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CHAPTER ONE:
HOME!
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"GET UP! LAST WARNING!"

A shout came from downstairs, but the boy in the bed lay still for a moment. He didn't realise the importance of the day. For a few seconds he existed in that warm, half-asleep place where nothing had happened yet and nothing could go wrong. Then it finally came to him. He leapt out of bed just as a huge figure burst through the door.

"Lewis Neil Macleod, you better be—"

THUD!

A balled-up sock was flung in the direction of the woman who had just come through the door. It connected right with her face.

"GOAL!" shouted Lewis, holding his hockey stick above his head and celebrating as if he had just scored the winner in a championship match.

"Well, at least you're up," said the woman, pulling the sock off her face. She smoothed her apron down with both hands and gave Lewis the long, slow look she saved for moments like this—somewhere between exasperation and pride. 

"It's game day, Jessie! It's finally here!" said Lewis.

Lewis walked over to the huge window in his room. He pressed a button, and his enormous curtains began to open. The window looked out over a massive park—Central Park, to be exact, in New York City. The park spread out below him like something from a film: bare-branched trees dusted with white, joggers moving like ants along the frost-pale paths, yellow cabs nudging through the traffic far below. It was a crisp winter day, and the sun was shining.

Lewis stood there for a moment longer than he needed to, one hand still on the curtain button. He liked this—the quiet second before the day properly began, when everything still felt possible. 

It was the Ice Hockey State Championship game that day, and Lewis was playing for his school. He had been looking forward to this all year. All the hard work had led up to this moment.

"Well, let's get some breakfast inside you," said Jessie.

Jessie had been Lewis's nanny since he was born. She was a large woman from a little island in Scotland. She was fierce when she wanted to be, but she was also the most loving woman in Lewis's life. She smelled of lavender and porridge oats, and when she hugged you—which she did often and without warning—it felt like being wrapped in something that had been warmed by a fire.

They lived in a huge penthouse apartment. It had grand windows that stretched from floor to ceiling and a sweeping staircase that led downstairs to another level of rooms. It was pure luxury. Antiques lined the hallways—dark wooden chests, oil portraits of people Lewis didn't know, glass cabinets full of things too delicate to touch. His dad called it inventory. Lewis called it a museum. There were eight rooms and, on most days, Lewis had most of them entirely to himself.

Lewis and Jessie went downstairs to the kitchen.

"Porridge for you today," said Jessie. "You need your energy for the big game!"

"Ahh, no, not porridge! Anything but that!" groaned Lewis.

"No! You will have this porridge. It will make you big and strong. Then cod liver oil after!" Jessie bellowed. "It's what I had growing up, and I've never been sick a day in my life!"

Lewis knew this was a lie. He had seen Jessie unwell one night, although it might have had something to do with a suspicious-looking object she had been eating. It had been sent by her cousin and was called "Guga"—a bird that was a delicacy on her island but smelled like rotten fish and looked like a boiled green welly. Lewis had made the mistake of asking what it tasted like. Jessie had gone misty-eyed and said "home," and Lewis hadn't pushed any further.

So as not to upset Jessie, Lewis sat in the kitchen and ate his porridge.

"Jessie," said Lewis, "has Dad left for work yet?"

"Yes, dear," said Jessie.

"But he promised he would make it to the game today," Lewis said, his shoulders dropping.

"He will be there," she assured him.

Lewis smiled, but he was disappointed that his father wasn't there to see him off. He pushed his spoon around the bowl. His dad had promised last week too—the practice game, the one that had mattered enough to Lewis that he'd mentioned it three times. James had nodded each time, said "of course, buddy," and then a deal in Amsterdam had come up. Lewis had scored twice. Nobody had seen it.

Lewis, his dad—James Macleod—and Jessie had moved to New York from a little island in Scotland called the Isle of Lewis when Lewis was just a baby. He didn't know anything about his homeland, as they had never been back. The island was just a word to Lewis, a name on the side of a whisky bottle in his dad's study. He knew he was named after it, which he'd always thought was either very meaningful or very strange, and he couldn't quite decide which.

Lewis's mum had died due to complications when he was born, so he had only met her for a few hours. He didn't remember her. He had photos of her from Jessie, but James never really spoke about her. In fact, his dad never really spoke about anything other than work. Once, when Lewis was about eight, he'd asked his dad if his mum had liked hockey. James had gone very still, looked at a point just past Lewis's shoulder, and said, "She would have loved watching you play." Then he'd gone back to his newspaper. Lewis had held onto that sentence like a coin he wasn't sure was real.

James worked as an antique dealer, and a very successful one at that. The family had all sorts of antiques that they sold from their gallery in New York. Money had never been a problem for them—they were rich in one way, but in other ways, they were very poor. Lewis hardly saw his dad; Jessie really was his best friend and mother figure.

Suddenly, the doors to the kitchen flew open with a thud. A tall, thin, snooty-looking man dressed in black burst in.

"Where are the entrées I left for Lady Victoria and Miss Shelly?" said the man.

It was Horatio, the butler hired by Lewis's dad's girlfriend, Victoria—or, as Lewis called her, "The Witch"—to tend to her and her daughter's every need. Horatio moved through the apartment as if he owned it, touching things as he passed them—adjusting ornaments a fraction of an inch, straightening pictures that didn't need straightening—like a man perpetually dissatisfied with the arrangements of others.

Victoria and Shelly had moved in about a month ago, when James asked Victoria to marry him. Lewis wasn't very pleased about it, but he just wanted his dad to be happy—something he hadn't seen in a very long time. That was the part Lewis kept coming back to. His dad had smiled—actually smiled, not the polite, distracted version he used on clients—the night he told Lewis about the engagement. Lewis had filed that smile away carefully. It was why he tried, most days, to be reasonable about it all.

Horatio was tall, thin, and very pale. He stood with his chin in the air, his eyes always looking down his nose at people. Jessie did not like Horatio. She called him "The Penguin," partly because of his look and partly because she thought he was evil, like the Batman villain. "The man doesn't blink enough," she'd told Lewis once, very seriously. "People who don't blink enough are never to be trusted."

"Those horrible things that were on the side table?" asked Jessie.

"Yes, woman, where are they?" demanded Horatio.

"I put them in the bin! They were stinking up the whole kitchen!"

"You what?" snarled Horatio. "Those were meant for breakfast!"

"Well, they looked and smelt like leftovers from a greasy spoon restaurant!" replied Jessie. "Anyway, there is plenty of porridge to go around. Your ladyship and her offspring can eat some of that. Might put some meat on their bones!"

"I will not serve that gruel to anyone, far less the lady of the house!" said Horatio.

With that, he turned and made his way out of the kitchen and into the dining room. Lewis hurried to the door to listen to the reaction. He pressed himself against the frame, barely breathing.

"She did what?" screamed Victoria.

She rose from her seat and stormed into the kitchen. The doors burst open, and a very angry-looking Victoria demanded to know what had happened to her caviar and quail's eggs.

"I put it in the bin," said Jessie calmly, without emotion.

"Why?" asked Victoria.

"Because I will not let my kitchen be fumigated by that 'food,' as you call it!" said Jessie.

"When I am the lady of this house, you will be the first thing that goes!" shouted Victoria.

"You may marry Mr. Macleod, but you will never be the lady of this house," replied Jessie.

"Well, you won't be around in any case!" said Victoria, who then stormed out of the kitchen. "Come, Shelly, we're going to the Hilton for breakfast! Horatio, signal the car to pick us up downstairs!"

"Right away, Miss!" said Horatio.

And with that, they were gone. The kitchen fell silent. Lewis and Jessie sat to eat their porridge at the small table in the corner. The apartment felt different when it was just the two of them—quieter, easier to breathe in.

"I don't know why Dad is marrying her," said Lewis. "She is awful to you, she doesn't pay any attention to me, and she spends all Dad's money on cars, clothes, food, and Shelly!"

"Your dad likes her, or at least he thinks he does," said Jessie. "So it's our job to make do with the situation and try to live together."

All the while, she sat unscrewing bottles of blue food dye. She stood up, walked to the laundry room, and opened the door. Lewis watched her, saying nothing. He'd learned that when Jessie moved with that particular air of calm purpose, something interesting was about to happen.

"We need to support your dad and try to deal with things as best we can," she said. Jessie opened the top of the washing machine and poured all the blue dye onto the clothes—which just happened to be all of Victoria and Shelly's white washing.

"We need to carry on with our day-to-day tasks and not let it affect us in any way," she said as she sat down beside Lewis again.

They both looked at each other and smiled.

"But that doesn't mean we let them off with anything!" she added, winking at Lewis. "Anyway, Lewis, your dad's family have more money than they could ever spend in ten lifetimes, so don't worry about that. Right, time to get going. Upstairs and get dressed, or you will be late for school." She reached over and ruffled his hair, and Lewis ducked away, grinning properly for the first time all morning.
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CHAPTER TWO:
SCHOOL TIME
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As excited as Lewis was for game day, he did not enjoy school. In fact, he hated it. It wasn't so much the schoolwork that he didn't like, but the school in general. It was a posh boys' school, full of rich sons who were entitled and treated Lewis like a poor relative because he was from a little island in Scotland. It didn't matter that Lewis had been in America since he was a baby; they still called him "Jock" and never really took to him. The name had started in third grade, delivered by a boy called Hunter who had since become Buzz, and it had never gone away. Lewis had decided early on that the worst thing he could do was let them see it bothered him. So he didn't. Or at least, he got very good at pretending he didn't.

He was alone in the school, with no real friends. He had gotten used to it by now and didn't let the other boys get to him with their jibes. Instead, he just did his schoolwork and played hockey. He sat in the middle of classrooms, not the back where the troublemakers went and not the front where the eager ones planted themselves. The middle was safe. Invisible. He ate lunch quickly and spent the remaining time either reading or watching game footage on his phone.

Lewis had a real talent for hockey; he was by far the best player of any age in the school. He was a fantastic skater, a great goal scorer, and deceptively strong. He often left boys twice his size in a heap on the ice if they tried to bully him. His skating had a quality that coaches struggled to name—something that went beyond technique. He didn't just move on the ice; he thought on it. He could read where the puck was going before it got there, see the gaps before they opened. It was the only place he felt completely, unself-consciously himself.

Even though the team would be nowhere near as good without him, the other boys never included Lewis in their days out or team bonding. Instead, they celebrated goals without him. This toughened Lewis up and made him rely on himself more than anyone else on the ice. He'd stopped minding the team photographs where they'd forget to call him over until it was too late, stopped minding the group chats he wasn't in. What mattered was the ice. The ice was honest.

"Come on, Lewis!" said Jessie. "The car is waiting outside."

Jessie and Lewis made their way downstairs to the entrance of their apartment complex, where a driver was waiting. They got into the back, and the car set off.

"Are you nervous, Lewis?" asked Jessie.

"No," said Lewis.

Jessie smiled; she knew he was lying but didn't say anything. She patted his hand once and looked out of the window, which was, Lewis had long since worked out, her way of giving him space without actually going anywhere.

"Will Dad make it today?" asked Lewis.

"I told you, he will be there. He told me himself this morning," said Jessie.

"Okay."

He looked out of the window. The streets slid past—delis, doormen in long coats, a man walking three enormous dogs. Lewis watched without really seeing. He thought about what his dad had said that morning—or hadn't said, because he hadn't been there to say anything. He thought about how a promise from James Macleod had started to feel like something you held loosely, in case you needed to let it go.

They arrived at the school. Lewis got out and looked back at the car. Jessie had already wound down her window.

"I'll be back after school for the game. Don't worry, you will be great!" Jessie called out. The car set off down the road.

"Repton School for Boys. Man, I hate this place," muttered Lewis as he stood at the gates. "Oh well, last day of the year. May as well get it over with." He straightened up, put his face into neutral, and walked in.

Lewis made his way to his first lesson: History. They had finished all their coursework for the year, and since the ice hockey team was in the state final, lessons were free time that day—meaning they were watching videos. Lewis found a seat near the window, away from the cluster of boys who had already started up their usual low-grade noise. Outside, the sky had gone a flat, pewter grey. He hoped it wouldn't snow.

"Hey, Jock, do you have TVs where you're from?" sneered Buzz.

Buzz was on the hockey team with Lewis but was no friend of his. His dad was an oil tycoon, making him the richest boy in school—or so he told everyone. He was also the boy who treated Lewis the worst. Buzz had a talent for it. He'd worked out early on that the most effective way to get under Lewis's skin wasn't with his fists but with his audience—the boys who laughed when Buzz laughed, who looked away when Buzz looked away. Lewis often thought that if you removed the audience, Buzz would have nothing at all.

Lewis didn't like confrontation, so he usually ignored Buzz. But that day, Buzz wasn't letting him ignore anything. He picked up a piece of paper and threw it at Lewis. 

"Hey, Jock, I'm talking to you!" said Buzz.

The paper hit Lewis on the head and landed on his desk. Written on it were the words: GO BACK HOME, JOCK! Lewis read it once. Then he folded it carefully in half and set it to the side of his desk as if it were a piece of classwork he'd deal with later.

"Yes, we do have TVs where I'm from. Don't we live in the same building? But... you're two floors below me, aren't you?" Lewis calmly replied.

This made Buzz furious. His face went red, and his eyes widened with rage. A vein appeared at his temple that Lewis had not seen before.

"That's only our little apartment for school time," spat Buzz. "If my dad wanted to, he could buy the whole building and throw you out!"

A few of the other boys sniggered at Lewis's comeback. This made Buzz sit down and fold his arms in a rage for the rest of the class. Lewis turned back to the screen. He could feel Buzz's eyes on the back of his head like two burning points. He made himself breathe slowly, evenly. He thought about the ice. About tonight. About that first moment when his skates touched down and everything else went quiet. He could wait.
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CHAPTER THREE:
GAME TIME
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Lewis finally made it to the end of the day. He raced from his last lesson to the gate and into his car, where Jessie was waiting. He threw his bag into the footwell and leaned back against the seat, exhaling for what felt like the first time since that morning.

"No Dad?" asked Lewis.

"He will be at the game. Now get in—we need to hurry!" said Jessie.

The car raced to the arena. It was a huge building, Lewis's favourite place in the whole world. When he was skating, it was as if the rest of the world went quiet and it was just him on the ice. He felt the excitement rise in him the way it always did on big game days—starting in his chest and spreading outward, electric and particular and impossible to fake. Whatever else was wrong, there was always this.

"Okay, my boy, time to show them what you're made of," Jessie said proudly.

Lewis smiled and jumped out of the car, his big bag slung over his shoulders, carrying his skates, uniform, and pads. He bounded up the entranceway and ran to the locker room. The noise of the arena was already building—voices, boots on concrete, the distant thrum of a crowd finding its seats. Lewis loved this part too: the building before it mattered. He pushed through the double doors.

As Lewis entered, he heard the familiar voice of Buzz shouting, "Look, it's the Jock!"

There were a few laughs, but most people were too busy lacing their boots. Lewis sat on his own in the corner, as he did most days. He opened his bag, and horror spread through his body. His hands found the fabric first. That was wrong—the strip should have been stiff, folded. He pulled it out.

His strip had been ripped to shreds. His boot laces were cut, the blades chipped as though they had been hit with a hammer. His helmet was flat as a pancake, and his stick had been snapped in half and taped together badly. Lewis laid the pieces out on the bench in front of him, one by one, the way you might lay out evidence. Torn jersey. Cut laces. Ruined blades. He looked at them for a long moment without speaking. The noise of the locker room continued around him as if nothing had happened. Somewhere behind him, someone was laughing.

Lewis was shocked. He was also, beneath the shock, something colder and more focused. He recognised the feeling. It was the same one he got in the second period when his team was down by two and everyone else had started to panic. It was not despair. It was the thing that came just after despair, when you've processed it and moved through.

Buzz came over and whispered, "That's what you get for making a fool out of me, Jock!" He smiled and turned away. Lewis watched him go. He didn't say anything. He didn't need to.

The coach walked in. "Right, guys, let's get out there and win this!" He looked at Lewis. "Macleod, why aren't you dressed? Get your gear on—it's go time!"

Lewis looked down at his gear and then back up at the coach.

"Wow, that's not getting fixed," said the coach, not sounding very sympathetic. "Looks like we will have to do this without you! I'm disappointed in you. Fail to prepare, prepare to fail!" He didn't look at the gear. He didn't ask what had happened. He was already turning toward the door. Lewis opened his mouth, then closed it. What was the point? The coach would believe what it was easier to believe—that Lewis had been careless, disorganised, that the only boy on the team without a father at every game had simply failed to look after his things. It was easier for everyone that way.

Before Lewis could answer, they all left the locker room.

Lewis was heartbroken. He sat motionless, a single tear rolling down his cheek. He wiped it away, then stood up with an angry look on his face. He sat in the silence and let himself have about thirty seconds of it—the hurt, the unfairness, all of it. He gave it exactly that long. Then he stood up. He thought about his mum, which he sometimes did when things were bad, even though he had no real memory of her—just Jessie's stories, and the photos, and that one thing his dad had said. He thought: she would have come tonight. She would have been there. And then he put that away too, because there was nothing to be done with it, and walked out of the changing room.

Lewis knew they kept special creams for sore muscles—creams that made your skin feel like it was burning. He took two tubes and headed back to the locker room. He grabbed all the underwear he could find, including the coach's, and spread the cream on the inside of them. He placed everything back where he had found it and left.

He was very thorough. He was, after all, a detail-oriented person.

He went back to the car, where the driver was waiting. "Home, please."

The driver phoned Jessie. A few moments later, Jessie arrived at the car, looking confused.

"Why are you in the car? Why aren't you playing? What's going on, Lewis?" she asked.

"I'm not feeling well. I want to go home," Lewis said.

Nobody spoke all the way home. When they arrived, Lewis went straight to his room. Jessie watched him go and shouted, "I'll put dinner on for you!" She said it in the careful, even voice she used when she was worried but didn't want to push. Lewis heard it. He appreciated it. He couldn't do anything about it just yet.

"Thanks," was the only response.

In his room, Lewis sat on the edge of his bed and looked out at Central Park. The winter










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
4_""-;






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





