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Not every victory shows up on the scoreboard...

As he recovers from a traumatic brain injury he received on the ice, Linc has to accept that his dream of going to the NHL might be dead in the water. Stuck with no prospects and too many worries, he struggles to keep up with his commitments to Tasha, his friends, and his studies. He has no hope for the future. Until he can figure out how to cope, it seems better to cut ties with those he cares about.

After unsuccessfully trying to push everyone away, he’s presented with an opportunity at a local high school, helping their hockey team improve their skills. 

Maybe things will line up how they’re supposed to after all...
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This was it.

The sound of the crowd and the announcer over the speakers faded into the background, and the only thing I heard was the scraping of skates and the thunk of my stick hitting the puck. 

Dodge.

Pass.

Feint.

Dodge again.

Take the puck.

It was the same basic formula for every game, every time I hit the ice. The moves and maneuvers never changed—only the order I did them in. My body was conditioned to respond to the smallest movements of the people around me, my muscles reacting even before my mind could. My skates carried me forward, backward, side to side, past a defender, and right in front of the goalie, who was ready and waiting. But I knew what to do here. I knew how to make it look like I was aiming one way but to shoot another. To trick him into going the wrong way when I took my shot.

Move!

A flash out of the corner of my eye distracted me from my intention. I glanced to make sure there was no danger I needed to avoid. There wasn’t.

Not for me, anyway. 

Cole had knocked one of the other team’s defenders out of the way and had turned to me. “Go, Linc!” he shouted.

But I couldn’t. 

All of it happened in under a second, my mind slowing down everything around me. 

Cole was a big guy, but the opposing player who was barreling toward him was even bigger. And Cole didn’t see him coming. I’d played enough hockey to be able to know exactly how that hit would go and how Cole would land. If he was lucky, he’d dislocate a shoulder. If he wasn’t...

Without a thought, I abandoned the puck. I might not be able to stop the impact, but I could change who got hit and maybe avoid an injury myself, since I saw it coming, unlike Cole, who still hadn’t even looked up. I darted forward, my skates grinding against the ice as I turned to the side to a stop right between Cole and his attacker.

And then I was flying to the side in slow motion. I saw Cole’s look of surprise. I saw my mom and Kayley and Tasha in the stands watching, their expressions changing to masks of horror as I fell.

I heard a sound like an egg cracking, and then everything went black.

***
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The sound of classical music surrounded me, and I looked down at my dance partner. Tasha stood in front of me, looking nervous. She held up her hands, awkwardly moving them in a way that said she was unsure of how to do this. Unfortunately for her, I didn’t know what I was doing any more than she did.

I raised my hand to take hers, and immediately, the instructor came over to correct our grip. When I wrapped my hand around Tasha’s back, Christine once again shifted my hand.

“We’re not groping,” she said with a teasing tone. “We are dancing.”

Tasha giggled, and I laughed along, too. No sense in taking it too seriously... right? After all, this was only our first ballroom dance class, and I barely knew Tasha, even though we were roommates.

Once our hands and arms were positioned appropriately, I stared at her, trying not to show how cripplingly nervous I was. The last thing I wanted was to look like a little bitch in front of a whole bunch of people who could possibly tell everyone else at school about how I froze up during dance class.

Thankfully, I sensed the slight tremor in Tasha’s hands and knew I wasn’t alone, which made me feel at least a little bit better. She gave me a skeptical look. I tried to return it as a smile, but I worried it came off as more of a sneer. 

Madame Christine’s voice rose over the music, counting us into the steps of the waltz, a romantic, elegant dance. I had no idea how to pull off that kind of vibe, but it was worth trying. As our instructor told us to begin dancing, I felt my feet move. For a second, I thought maybe I’d done it right, that I wasn’t only gifted on the ice.

Until Tasha tripped over my foot on the second step.

“Shit, sorry,” I said, keeping a hold of her so she didn’t lose her balance. 

She opened her mouth to respond, but a sharp, sudden, intense pain in my head made me stumble. I took a few steps back, trying to get myself right again, and Tasha looked at me in concern.

“Linc?” she said. “What’s wrong?”

I shook my head, but something was wrong. This wasn’t how our first dance class had gone. I didn’t have a headache. I didn’t trip that badly.

“Tasha,” I said slowly, memories of several months coming back to me, of dancing and eating and sleeping together. Of the feeling of her soft lips, her smooth skin on mine, her warmth surrounding me as we made love... “What’s going on?”

“Linc?” she said again, though the mildly concerned look on her face didn’t match the volume or intensity of the way she said it, almost like she was screaming it.

“Tasha,” I said again. Before I could say more, the pain in my head returned, just as violent and agonizing as the first time.

“Barnett?” 

I turned to the new voice and saw Coach standing there, his calm face as eerily at odds with his anxious voice as Tasha’s.

“Come on, Linc.” Now Cole appeared, his face blank and emotionless, but his voice was begging me. “Wake up. Wake up, Mr. President. You gotta wake up.”

The studio dimmed, and now only Tasha, Cole, and Coach stood there. Then I heard my mother and sister screaming my name, but before I could turn to find them, the room went completely black before flashing white, nearly blinding me as the pain returned even more intense than before.

My eyelids weren’t truly open, but they weren’t all the way closed. It took me a few seconds to figure out why it was so cold beneath my head. Something warm and sticky covered my forehead and stuck in my eyelashes. My eyes rolled from side to side and up and down, barely taking in what I was seeing but recognizing enough to put the pieces together.

I saw a scoreboard overhead with a huge screen showing me lying in the center of the rink. My helmet was off, and I was flat on my back as people crowded around me. Was that blood running down my head and into my eyes? I saw Coach standing over me, his face drawn with worry. My eyes drifted to the side and I saw Cole’s hulking form with his arms out, holding my mother, my sister, and Tasha back from where they were trying to get to me. I could hear their voices, the rest of the crowd oddly hushed as they all watched... something.

Me.

I tried to roll over to the side so I could sit up and tell them I was okay, but the second I considered moving, pain shot through my head with such intensity that I was paralyzed, my eyes fluttering shut again and leaving me only with my hearing to figure out what was going on, which was hard enough with how my head swam, drifting between the dream of my first dance with Tasha and reality. I knew which one I preferred, at least for now, and it wasn’t the one where I heard medics approaching. 

“Everybody stand back,” someone called out close to my head. “Give us some space.”

“His head looks bad,” I heard Coach say from somewhere above me. “Is he going to be okay?”

“We won’t be able to give you an answer here,” said a strange voice right next to me. “With a crack on the head like this, he’s going to the hospital.”

A crack on the head? Was that what happened? How?

The moment before the impact returned to me, and I remembered the other player coming in to take a cheap shot at Cole. I had dived between them, paying no attention to the puck...

“Did we win?” I tried to ask, but it was like my jaw was screwed shut. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t speak. I could only hear everyone around me and scream inside, hoping someone would notice I was awake and try to help me.

But no one did. One of my eyelids was pulled open, and a bright light was shined into my eye.

“Responsive,” one of the strange voices said, releasing my eyelid. “That’s good. Means he’s not totally out of it.”

“What does that mean?” I heard Coach ask.

“It means he took a bad hit to the head. Now, sir, we need you to get out of the way and let us do our job.”

Yes, I thought. Let them do their job, Coach. They can get me back up so I can finish the game. The team needs me, and the scout from Tampa is back. I have to show him what I can do.

“Are you the mother?” I heard the other strange voice say.

No, come on, I thought. Don’t let her out on the ice. We can’t play if everyone mobs the rink.

“Yes, that’s me,” Mom said. I wanted to groan in protest, but my body wasn’t responding to my commands. 

“Do you want to accompany him in the ambulance? There’s really only room for one.”

Ambulance? My heart pounded in my chest. There was no way I was leaving in an ambulance. I had a game to finish. I had a team that needed me. We were so close to the playoffs, and scouts were watching. I couldn’t let them take me.

I tried my best to make any kind of noise, but all I could manage was a soft groan that I knew wouldn’t be heard over all of the other commotions. 

Come on, I thought. Someone, anyone, talk sense into these guys.

“I think I should drive. My daughter needs to come too.”

“All right. Do you want to follow us?”

There was silence, but I assumed Mom was responding with a yes, since the next thing I knew, I was being moved much more roughly than I felt was probably good for me if I had such a bad head injury that they wouldn’t just let me finish playing. A small, more sensible voice in my head said that if I couldn’t ask them to let me play, there was no way I could actually get up on my skates and do it.

I felt myself lifted onto whatever gurney they had, and then I was rolling along. Every single bump the gurney hit sent another wave of pain through my skull, and I was pretty sure I blacked out a couple of times when it happened. Finally, there was a huge bump as they raised me up into the ambulance. An oxygen mask came down over my face, and the feeling of air being forced into my nose caused another sharp pain in my head, and this one didn’t go away as quickly. It hung around as consciousness evaded me, and by the time the ambulance started driving toward the hospital, the sirens blaring loudly, I was close enough to the darkness again that all it took was for me to let myself, and I drifted into a deep, silent sleep.
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Watching Linc’s body fall in slow motion was almost surreal. Like I was watching a Hallmark movie about some guy who falls into a coma, and the whole movie is based around him remembering he loves his wife or something. 

I remembered his mom screaming as I scrambled out onto the ice, sliding across the slick to take my newly minted boyfriend’s head in my hands and finding cold, wet blood on the ice.

I swore I said his name, but my mouth felt frozen in place, like I was having sleep paralysis.

And then I was dragged away from him as I kicked and screamed.

“He needs me,” I cried out as his mother joined me at my side. “Linc needs me.”

“Shhh...” Brandi said as she took me off of Cole’s hands. “Hey, hey... look—” she pointed back to where Lincoln lay. “Look, his eyes are open.”

I turned, and sure enough, he was blinking and nodding slightly as the EMTs spoke to him.

I felt a weight lifted off my chest. He wasn’t dying—at least not right now.

“Come with me,” Brandi said. “Let’s get you a drink of water.”

I nodded and took her hand, following her to the concession stand, which was abandoned. 

Brandi looked around and frowned, then she shrugged and jumped over the counter, reaching for one of the paper Pepsi cups and holding it under the water dispenser.

“Brandi!” I hissed. “You can’t just go back there.”

“Who’s gonna stop me from getting a cup of water for the girlfriend of the guy who just... the hurt guy.”

I knew where she was going. “The guy who’d just cracked his head open on the ice.” It stung, but she didn’t mean it to be thoughtless.

“Here,” she said, handing me the cup. “Drink.”

I took it from her, gratefully, then turned as I heard footsteps coming toward us. I looked up to see Rosa and Kayley coming toward me.

“They’re taking him to Saint Joe’s,” she said, referring to St. Joseph Medical Center the locals lovingly called Saint Joe’s. “I assume we will see you there shortly, yes?”

I nodded, unable to find the words I wanted and too uncomfortable to reach out for the hug I needed.

“I’ll be sure she makes it there,” Brandi said, and Rosa nodded.

“I’m sure it’s all gonna be fine,” Kayley said, and they turned to go to their car.

I finished the cup of water Brandi had so lovingly stolen for me and put the paper in the recycling. “This is awful,” I said quietly.

“I know.” Brandi pulled me into a hug. “But we’re gonna get through this.”

By the time Brandi and I got out to her car, I was in full-existential dread, having convinced myself that Linc had already forgotten who I was and that I would have to fight his ex for his love.

“But what if he doesn’t remember telling me he loves me?” I asked Brandi. “What if he forgot we were ever together?”

“That’s literally not gonna happen. You’re being dramatic, and I’m gonna need you to get this pity party out of your system before we get there. This is about Linc, not you.”

I broke down and cried all the way to the hospital. Even when Grant texted me to ask how it was going, I was sobbing too hard to reply.

But, as Brandi said, this wasn’t about me now. I had to be strong for Lincoln and his family. They needed his girlfriend to be a rock of support, not a mushy ball of goo that didn’t stop crying.

I approached the reception desk and tried to plaster on a friendly smile. “Uh... hi,” I said. “I’m here to see Lincoln Barnett.”

The nurse at the desk looked up at me skeptically. “Are you family?” 

I froze, unsure of how to answer. “Well, no,” I said slowly.

She looked down at her computer, typing and then looking back at me. “Are you Tasha?” she asked.

My heart leaped. Someone had deemed me important enough to be on a list of approved people.

“Yeah,” I said, almost crying again. “That’s me.”

The nurse gave me a slightly annoyed look that said she was in no mood for hysterics. “He’s in the ICU. Third floor. Room 331.”

“Thank you,” I said with relief, grabbing Brandi’s hand. “This means so much to me.”

“Wear a mask,” she called after us, and we pulled them up as we walked through the halls.

We reached room 331 fairly quickly, and I peeked into the little window before entering. Linc looked absolutely horrible, all hooked up to tubes and with a big bandage on his head.

“Steady there,” Brandi said as I trembled.

I nodded and knocked softly on the door. 

Kayley looked up and saw me, then waved me in. “Hey,” she said quietly as we approached. “He’s sleeping, but I’m sure he’d be glad for you to be here.”

I turned to him, then walked to the bed to reach for his hand and take it in mine. 

Lincoln had been so energized, so sure about his future as a pro hockey player. It had taken him so long to decide whether it was his dream to play or coach, and now that he finally had chosen, this happened.

“Hey, baby,” I said softly. “I’m here, you silly man. Why did you go and fall like that?”

The room was so quiet that I almost felt like I was shouting, and knowing his family could hear me made it even worse.

As if by miracle, Brandi struck up a conversation with his family, and I laid my head on his chest, continuing to whisper words of reassurance.

“I was so worried about you,” I said, holding back tears. “You’re everything to me, and to see you like that on the ice...”

I realized I was being very focused on myself and not enough about comforting him.

He reached up and wiped away a tear that had escaped, and I grabbed his hand in mine, kissing it and pressing it to my cheek.

“Is Cole okay?” he asked softly.

I nodded. “He was so surprised that anything had happened at all. I don’t think he saw the guy you saved him from.”

Linc chuckled softly. “That’s Cole, oblivious as ever.”

I laughed and sat up to stroke his hair. “Do you want me to go get him? I’m pretty sure I heard Brandi say something about him being down in the waiting room.”

Lincoln shook his head. “Just stay with me for a minute, please?”

I nodded, squeezing his hand. “Do you feel like a hero at least?” I asked with a little smile. “Everyone was gathered around you in horror, wondering if you were gonna be okay.”

Linc looked confused. “I don’t even remember that,” he confessed. “Was I conscious?”

I nodded. “I think so. Your eyes were open.”

“Huh...” he said, his eyes un-focusing as he seemingly tried to remember the minutes on the ice. Then he looked at me, patting my leg. “Why don’t you and Brandi go get Cole after all?”

I nodded, not thrilled to leave his side but definitely wanting to fetch him whoever and whatever he wanted.

“Bran,” I called out, and she looked up at me mid-sentence.

“What?” she asked.

“Linc wants to see Cole.”

Brandi finished whatever she was telling Mrs. Barnett and then got to her feet. “Let’s go!”

We went down the stairs in silence. I didn’t know what to say to her, and she kept looking at me like she was waiting for me to talk before she did. But we made it all the way to Cole before I spoke.

“Hey,” I called out. 

Cole looked up with concern, then jumped to his feet and came to where we were standing. 

“Linc is up and he’s asking for you.”

Cole’s shoulder slumped in what I could only assume was relief. “If he died protecting me, I would have never forgiven him.”

Brandi laughed. “I swear the two of you are more in love than we are,” she said, gesturing between herself and Cole.

Cole gave her a playful shove. “It’s just best-bro stuff. I would never want him to go out saving my ass. I’d look like the world’s biggest wimp.”

Brandi rolled her eyes.

I wanted to join in on the jovial nature of the conversation, but my heart was too heavy with concern for Linc to know how to.

When we got back to his hospital room, Lincoln broke into a huge grin seeing Cole. 

“See what I mean?” Brandi joked to me. “True love right there.”

All I could see was the man I loved, broken and bandaged, and the fear he would never be the same echoed through every bone in my body. 
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I wanted to feel relieved and comforted, having all of the people I cared about around me, but it was hard when I felt like I was having to reassure them that I was okay rather than actually trying to feel that way.

Tasha held my hand and kept reaching up with her other one to brush my hair away from the bandages on my forehead where I’d split the skin over my brow. I was glad she was here, but I sort of wished she would go away so I could rest. It felt impossible to close my eyes with so many people staring at me expectantly, as though their gazes would magically make me better.

“How does it feel, baby?” Mom asked for about the hundredth time.

“It’s not so bad,” I lied. It was agony, made even worse by the pressure to stay awake and be all right for everyone present.

“Are you sure?” she said nervously. “I can call for the doctor—”

“No need,” Cole said, pointing toward the door, where a man in a lab coat walked in with a much younger guy, about my age, wearing scrubs.

The doctor looked around the room with his eyes wide. “Uh, Mr. Barnett—”

“Linc,” I said, my head throbbing with the effort it took to get my name out.

“Linc,” he said, confirming he was on board with using my nickname. “This is my medical student, Dr. Burke. He and I have some updates about your condition to discuss with you.”

The air seemed to be sucked out of the room, with everyone holding their breath, waiting for the doctor to say something. He simply glanced around the room with a concerned look on his face.

“Would you prefer to have this conversation alone?” he asked me. I felt Tasha’s hand tighten around mine at the same time that my mother gave a noise of indignation.

I wanted to say yes so he could make them all leave and give me at least a minute to breathe and relax, but I knew there was no way anyone in the room would accept that, and it would only create more problems to try to convince them to let me be. Instead, I told him, “No, it’s okay. They can stay.”

He gave me a skeptical look but shrugged and looked down at the clipboard in his hands. “We already knew you had a concussion,” he said, his eyes roving over the page. “But the scans we did showed a bit more swelling than is considered normal in a case like this. We’re going to need you here to keep an eye on you for at least a few days so we can keep track of it and make sure it goes down. If it doesn’t, surgery may need to be considered.”

My mouth fell open. “Surgery?” I said. “But it’s just a little head pain. Some good pain meds and a long nap, and I should be good to play again. It’s not like a headache is going to stop me from skating, and as long as I can skate, I can play.”

The doctor looked at me in sympathy and snorted slightly through his nose. “Linc,” he said, “based on what I’m seeing in these reports, you won’t be lacing into a pair of skates for at least two to three months, and that’s assuming things don’t take a turn for the worse.”

Two to three months?

That would be the end of the hockey season. My last hockey season in college. I wouldn’t have a chance to play in front of any more scouts and might lose the interest of the ones I’d already started to have look at me. 

“Doctor...” I started to say. I realized he’d introduced his medical student but not himself.

“Greenbridge,” he said, frowning. “Are you usually bad with names, or do you not remember me from earlier?”

Shit. He’d been here earlier? I had absolutely no memory of that, but if I admitted that, he’d be less likely to clear me to play hockey, which I desperately needed him to do, and soon. Not in two to three months.

“I, uh...” I wanted to lie, but I knew my face was giving me away. The doctors shared a grim look. Dr. Burke made a note on the papers in front of him, and
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