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      My left skate catches half a rut coming off the wall, and for one ugly second, my whole body tries to go in three directions at once.

      Not ideal.

      Especially not with six minutes left in the second period, the Rougarous down one, and Coach Tremblay watching from the bench like he can personally prosecute a man for bad footwork.

      I save it. Mostly.

      My shoulder bumps the glass instead of my hip eating ice. The puck skips loose along the boards, and I dig my inside edge in hard enough to feel it all the way up my leg.

      There. Hold. Push.

      Hockey is simple when it is not ruining your life.

      Skate to the puck. Win the puck. Move the puck. Do not think about the fact that your feet are late because your brain got there first. Do not think about the assistant coaching job waiting back home in the Mohawk Valley if this one season turns out to be all the pro hockey you get. Do not think about your mother’s latest care package sitting unopened on your kitchen counter because if you eat another molasses cookie before the season is over, you may actually turn into one.

      The puck kicks off a stick blade. I get there first.

      For once.

      “Bell!” Kowalski barks from the point.

      I don’t have room to look. I hear him instead. Left side, high, ready.

      A Biloxi defenseman closes in, shoulder low. I absorb the hit, keep my knees soft, and send the puck back up the wall before he can pin me. Not pretty. Not highlight reel. But clean enough that Kowalski gets a shot through traffic, and our center gets his stick on the rebound.

      The red light blooms.

      The Bayou Ice Center comes apart.

      For a second, the whole building is noise—brass from somewhere in the concourse, the goal horn, people beating on the glass, eight thousand voices deciding hockey belongs in Baton Rouge after all.

      I coast toward the bench with my lungs burning and a stupid grin trying to get past my mouth guard.

      Dom slaps the boards. “That’s work, Bell. That’s ugly work, but I’ll take it.”

      Compliments from Dom Dominguez arrive wrapped in sandpaper and thrown at your head.

      I’ll claim it anyway.

      Coach Tremblay doesn’t slap anything. He doesn’t grin. He barely blinks as I climb over the boards.

      “Feet late,” he says.

      I drop onto the bench, breath sawing through my chest. “Pass got through.”

      “Because you’re strong enough to survive bad edges.” Coach’s sharp blue eyes stay on the ice. “That’s not the same as good skating.”

      Right.

      My shift helped tie the game, but apparently my feet are still a misdemeanor.

      “Work on them,” he says.

      Not a suggestion. Not a conversation. Barely even a sentence.

      “Yes, Coach.”

      He claps once toward the ice. “Heads right.”

      I put my attention back where it belongs.

      For the rest of the period, I keep my shifts short and my choices simple. Dump when I should dump. Chase when I should chase. Stay high when every young, dumb, hungry part of me wants to dive deep and make something happen.

      Pro hockey, even at the FPHL level, does not care about almost.

      Almost fast enough. Almost strong enough. Almost useful enough. Almost noticed.

      I have been almost most of my life.

      Almost as big as the other boys until I shot up too fast and turned into a pair of knees with a hockey bag. Almost filled out until the weight finally came, late and inconvenient, after I had already spent two seasons relearning where my arms and legs ended. Almost smooth enough, almost ready enough, almost worth another look.

      Now I have Baton Rouge.

      One season. One real pro season. FPHL. It counts.

      Back home, Coach Barden is retiring after this school year. His assistant will move into the head job, and they’ve already asked if I would consider coming home to take the assistant slot. Youth hockey. Grade-school kids. Early mornings. Parents with coffee. Little skaters learning how to stop by running into the boards.

      It’s a good future.

      That’s what makes it dangerous.

      A bad future is easy to reject. A good future waits patiently and looks reasonable while it steals your nerve.

      The horn sounds to end the second period with the game tied 2–2.

      We file toward the tunnel under a rain of noise and popcorn smell and cold air sharp enough to clean out a man’s lungs. My legs are still buzzing from the shift. My left foot, traitor that it is, keeps remembering the rut by the wall.

      Edges.

      Work on them.

      I will.

      Tomorrow morning, if I can get rink access early enough. Maybe before morning skate. Maybe before anyone else is awake enough to watch me argue with my own ankles.

      The Zamboni rolls out before we’re fully down the tunnel.

      The new guy is driving.

      I don’t know his name yet, which seems increasingly rude on my part, because I’ve noticed him three games in a row.

      Noticed is a mild word for it.

      He sits tall on the machine, one hand loose on the wheel, the other resting near the controls with a kind of quiet familiarity that makes the whole enormous thing look less like equipment and more like an extension of him. The ice resurfacer hums under him, steady and low. He takes the first pass along the boards with clean overlap, not rushing the turn, not overcorrecting.

      Most people watch the machine because it’s big and strange and satisfying, the arena version of watching somebody pressure-wash a sidewalk.

      I watch him watch the ice.

      That’s different.

      He checks the towel line behind him. Glances toward the corner where we chewed the surface to snow during the penalty kill. Adjusts before the turn, not after. He reads the sheet like it’s telling him secrets through the blade.

      My mother would like him.

      The thought appears so clearly I almost laugh.

      My mother taught figure skating for twenty-six years at a rink in the Mohawk Valley that smelled like popcorn, coffee, wet mittens, and old Zamboni exhaust.

      She could tell who had sharpened their blades wrong by the sound they made crossing center ice. She could tell which kid would cry before the kid knew. She could make a six-year-old believe falling was just another way to learn where the ice lived.

      She also believed no one respected the ice enough, except maybe the old resurfacer operator, Mr. Koval, who treated every public-skate cut like the Olympics might stop by unannounced.

      The new guy at Bayou Ice drives like that.

      Like the ice deserves respect even when we’ve spent twenty minutes gouging it to pieces.

      “Bell,” Dom calls from farther down the tunnel. “You coming, or you flirting with the Zamboni?”

      “It’s an ice resurfacer,” I say automatically.

      Dom stops. Turns. Stares at me.

      I shouldn’t have said that.

      Kowalski, who has the survival instincts of a raccoon in a restaurant dumpster, immediately grins. “Oh, he is flirting with the Zamboni.”

      “I’m respecting arena operations,” I say.

      “That what the kids call it now?”

      I shove past him before he can get better material.

      Behind us, the machine keeps humming over the ice, laying down a clean wet shine that catches the overhead lights. The driver takes another turn, smooth as breath.

      I look back once.

      He’s looking at me.

      Not for long. Just a glance from across the rink, quick enough that anyone else might miss it.

      I do not miss it.

      His face is narrow and serious under the arena lights, dark hair tucked back, mouth set in concentration like smiling would be an unnecessary waste of muscle. He looks away first, returning his attention to the ice like the ice has earned more from him than I have.

      Fair.

      I don’t even know his name.

      In the locker room, the guys are already half-loud and half-sweaty, which is the natural state of a hockey team between periods. A trainer moves through with towels. Someone complains about a missed call. Someone else asks if there are orange slices, like we’re all eight years old and somebody’s dad forgot the cooler.

      I sit at my stall and unclip my helmet.

      My phone is face down on the shelf, where it belongs during a game. Still, I know what’s waiting in it. At least one text from Dad with a photo of leaves turning orange and gold somewhere along the Mohawk. Probably a maple so red it looks fake. Probably a follow-up asking whether I’ve seen an alligator yet and whether alligators respect personal boundaries.

      My nieces and nephews sent three drawings last week. One of me in a Rougarous jersey. One of what I think is an alligator eating a hockey stick. One that might be me, or might be a tree. Hard to say. It’s on my fridge anyway, held up by a magnet shaped like a crawfish that my mother found online and mailed with cookies.

      They’re all proud of me.

      That should make this easier.

      It does not.

      Coach steps into the middle of the room, and the noise dies without anybody telling it to.

      He talks systems first. Neutral zone. Forecheck. Biloxi cheating high on the weak side. Our defense pinching only when the third forward covers. All the things that decide games while fans are still yelling shoot.

      Then his gaze moves across the room and lands on me for half a beat.

      “Feet on time,” he says. “Not after. On time.”

      My ears go hot.

      He moves on.

      That’s almost worse.

      The third period starts fast and mean. Biloxi comes out like someone threatened their bus snacks. We answer because we are the Rougarous, and if this team has one reliable personality trait, it’s taking every slight personally.

      I get three shifts.

      First one—safe.

      Second one—better.

      Third one, with two minutes left, I catch a loose puck near the blue line and have half a lane.

      My feet want to panic. My brain wants to arrive early and drag my body after it. Instead, I hear my mother from twenty years of rink boards and cold benches⁠—

      Trust the edge before you ask it for speed.

      I sink into the turn.

      Inside edge bites. Outside leg crosses. My body follows.

      For once, everything arrives together.

      I don’t score. This is not that kind of movie.

      But I get the puck deep, beat my man to the corner, and force a bad clear that turns into a Rougarous chance. Thirty seconds later, Kowalski hammers one from the point, traffic gathers, and our center tips it past the goalie.

      3–2.

      The building loses its mind again.

      We hold.

      Barely.

      When the final horn sounds, I’m bent over with my gloves on my knees, sweat running cold under my pads and my lungs working like bellows.

      First home win since I got here.

      First game where I didn’t feel like a visitor wearing the right laundry.

      The boys pour off the bench. Gloves tap helmets. Somebody grabs my shoulder hard enough to bruise. Kowalski yells something directly into my ear that might be praise or might be a medical emergency.

      Coach catches me before the tunnel.

      “Bell.”

      I stop.

      His face gives away nothing. It probably came from the factory that way.

      “Better third.”

      “Thank you, Coach.”

      “Still late.”

      Of course.

      “Yes, Coach.”

      “Morning skate at ten,” he says. “If you want the ice before, talk to operations. Do not get in the way of the cut.”

      My head comes up.

      He has already turned away.

      That’s permission. Maybe not warm permission. Maybe not even friendly permission. But permission all the same.

      I shower, dress, and make it halfway down the service corridor before I hear the resurfacer again.

      The crowd has thinned, but the building isn’t empty. It never really is after a game. Staff move through the underbelly of the arena with radios clipped to shoulders and keys flashing at hips. Somewhere, a trash cart rattles. Somewhere else, someone laughs the tired laugh of a person who has four more hours of work after everyone else’s fun.

      I pause at the glass strip overlooking the rink.

      The new guy is making the final pass.

      No crowd watching now. No kids pressed to the boards. No jumbotron prompts. Just him, the machine, the rink lights, and the scarred-up sheet becoming clean again under his hands.

      He slows near the gate, checks the water behind him, then reaches down to adjust something I can’t see. The movement is efficient. Exact. Almost tender.

      Like he’s tucking the ice in for the night.

      I should go home.

      I should eat protein, answer my dad’s alligator text, open Mom’s cookies, and sleep like a responsible professional hockey player with late feet and a one-season clock.

      Instead, I stand there until the resurfacer disappears through the gate.

      The driver climbs down a minute later. He’s smaller off the machine than I expected. Not small, exactly. Just narrow through the shoulders, long through the body, built more like a line than a wall. He pulls off his gloves and looks out across the clean sheet.

      Not satisfied.

      Longing.

      I know longing when I see it.

      Everybody who has ever been almost knows longing.

      He turns toward the service exit, and for one second, his gaze lifts to the glass.

      Finds me.

      This time, neither of us looks away fast enough.

      Then a staff door opens somewhere behind him, and he vanishes into the corridor.

      I stand there like a man who has forgotten where his feet go.

      Which, according to Coach Tremblay, is not exactly new information.

      Tomorrow morning, then.

      Edges first.

      Questions later.
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