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Firebirds Host Family
Forward Hunter Holmes and the Groleaus

Brandon and Tina Groleau of Grand Blanc 
have friends who thought they were nuts for 
becoming billet parents for members of the 

Flint Firebirds.
� eir oldest child had just moved out of the house, 

leaving the Groleaus with a pre-teen son at home when 
the Firebirds came to Flint in 2015.

“We have friends who look at us and ask, ‘What are 
you doing looking for a teenager to move in? Why would 
you do that?’” Tina said.

� e Groleaus quickly learned that the young men who 
have chosen the path of pursuing careers in the Ontario 
Hockey League aren’t run-of-the-mill teens.

“� ese aren’t normal 16-, 17-year-old kids,” Brandon 

said. “� ey’re de� nitely goal-oriented. � ey’ve got things 
laid out where they want to end up, what they want to do. 
� eir drive and desire to seek out their goals in life are 
not at the same level as typical teenagers.”

In three years as billets for the Firebirds, the Groleaus’ 
experience has been overwhelmingly positive.

� ey opened up their home to Defenseman, Samuel 
Duchesne, the � rst two seasons the Firebirds were in 
Flint. � is season, the family is hosting Forward, Hunter 
Holmes.

“� ey’re obviously not needy children,” Tina said. 
“� ey’re driven, well-behaved, quiet. � ey provide a good 
role model for our son, someone to look up to. We’ve 
been very lucky.”

� e Groleaus became interested in hosting a player 
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before the Firebirds made their move from Plymouth in 
2015. Brandon contacted Joe Stefan, who was assistant 
general manager of the Whalers and currently serves in 
that role with the Firebirds.

Keeping communication open with the player’s parents 
is an important part of a billet family’s role.

“We talk to them regularly and text o� en,” Tina said. 
“� at’s been really nice, because, even though we aren’t 
their parents, it’s a parental setting. We’re not teaching 
them anything they didn’t learn growing up. It’s nice to 
try to do the things that are important to them, to keep 
doing the things they did raising their child.”

Hosting a player involves providing meals, a space 
where they can have time to themselves and emotional 
support when needed.

It also involves knowing when to talk hockey and when 
to change the subject.

“One thing we’ve always done in the three years we’ve 

been doing this with Hunter and Duchesne two years before, is to 
try and make home a place where they can get away from hockey 
if they have to,” Brandon said. “Hunter will tell you that if I want 
to talk hockey with him, I’ll talk about it as long as either one of 

us wants to. At the same time, home should be a place 
where they can put that away, if they want to.”

Holmes appreciates having a place to escape the game, 
when necessary.

“Having my own space is important,” he said. “� ey 
let me do that. When I want to talk about hockey or 
have a conversation, they’re there. � at’s what you need, 
someone who will support you and are good people 
to be around. If I don’t want to talk about hockey, it’s 
completely up to me. � ey’ve made it as much like home 
as possible.”

Holmes was 16 years old when he chose to move away 
from his family’s home in Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario 
and come to Flint. � e Firebirds made him the 22nd 
overall pick in the 2016 OHL Priority Selection.

“I knew the OHL is an option for me, it might be my 
best option to pursue in my hockey career,” Holmes said. 
“It was a tough decision, but it was kind of an easy, too. 
It’s the best place for me. It’s always hard to move away, 
especially at a younger age. I feel like I made a pretty 
easy transition.”

� e other hockey player in the house is 12-year-old 
Ryan Groleau, who plays for the Flint Junior Firebirds 
Pee Wee AA team at Flint Iceland Arenas. His father is 
his coach.

“I kind of want to get to the OHL, too,” Ryan said. 
“Maybe higher.” ■
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