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Light is good, from whatever lamp it shines from...

Linc should be enjoying an easy life as a college hockey star, but fate has other plans. 

His father’s been arrested for embezzlement, and the privileges he’s always known are stripped away. Worse, he can’t tell anyone because he doesn’t want his shame to become theirs. 

Isolated and struggling with the news of his family’s woes, he ghosts his new girlfriend, Tasha, and all his friends. Once he realizes his mistake and regrets the fallout of that choice, he’s faced with many obstacles in making things right again. 
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I spent the last two days staring at my phone, waiting for Linc to get in touch with me. Two mind-numbing days of reality TV and microwave meals and realizing how all of this felt so much better when he was here. 

It was impossible not to assume the worst when he didn’t reply after the fifth or sixth text. We’d gotten intimate, which was all he wanted, and then he disappeared like I had worried he would before we got together. It was a tale as old as time. I should have seen it coming, but I was blinded by how easy things always seemed with him.

No, I thought to myself. He’s not bailing on you because he got what he wanted. You know Lincoln. That’s not him. He’s sweet and laid back, romantic and kind. Not some hit-it-and-quit-it type.

Even in talking to myself, I couldn’t help but feel naïve and taken advantage of. 

Then there was that other voice. The one that told me something terrible had happened. That he was hurt and lying in a hospital bed. Or worse, that he was dead on the side of the road and I would never know because it wasn’t like anyone knew we were together. I wasn’t his next of kin, emergency contact, or anything. As far as everyone else was concerned, I was only his roommate.

I took a break from my worries, peeling myself from the couch like I was stuck to it physically rather than mentally. It was hard to focus on anything besides where Linc was and why he wasn’t answering me, but I had class to think about. That was the other problem—Linc was my dance partner. How could he abandon me like this mid-semester? What would Madam Christine say tomorrow when I showed up for class without him? Would I have someone to practice with, or would I be dancing by myself, like an idiot?

Once my body no longer smelled of Fritos and sadness, I got up and dressed, but my mind still reeled with everything that didn’t sit right with me about this whole Linc situation. With two hours to go before class, I decided, despite being freshly showered, to go for a run. Running usually helped to clear my head, and I figured it couldn’t hurt since I was sure I’d eaten my body weight in snacks over the last few days.

I pulled on my jacket and stepped out into the cold. The air was cool and crisp, fogging in front of me with every exhale. The first notes of spring, little pieces of almost green patches of grass, broke through the slushy ground. I was ready for spring. Winter had been so miserable this year, and it was only the fact that I had stuff to do inside that prevented me from totally losing it.

That, and having Linc’s company, which I was now without.

Stride after stride, my tennis shoes splashed through the murky snow, and I realized before too long that water soaked through to my socks, making every step squish unpleasantly.

“Great,” I said. “And I’m a mile from home.”

Thankfully, I was near a café I liked, so I decided to dip in for some hot chocolate and to warm my poor frozen toes. I always said there was nothing a hot cocoa couldn’t fix, and I was counting on that today.

I sat by a window overlooking the campus and watched the students trying to navigate the same murk. In particular, the freshmen were hilarious. It was like they’d never seen melted snow before, even though most of them probably grew up in the area.

When I couldn’t avoid it any longer, my mind finally returned to Lincoln. I tried to think of a different way I could find out where he was. I didn’t know where his parents lived or even their names to ask them for any info. Linc and I were in no man’s land as far as our relationship went. Not quite roommates, but not quite lovers either, which meant no one would likely reach out to me.

My mind went to his best friend, Cole, whose number I did have, and I shot him a text. I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t thought of this in the first place. Cole would definitely have a pulse on Lincoln’s whereabouts.

Me: Hey Cole, It’s Tasha. Have you heard from Linc?

Almost immediately, I got a text back. At first, I was scared to look at its contents. What if Cole said Lincoln hated me and never wanted to hear from me again? What if he was too scared to text me and tell me Linc had died?

Cole: Yo Tasha. I haven’t heard anything from him in days. I assumed he was with you.

I couldn’t decide if it was better or worse that Cole didn’t know either. 

If his best friend didn’t know where he was, that meant it wasn’t about me. It not being about me meant I hadn’t driven him off with my whole virgin-tries-to-be-sexy routine and that was ideal.

If his best friend didn’t know where he was, that meant something big had happened, and I couldn’t help but feel like I wanted to be there for him.

Maybe a grandparent died or his family dog ran away. Both logical answers for why he’d be AWOL and not dead. Still, that little annoying voice in the back of my mind wanted to assume the worst. 

Me: I’m at the cafe on the north side of campus. Wanna meet me here and we can talk?

Cole: Sounds perfect. I’m at the athletic center so I can be there in ten.

The next ten minutes felt like the longest of my life while I waited for the one other person who could understand why I was so panicked about Linc being unreachable. It wasn’t just odd in general, it wasn’t part of his character.

At least, I didn’t think so.

I looked down to find that my hot chocolate had gone cold. I’d barely drunk a sip of it. I wondered if I could ask the barista to zap it in the microwave without getting too many dirty looks from the hipsters working behind the bar.

I had just gotten up to brave the encounter when Cole entered, looking a little seasick. I waved to him and he walked over, completely devoid of the usual swagger he had.

“Hey,” he said. “You doing okay?”

“You mean besides my ice-cold hot chocolate? Or should I say room-temperature chocolate?”

Cole tried to force a laugh and I gave him a sympathetic look. “You want something new? I’m buying.”

“Thanks,” I said, nodding. “I’ll have tea. Two sugars and a splash of milk.”

“The British way?” Cole asked with a laugh. “My grandmother is English, and that’s how she takes her tea.”

“I never knew it was a specific style of preparation, but yeah, I guess.”

“Right on,” Cole said with a smile. “I’ve always been more of a coffee guy myself.”

He was trying to be friendly, but I saw the deep concern in his eyes that I was sure was reflected in my own. He was Cole’s best friend, after all, and if I hadn’t heard from him and was worried, I couldn’t imagine what Cole must be thinking.

After we got our drinks and I tossed my cold hot chocolate, Cole and I found a small corner booth and sat across from each other.

“So, when was the last time you actually heard from him?” Cole asked.

“Two days ago,” I replied. “We were together two days ago.”

Cole shook his head in what seemed like confusion and opened his phone. “It’s been three for me. Linc and I have never been the text-you-everyday kind of friends, but usually I’d hear from him over the weekend.”

Indeed, the last time they’d spoken was while they were getting off together on Friday night. Now it was Monday and still not a word.

“You don’t think something bad happened to him, do you?” I asked. 

Cole shook his head, then paused and shrugged. “I doubt it. Rosa knows me and would have called me to tell me if he was in the hospital or something.”

“Who’s Rosa?” I asked.

“His mom,” Cole replied.

“Oh.” Another thing I didn’t know about Lincoln. The list was getting longer by the second. “What other possibilities are there?” I asked.

Cole sipped his coffee and seemed to think for a moment before shaking his head. “Maybe he had a family trip or something that he forgot to tell me about? Usually he does, but it’s possible it slipped his mind. The guy has a lot to keep track of and only about ten working brain cells from all his hockey injuries.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Lincoln was definitely the definition of the lovable meathead athlete. 

Cole got another text, and I foolishly thought maybe it was Lincoln sensing our distress through some kind of ESP. But Cole grinned and bit his lip, a reaction that I highly doubted was for Linc.

“Brandi is coming by,” he said. Suddenly, it all made sense. Brandi and Cole had gotten incredibly close the last month or two as Lincoln and I were literally and metaphorically dancing around each other. They’d started dating each other right under our noses and we hadn’t figured it out for ages.

“Maybe she will have some ideas about what could be going on? Not that you and I haven’t worried ourselves into oblivion already.”

Cole chuckled in a way that didn’t quite meet his eyes, and my heart dropped. This really was looking grim.

Fifteen minutes later, Brandi bustled in, bringing a huge waft of cold air in with her. I shivered a little and only partly because of the cold. It didn’t feel right for the three of us to be sitting there without him.

“Hey,” I said to her as she sauntered over.

“Hey yourself,” she replied. “You two look miserable.”

I looked at Cole and he pulled her into his lap. “Neither of us has heard from Lincoln in two days for Tash, three for me.”

Brandi looked at us both with confusion. “Really? That seems weird. Any signs that he’s been by the apartment?” she asked me.

I shook my head. “I’d know too. I haven’t let the couch all weekend.”

“Huh,” she said, her brow furrowing. “That’s weird.”

“Right?” Cole said, playing with her fingers. “Any ideas on your end what might be up?”

Brandi gave him an incredulous look. “Me? Oh, yes, Linc and I texted every day, five times a day.”

“It was just a question, Bran,” I said. “No need to be an asshole.”

“Okay,” she said. “Okay. I’m sorry. I’m sure he will reach out when he has time or is ready or whatever. Maybe he’s processing his sexy encounter with you?” Brandi wiggled her eyebrows.

“Brandi!”

“What sexy encounter?” Cole asked. “Did you two finally...?”

“No,” I said with a scowl in my best friend’s direction. “Well, not exactly.”

“Not exactly?” Brandi asked. “The two of you—”

“That’s enough details, Brandi,” Cole said, genuinely laughing this time. “No need to embarrass the poor girl.”

“That’s my job,” Brandi said, sticking her tongue out at me.

“When did you become my parents, Bran?” I asked, giving her a look.

She laughed and tugged on Cole’s arm. “I wouldn’t worry about it, babes. I’m sure Linc will hit you up soon. Maybe he’s just ill?”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “I’m sure it’s something like that.”

“Hey,” she replied, standing so Cole could slide out of the booth. “If you really wanted to know, you could always text Melanie. They were together for like ever. I’m sure she’d have some insider info.”

“Hard pass,” I said, my stomach churning at the very thought. What would I even say? ‘Oh, hey. I’m kinda with your long-term ex now. Know where he is?’

“Suit yourself,” Brandi said. “We will catch you later. We have some... studies, to catch up on.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, giving her a knowing look. “Studies of anatomy, I would bet.”

“So intuitive,” Brandi said, laughing. “See you soon. Text me if you need anything.”

“Just make sure you reply, okay? I don’t need two important people going absent from me.”

“Hey. As long as you wait a few hours, I will be all yours.”

I rolled my eyes at the two of them, though Cole definitely didn’t see because he was already checking out Brandi’s cleavage. “See you later,” I said with a small wave of my hand.

They left and I found myself alone once more, contemplating heading right back for the couch and my solitude. I looked down at my tea to find that, for the second time today, I’d let my hot drink become a cold one. I’d either have to pitch it or ask it to be warmed up from the edgy-looking barista.

I stood, gathered my stuff, and walked toward the trash, but at the last minute, I diverted and approached the counter.

“Is there any way you could heat this up for me?”
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This felt like a waking nightmare. How could my dad do something like this? It felt so unlike him it was like I was being told he had a second family or something. 

My mother sat next to me, clutching my hands and crying. Kayley, my little sister, stared out the window with her arms crossed and said nothing. Mom had pulled her out of school this week, and she was furious.

“The case is pretty straight forward, Mrs. Barnett,” said our family lawyer, Bryce Benson. “Bill has been embezzling funds for over a decade now. A whistleblower turned him in a year ago, and the FBI has been watching him ever since. Bill has no chance of being found not guilty, but I may be able to get him a reduced sentence.”

Mom sobbed harder. “Damn it, Bill,” she moaned. “How could he do this to us?”

“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Barnett,” Mr. Benson said. “I know this has come as a huge shock to you and your children. I wish I could tell you some better news.”

Yesterday had been a nightmare. Living hell. 

The FBI had shown up in the middle of breakfast, and when my dad answered the door, they pushed him up against the wall. He didn’t try to argue, which meant he already knew why they were there. Almost like he’d been expecting it. Mom screamed when three FBI agents searched our dining room, and Kayley dropped her head into her hands. 

I stood frozen, totally unsure of what to do or if there was any way I could help.

“Don’t get in their way,” Dad had said. “Call Bryce, Rosa.”

Mom had then whipped out her phone and furiously called our family lawyer. The same one who had drawn up Dad’s will last month with us all present. I wondered if Dad knew then that he was being investigated. It did seem like an odd time to want to redo his will with no health scares or changes to our family.

Now, Kayley and Mom were gathered in the living room with me, and she was cutting off my circulation with the force of her grip.

“Look, the best I can offer you is the promise I will do everything I can. You know that, Rosa.”

Mom nodded. “Thank you, Bryce. You have always been a lifesaver for this family. I just can’t believe Bill would do this without considering his family first.”

Mr. Benson nodded. “Things like this usually do come as a shock to families. The person committing the crime usually doesn’t want to get their loved ones involved.”

Mom cried harder, so I stood and grabbed Mr. Benson’s hand. “Thanks for stopping by. We really appreciate your delicate handling of this. We will be in touch soon. Let us know if there is anything you need us to do.”

I walked him to the door, and when I closed it behind me, I slid to the floor, grabbing a handful of my hair. I suddenly felt like a kid. Like twenty-two wasn’t an adult at all and I wanted this scary shit to go away. It was too much to handle while I was supposed to be on the precipice of my own future.

I looked at my watch and realized it would have been time for dance class if I was at school. I hoped that Tasha would be able to find it in her to forgive me once I knew what I wanted to do. I was certain she would be okay. She was the hardest worker I’d ever met and definitely one of Madam Christine’s favorites. If I was lucky, maybe she’d teach me what I missed when I came back.

If I came back.

Who was I supposed to be now that my family’s name—likely my name—would be splashed all over the news? My dad worked for a huge finance firm that handled money for several Fortune 500 companies, so this would be national news. The downfall of another greedy CEO.

I tried to will myself to cry, to scream, to get angry. I wanted to feel something about this, but everything was numb. Almost like my brain couldn’t accept the truth. I tried to picture Dad—my dad—behind bars in that famous orange jumpsuit. I couldn’t get from point A to horrifying point B and know it was real.

I got to my feet and started to head back to the living room. At the last second, I changed directions and went to my room instead.

I passed the rows and rows of family portraits that hung on the stairwell, and I caught a glimpse of one of my dad from about ten years ago. That would have been right when he started this shit.

“Fuck you,” I said softly to the picture, flipping it off. It didn’t make me feel any better. It didn’t make me feel anything.

And that was the problem.

I closed my bedroom door behind me to try to block out Mom’s sobbing and grabbed my noise-canceling headphones. I started music and then stared at the ceiling.

What would this mean for my future? Would I ever be able to get a job? Could I still play pro hockey or would people always relate me to my dad’s mistakes and I’d be laughed out of the game?

I tried to imagine my first interview after winning my debut match and could only think about how they’d ask me a million questions about what it was like to be the son of the infamous Bill Barnett. They’d ask if I was trying to make my own name and online, people would say I was riding on my dad’s fame.

Maybe I should look more closely at an office job. Leave any chance of a spotlight behind. But what would a job look like if I tried to use my degree? I pictured myself interviewing for a position at ESPN and the management whispering about how I might embezzle funds.

I wished I could talk to Tasha. Without meaning to, she always seemed to have the answer, and right now, I really fucking needed it.

But I was determined not to speak to any of my friends—or Tasha, whose relationship I hadn’t defined yet—until I had my shit together.

My coach had been texting me nonstop for missing a practice, and he wasn’t the only one. Tasha had texted me, but also Cole and even Brandi. The way they talked made it seem like they thought I was dead in a ditch somewhere.

Maybe that would have been preferable to the truth. Maybe I could still make that happen...

My phone buzzed, and I saw Tasha had texted me again.

Tasha: Hey. It’s me. If you don’t wanna talk that’s fine but please let me know that you’re okay. We’re all worried about you. 

I was starting to look like an asshole over here drowning in my own self-pity, but that was all I felt right now. And Tasha would sadly have to be the victim of that.

I’m okay, I sent back.

What a dick move.

I shut my phone off, unwilling to give answers to anyone else and knowing my reply had probably only caused more questions.

I opened my laptop and searched a job site for hourly positions that wouldn’t require a degree. If shit was this bad, how was I supposed to go back to school? I had no way to pay for it without Dad, and I assumed the government would seize all their assets.

The internet was filled to the brim with jobs for fast food employees and construction workers. Both important and necessary jobs but certainly not what I had seen for myself.

“You planning on staying here the rest of your life?”

I sat up to see my sister standing in the doorway, peeking at me like she was scared I would bite.

“Maybe,” I replied. “Do you think I could get away with it?”

Kayley came in and sat in the chair at my desk. “Probably. Mom’s too busy crying about something she probably already knew about.”

“You think?” I asked. First, Dad pulled shady illegal crap behind our backs, but the idea that our mom might have known he was doing it?

Kayley nodded. “It’s whatever. At least Mom will let me go on spring break with my friends because she will feel guilty.”

“Isn’t that a little cold, Kayley?” I asked.

“Are you one to talk? Why did Cole text me?”

Fuck. I hadn’t anticipated Cole doing that. “Did you reply?” I asked nervously.

“No,” she said. “I figured if you hadn’t told him you had your reasons.”

I nodded. “Thanks.” 

“Yeah. This is why I’m going to school out of state.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. Kayley was always the one to act more mature than anyone else in this family. “Good for you, kid.” 

She shrugged. “I’m ordering a pizza. You want some?”

“Sounds good. Get some meat.”

“Sure.” Then she stood and put out her hand. “I’m a minor. I can’t pay for shit like that.”

I burst out in raucous laughter to the point where I almost felt like I was going to cry. “My wallet is on the dresser. Go nuts, kid.”

Kayley grabbed my wallet and extracted my card, then happily skipped out of the room. At least someone could.

I held up my arms in a stretch, and my tattoo caught my eye. It had fully healed now, and it felt like it had more meaning than ever. 

Chains.

It was supposed to be a play on my name, “Linc”, but also symbolize the bond of our family. 

Right now, I really wished that bond could be broken.
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I spent the walk to class rehearsing what I would tell Madam Christine when I got there. It was no secret we were roommates, so it would stand to reason I’d know.

When I approached her at the start of class, she spoke before I had a chance to.

“Miss Amir. I have a new dance partner for you.”

“What?” I said, startled that she was way ahead of me.

“What part of that statement was unclear?” she asked in a challenging tone.

“None of it, just—”

“I received word that Mr. Barnett would be out a few classes and Mr. Reeves’s partner—Nadia—dropped the class. When Mr. Barnett gets back, I will set him up with someone else.”

Lincoln dance with someone else? The idea of it hit me like a semi, and a pang shot through my heart.

“You don’t know why he’s gone, do you?” I asked, figuring it was at least worth a shot.

“No. Do you?” she replied.

“No,” I said sadly.

“Then let’s proceed with the class. Time is wasting, and the two of you have to get some chemistry if you want to dance properly.”

Chemistry with someone besides Linc. Dancing with someone besides the partner I’d all but slept with a few days back.

“Okay,” I said, nodding. “Hi, I’m Tasha.”

“Grant.” He extended his hand. I took it and gave him a weak smile.

“So your partner ditched you too, huh?”

Grant shrugged. “I guess so. She and I never really meshed. She always wanted to be the center of attention, and I’m more of a get-things-done kind of guy.”

Finally. Someone who spoke my language. “Me too,” I said. “My partner is—was a hockey star, so he wanted it to all be about him.”

“Sounds obnoxious,” Grant said with an eyeroll.

I opened my mouth to agree with him, but that same pang of hurt shot through me again, and I refrained from doing so.

Today, we were going to learn a new dance, and this gave Grant and me plenty of time to get to know each other. Turned out he was a computer programming major who liked to volunteer his time at the local animal shelter. I’d be lying if I said he wasn’t hot.

He had this light-auburn hair that looked redder when the light hit it, and these piercing gray eyes that sparkled whenever I laughed at a joke he made.

We danced toward the back of the room where Linc never would have let us, and I felt truly relaxed for the first time in this class.

“I have to say,” Grant said. “You really seem like you know what you’re doing.”

I laughed and he pulled me closer. “Hardly,” I said, noting the way it felt nice to be close to someone who didn’t smell like they’d just worked out. “I’m just faking it until I finish with
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