again.

      Warm-up is muscle memory. Legs wake up. Lungs remember. Someone chirps something stupid and affectionate and we all pretend we’re not happy to be back.

      Dom blows the whistle. Our goalie bangs his stick on the post. I push hard through the blue line and feel the good burn in my quads—the alive burn.

      We run the power play until the passes snap clean. I park in the blue paint, tip pucks like a metronome, and picture the red light blooming tomorrow night.

      The ice talks when I shut up and listen.

      Lâche pas la patate, kid, Pépère says in my head. Don’t drop the potato.

      I never do.

      When we huddle, I tap the dasher twice. Habit. Prayer. Whatever.

      Coach Tremblay’s voice is flat enough to sand wood. “Keep it simple. Crash more. No cute.”

      Then he claps once. “Home opener tomorrow. Heads right.”

      Heads right. Sure.

      Except there’s a mic check at the scorer’s table, and a woman in black jeans with a headset is making a circling motion with her finger like she’s winding me up: bigger smile?

      That’s Mia. The producer. Tiny. Ruthless. Nice about it.

      “Gabe,” she calls as we circle off. “Quick sound test?”

      Dom shoulders me like he’s helping, which is a lie. “You ready to ham it up for the cameras, Québec?”

      “Je suis né prêt.” Born ready.

      “English,” Coach says without looking at me. He’s smiling, but only because he thinks it’s funny to watch me suffer. “It’s a show, Destry. Not the opera.”

      “Noted.”

      I pop my helmet off, rake a hand through sweat-damp hair, and skate over.

      Mia meets me with a clip-on mic and the expression of someone who can smell sincerity from three rooms away. “Name, position, one thing you love about hockey night in Baton Rouge.”

      “I’m Gabe Destry. Right wing. Left shot.” I give her the practiced smile. “I love the brass line on the concourse. And the boudin balls. Oh, and King Cake counts as carb-load. Don’t tell the nutritionist.”

      The camera guy huffs a laugh. Mia tips her chin like: good.

      “And why’d you come here?” she asks.

      There it is—wrapped like a present. Why FPHL? Why Baton Rouge? Why not hold out for another ECHL shot?

      Why are you here?

      The publicist version of me has answers. The hockey version of me has reasons. The private version of me—whatever the hell that is—decides I want to be a person and not a poster.

      So I drop the publicist’s lines and go for truth.

      “Minutes,” I say. “A role. And…it feels like a team out there.” I nod toward the seats. “This city shows up. I want to show up back.”

      Say it clean. Let the fans know we see them.

      Mia watches my face like she’s editing in real time. “That plays. We’ll do a sit-down later. After the clinic—stick around for the chemistry test.”

      “Chemistry test,” I repeat. “Dramatic.”

      “It’s Baton Rouge.” She shrugs. “They only do dramatic. I’m looking for flirty fun.”

      I could say, I can ace chemistry. I can be charming on command. I can make anyone comfortable.

      I don’t say any of that.

      Something inside me rebels at being told to perform flirtation like it’s another drill.

      But I volunteered. I need to be a grinder on and off the ice—for the team, sure, but also because if I stop being useful, I don’t know what I am.

      Coach taps his watch. I hand the mic back, glide to the boys. They waited for me. The media part matters to all of us, whether we like it or not.

      Practice ends. Doors open.

      The kids flood in—tiny helmets, big eyes, blades clattering like baby teeth.

      This part I love.

      The kids get sorted into clusters. We roam and help and smile until our faces ache.

      A little goalie stalls in the blue paint like the crease is a cliff edge. I drop to one knee so we match. Tap his blocker twice. Habit. Calm.

      “Falling is learning,” I tell him. “Watch—little shuffle.”

      I show it slow. He tries. Wobbles. Tries again. Gets half a slide.

      I cheer like he just scored in overtime—because for him, he did.

      His shoulders come down. My smile goes up.

      Another kid—first time skates, first time fear. I offer my elbow. Not my hand.

      “Borrow my balance,” I say. “Just for a second.”

      She nods. We move a blade’s length together. She finds her edge, then her confidence, and then she’s off—arms out, head back, laughing like the ice invented her.

      Most of these south Louisiana kids are just discovering the freedom of flying.

      I want to be the wind beneath their wings⁠—

      I catch myself. The soft side trying to grab the wheel. I dial the poetry down, even in my own head. Less image, more utility. Sappy isn’t the Rougarous brand.

      Also: cameras.

      Probably.

      “Dez.”

      The voice behind me is steady enough to anchor a boat. Jackson Miller—our captain—has that arena-carry without needing volume.

      “You did good with that soundbite,” he says.

      “Thanks, Captain.”

      He shifts his weight, like he’s choosing his words. “Just… don’t try too hard. Be yourself.”

      I push my hair back and bite down on a smile.

      Don’t try too hard. Be myself.

      Which one?
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      January 3rd

      RENÉ

      

      The Bayou Ice Center parking lot is practically empty, which is how I know I’m early.

      I’m always early. I’ve never met a clock I trusted.

      Dad used to say fifteen minutes says professional. Twenty-five says desperate. I land somewhere around insufferable and call it a brand.

      I swing toward the back entrance, where a knot of SUVs crowds the rink door like they’re tailgating a board meeting. Production, probably. People with headsets move with purpose. My people. Unfortunately, today they are not my people.

      Because my sister—my co-owner, my CFO, my human firewall—is at home on maternity leave with baby number four.

      Bonnie can give birth and still answer an email with three bullet points and an attached PDF. I respect her like she’s a natural disaster.

      Compared to my mother, who is helpfully filling in, Bonnie is a freaking management guru.

      I pull out my phone and open my inbox again, because if I stare at the words long enough, maybe they’ll reorganize themselves into clarity.

      They do not.

      There it is: the Chamber email, forwarded by my mother at some point between “good morning” and “look at these linens.”

      
        
        To: Renée Arceneaux

      

      

      Two e’s.

      Like I’m a woman who drinks rosé and thinks acrylic nails are a personality trait. (That’s based on a Renée Arceneaux I used to know—no relation, at least not in the last century or so.)

      She would not be offended. I should not be offended. I am employed.

      
        
        From: Britt LeBlanc, Baton Rouge Chamber of Commerce

        Production will begin on January 3 at the Bayou Ice Center. Please arrive before 9:00 a.m.

      

      

      Today. Production begins today.

      The job my mother accepted on my behalf is beginning today.

      I love my mother. I do.

      I also sometimes fantasize about leaving her in a Marshalls with a gift card and no concept of time so I can get some breathing room.

      Another email pops up—also addressed to Renée.

      
        
        From: Mia Carter, Producer/Director—Baton Rouge: On the Ice and On the Town

        Subject line: Docuseries Screen Test.

      

      

      I open it and feel my soul try to exit through my ears.

      
        
        Please arrive at 9:00 a.m. through the section 3 rink door. Meet in the press room. We will want a short intro line from you. Cute and sparkly, please.

      

      

      Cute and sparkly.

      Right.

      Sure.

      I adjust my glasses like they can slide me into a different reality where I’m not about to walk into a press room and improvise my own job description.

      Bonnie would have corrected the spelling. Bonnie would have asked for the contract. Bonnie would have had a call sheet color-coded, printed, and laminated.

      Bonnie would have found out what I’m being screen tested for and would have let me know before 9:00 a.m. this morning.

      I have a backpack full of guardrails—folders, sponsor notes, emergency supplies, the things that keep me from being caught unprepared.

      Which is funny, because today I am profoundly unprepared.

      I kill the engine and sit for one extra breath, letting my pulse settle into something closer to professional and farther from feral.

      Then I grab my bag—my portable illusion of competence—and get out.

      On the rink door, someone has taped up a flyer:

      
        
        YOUTH SKATE CLINIC — TODAY

      

      

      Of course there’s a youth clinic today.

      Baton Rouge is sports-crazy and big-hearted and determined to make ice hockey make sense in south Louisiana. Sometimes it feels like we’re all involved in a beautiful group delusion.

      Inside, the rink hums—ice noise, skate noise, kid noise. Parents cluster along the glass, half nervous, half delighted, like watching their children attempt flight.

      I drift toward the boards, mostly because I have time to kill and also because the ice is always calming. Cold, clean, controlled. The opposite of my inbox.

      A tiny goalie—more pads than person—freezes in the crease, shoulders slumped so hard you can practically see discouragement hanging off him like a wet towel.

      A Rougarous player skates over. Broad-shouldered. Number 17. He drops to a knee like it’s nothing, like he has all the time in the world. The rest of the rink fades into background noise I don’t remember consenting to.

      He says something I can’t hear through the glass, but I can see the kid’s head lift. The smallest change—chin up, stick steadier, body remembering it is allowed to take up space.

      Seventeen demonstrates a shuffle, slow enough to copy. Patient. Intentional. His edges are clean. No wasted motion.

      The kid tries. Wobbles. Fails.

      Seventeen doesn’t flinch. Acceptance, then. The quiet kind that doesn’t ask permission.

      He demonstrates again like failure is just part of the plan.

      The kid gets half a slide.

      Seventeen throws his arms up and cheers like the child just won the Stanley Cup.

      The kid laughs—full-body, delighted—then sits down hard on the ice and laughs again anyway.

      And something in my chest does an annoying little somersault.

      Soft spot, meet chest.

      Men who are patient with kids ruin me. Not romantically. Not…I mean, professionally. In a civic sense. For branding.

      I clear my throat and turn to the rink attendant, like I’m asking for logistical information and not the name of the man who just made my brain forget how to be normal.

      “Who’s seventeen?” I ask.

      “Gabe Destry,” she says. “Right wing. Good one.”

      Of course he is.

      This is inconvenient information to have before nine a.m.

      Focus, René.

      My watch buzzes with the kind of cheerful little beep that makes me want to throw it into the Mississippi.

      Ten minutes to find the press room, introduce myself, and figure out what, exactly, I’m screen testing.

      Also—

      Cute and sparkly.

      I head down the corridor toward the press room, mentally flipping through my guardrail folders like they’re tarot cards.

      What does sparkle even mean when it’s written by someone with a headset and a god complex?

      And why do I have the feeling I’m about to become the story?
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      Jauary 3rd

      RENÉ

      

      Someone with a lanyard and the posture of a nightclub bouncer blocks the press room door.

      His badge says MIKE, like I’m supposed to be impressed by four letters and a laminated photo.

      He looks me over. “Can I help you?”

      I do not say It’s may I. I do not say Your tone is a crime. I am a professional. Allegedly.

      “René Arceneaux,” I say, pleasant. “I’m expected.”

      Mike glances down at a nest of cords at his feet like the answer might be hiding in there, then produces a lanyard and a smile that could be used as evidence in a court of law.

      “Welcome to Baton Rouge: On Ice and On the Town,” he recites, flat as a parking ticket.

      Then he yawns.

      An AI would’ve at least pretended to like me.

      I slip the lanyard over my head. The name on it reads Renée.

      Two e’s.

      Of course.

      It shouldn’t bother me. It happens. It’s not personal. It’s⁠—

      It’s personal when it’s the first thing that happens on a day you’re already behind.

      I nod at Mike instead of thanking him out loud, because I’m southern enough to weaponize politeness, and step into the press room with my nothing is wrong here smile fully installed.

      The room is all fluorescent lighting and folding tables and the faint smell of marker ink—media spaces everywhere, equally unromantic.

      Britt LeBlanc spots me and pops up like she’s just seen a friend across a parade route.

      “René!” she says. “How’s your mama and them? And the new baby?”

      I take her hand. We shake like we mean it, because we do. “Everybody’s alive. Everybody’s loud. You?”

      “Running on coffee and civic pride,” she says, bright. “You ready?”

      A woman in black jeans and a headset turns at the sound of Britt’s voice. She has the focused expression of someone who can smell weakness.

      “Mia Carter,” she says, and offers a hand. Firm shake. “Producer. And you are…?”

      “René Arceneaux.” I keep my tone easy. Sponsor-safe. “Pleasure.”

      Mia blinks. Her gaze drops to my lanyard. Back to my face.

      Then she looks at Britt.

      “He’s not who I requested from the agency,” she says.

      The room shifts. Not loud—just that subtle reorientation of bodies when something goes wrong and everyone decides to watch.

      Britt is already pulling up her phone. “Oh my God. Outlook autocompleted. Mia, I am so sorry. René—” she gestures at me, “—is not Renée.”

      Mia’s eyes flick over me again, quick and measuring.

      I can feel the moment poised on a knife edge: awkward apology, polite exit, everyone pretends it didn’t happen.

      “It happens,” I say, because it does. Because my mother is in my office right now forwarding me lingerie sales instead of contracts. Because my sister is on maternity leave. Because today is apparently a group project and I did not get to pick my partner.

      I start to angle my body toward the door—graceful retreat, no hard feelings—when another presence enters the room like a temperature change. My attention snaps to him before I make the decision to look.

      Jersey seventeen.

      Hair damp from a shower, cheeks still pink from the ice, smelling faintly of soap and something woodsy that makes my brain short-circuit in places I prefer not to discuss in professional settings.

      He looks around like he’s checking whether he’s late.

      “Hello,” he says to the room—then his eyes land on mine and stay.

      The syllables land with that Quebecois softness—warm and slightly rough at the edges.

      “Hello,” I say back, because I have manners and also because my mouth is ahead of my dignity today.

      He gestures at the chairs like he’s asking permission to exist. “Do I⁠—?”

      “Just one moment,” Mia says, holding up a finger without looking at him. Her eyes are on Britt’s phone like the screen contains the fate of the city.

      Britt types furiously.

      So now it’s me and jersey seventeen, standing side by side like polite potted plants in a corporate aquarium. I’m aware of him in my peripheral vision in a way that feels unnecessarily detailed.

      He leans toward me a fraction. Quietly: “Did I do something wrong?”

      At the exact same time, I hear myself say, “You’re good with kids.”

      He blinks, then laughs—quick, surprised. “I was one once,” he says. “Some people say I still am. You?”

      “Me?” I say. “I was born old.”

      He smiles wider, like that’s the correct answer. “Add us together and we’ll average out.”

      “You’re not average,” I say before my brain can tackle me to the floor.

      His gaze sharpens—not guarded, not polite. Interested.

      Silence.

      Not awkward yet. Just…charged.

      His eyes brighten. He looks pleased in a way that makes me want to commit several career mistakes.

      “I’ve tried average,” he says, still smiling. “I’m not very good at it and I didn’t like it much.”

      Very unprofessional things happen inside my chest.

      I do the only sensible thing.

      I shut up.

      He doesn’t fill the space. He lets it sit.

      Britt’s phone pings.

      “She’s booked,” Britt says, lifting her gaze. “Renée—the other Renée—is under contract on a car dealership shoot. Her agency can’t release her today.”

      Mia inhales like she’s about to argue with the concept of time itself. “Can we get⁠—”

      “No one,” Britt cuts in. Not unkind. Just final.

      Mia’s eyes flick—me, then Gabe, then back to me.

      She doesn’t say the word woman, but it hangs in the air anyway.

      Britt squares her shoulders. “René can do it. He’s done civic campaigns for us before. He’s good.”

      Mia’s jaw works. She’s recalculating.

      “What I have planned…” she begins, then stops and looks between us again—like we’re pieces she didn’t order but might still be able to plate.

      Then Mia’s expression shifts into something sharper. Interested.

      “Okay,” she says slowly. “Wrong Renée. Fine. But—” her eyes light up, and I know that look. That’s a producer finding a story. “The chemistry is there.”

      Britt’s eyebrows shoot up.

      Mia keeps going, warming to it. “I can pivot. Two guys on the town. Baton Rouge: On Ice and On the Town—it still works. Guys have friends. Guys have nights out. We make it flirty fun, we make it local, we make it—” she snaps her fingers. “—watchable.”

      Her crew nods like bobbleheads on command.

      Britt glances at her phone again, then turns it toward me.

      It’s a contract.

      Signed.

      By my mother.

      Of course it is.

      I stare at it for half a beat, considering my options.

      Option one: argue. Option two: die. Option three: be the professional my sister thought she was leaving in charge.

      I lift my gaze to Britt. “It’s binding,” I say.

      Britt gives me a sympathetic wince. “It’s binding.”

      Mia claps her hands once, delighted. “Great. Then we’re doing it.”

      Gabe—because of course his name is Gabe, just like the angel. Probably resembles him, too—looks between us like he’s waiting for someone to explain what just happened.

      I feel my smile lock into place again, polished and bright, like I’m about to step onto a stage I did not audition for.

      “Okay,” I say, calm as I can manage.

      Then, under my breath—mostly to myself:

      “Now we just have to define sparkle.”
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      January 3rd

      GABE

      

      The sound guy clips a mic to my jersey and says, “Say something.”

      “Something.”

      He doesn’t crack a smile.

      René does.

      Okay. Yeah. I’m going to like working with this guy.

      Mia slides a sheet in front of me like she’s dealing cards. “We’re testing the lower thirds.”

      I stare at her.

      She sighs, patient in a way that feels unnatural. “The name banner. Bottom of the screen. Yours is—” she taps my page “—Official New Guy. Open to suggestions.”

      “Copy.”

      She flips the page corner and points to a handwritten note in the margin.

      
        
        Smile into René’s eyes on friends.

      

      

      I look at the note. Then at her.

      Mia grins like a cat who just discovered a warm lap. “Keep that.”

      Right. Read the line. Hit the mark. Don’t overthink.

      The camera red light comes on.

      “Action,” somebody says and the prompter starts to scroll.

      “I’m Gabe Destry,” I say. “Right wing for the Baton Rouge Rougarous. Can’t wait to explore my new hometown and make new friends.”

      On friends, I look at René like Mia ordered.

      His eyes are steady. Not performing. Not trying. Just…there.

      He looks like a good line-mate—heads up, tracking, covering the weak side. And he listens the way good players do—not just for the puck, but for the play behind it.

      The kind of person you can make a mistake beside and not get punished for it.

      My smile comes easy.

      “Cut,” Mia says. “Good. Banner works.”

      On the monitor: GABE DESTRY—OFFICIAL NEW GUY.

      Under it, in smaller text: OPEN TO SUGGESTIONS.

      René leans a little closer to see. “Official,” he murmurs.

      Mia turns to him. “René. Sell me Friday night in one sentence.”

      He doesn’t blink. “René Arceneaux. Official Fun Guy for Baton Rouge. I show Gabe—and you—where the fun is, and I keep game night easy.”

      Mia makes a pleased noise. Britt nods like she’s watching a puzzle click together.

      “Run it again,” Mia says. “And”—she points at the monitor—“add ‘I’ve got suggestions for you.’”

      René’s mouth twitches, like he’s deciding whether to be amused or offended.

      He delivers it clean, with that little wink baked into the cadence without being obvious about it. He glances at me once like we’re already in on a joke.

      Something in my chest lifts.

      “Great,” Mia says. “That’s the hook. Official Fun Guy meets Official New Guy.”

      My pulse jumps—half excitement, half the old familiar worry that I’m about to get graded.

      René catches my eye—quick, bright—and waits. “Bien?”

      One word, and my shoulders drop.

      “C’est correct,” I say automatically. Then I remember I’m in Louisiana, not home. “It’s all good.”

      René repeats it, careful with the sound, then grins when I nod. “C’est correct.”

      Mia claps once. “Skates. Thirty seconds on the ice. Rink sounds only. Same energy. B-roll material.”

      We head down the tunnel. Rubber floor, then the bright bowl of the rink, humming like it’s alive. Somewhere up in the stands, someone’s warming up a brass line. Baton Rouge can’t even be quiet without a jazz band playing in the background.

      René stops at a bench when the equipment cart rolls up—rentals, helmet, skates lined like a dare.

      “I should tell you,” he says, polite but firm, “I’ve never worn ice skates. Not once.”

      Mia’s eyes light up like Christmas. “Perfect. Most of Baton Rouge hasn’t either. Gabe, you were going to help original Renée lace up. Same beat.”

      René’s expression does something small—almost a frown, almost a squint—like he doesn’t love being turned into a beat.

      I step closer, lower my voice. “You okay with this?”

      He stills. Then he nods once. “C’est correct.”

      It’s not just the words. It’s the way he uses them—like he’s choosing trust on purpose.

      He picks a pair and sits.

      I drop to one knee in front of him with the skates. This is closer than I usually get without pads between us.

      “Consent check,” I say, because my mother raised me right and also because I’m large enough to intimidate people without meaning to. “Hands okay, or elbows when we move?”

      René blinks like he didn’t expect the question.

      “Hands are fine,” he says. “Elbows, too.”

      “Good.”

      I lace him in—tight at the ankle, snug and steady. Efficient. The way I tape my stick. The way I do anything that matters.

      “Wiggle your toes,” I tell him.

      He wiggles. “Blood confirmed.”

      I check the helmet strap. He lets me—no flinch, no joke to deflect it, just a quiet acceptance that I’m taking care and that he’s allowing me to.

      The camera hovers too close. I can feel the boom mic hunting for words it can sell.

      I keep my focus on René. Not the lens.

      We shuffle to the boards.

      I step backward onto the ice first. He follows, cautious but game.

      “Knees bent,” I say. “Eyes up.”

      “Bossy,” he says, but there’s no bite in it.

      “Effective.” I take his hands. Light grip. Enough to steady.

      His palms are warm.

      We do a few careful steps. His blade catches. He makes a startled sound that turns into a laugh when he doesn’t go down.

      It’s a good laugh—crisp, real, like a puck snapping clean off a stick.

      I tell myself it’s instructor pride that blooms warm in my gut.

      Maybe it is.

      We reach a shallow ridge in the ice. I brace early, without thinking.

      René wobbles.

      Doesn’t fall.

      His laugh jumps a notch and bounces off the boards, too loud to be polite.

      My chest does something stupid and immediate in response.

      “Parade pace,” I say, because it’s the only tempo Baton Rouge respects.

      “Don’t start naming tempos,” he says, breathless now—half from effort, half from being close.

      “Deal.” I slide my hands to his elbows. “Glide?”

      “Elbows,” he confirms.

      We push.

      Four seconds. Smooth. He catches his balance, corrects fast.

      Good learner. Good instincts. The kind that shows up under pressure.

      “Last pass,” Mia calls from the bench.

      “Dot,” I tell René. “You’ve got it.”

      We glide to the dot. He makes it there upright, and his smile—small, surprised—lands like a trophy.

      I do a stop that’s just a little showy. Habit. Also, I like making him smile.

      René raises his brows, then attempts a baby stop. A dusting of snow flicks onto my shin.

      He’s still upright.

      He grins like he’s gotten away with something.

      “Pas pire,” I say before I can stop myself.

      He repeats it carefully. “Not bad?”

      “Not bad,” I confirm.

      We step off the ice. Rubber under our feet again. Calm.

      I pop his helmet strap. Cool air hits the sweat at his hairline and he exhales like he’s leaving a loud room.

      “You did great,” I say. My mouth gets there before my brain does.

      René looks at me like what I say matters, then he huffs a laugh. “That your professional opinion?”

      “Official,” I say. “New Guy certified.”

      The red light clicks off.

      “Cut,” Mia calls. “Perfect. That’s our teaser.”

      Britt beams like we just personally saved tourism.

      “Thank you,” she says, and she means it—especially to René. “You’re rescuing this project.”

      René’s voice softens. “The Chamber couldn’t do it without you.”

      Britt lights up at that like praise is oxygen. “Tomorrow’s home opener,” she says briskly, re-centering. “We’ll grab what we can during the game. We’ll keep it smooth.”

      Mia points at us with two fingers. “Tomorrow, don’t do anything you wouldn’t normally do. It’s my job to catch the right moments.”

      I nod, already thinking—I need Coach to sign off on where her crew stands. Nothing touches game night.

      René doesn’t answer right away. He looks like someone who isn’t used to letting other people drive the puck.

      Mia clocks it. “I’ll confirm schedules with you,” she says, quick. “So you’re not blindsided.”

      René’s gaze flicks to her. One beat.

      “Thank you,” he says, and somehow it sounds like a boundary.

      We end up walking the long hallway together, our footsteps syncing without either of us trying.

      “Long morning,” I say.

      “Good one,” he answers.

      I check my phone—almost noon. I’m about to offer lunch when René beats me to it, like he heard the thought before I spoke.

      “Lunch?” he asks, casual. Controlled. Like he doesn’t care.

      “I could go for that,” I say.

      In the parking lot, we discover we’re parked within yards of each other, which feels like Baton Rouge meddling.

      René pauses by his car and looks over at me. “Got a favorite place?”

      “Not yet.”

      His mouth curves. “I’ve got…suggestions.”

      “Of course you do,” I say, and follow him.

      As I keep my eyes on his taillights, it hits me—clean and quiet as a puck settling on ice.

      I’ve been assigned an Official Fun Guy.

      And for reasons I do not have time to unpack, that feels less like a job and more like luck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      January 3rd

      GABE

      

      The place René picks has big windows and a soft hum, like the whole room is breathing through its nose.

      The Levee Lantern.

      Bright enough to see faces. Warm enough to linger. The playlist is R&B stitched into indie—Baton Rouge in a nutshell.

      René walks like he belongs here. Not in a loud way. In a this is my city and I know where it creaks way.

      “This table good?” he asks when the host leads us to a two-top by the window.

      My knees are not thrilled at the tight fit. Still, I smile. “Perfect.”

      His knee brushes mine and he doesn't pull away. Neither do I.

      Easy makes friends. And I want friends. Real ones. Not the kind that vanish when the season ends.

      A server with a name tag that reads Jo (she/her) drops waters and the tap list.

      “Hey, René,” she says. Then she looks at me. “And René’s friend.”

      René doesn’t hesitate. “Gabe. Hockey player.”

      “Welcome, Gabe,” Jo says, like it’s a real welcome and not the polite kind. “I’ll be back.”

      I glance at René. “You’re famous.”

      “I’m native,” he says, which is not the same thing, but he says it like it is.

      He scans the taps with the ease of a man who has opinions. “Indigo Amber’s the favorite.”

      “Whatever you’re having,” I say before I can overthink it. One beer won’t kill my legs. Not if I drink it like an adult.
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