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      September 21

      BRENNAN

      

      “Keane! Reset!” Dom snaps.

      I’m already dropping.

      My pads seal against the ice. My glove flashes. The puck smacks my chest and dies in the logo, exactly where it’s supposed to.

      “Again.”

      Of course again. Preseason means nobody trusts the first save.

      I push back to my edges before the whistle even finishes echoing. Declan Walsh is already peeling off toward the tunnel, mask unlatched.

      He doesn’t look at me. Doesn’t need to.

      We both know what this is.

      Competition.

      Preseason in Baton Rouge is still summer pretending it isn’t. Outside the Bayou Ice Center, the air sticks to your skin like wet tape. In here, the cold bites clean. My breath comes sharp as I reset in the crease and tap each post with my stick—left, right—checking the frame, checking the angle, checking the pulse of a job I am absolutely not ready to lose.

      I feel good.

      That’s the lie I tell myself first.

      Dom stands at the blue line with a bucket of pucks. Coach Tremblay leans against the boards at center ice, arms folded, blue eyes flat and evaluating like the world owes him pushups.

      He hasn’t said much all morning. He doesn’t need to. When Coach goes quiet, his silence does the work.

      “Again,” Dom calls. For a newly minted coach, he’s got the drill sergeant tone coming in strong. 

      The first shot comes low blocker side. I drop into butterfly, seal the ice, and steer it wide. Easy.

      The second comes high glove. I snap it out of the air and hold it a beat longer than necessary before tossing it back. Let them see the control. Let them see calm hands, square shoulders, a goalie who knows exactly where his body is in the crease.

      A goalie worth posting on tomorrow’s lines.

      I can almost hear Walsh’s skates in the tunnel behind me. Steady rhythm. No hurry. He’ll shower, ice his knee, maybe sit in the lounge and watch film. He doesn’t chase reps that aren’t assigned.

      I do.

      Dom fakes the third shot and sends it cross-crease instead. I push hard off my right leg, over-rotating just a hair, pad flaring wider than it needs to. I get there. Stack. Smother.

      A ripple of approval moves from somewhere behind the glass.

      Then it happens.

      That sharp pull deep in my hip, like a zipper catching where it shouldn’t.

      I stay down a second longer than I need to, pretending I’m freezing the puck. Counting. One. Two. Three.

      It’s fine.

      I’ve played through worse.

      I push up carefully, but not so carefully anyone can call it careful. Reset. Tap the posts again.

      “Last one,” Dom says.

      Coach hasn’t moved.

      The final rep comes fast and ugly—two pucks in motion. One ricochets off the boards while the other fires short side. Instinct takes over. I start to butterfly, but at the last second I adjust—slide instead of drop, torque instead of settle.

      It’s not textbook. It’s not what the rehab guy in Toledo drilled into me for six weeks.

      It works.

      Pad meets puck. Glove clamps down on the rebound before it can spit out.

      The building is quiet except for my breathing and the thud of my pulse in my ears.

      I stand, slow enough that it looks deliberate instead of careful.

      Coach finally pushes off the boards and heads toward the bench. Dom skates in, scooping pucks into the bucket with quick little chops.

      “You good?” he asks, casual.

      “Yeah.”

      That’s the second lie.

      He studies me half a second longer than I like, then nods. “We’ll post tomorrow’s lines this afternoon.”

      Tomorrow’s lines.

      Which means tonight still matters.

      I skate to the boards, swing over, and the cold leaves me all at once. The concrete hallway smells like disinfectant and damp gear, all utility and echo. I peel off my mask and let the air hit my face.

      Coach is still by the bench, talking low to Dom. High-and-tight hair. Weathered face. Even from here, he looks carved out of old wood.

      He doesn’t call me in.

      Not yet.

      Which is worse.

      I roll my right hip once as I walk. Subtle. Testing. The joint feels tight and mean.

      It’s fine.

      I signed here to play, not to rest. Not to think about Toledo or the contract that evaporated while I was still learning how to walk without crutches.

      The Rougarous are a couple of rungs down from where I meant to be, but they’re still part of the ladder. I didn’t come to Baton Rouge to sit.

      By the time I reach the locker room, the noise has already started. Music too loud. Petrov arguing about playlist rights. Someone planning what we’re watching at my place later before I’ve even said yes.

      I grin before I push the door open.

      Noise is good. Noise means I don’t have to feel anything except the ice still humming in my bones.

      The door swings open on heat and deodorant and Petrov butchering a Top 40 remix.

      “Keane!” he yells, as if I’ve just scored in overtime instead of survived drills. “You hosting tonight or what?”

      “Depends.” I toe off my skates. “You bringing decent soda or that gas-station swill again?”

      Petrov clutches his chest. “I bring culture.”

      “Your culture has a generic label.”

      Laughter rolls through the room, easy and immediate. Exactly how I like it.

      Walsh is already at his stall, methodically peeling tape from his stick. No rush. No audience. His movements are economical, like he’s conserving something the rest of us spend without counting.

      I drop onto the bench and lean forward to unstrap my pads. The right one sticks for half a second. I yank harder than I need to.

      Johnson notices. Of course he does. “You good, Keane?”

      “Golden.” I flash him a grin. “Just breaking her in.”

      “Thought she was already broken in,” Kowalski mutters from across the room, then goes red when he realizes he said it out loud.

      I bark a laugh before anyone else can decide whether that landed wrong. “That’s cute, rookie. You been saving that one all summer?”

      The room relaxes again. Joke redirected. Keep it moving.

      Miller, already half dressed, shakes his head. “Tomorrow’s scrimmage matters. Keep it clean tonight.”

      “Movie night is clean,” I protest. “Educational, even.”

      Petrov snorts. “If by educational, you mean yelling at reality TV.”

      “It’s sociology,” I say. “You learn a lot about people when they think they’re being watched.”

      Walsh glances up at that. Just a flicker. Then goes back to his tape.

      I strip off my chest protector and roll my shoulders. The right hip tugs again, quieter now but persistent, warning me it will take its revenge later.

      I ignore it.

      “Seven?” Johnson asks.

      “Seven,” I confirm. “I rented the big screen for a reason. Might as well use it.”

      “Rented a big screen?” Kowalski perks up.

      “Month-to-month,” I say lightly. “Commitment issues.”

      More laughter. Someone throws a towel at me.

      It’s not about the TV. It’s about the room being full. Controllers scattered. Voices layered. No space for silence to stretch out and get ideas.

      Miller zips his bag. “You’re trying hard, Keane.”

      Not accusing. Just observing.

      I meet his eyes in the mirror. “Preseason,” I say. “Everybody is.”

      He holds my gaze a beat longer than necessary, then nods once.

      Walsh stands, joints cracking faintly. He slings his bag over his shoulder.

      “You over-rotated on that cross-crease,” he says, not looking at me. Criticism disguised as veteran advice.

      “Got there.”

      “Yeah.” He pauses. “You did.”

      That’s all he offers before heading for the showers.

      I stare at my reflection in the metal of my locker. Sweat-damp hair. Too-bright smile.

      Got there.

      For now.

      I grab my bag and head for the lot with the rest of the guys.

      Preseason Monday⁠—

      Morning skate. Check.

      Lunch at my place.

      Mandatory video this afternoon.

      Gathering tonight in front of my big screen.

      Nothing dramatic. Nothing fatal.

      Just the slow grind of proving I belong.

      I slide into the driver’s seat of the rental and adjust the mirrors.

      The F-150 fits in with Baton Rouge culture, but that’s not why I’m spending the big bucks for it every month

      High cab. Easy entry. Less torque on the hip.

      Temporary.

      Like everything else.

      I start the engine and pull out of the Bayou Ice Center lot, already calculating the rest of the day.

      Tomorrow’s lines get posted this afternoon.

      And today still matters.
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      September 21

      JONAH

      

      “Cut it harder,” I tell Henry. “You’re giving the space away.”

      He glances at me from behind the wheel, one eyebrow lifting in a way that looks like my brother at that age—which means it probably looks like me, too.

      “It’s an empty parking lot.”

      “That’s why we practice it here.”

      He sighs like I’ve asked him to spend the afternoon hauling roofing bundles up a two-story ladder, then checks his mirrors again. Good habit, at least. I’d rather hear him complain than watch him rush.

      The lot behind the Bayou Ice Center is mostly empty this time of day. A few cars sit near the side entrance, probably staff or maintenance. The white lines are faded from the summer heat, but still visible enough for what I need.

      “Start over,” I say.

      Henry puts the truck in drive and pulls forward with one hand loose on the wheel. Sixteen and already convinced competence means he doesn’t need instruction.

      He has Laurel’s eyes and my stubbornness. Bad mix when either one of us is tired.

      I rest my forearm against the open window and watch him line up with the space again. “Mirror to mirror. Then turn.”

      “I know.”

      “If you knew, we wouldn’t be trying it a fourth time.”

      “We’re trying it a fourth time because you think if I can’t do it perfectly, I’ll die in a Winn-Dixie parking lot.”

      “That’s not what I think.”

      He gives me a look.

      It is, maybe, a little bit what I think.

      “Turn now,” I say.

      He cranks the wheel and eases back. Too fast.

      “Brake.”

      He brakes.

      “Straighten.”

      He straightens.

      The truck slides into the space crooked enough that one rear tire kisses the painted line.

      Henry throws the gear into park and leans back like the matter has been settled.

      “Good enough.”

      “It isn’t.”

      “It is if the car next to me is imaginary.”

      I look at the angle. He isn’t wrong in practical terms. He’s wrong in every other way that matters to me.

      “Do it again.”

      He lets his head fall back against the seat. “Dad.”

      That one word carries enough complaint to last a week.

      “You wanted drive time.”

      “I wanted drive time on the road.”

      “You need parking before traffic.”

      “I know how to park.”

      “Not this way.”

      He turns his head and looks at me. There’s no real anger in it, just the familiar friction of a boy old enough to be capable and young enough to resent being managed.

      Sometimes I think I’m a patient man. Then Henry gets in the truck with me, and I find out how patient I actually am.

      I glance at the clock on the dash. Enough time still. Claudine likes people early. Claudine likes everything early.

      “You can complain,” I tell him, “or you can learn. Both is fine. We’re still doing it again.”

      He mutters something under his breath.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      He pulls forward and tries again.

      This time, he slows down sooner. Checks the mirrors—actually checks them instead of just going through the motions. Cuts the wheel cleaner. Backs in. Straightens. Stops.

      Better.

      Not perfect. Better.

      I nod once. “Again.”

      He makes a sound in the back of his throat like he’s being persecuted for sport.

      I almost smile.

      The cooler on the floorboard shifts when he backs up too sharply. I steady it with my boot. Two lunches inside. Turkey on wheat, apple slices, carrot sticks, a container of pasta salad. Water bottles wrapped in a kitchen towel so they’ll stay cold a little longer.

      Henry had looked at the lunch on the counter this morning and said, “You know there’s food other people make, right? They even put it in a throwaway sack for you.”

      There is. Most of it tastes like salt and old fryer oil.

      “Mom says you do too much,” he says now, watching his mirrors.

      “Your mother says a lot of things.”

      “She said if I came with you, you’d probably pack enough lunch for a fishing crew.”

      “She coming by to help eat it?”

      That gets half a grin out of him. “No. She’ll pick me up at Grandma’s. I think Grandpa’s coming to the game.”

      Baseball tonight. Denham Springs.

      I keep my eyes on the empty lot ahead of us. “You got everything in your bag?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Cleats?”

      “Yes.”

      “Cup?”

      He gives me a look of deep offense. “I know how baseball works.”

      “I’m remembering last year.”

      “Didn’t need it as much then.” Cocky little grin.

      I can’t help grinning back. “That’s not what you told the ER attendant.”

      He shifts into park after another cleaner attempt. This one is good enough that I’d let it pass if he were alone and needed to take a spot in traffic.

      He turns in the seat and hooks an arm over the wheel. “Mom will let me drive down.”

      “Her car. Her rules.” We’ve done the co-parent thing since he was born. But still, he pushes that edge.

      He studies my face a second longer than I like. Henry sees more than most people do. Quietly, which is worse.

      “They’ll probably be there,” he says.

      Just like that.

      No names. None needed.

      I keep my focus on the arena doors. “Yeah. Maybe.”

      It isn’t really a maybe. Denham Springs is close enough, and baseball people have habits same as church people do. Familiar bleachers. Familiar rivalries. Familiar routines through the week.

      Henry shrugs like it doesn’t matter, which means it matters at least a little. “I’m not gonna go talk to them.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “I heard you.”

      He drums his fingers on the steering wheel. He has long hands. Good hands for baseball. Good hands for fixing things. Good hands for a lot of things once he decides what matters to him.

      A pickup turns into the lot and rolls slowly past us toward the side entrance.

      The driver sits high. One hand on the wheel. The truck is clean but temporary-looking, rental sticker still ghosting the rear glass.

      New.

      The man who gets out moves like somebody trying not to be seen moving carefully.

      Not limping. Not exactly. There’s too much control in it for that. He steps down from the cab and lets the truck take some of the rotation for him. Plants his right foot, pauses, then brings the left around. Subtle enough most people wouldn’t notice.

      I notice.

      His shoulders say athlete before the rest of him does. Broad through the chest, lower body carrying the dense economy of a man who skates for a living. He closes the door, turns toward the building, and protects one side without letting it look like protection.

      Right hip.

      Maybe post-surgical. Maybe not. Could be old compensation. Could be a back issue presenting low, but the delay is in the rotation, not the load.

      “Who’s that?” Henry asks.

      I watch the man cross the lot. “One of the players.”

      “You know all the hockey people now?”

      “I know the ones who move like they’re making my afternoon harder.”

      That earns a snort.

      The man pushes through the side entrance without looking our way.

      I file the movement away and turn back to Henry. “Again.”

      He stares at me. “You were just looking at that guy like he’s a homework assignment.”

      “He might be.”

      “You say weird things.”

      “So do you.”

      He starts the truck.

      By the fifth try, I let him stop.

      “That one was fine,” I say.

      “High praise.”

      “Don’t get used to it.”

      He grins this time, quick and real. There and gone.

      I hand him one of the waters from the cooler. He twists the cap off and drinks half of it in four swallows like he just crossed a desert instead of a parking lot.

      “Skateboard stays where I can see it out the Cypress Room window,” I tell him.

      He lowers the bottle. “I’m sixteen, not six.”

      “And I’m your father, not your parole officer. Yet here we are.”

      “You’re very close, though.”

      “I’m wounded.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      No. I’m not.

      Not by him, anyway. Not in any way I’m willing to call by its proper name.

      We get out of the truck. The air is warm enough to make the blacktop steam. A side door stands propped open farther down the building, and from somewhere inside comes the faint clatter of pucks and skates, junior league practice either ending or already broken down.

      Henry grabs his board from the back seat and bangs the side of the truck door with it when it slips from his grip. I wince, but the old truck won’t notice an extra ding or two.

      He’s growing so fast, he’s clumsy. I remember when. It wasn’t that long ago. Sixteen years, to be exact.

      I just hope he’s smarter than I was then. More careful. More aware.

      I was lucky. My world changed for the better because of Henry and Laurel and Laurel’s folks. Lots of guys aren’t as lucky.

      I take the cooler before he can reach for that, too.

      “You’ll drop it,” I say, grinning.

      He grins back. “I literally would not.”

      “You say that like I haven’t met you.”

      He rolls his eyes and falls into step beside me.

      Inside, the back hallway is colder than I expect and more industrial than the front lobby ever hints at. Rubber mats. Cinder block. Old coffee. Bleach. The whole place smells like ice, cleaning supplies, and work.

      Upstairs, the Cypress Room sits off one side with a strip of glass looking back toward the lot. Claudine is already there, a small spread set out on the round table by the windows. Three plates. Napkins. Her own salad in a glass container.

      Clean black leggings. Pale gray top. Silver hair secured at the nape of her neck. Not one wasted motion.

      “You’re early,” she says.

      “So are you.”

      She smiles at Henry first, which is one of the reasons teenagers like her despite themselves. “There’s my favorite driving student.”

      “I’m here under protest.”

      “Oh?” She opens the cooler when I set it down and nods approvingly at the containers inside. “I assumed anyone who arrived with Jonah was here for instruction.”

      “I was blackmailed.”

      “With parallel parking?”

      “With my future.”

      Claudine hums like she’s considering that. “Most futures are built one irritating repetition at a time.”

      Henry huffs out a laugh. “That sounds fake-deep.”

      “It is,” she says. “That’s why it works.”

      I hand him a plate. “Eat.”

      We stand at first, then give up and sit because there’s no sense balancing plates when we have a table. Henry tears into his sandwich like he’s been starved all week. Claudine takes one bite, then another, and looks at me over the rim of her water bottle.

      “This is good.”

      “It’s a turkey sandwich.”

      “It’s a turkey sandwich somebody made on purpose.”

      Henry points at her with a carrot stick. “See, that’s what I’m dealing with. It wouldn’t kill us to have fries every now and then.”

      Claudine quirks her lips. “Probably not. But your father enjoys surviving preventable evils.”

      Henry laughs outright at that.

      My son’s laugh. My heart lifts at that. It always has. I’m sure it always will.

      By the time the food is gone, the room feels more settled. Henry takes his board back outside after I make him promise, twice, to stay where I can see him. Claudine waits until the door shuts behind him, then starts folding chairs.

      “You’ll wear the boy smooth if you keep sanding every rough edge,” she says.

      “I’m not sanding him.”

      “You’re a carpenter’s son. You know exactly what sanding looks like.”

      I take the other end of the table and help move it against the wall. “He needs to know how to do things right.”

      “He does.”

      “That’s not the same as wanting to.”

      “No,” she says mildly. “It rarely is.”

      We clear the room together. No mats. Just open floor, the way it ought to be. Claudine unrolls two laminated posture charts from a carrying tube and sets them onto portable stands—spine alignment on one, weight distribution and joint stacking on the other. Practical, clear, not mystical.

      “How much room do we need?” I ask.

      She glances around the floor. “For all of them? As much as we’ve got.”

      “All of them.”

      “That’s what Marcel said.”

      I look at the room again and recalculate. “How many are we talking?”

      “Enough to complain in surround sound.”

      “That narrows it down.”

      “It’ll fit.” She smooths a hand over the edge of one chart. “You’ll make it fit.”

      I know I’m taking the whole group. I’ve known it since she handed me the summaries and asked if I could adapt the first session for athletes with old injuries, fresh stiffness, and a professional objection to being told to breathe. Still, seeing the actual floor and imagining it full of hockey players are two different things.

      “You told Marcel not to call it wellness, I hope.”

      Claudine gives me a look. “Of course I told him not to call it wellness. I’m not a fool.”

      Footsteps and voices sound in the hall before I can answer.

      The team arrives in a wave—big men, big energy, curiosity wrapped in wariness. They come in expecting one thing and stop short when they see floor space, charts, and me.

      A couple of them look back over their shoulders like they might have taken a wrong turn.

      Then Marcel steps in behind them.

      No speech at first. Just one flat look across the room.

      The volume drops by half.

      Impressive authority.

      Marcel waits until he has the room, then says, “Heads right. No grumbling. No cute.”

      That quiets the rest.

      Claudine steps forward, calm as ever, and smiles like she’s greeting guests who weren’t dragged here under false pretenses.

      “Afternoon, gentlemen. Coach Tremblay asked my studio to put together a mobility and recovery block for the team this season. For today, you’re with Jonah Holloway.”

      She carefully does not say tai chi.

      Graceful. Restorative. Nonviolent. Not the type of training they’re used to, and not the type of word that needs to hit the floor before they do.

      Her hand gestures toward me, brief and economical.

      All heads turn my way. One of them belongs to the man from the parking lot. Up close, he’s broader than he looked outside, and more tired. Easy posture from the waist up. Caution lower down.

      I don’t stare.

      Interest is one thing. Feeding it is another.

      Claudine continues. “Jonah specializes in movement mechanics, alignment, and injury-informed adaptation. He will not be asking whether you enjoy this.”

      That gets a low ripple of reluctant laughter.

      Someone near the back says, “Thought we had tape.”

      “I could video it,” another guy says with a smart-assed smirk.

      “Dom.” Marcel wipes the cocky attitude off his face with one word. “Set an example.”

      Then he looks at each player deliberately. “Participation. Respect.”

      That’s all.

      He holds out his hand to Claudine, who glides over and takes it. They turn toward the door.

      Another player calls, “Coach, you’re not staying?”

      Marcel’s stare could sandblast paint.

      Before the room can freeze under it, Claudine winks at him and says, “He gets private lessons.”

      That earns a laugh, including from a few men who probably know better.

      Marcel doesn’t smile. Claudine does just enough for both of them.

      Then she looks at me. “You’ve got this.”

      I nod once. I do have this.

      She and Marcel leave together, his stride solid, hers unhurried. The door swings shut behind them.
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      JONAH

      

      The room goes quiet when everyone realizes Coach has left me in charge.

      I take in the men in front of me. Their shoulders. Knees. The way some stand square and some favor one side. The way the man from the parking lot keeps his social face in place while his right hip argues the whole time.

      I remember the way he stepped down out of that truck.

      Something sparks low in my gut.

      I move my focus to the next man.

      I meet each player’s eyes and give them all quick, easy acknowledgment.

      Then I say, “All right. Shoes off. Spread out.”

      That gets me a range of looks.

      Suspicion. Resignation. Mild offense.

      One man starts unlacing immediately, efficient about it. Another glances at the mirrored wall like he’s been personally insulted by reflective surfaces. A third looks down at his skates bag, probably wondering whether fake anaphylaxis is a workable exit strategy.

      The man from the parking lot takes his time. He’s not resisting exactly. He’s measuring the room before he gives in to it.

      I know that move. It’s how I go into unfriendly straight places.

      Useful habit. Tiring way to live.

      “What are we doing?” Dom asks.

      “Tai chi,” I answer, and stand loose, like I’m not expecting pushback.

      “My grandma does that,” one of the guys says. “Old-people karate.”

      A few of the players laugh, but it isn’t an easy laugh. Others glare at me like I personally invented aging.

      “We’re not doing anything mystical,” I say. “Nobody’s finding his inner self this afternoon. If you can stand, breathe, and follow instructions, you’ll survive it.”

      That earns a low noise from the group. Not real laughter yet, but closer.

      Good. Better to use the resistance than pretend it isn’t there.

      “Spread out enough that you won’t hit each other.” I nod toward the charts. “We’re working on alignment, balance, weight transfer, and where your body starts lying when it gets tired.”

      That gets more attention.

      Athletes understand betrayal. Especially from their own joints.

      A few of them shift now, looking down at knees, ankles, shoulders. The room settles by degrees. Not willingly, exactly. But usefully.

      I walk them through stance first.

      “Feet rooted. Knees soft. Kua open. Pelvis neutral. Chest easy. Nothing forced.”

      The language matters. Too much metaphor and I lose half the room on principle. Too much jargon and they stop hearing me because they think they’re being lectured. The trick is always translation.

      “This first part is just standing,” I tell them. “Which sounds easy until you try doing it without bracing for impact. If your stance is off, everything after it has to compensate.”

      I lift my hands slowly, then let them settle again. “We start with wuji. Neutral. Then commencement. Let the weight sink before it shifts. Don’t chase the motion. Let the ground hand it to you.”

      A few of them actually listen to that.

      “Don’t lock out,” I tell the scowling guy closest to the front. “You’re standing like you expect me to barrel into you.”

      “You ever play sports?” He says it like he’s daring me to knock the chip off his shoulder.

      “Baseball.”

      “Position?”

      “Catcher.”

      He glances down at his knees and unlocks them. Barely.

      “Better.”

      I shift left. “You’re leaning ahead of yourself.”

      That one is for a bearded guy with quick feet and shoulders that live half an inch too high.

      He eases back and breathes out through his mouth.

      Better again.

      The man from the parking lot stays three rows in, where he can disappear just enough to feel strategic about it.

      I notice.

      I don’t make anything of it.

      “Hands loose,” I say to the room. “You are not fighting anybody in here unless Coach left out part of the plan when I got my instructions.”

      That gets the laugh I expect.

      The man from the parking lot lets his mouth quirk, quick and sardonic, before he smooths it away. His eyes are less anxious now.

      There you are.

      We work through the first sequence slowly.

      Sink. Lift. Settle.

      Nothing dramatic. Nothing they can muscle through. Deliberateness asks more of some men than force ever will.

      I demonstrate again. “Fluid. Not rigid. Not loose. Connected.”

      Then I walk the rows while they repeat the movement.

      Most of what I correct, I correct with my voice.

      “Less shoulder.”

      “Don’t grip the floor.”

      “Let the breath finish.”

      “Try it without forcing the end of it.”

      A few of them work hard to follow instructions. A few are trapped in habits too old to notice.

      He’s one of them.

      I stop beside him because his mechanics make the decision for me.

      Up close, the mismatch is clearer. The top half of him is easy, almost relaxed. The bottom half is braced for trouble.

      He shifts weight left before the movement even asks it of him. Protects the right side. Lets the pelvis do extra work so the hip doesn’t have to.

      Compensation laid over training laid over pain.

      “How long have you been cheating that side?” I ask, quiet enough not to expose him.

      His head lifts.

      His eyes are light enough to stand out against his dark hair. Up close, they hold pain even while his half-smile tries to cover it.

      “Cheating sounds negative.” His accent places him in the Northeast.

      “It usually is.” I let a little smile take the edge off it.

      That gets me the beginning of a grin. Behind it, caution.

      I nod toward his stance. “Again.”

      He resets and tries the shift. Avoids the right side in a cleaner, more disciplined way.

      Worse, in some respects. Cleaner compensations are harder to break.

      “Your feet are fighting each other,” I say.

      “That feels personal.”

      “Totally professional.”

      He huffs a breath through his nose.

      Around us, the rest of the room is still moving. A few players have started paying attention to us.

      Can’t be helped. If I let this go, it only gets worse.

      This is why I’m here.

      “Turn the right foot in half an inch,” I tell him.

      He does.

      “Less knee. More hip.”

      A flicker crosses his face. He knows enough to know that isn’t simple.

      He tries it anyway.

      Too much torque. Too much effort. Not enough release.

      I hold up a hand. “Stop.”

      He stops.

      “Again.”

      He resets and makes the same mistake in a slightly different way.

      There’s a point where leaving a student alone to find the answer is useful, and a point where all you’re doing is letting him practice the lie better.

      I hear myself say, quieter now, “May I?”

      I hold my hand near his kua, that crease where leg and torso meet.

      His gaze drops briefly to my hand, then comes back to my face.

      “You can say no,” I tell him, voice low enough to make it easy.

      “No, it’s okay. I mean—yes.”

      I set two fingers lightly at the outside of his right hip. Not pushing. Just indicating.

      He flinches anyway.

      A quick heat catches low in my body. Not pain. Definitely not pain.

      Heat. That’s all. Something that happens and doesn’t have to mean anything.

      I breathe. Ground.

      My other hand hovers near his shoulder, then settles there when he doesn’t pull away.

      Instead, he goes still in the exact way people do when touch lands somewhere too close to the truth.

      “Don’t force the turn,” I say. “Let the weight move first.”

      I breathe in, then out, to demonstrate. “Sink through the standing leg. Song—release, not collapse.”

      He draws in a breath.

      Too high.

      “Again,” I say. “But lower.”

      This time he lets the breath go before he moves.

      The correction is small. Barely visible if you don’t know what you’re looking for. But the floor takes him differently.

      For half a second, his weight drops through the right side cleanly instead of skidding around it.

      “There,” I say, mostly to the pattern.

      His eyes lift to mine.

      Surprise first.

      Then something sharper and more private.

      Being read correctly can feel a lot like being cornered until it starts feeling like relief.

      I step back before either of us does something foolish with the moment.

      “That,” I say.

      He nods once.

      No looking away this time. He stays with it. Breathes through it.

      Interesting.

      I move on.

      By the middle of the session, half the room is sweating hard, and all they’ve done is stand correctly for the first time in months.

      One of the younger guys mutters, “This is humiliating.”

      I agree more than I let show.

      Without looking over, I say, “Then you’re learning something.”

      That gets a laugh, which annoys him and helps everybody else.

      Good enough.

      We work through weight transfer, breath, and the beginning of a simple form. Nothing fancy. Nothing ornamental. Just enough to show them where efficiency lives.

      The man from the parking lot tracks every correction I give other people.

      Not nosy. Studious. Protective.

      He reads the room. Monitors. Adjusts.

      By the time I call the room still, the energy has changed. More honest.

      Men who came in ready to be irritated are standing there in bare feet, breathing harder than they’d like, with nowhere left to hide from their own habits.

      A useful start.

      “That’s enough for today,” I tell them. “Next week, you can all disappoint Coach more efficiently.”

      That earns me the best laugh of the afternoon.

      They start moving again, shoes back on, noise returning by layers. Complaint, bravado, relief.

      One or two men avoid looking at the charts on the way out, which tells me they saw themselves there more than they wanted.

      Hip guy hangs back half a beat longer than the others.

      Not enough to announce itself. Enough that I notice.

      Of course I notice.

      By the time most of the room clears out, he says, “You do that on purpose?”

      I’m stacking one of the portable stands. “Do what?”

      “Make it sound like being terrible is instructional.”

      “Sometimes it is.”

      A corner of his mouth lifts. There’s fatigue under it now, less protected than before. “That bad, huh?”

      “Depends whether you enjoy telling the truth.”

      “To who?”

      “Your own body would be a start.”

      That hits. I can see it make an impact.

      He looks down once, then back up, like he’s deciding whether to make a joke and coming up tired of himself.

      “Brennan,” he says instead, and holds out his hand.

      No last name. No position. Just Brennan.

      I look at his hand, then take it.

      “Jonah.”

      His grip is warm. Strong. Careful at the edges.

      The same awareness moves through me again, harder to ignore now that it has a name.

      He lets go first.

      “So next week?” he asks.

      I nod. “Coach seems committed to your personal growth.”

      That gets a real smile out of him. Brief. Better than the practiced ones.

      “Feels threatening when you say it like that.”

      “It was meant to.”

      He laughs under his breath and heads for the door.

      I finish packing the charts after he leaves. Wipe down the folding table. Set the room back in order.

      Outside the long strip of glass, Henry cuts an easy line across the lot on his skateboard, balance loose and natural in a way most grown men have to work much harder for.

      I watch him for a second, then pick up the last of my things and head for the door.
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      September 21

      BRENNAN

      
      By the time I get downstairs, I’ve almost got myself talked out of thinking about Jonah Holloway.

      Almost.

      The guy put two fingers on my hip like he’d known me for years and somehow made standing still feel more invasive than a full-contact drill.

      Which is not a thought I need.

      Not with tonight ahead of me.

      I’ve got maybe an hour and a half before people start drifting over.

      I learned early that food and a big screen do a lot of social heavy lifting.

      Last week I rented a huge TV to replace the sad little one that came with my furnished apartment, then stupidly splurged on pizza because it seemed like the kind of thing a person did if he wanted a team to become his team faster.

      It worked, even if it meant running lean until next paycheck.

      So tonight I’m doing the cheap version. Spaghetti and meat sauce. Somebody will bring garlic bread. Somebody else will bring chips or sodas or whatever half-assed side dish counts as contribution when a bunch of men are trying not to admit they don’t want to eat alone.

      Then we’ll all watch the reality TV show the whole team seems to be addicted to, and if the night goes half right, maybe this keeps becoming a thing.

      If it doesn’t, I’m too broke to hit the bars—not that I drink much during the season. I’ve got enough
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